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 Introduction 

After having a strong root in 
Northern India, Buddhism 
spread in the other parts of 
India and then abroad in the 
middle of 3rd century B.C.E. 
Emperor Aśoka encouraged 
the spread of Buddhism by 
sending Buddhist 
missionaries abroad including 
the northwest of India 
(present day Pakistan and 
Afghanistan). Soon the region became a centre of 
Buddhist education. The merchants of Central Asia, who 
came to this region for trade, embraced Buddhism as 
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their religion and supported for establishing many cave 
monasteries along the trade routes across the Central 
Asia. Thus, some Central Asian cities like Khotan, became 
important centre of Buddhism by the 2nd century B.C. 
Afterwards, Buddhism also reached China and 
other Northeast Asian countries. Around 1st century C.E., 
China had its first contact with Buddhism through the 
Central Asia and Buddhism was introduced to China 
along the trade routes. 

Buddhism was brought to Korea through China in the 
late 4th century C.E. Since then, Buddhism has exerted 
great influence on every aspect of Korean life. In fact, the 
history of Buddhism on the Korean peninsula is almost 
as long as the recorded history of the Korean people. 
Buddhism has contributed so much for so long, the way 
Koreans have viewed the world, and the ways Koreans 
have expressed their vision through literature and arts 
that it is impossible to discuss Korean culture and 
tradition without mentioning Buddhism.   

After introduction, Buddhism was developed in Korea by 
blending with indigenous Korean culture and thus 
Korean Buddhism acquired its unique style. Although 
Buddhism was introduced to Korea via China, it should 
not be considered as an extension of Chinese Buddhism. 
In fact, the source of Korean Buddhism is the Buddhism 
which started from the enlightenment and teachings of 
Śākyamuni Buddha, assimilated various factors from 
Chinese culture and society, and then developed and 
settled in Korean milieu.  

 

Introduction and Reception of Buddhism to Korea 
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When Buddhism was introduced, there were three 
kingdoms in Korea, namely Koguryŏ in the north, 
Packche in the southwest and Shilla in the southeast. 
Buddhism was first introduced to Koguryŏ which was 
one of the powerful kingdoms in northern part of the 
Korean peninsula at that time. According to Samguk sagi 
(Historical Record of the Three Kingdoms), vol. 
18, Koguryŏbongi (History of Koguryŏ) 6, in the 6th 
month of 372 C.E., the Chinese King Fu-chien of the 
Former Ch’in state then in control of northeastern China 
sent statues of the Buddha along with some Buddhist 
texts by a monk envoy, Mater Sundo (in Chinese 
Shun-tao), to the Koguryŏ King Sosurim. This is the 
official adoption of Buddhism in Korea.  

Although Buddhism was officially introduced in Koguryŏ 
in 4th century, it is difficult to believe that Buddhism 
which entered China around 1st century was not known 
to Koguryŏ for more than 300 years. Buddhism must 
have been known to Koguryŏ in some or other forms and 
there are traces of an earlier knowledge of Buddhism in 
Koguryŏ.  

According to the record in Liang Kosŭng Chŏn (The Liang 
Biography of Eminent Monks) and Haedong kosŭng chŏn 
(The Lives of Eminent Korean Monks), the Chinese 
monk, Chih-tao-lin (314-366) from Eastern Ch’in sent a 
letter to a Koguryŏ monk. Correspondence between a 
Koguryŏ monk and Chih-tao-lin who passed away 6 years 
earlier than the official arrival of Buddhism in Korea 
proves that Buddhism was entered Korea earlier than 
372.  
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Buddhism entered Packche 12 years after Master Sundo 
travelled Koguryŏ. In the 9th month of 384, an Indian 
monk, Mater Marananta arrived in Paekche through 
Eastern Ch’in of South China. At that time, King Chimnyu 
of Packche went out of capital to receive the monk and 
invited him to stay in the palace. The hospitable 
reception of king shows the possibility that like Koguryŏ, 
Buddhism was introduced to Packche before this official 
arrival. It is difficult to believe that the King himself went 
to receive a Buddhist monk from abroad and invited him 
to stay in the palace without prior knowledge about 
Buddhism. It seems that Buddhism had been already 
heard of in the Packche and the king was longing to study 
it, considering it good for his kingdom. Since Paekche 
kingdom already had some glimpses of the Buddhist 
thoughts and practices, it was easily accepted in the 
kingdom from the very beginning.  It is noteworthy that 
Buddhism was introduced to Japan in 538 from 
Paeckche.  

Unlike the cases of Koguryŏ and Packche where formal 
introduction of Buddhism happened at the highest level 
of governments and thus the processes were relatively 
smooth, Buddhism encountered few problems in 
entering Shilla. Since Buddhism was initially introduced 
to Shilla without much governmental support, there are 
many stories about the arrival of Buddhism in Shilla.  

We have record concerning the visit of a Buddhist monk, 
Master Mukhoja to Shilla kingdom in first half of 5th 
century. According to this reference “Master Mukhoja, 
stayed at the house of Morye in the reign of the 19th King 
Nulji (417-458).”  According to another reference, 
“Master Ado came to Morye’s house with three 
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attendants and stayed there, in the reign of King Pichŏ 
(479-500),  and thus Buddhism was introduced to the 
Shilla by Master Ado in the second half of the 5th century. 

A different story has been mentioned in another work 
Haedong kosŭng chŏn (The Lives of Eminent Korean 
Monks). Master Ado came to Morye’s house in 527, the 
14th year of King Pŏphŭng. Morye put Master Ado at a 
secret place inside his house, explaining that 
two Buddhist monks from Koguryŏ, who came before 
him had been killed. Just at that time, Ado found out that 
a foreign envoy had brought incense to King Pŏphŭng. 
When Master Ado went to the palace of the king, the 
foreign envoy showed respect to him. By this gesture, for 
the first time King realised that Buddhist monks should 
be respected and allowed Buddhism to be believed in.    

Although the chronology of events is unreliable and the 
contents are mixed, it might be inferred from the above 
three records that Buddhism was brought to Shilla by the 
Buddhist missionaries not at the governmental level. And 
in all the three stories, it is said that the monks had to 
work secretly in a limited area. It could also be the reason 
for uncertain records about the introduction of 
Buddhism in Shilla kingdom.  

There is another important story about the official 
recognition of Buddhism in Shilla with the record of 
martyrdom of Ichadon in some historical records  with 
few discrepancies. As seen in the third story, the king 
Pŏphŭng allowed Buddhism to be believed in. 
However, conservative ministers and officials of the 
court objected king’s decision. To deal with 
all oppositions, Ichadon, a mister and nephew of the king 
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Pŏphŭng, and the king made a plan to adopt Buddhism as 
a state religion. According to the plan, Ichadon tried to 
build a Buddhist temple saying that it was the order from 
the king. According to the plan, the king ordered 
to behead Ichadon for fabricating a royal order. When, 
Ichadon was about to be killed, he said, “I receive this 
punishment for Buddhism. If Buddhism is good then, 
there will be a mystery event on my death.” True to his 
belief, as soon as his head was severed from his body, 
white blood spouted out. Seeing this miracle, the 
ministers vowed to believe Buddhism and 
finally Buddhism was recognized as state religion in 
Shilla in 528, the 15th year of King Pŏphŭng. 

Although we can not take this story at face value, it shows 
that there was dissension between the king who wanted 
to embrace Buddhism and conservative ministers in 
Shilla. Buddhism was recognized only after many 
sacrifices such as the sacrifice of a royal family member. 
Apart from political and cultural conservatism, the 
geographical condition of Shilla which was located far 
from China can be the other reason of late introduction 
of Buddhism. 

 

Development of Buddhism in Korea 

1. Three Kingdoms Period 

Though there are differences between three kingdoms 
about the introduction and adoption of Buddhism in 
reference to date and process, all kingdoms took a 
positive attitude to promote Buddhism once it was 
introduced. Kings took Buddhism not only as a state 
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religion but also their ruling ideology. Under the 
patronage of states, Buddhism planted its root in Korean 
soil during this period. Numerous Buddhist temples 
were built and a large number of pioneer monks played 
significant role in popularising it to the masses. It was a 
new world for the Korean people who had followed 
Shamanism or Totemism till then. It was not only 
an advanced religion but also new culture with 
philosophical and ethical facets. 

2. Unified Shilla Period 

It was Shilla that united Korean peninsula in 668. 
Buddhism, which was ideological basis of the unification,  
showed rapid growth in the research and propagation 
during this period. One of the most important things in 
this period is striking achievement in the research 
of Mahāyāna Buddhism and popularization of Buddhism. 
The stable situation with the unification brought the 
development of Buddhist research. Buddhism, which 
was limited to royal family for the most part, spread to 
the public at large in this period.   

The research of Mahāyāna Buddhism, which was started 
in Shilla, attained the acme of prosperity. Studies on 
Avataṃsaka (garland) School, Yogācāra (Consciousness 
Only) School, Sukhāvatī (Pure Land) School, and Tantric 
School were conducted and commentaries on 
sūtras from those schools were written mostly in this 
period. Shilla monks, who had studied in China, were at 
the core of the research. Though they were influenced by 
Chinese research, they developed peculiar research 
which surpassed Chinese many cases. During this 
period, some monks visited India in order to study 
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Dharma. Master Ariyadhamma came to India and studied 
at Nālandā until he died at the age of about 70. Master 
Hyech’o travelled India from 723-727 and wrote a well-
known account titled Wangoch’ŏnch’ukkuk chŏn 
(Record of a Journey to the Five Indian Kingdoms).  

In this period, Buddhist culture and architecture also 
acquired a new height exemplified in the temples and 
monuments such as Pulguk-sa (Buddha Land temple) 
and Sŏkkuram grotto, which have been registered on the 
UNESCO World Heritage list. These monuments 
represent the essence of Korean Buddhist culture and 
architecture. During this period, many Buddhist 
handcrafts were also produced and Buddhist literature 
and music made a remarkable progress.  

Contrary to a very dynamic beginning, Buddhism became 
stagnant at the end of the Unified Shilla period. The 
theoretical research reached its limit and Buddhist 
monks were satisfied with priesthood which most of 
times prayed only for royal family. At this point of time, a 
new sprit of Buddhism was badly needed in Korea. This 
new thrust to Korean Buddhism came with the 
introduction of Sŏn (Zen) Buddhism from China. The 
introduction of Sŏn Buddhism is very significant as Sŏn 
Buddhism has been the keystone of Korean Buddhism 
until today.   

3. Koryŏ Dynasty Period 

Two small kingdoms emerged at the end of Unified Shilla 
period for a while but King T’aejo Wang-gŏn founded 
Koryŏ Dynasty in 918 by unifying all three kingdoms. 
King T’aejo accepted Buddhism as a state religion. The 
King announced Ten Injunctions, which summed up his 
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religious belief and political philosophy in later life. 
Among those ten rules, the 1st, 2nd, and 6th are 
concerned with Buddhism. Especially, the 1st rule says 
that “The great task of our country should be based on 
the protecting power of the buddhas. Therefore, build 
monasteries for Buddhist schools, send out teachers of 
different levels, and let them carry out their work.” The 
will of king was well succeeded by all later kings. 
Buddhism was developed and promoted at the state level 
and policies for the rise of Buddhism were carried out.  

One of the policies was the system of Wangsa (Royal 
Preceptor) and Kuksa (National Preceptor). The monks 
who were appointed by kings to these posts were meant 
to help in running the state affairs and were considered 
highly respected teachers and advisors to the royal 
family. There was another system Sŭng-gwa (Monk 
Examination) which aimed at finding and taking talented 
monks into government service. Also, the government 
set up an institution named Sŭngnoksa, which was run by 
Buddhist Saṃgha aimed at bringing royal families and 
Buddhist Saṃgha close to each other and managing their 
affairs. Due to state patronage of Buddhism, temples 
accumulated a lot of wealth. Royal families and 
sincere believers donated their land and servants and 
temples made profit from the property and donation. 
These economic activities not only helped in financing 
various Buddhist works but also used to provide many 
public services. However, along with prudent use of 
wealth in producing literary as well as philosophical 
works and public service there were some demerits of 
this economic abundance too. Monk became depraved 
due to excessive wealth and it was this, in particular, 
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which gave rise to the Chosŏn Dynasty court policy of 
repressing Buddhism.  

During this time, various Buddhist schools were 
established and developed in Korea. Beside all schools 
which existed in Unified Shilla period, Dharmalakṣaṇa 
(Dharma Characteristics) School, Vinaya School, and 
T’ian’tai (Transformation by Buddha-truth) School were 
established in this period. Especially, the influence of 
T’ian’tai School was very powerful and it struck a blow at 
Sŏn Buddhism which had been flourished from Unified 
Shilla period. However, even after this blow, Sŏn 
Buddhism was given much weight in the Buddhism at 
that time with nine centres of Sŏn Buddhism in the whole 
country. Overall, there were 11 Buddhist schools during 
this period. 

4. Chosŏn Dynasty Period 

At the end of Koryŏ Dynasty, Buddhism became 
depraved due to corruption of monks out of economic 
abundance and connection between politicians and 
monks. The purpose of Buddhism was considered to be 
obtaining good fortune and avoiding disaster by many 
kinds of Buddhist ceremonies which were held too often.  

Gradually, intellectuals became discontent with 
Buddhism and to fill up this void, Confucian scholars 
tried to find new ideology as critic of Buddhism. The 
classical Confucianism, which was introduced to Korea 
almost at the same time as Buddhism, did not have much 
influence till Koryŏ Dynasty. But a new reincarnation of 
Neo-Confucianism or Sung Confucianism, which again 
originated from China, became quite popular in Korea 
as well around beginning of the Chosŏn Dynasty.  
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This Sung Confucianism as the state religion was 
introduced by the founder of Chosŏn, Yi Sŏng-kye, and 
was considered to be the bedrock of new dynasty. For 
distinction from the former dynasty, Chosŏn needed a 
new ideology of its own which must be different from the 
pervious one. As a matter of course, they adopted the 
policy of revering Confucianism and rejecting Buddhism. 
Due to state support and propagation, 
Confucianism flourished and had predominant influence 
on the lives of people in this period. 

As part of the policy to discourage Buddhism, existing 11 
Buddhist schools were condensed into 7. Furthermore, 
these seven were reduced to only two- Sŏn School and 
Kyo School (the Buddhism of Teachings), much against 
the desires of members of these schools. The system of 
Wangsa (Royal Preceptor) and Kuksa (National 
Preceptor) was abolished. Buddhist temples, settled in 
the mountains far away from urban centres, were cut out 
from normal life of the kingdom. The number of monks 
in a temple was also restricted and many Buddhist 
monks had to retire from the priesthood by force. 
Entering in the capital was also prohibited for monks and 
traditional Buddhist customs were isolated from the 
general public.  

However, it does not mean that Buddhism was 
suppressed by all the kings of the Chosŏn dynasty. There 
were few kings who tried to conserve Buddhism despite 
opposition from their courts. King Sejong, who created 
Korean Alphabet, persecuted Buddhism during the early 
years of his reign and was responsible for prohibiting 
monks from entering the capital and reduced seven 
Buddhist schools to two. But in his later days, he became 
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a devoted Buddhist king. He built a Buddhist temple 
inside the palace area and ordered to compose 
a biography of the Buddha, Sŏkbo sangjŏl (Episodes from 
the Life of Buddha), to Crown Prince Suyang. It was the 
first Buddhist book in Korean.  

When the Crown Prince Suyang acceded the throne, he 
became the most devoted Buddhist king in Chosŏn 
Dynasty and tried to encourage Buddhism. He protected 
the rights of monks, putting the status of Buddhism 
higher in society. He built and revived temples. Moreover, 
he published Chinese Buddhist sūtras in Korean and had 
the woodblocks bearing the Korean Tripiṭaka carved for 
publication.  

In later days of the dynasty, a Queen Regent in the 
Chosŏn Dynasty encouraged Buddhism in Korea and she 
got valuable support from many monks in the process. 
Along with their independent efforts to preserve 
Buddhism, these monks helped kings to 
encourage Buddhism in the kingdom.  

One of the unique features of Buddhism in this period is 
the Monks’ Army. During the Japanese invasion of 1692 
and Manchu Invasion of 1636, monks organized armies 
to fight against invaders. Although the status of monks 
improved and they became popular as the Monks’ Army 
served nationalistic cause and played a great role in these 
wars, it is difficult to ascertain how much it contributed 
to Buddhism as a religious philosophy per se.  

5. Buddhism in Modern Korea 

With Japanese formal annexation to Korea in 1910, the 
Chosŏn Dynasty ended and Japanese colonial period 
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began. However, much before the official annexation, 
Japanese government prepared for complete control of 
Korea from various angles. As part of it, 
Japanese government tried to promote Japanese 
Buddhism in order to psychologically subordinate 
the Korean people. Thus, in 1986, some Japanese 
Buddhist schools were introduced to Korea. Under the 
patronage to the Resident General, there was rapid 
expansion of the Japanese Buddhist congregations in 
Korea. Moreover, the Japanese government also enforced 
the temple ordinance to control Korean Buddhism. The 
ordinance aimed at split of Korean Buddhist society, 
destruction of traditional Korean Buddhist customs and 
culture, introduction of Japanese system to Korean 
Buddhist administration, and finally Japanization of 
Korean Buddhism.  

It is interesting to note that even under such difficult 
circumstances, there were movements trying to revive 
Korean Buddhism which was suppressed throughout the 
Chosŏn Dynasty. Some Buddhist monks felt that 
modernized Buddhist education and propagation 
was the only way to revive Buddhism and established the 
Korean Buddhist Research Society. Since the research 
society used propagation organizations of Japanese 
Buddhism as models to modernize Korean Buddhism, it 
was strongly under the influence of Japanese 
Buddhist schools, especially Japanese Pure Land School.  
There was another movement for independent Korean 
Buddhism but this movement also failed to get rid from 
the influence of Japanese Buddhism as the patriarch of 
movement became a strong Japanophile. Against 
all these efforts to revive Korean Buddhism, which were 
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substantially influenced by the Japanese Buddhism, 
some monks organized another movement which 
despised all the influence of Japanese Buddhism. Thus, 
during this period, Korean Buddhism was in discord and 
split between pro-Japanese and anti-Japanese. 

After independence and the Korean War, Buddhism in 
Korea faced another challenge in the form of Christianity 
especially Protestantism. Christianity was quite 
reasonable and effective in the management of church 
and method of missionary work. It also 
actively participated in social affairs and service. The 
first government in modern Korea, which was strongly 
supported by the US, was in favour of Christianity and it 
spread rapidly in the early days of independent Korea. 

While Christianity was considered as the symbol of 
modernity, Buddhism became the symbol of tradition or 
the religion of old age. Contrary to Christians, who are 
very aggressive in revealing their identities and 
participating in social affairs, Buddhists are rather 
passive and prefer to lead their religious life silently. Also, 
because of the fact that most of the Buddhist temples are 
located in the mountains as the influence of oppression 
in the Chosŏn Dynasty, it is considered as a forest 
religion.  

However, still Buddhism is not overwhelmed by 
Christianity. According to Census in 2005 about religious 
population, 53.1% of Koreans believe in religion. In total 
population, Buddhists are 22.8 percent, Protestants are 
18.3 percent and Catholics are 10.5 percent.  

Nowadays, Korean Buddhism has much more aware 
about the importance of social service. To reach at 
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general masses, so-called ‘Engaged Buddhist’ activities 
have been increased in recent decades. There have also 
been attempts to modernize Korean Buddhist system 
and education to adjust Buddhist theories to scientific 
and technological age.   

 

Characteristics of Korean Buddhism 

‘State-protection’ is said to be one of the main 
characteristics of Korean Buddhism. Since Buddhism 
was adopted by kings in Korea and used as their ruling 
ideology, Buddhism had been played as guardian of state 
for a long time. In Korean history, there were numerous 
wars and Korean people tried to overcome hardship of 
wars through Buddhism. For example, complete 
collections of the Tripiṭaka were carved with the hope 
that it would protect Korea during two wars during the 
Koryŏ Dynasty. 

The most unique feature of Korean Buddhism is the 
perfect overcoming of any philosophical confrontation 
between different ideas and schools and harmonization 
of theory and practice. Because of this, Korean Buddhism 
can be referred as “Whole Buddhist Harmonization.”  
Although such harmonization is considered to be 
characteristics of Buddhism itself and not only Korean 
Buddhism,  still it is considered as the most 
important characteristics of Korean Buddhism since this 
characteristics occupies much larger part in Korea 
compare to any other country.  

It is interesting to mention that it is Korean Buddhism, 
which still retains Patriarchal Sŏn system, whereas it is 
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almost extinct in China from where the system was 
introduced. Similarly, although ‘Zen’ word has been 
known throughout the world originating from Japan, the 
tradition of Varshika (Retreat) does not exist any more 
there. In contrast, Varshika is held twice a year in 
summer and winter for three months each in Korea. In 
the biggest Buddhist sect in Korea, Jogye Order of Korean 
Buddhism, more than 2000 monks and nuns gather 
in about 90 temples for Varshika and practice Sŏn 
Buddhism. During this period, they get up at 2 in the 
morning and practice till 9-11 in the evening. This 
tradition of Sŏn practice functions as the driving force of 
Korean Buddhism. 

  

 

Concluding Remarks 

As observed, Korean Buddhism has gone through the 
phases of state patronage and prosperity to various 
obstacles in the form of state restriction and 
discouragements. It has not only survived in all adverse 
situations but also has kept its integrity with changing 
time and has emerged strong in face of various 
challenges. Through a silent transformation, it 
has contributed to the spiritual well-being of the Korean 
people and further ventured into social services in the 
rubric of ‘Engaged Buddhism.’ Apart from preserving the 
key tenants of the Buddhism, the strength of Korean 
Buddhism emanates from its inclusive nature, 
which makes it possible to simultaneously sustain 
variety of Buddhist schools in a well-coordinated way. 
This strength of Korean Buddhism makes it unique and 
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all-inclusive and thus more adoptable to change inside 
and outside the religious order. 

Contemporary Korean society is posited with various 
challenged coming from western consumerism and 
materialistic culture and Korean Buddhism seeks to 
create an external and internal balance between 
materialism and spirituality. Although, it is still thriving 
among Korean people as the most popular but non-
aggressive religion, its future depends on how much and 
in which manner, it offers solace to people to create this 
balance. For the future of Korean Buddhism, following 
issues are going to play key role and thus 
need immediate attention.  

In Korea, there is lack of systematic education for general 
followers of Korean Buddhism and Buddhist education 
has been limited to monks and nuns for a long time. 
These lay Korean Buddhists are very devoted but do not 
have enough knowledge and understanding of Buddhist 
philosophy and doctrines. Thus, they visit Buddhist 
temples with the hope that they will be assured well-
being for themselves and their family members. They 
consider buddhas and bodhisattvas as supernatural 
beings who provide such blessing. So, it is necessary to 
teach them true meaning of Buddhism and teaching of 
the Buddha which would provide them eternal peace and 
tranquility which has been often shadowed by their 
ignorance.  

Along with the education of Buddhist doctrine, there is a 
need for Buddhist practice meant for common man. Sŏn 
Buddhism, which is being practiced in Korean Buddhist 
temples, is not very suitable for common followers of 
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Buddhism. Thus, simple and appropriate Buddhist 
practice for lay Buddhists such as Vipassana must be 
generalized and more actively offered. Furthermore, 
particular guidelines for normal Buddhist life can also be 
of great help for lay Buddhists to recognize and sustain 
their identities.  

Another aspect of Korean Buddhism also needs some 
attention. There are many valuable traits and doctrines 
of Korean Buddhism, which though are working fine in 
Korea, outside world is ignorant of them. Korean 
Buddhism confronts the problem to introduce these rich 
and valuable traits to other countries. There is dearth of 
people who can preach Korean Buddhism abroad in 
English language. Moreover, the books on Korean 
Buddhism are also very limited in English. This results in 
indifference and misunderstanding about 
Korean Buddhism as a branch or follower of Chinese or 
Japanese Buddhism. Systematic support from various 
Korean Buddhist orders and efforts of Buddhist scholars 
are needed to reach at larger audience and globalize the 
unique traits of Korean Buddhism, which could provide 
soothing affect to all the sufferings of human being across 
the globe. 
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