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Abstract

How the Park Chung-hee Regime Used Donghak and Cheondogyo

Choi, Kwangseung

The use of history to secure political legitimacy and address moments of crisis
by the Park Chung-hee regime has been acknowledged in prior studies. This study
not only examines the regime’s engagement with history but also investigates how
Donghak and Cheondogyo, a religion that succeeded Donghak, and the ir historical
roots were employed across vatious political contexts to reveal these religions’
interaction with the regime. The Park Chung-hee regime leveraged the historical
elements of Donghak and Cheondogyo, encompassing “modernization,” “self-
determinism,” and “independence movements,” to: 1) legitimize the May 16th
Coup, 2) mitigate opposition to the 1965 Korea-Japan normalization, and 3) bolster
the Yushin regime. To achieve this, the regime positioned itself as the successor
of the Donghak Revolution, monopolizing its historical significance to reassess
the revolution, rewrite history, and implement student education and sanctification
initiatives. As Cheondogyo’s influence waned, it actively collaborated with the
regime. Cheondogyo promptly supported the coup, elected Choi Deok-sin, closely
affiliated with Park, as their leader, aligned their doctrines with the regime’s ideology,
and organized vanguard structures to comply with the regime’s demands, all while
seeking the survival of Cheondogyo.
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