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<Abstract>

How a Western Introductory Book on World Religions
Excludes the East:

Focusing on the Comparison of Huston Smith’s The World’s Religions and Yi
Neunghwa’s Harmonizing the Hundred Teachings

Choi, Myung Hoon (Seoul National University)

This article critically reviews Huston Smith’s The World’s Religions by focusing
on how the book excludes Eastern readers and Eastern religions. I compare Smith’s
work with Yi Neunghwa’s Harmonizing the Hundred Teachings (Baekgyo hoetong,
13)%F) to illustrate Smith’s exclusive view and Yi’s alternative perspective based on
an Fast Asian view. First, I discuss how Smith’s viewpoint toward “other”
(non-Western) religions can be considered imperialist. I review Russell McCutcheon’s
critique that Smith supposes a dichotomy between tradition and reason or between the
West and the East to separate “us” from “them.” In addition, Smith generalizes
religions broadly to show the similarity of all religions. This “perennialist approach”
can exclude non-Western religions as it is accompanied by an imperialist view.
Instead 1 suggest Yi’s “harmonizing” (hoetong, ¥]'5), a concept based on the East
Asian Buddhist tradition, as an alternative. Yi’s harmonizing relates all religions with
Buddhism. However, his attempt is not intended to emphasize that Buddhism is
superior to other religions. Yi considers Buddhism as a tool to understand other
religions; therefore, his viewpoint can be understood as religious pluralism aimed at
the coexistence of religions. Second, I show Smith’s and Yi’s comparative religious

frames for describing unfamiliar religions. Smith noticeably juxtaposes the notion of



g AA Fu AEA = G FEE WA= 21

“God” with similar notions of non-Western religions. On the other hand, Yi suggests
four different meanings of “Heaven” (Cheon, #) as a framework to comprehend all
religions. Furthermore, I show that Yi utilizes “Dao” (Do, =) when he describes
East Asian religions such as Confucianism, Buddhism and Daoism with an emphasis

on the tradition of self-discipline.

Key words: Huston Smith, The World’s Religions, Yi Neunghwa, Harmonizing the
Hundred Teachings, hoetong (harmonizing), comparative religion, cheon
(heaven), do (dao)



