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Abstract

The Progressive Protestant Social Movement in

South Korea during the Period of Democratization

Minah Kim
Department of Religious Studies
The Graduate School

Seoul National University

The progressive Protestant social movement in South Korea
is a case in point in which the ways religion reacts to social
changes can be analyzed, which is one purpose of this
dissertation. The Korean progressive Protestant group
conducted social movements using religious language,
organizations, and rituals Iin pre-democratization days.
However, after democratization in 1987, it strengthened
religious aspects, such as religious faith and experience, by
emphasizing, on the one hand, ‘spirituality’ in the Minjung
church movement and, on the other, simultaneously
weakened religious representation in community movements
significantly. While the progressive Protestants reinforced the
characteristic of a social, not religious movement in the
social sphere, they conducted a religious movement in the

sphere of the Minjung church movement during the
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post-democratization period.

The Korean progressive Protestant group pursued a
two-track strategy of a community movement and the
Minjung church movement, reacting to the drastic social
changes resulting from Korean democratization in 1987. This
strategy ascertains the fact that religion actively reacts to
social changes in order to have religious and social
influence, rather than just passively being influenced by
changes in society.

The other purpose of this dissertation is to reexamine the
validity of the secularization thesis, based on the case of the
Korean progressive Protestant social movement. Korean
progressive Protestants could lead democratization and
people’s right to life movements prior to democratization
because religious movements were relatively less controlled
by the military dictatorship than social movements in Korea
at the time, when the differentiation between the religious
and the secular spheres was not strictly applied. In this
situation, Protestant ideas were considered sufficiently
consistent with the goal of a social movement for people to
recognize the confessional representation of religion in the
public sphere. During the pre-democratization period,
progressive Protestants could conduct social movements
actively under the special circumstances that Korea found
itself in.

After  democratization in 1987, however, Korean

progressive Protestants did not adopt religious language in
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the public sphere. Their movement showed a tendency of
privatization in that they approved the differentiation between
religious and the secular spheres, concealed a religious tinge
in community movements, and restricted religious aspects,
such as religious faith and experience, to the Minjung
churches. On the other hand, the movement also gravitated
toward deprivatization in that Korean progressive Protestants
thought that the religious faith of the Minjung church
movement needed to be expanded to society. In addition, the
Korean conservative Protestant group grew in scale and
social influence, and tried to express its faith in the public
sphere against the differentiation between religious and the
secular spheres.

In this regard, it can be argued that secularization and
desecularization tendencies are not singular but rather occur
in a complex and simultaneous manner. Secularization needs
to be understood locally, historically, and microscopically,
not simply and uniformly. Furthermore, secularization and
desecularization may be voluntary and active choices of

religion, not merely a consequence of social influence.

Keywords . progressive protestant social movement
in South Korea, Minjung church, secularization thesis,
religion’s loss of social significance, differentiation,
privatization, democratization
Student Number: 2013-30865
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