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Abstract

Genealogy of Superstition: Religion, Science, and Superstition
in the Early 20th Century Korean Society

Lee, Chang Yick

Hanshin University

The purpose of this article is to show how the concept of superstition
contributed to the formation of the general discourse of the opposition
between religion and science. For this, I surveyed the various concepts of
superstition within the purview of the newspapers and journals from the early
20th century. This led to the discovery that we should reappraise the concept
of superstition to understand the modern formative processes of the concept
of religion, the concept of science, and the relationship of religion and
science. This article traces the relations among religion, science, and
superstition within the three frameworks.

Firstly, we can witness how popular religions such as shamanism fell
into the category of superstition, suffering the criticism of being unscientific.
Korean religious tradition could conform with the western concept of religion
by dispelling the superstitious things out of religious landscape. Like this, the
concept of superstition was employed in order to purify the concept of
religion. To this purpose, the criterion of scientificity divided religion between
unscientific religion and scientific religion. By way of purification, religion
seemed to be able to become more scientific.

Secondly, science was gradually opposed to religion, rebuking religion

for being superstitious. There was a powerful prospect that the age of science



would supercede the age of religion. In this situation, religion was given two
alternatives. One was that religion had to prove its scientificity. The other was
that religion had to find its uniqueness in the name of religiosity, even to the
point of disclosing religious aspects of science. Like this, superstition played a
very essential role in the formation of the modern concept of religion. On the
whole, religion could recede into mind space and occupy a different area
from science.

Thirdly, under the sway of the concept of superstition, religion was
separated from secular space, and could be protected from scientific criticism.
Stripped of superstitious elements, religion escaped into inner space, and
then it became possible to construct the secular space without religion.
Accordingly, the concept of religion was not formed independently, but
constructed within the complex network connected with such concepts as

superstition, science, quasi-religion, and new religion.
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