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Abstract: The relationship between minjung theology and the process of social change called secu-
larization or theoretical and practical projects based on such processes of social change is complex.
It requires more detailed discussions. Therefore, this paper seeks to reinterpret minjung theology
as a theological minjung project using the methodology of new-style phenomenology of religion
with a theoretical basis on Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben’s conceptions of secularization and
profanation as projects with religious intentions and orientations. Through this reinterpretation, the
paper demonstrates that minjung theology in relation to secularization is a unique theological project
with very different goals from those of Latin American liberation theology as well as other political
and situation theologies. In order to accomplish this purpose, the paper first introduces French
sociologist Emile Durkheim who has explained secularization differently from German sociologist
Max Weber. It then shows that secularization is not the only way in which the sacred is reappropriated
through Agamben’s discussions of secularization and profanation. To identify the passage from
secularization to profanation of the concept of minjung, this paper analyzes the minjung-event theory
of Byung-Mu Ahn, a representative first-generation minjung theologian. This theory emphasizes
the importance of “event” as a way of understanding minjung instead of defining it conceptually.
Insofar as it presents the minjung as an intrinsically unnamable, invisible, and unpredictable event,
a form of religious phenomenon called “the sacred”, minjung-event theory involves an attempt to
secularize Jesus-Messiah as the Minjung-Messiah. In conclusion, this paper argues that beyond the
secularization of the Messiah into the Minjung, minjung-event theory moves toward a dialectical
project of desacralization and re-sacralization, in which the minjung itself is profaned into an event.

Keywords: minjung theology; liberation theology; profanation; secularization; minjung-event; the
sacred; the profane; minjung project; new-style phenomenology of religion; internal rupture of structure

1. Introduction: Is Minjung Theology a Form of Liberation Theology?

“Liberation theology and Minjung theology are different [...] the concept of
minjung [...] encompasses a broader social and cultural reality.”

—Suh (1983, p. 228)

The journal Religions has recently published a series of three articles on the topic of
minjung theology (Minjungshinhak).! First, there was Andrew Eunghi Kim’s 2018 paper,
which argued that “in light of liberation theology, including minjung theology”, there was
a “need to rethink both the role of religion in contemporary settings and the theory of
secularization” (Andrew Eungi Kim 2018, p. 13). This was followed by Young Hoon Kim's
2020 paper, which analyzed the Korean novelist Hwang Sok-Yong’s masterpiece, The Guest,
“in relation to the emotional complex of han as understood in Korean minjung theology,
the political theology of Johann Baptist Metz, and Ignacio Ellacuria’s liberation theology”
(Young Hoon Kim 2020, p. 1). Finally, the most recent article was Sam Han’s 2021 paper,
which attempted to establish a dialogue between minjung theology and contemporary
political theory “by revisiting minjung theology’s contribution to the understanding of
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han as an emotional epistemology of subjugated social groups centered on relieving the
conditions of ressentiment” (Sam Han 2021, p. 21).

Coincidentally, all three papers referred to minjung theology and introduced it as
“liberation theology in the Korean context”, namely “people’s theology”, or “the Korean
version of ‘liberation theology’” (Andrew Eungi Kim 2018, p. 1; Young Hoon Kim 2020,
p- 5; Sam Han 2021, p. 1). All three authors identified Korean minjung theology as one of
the offshoots of Latin American liberation theology.” In particular, Andrew Eungi Kim’s
paper, the first of the three to be published and referenced by both subsequent researchers
Young Hoon Kim and Sam Han, not only presents minjung theology as one of “other
forms of liberation theology”, but also argues that minjung theology as liberation theology
“rejects the decline of religion thesis of secularization theory” (Andrew Eungi Kim 2018,
p- 3). According to him, “by lending theological support to various socio-political causes
and by becoming more socially involved in the fight for justice”, “liberation theology,
including minjung theology” “manifests the changing role of religion that is more socially
concerned and involved”, insofar it shows “a greater involvement of Christianity in this-
worldly matters on the side of the underprivileged” (Andrew Eungi Kim 2018, p. 10).
In other words, if we redefine secularization as “the increased use of sacred institution—
belief and practice—for secular purposes”, then the development of liberation theology,
including minjung theology, “directly disputes the decline of religion thesis”, insofar “as
underprivileged groups fight for justice in the name of God or gods” (Andrew Eungi Kim
2018, p. 10). In short, his argument is that the dominant thesis of secularization theory,
which asserts the decline of religion, is no longer acceptable because religion has actually
become more important to many people in the contemporary society, at least in terms of
the development of liberation theology, which has struggled for justice through the logic
of faith.

Andrew Eungi Kim's argument that minjung theology is a form of liberation theology,
and the fact that liberation theology, including minjung theology, refutes the dominant
thesis of secularization theory of the decline of religion, are compelling on their own
terms once we set aside the question of whether minjung theology is indeed a form of
liberation theology.

However, the relationship between minjung theology and the process of social change
called secularization, or theoretical and practical project based on such process of social
change, is complex. It requires more detailed discussions. If we define secularization as
simply “the decline of religion,” as Kim does, as “process by which sectors of society and
culture are removed from the domination of religious institutions and symbols” (Berger
1967, p. 107), then, in the case of Byung-Mu Ahn, the representative first-generation min-
jung theologian whom this paper focuses on, there is no doubt that he not only recognizes
secularization as an ongoing and inevitable phenomenon that is universal in world history,
but also accepts it as a task to be actively taken up for the development of minjung theology.
For example, when Ahn called for the “de-Westernization of Christianity,” saying that “we
no longer need to meet Jesus through the medium of the West, nor do we need to express
our feelings in their tune and style. De-Westernization! This will be the way to narrow
the distance between Jesus and us” (Ahn 1999, p. 430), his call for the “de-Westernization
of Christianity” was nothing less than an active practice of secularization in the sense of
liberation from formal aspects of religion symbolized by Western Christianity and Western
theology, especially its institutional authority.® Thus, if, contrary to Andrew Eungi Kim’s
claim, minjung theologians actually sought to actively practice secularization, the relation-
ship between secularization and minjung theology also requires more careful consideration.

Based on this problematic, this paper seeks to reinterpret minjung theology as a theo-
logical minjung project using the methodology of new-style phenomenology of religion,
with a theoretical basis on Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben’s conception of seculariza-
tion and profanation as projects with religious intentions and orientations. Through this
reinterpretation, the paper demonstrates that minjung theology in relation to secularization
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is a unique theological project with very different goals from those of Latin American
liberation theology as well as other political and situation theologies.

To accomplish this purpose, in Section 2, this paper first introduces French sociologist
Emile Durkheim, who has explained secularization differently from German sociologist
Max Weber. It then shows that secularization is not the only way in which the sacred is
reappropriated through Agamben’s formulations about the difference between seculariza-
tion and profanation. In this article, the strict conceptual distinction between secularization
and profanation, based on Agamben’s philosophy, is important not only for interpreting the
religious intentions and orientation of minjung theology, but also for distinguishing it from
liberation theology, which is discussed in detail in Section 2. To identify the passage from
secularization to profanation of the concept of minjung, in Section 3, this paper analyzes
Byung-Mu Ahn’s minjung-event theory, which emphasizes the importance of “event” as a
way of understanding minjung instead of defining it conceptually. Here, the paper under-
takes the task of reformulating minjung-event theory as a project of profanation. Insofar as
it presents minjung as an intrinsically unnamable, invisible, and unpredictable event, a form
of religious phenomenon called “the sacred”, minjung-event theory involves an attempt to
secularize Jesus-Messiah as the Minjung-Messiah. Section 4 explains the ways in which min-
jung theology’s minjung-event theory overcomes some epistemological limitations shared
by Korean minjung theories in general in the 1970s and 1980s. In its conclusion, this paper
argues that beyond secularization of the Messiah into the Minjung, minjung-event theory
moves toward a dialectical project of desacralization and re-sacralization which profanes
minjung itself into an event.

2. Revisiting Concepts of Secularization and Profanation: Based on Discussions of

Durkheim and Agamben
“In all probability, the concepts of totality, society, and deity are at bottom merely
different aspects of the same notion.”

—Durkheim ([1912] 1995, p. 443)

As Andrew Eungi Kim himself notes, “the concept of secularization is multidimen-
sional, entailing many different meanings” (Andrew Eungi Kim 2018, p. 8). He notes that
among various meanings of secularization, “five points are most representative: decline of
religion; social change; institutional differentiation; rationalization; and privatization”. He
confirms that “the most familiar notion of secularization is the decline of religion” (Andrew
Eungi Kim 2018, p. 8) and emphasizes that “secularization as a process of social change
refers to a shift from ‘sacred’ to ‘secular’ society”, after all (Andrew Eungi Kim 2018, p. 9).4
In particular, when he considers that “the main problem with secularization theory is its
many unwarranted assumptions, particularly that of relating the concept with the decline
of religion” (Andrew Eungi Kim 2018, p. 9), it becomes clear that his thorough under-
standing is based on a Weberian model of secularization, which understands secularization
as the product of a rationalization process that is “disenchantment of the world” (Weber
[1919] 2009, p. 155).

However, the Weberian model is not the only one in the secularization theory. While
Weber’s theory of secularization is based on the conviction that “by rationalization and
intellectualization and, above all, by the ‘disenchantment of the world" . .. the ultimate and
most sublime values have retreated from public life either into the transcendental realm
of mystic life or into the brotherliness of direct and personal human relations” (Weber
[1919] 2009, p. 155), another classical sociologist Durkheim has a very different understand-
ing of the process of secularization than Weber’s, as he argues that “now as in the past, we
see that society never stops creating new sacred things” (Durkheim [1912] 1995, p. 215). In
other words, while Weber posits that due to secularization, religious charisma becomes
increasingly routinized, Durkheim argues that, concentrated, the sacred has expanded
to peripheral areas. Thus, although the secular has been strengthened in opposition to
the religious in modern society, Durkheim maintains that the sacred, contrasting with
the profane, still persists, because, even with the strong force of secularization in modern
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society, there remains a need to distinguish between the sacred and the profane (Jong-Ryul
Choi 2006, p. 347). Consequently, Durkheim contends that despite ongoing social changes
accompanied by modernization, each society remains unified because of “a unified system
of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things, that is to say things set apart and forbid-
den”, or, in short, “religion” envelopes society as a whole (Durkheim [1912] 1995, p. 44; cf.
Fenn 1978, p. xiii; Chongsuh Kim 2005, p. 132).

Political theologian Carl Schmitt, quite similarly to Durkheim, opposes Weber’s un-
derstanding of secularization and offers a completely different interpretation. According
to the Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben, “while, for Weber, secularization was an
aspect of the growing process of disenchantment and detheologization of the modern
world, for Schmitt it shows on the contrary that, in modernity, theology continues to be
present and active in an eminent way” (Agamben 2011, pp. 3—4). According to Weber’s
definition, advancement of secularization means gradual disappearance of the religious
or the theological in the public sphere. In contrast, Schmitt argues that secularization is
really just Protestant theology that has moved underground. Schmitt’s famous thesis, “all
significant concepts of the modem theory of the state are secularized theological concepts”,
encapsulates his understanding of secularization (Schmitt 2005, p. 36).

Agamben follows an alternative definition of secularization advanced by Schmitt. For
Schmitt and Agamben, theology is still present at the core of our conceptions of the state. To
explain how this works, Agamben calls secularization a “signature”: “something that in a
sign or concept marks and exceeds such a sign or concept referring it back to a determinate
interpretation or field, without for this reason leaving the semiotic to constitute a new
meaning or a new concept.” In other words, they “move and displace concepts and signs
from one field to another (in this case, from sacred to profane, and vice versa) without re-
defining them semantically” (Agamben 2011, p. 4). However, secularization is not the only
way in which the sacred is reappropriated. The sacred can also be “profanized” without
being secularized. For Agamben, the distinction between secularization and profanation
is crucial in this respect. Agamben explains the difference between secularization and
profanation as follows:

Secularization is a form of repression. It leaves intact the forces it deals with by
simply moving them from one place to another. Thus the political secularization
of theological concepts (the transcendence of God as a paradigm of sovereign
power) does nothing but displace the heavenly monarchy onto an earthly monar-
chy, leaving its power intact. Profanation, however, neutralizes what it profanes.
Once profaned, that which was unavailable and separate loses its aura and is
returned to use. Both are political operations: the first guarantees the exercise
of power by carrying it back to a sacred model; the second deactivates the appa-
ratuses of power and returns to common use the spaces that power had seized.
(Agamben 2007, p. 77)

Profanation, which means returning something to a free and human use, should not
be confused with secularization. If the distinction between the sacred and the profane does
not depend on material attributes of the object, place, animal, or person in question, then
any object considered sacred can be reverted to the profane realm at any time. In essence,
if the distinction between the sacred and the profane lies in the act of separation itself,
practically all objects can be made sacred or, conversely, profane. What matters is how
an object is used. Agamben argues that an object separated from common use through
sacralization can be returned to common use through profanation (Agamben 2007, p. 82).
However, it is crucial to emphasize that profanation does not destroy the object in question
nor reverts it to its presumed natural use before its separation into the realm of the sacred.
Instead of destroying the sacred use of an object, profanation deactivates or disables it,
making it available for new uses (Phelps 2014, pp. 639-40; Prozorov 2014, pp. 43-44).

Profaning a sacred object shifts it from a distinct realm, where its application is
restricted or controlled, to one with open accessibility. This transformation allows the free
usage of the object in numerous unconventional manners. As a result, the object becomes a
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“pure means”’—separated from any designated purpose and defined solely by its inherent
potential for diverse uses. As Agamben says, profanation is the process of shifting an
object into “the sphere of those means that emancipate themselves from their relation to
an end while still remaining means” and the experiences and phenomena that accompany
that process (Agamben 2000, p. ix; Prozorov 2011, pp. 77-78). For this reason, the goal of
profanation is “not simply to abolish and erase separations but to learn to put them to a new
use, to play with them” (Agamben 2007, p. 87). In other words, to profane is not to abolish
all distinctions between the sacred and the profane, but rather to transform differences
between the sacred and the profane into pure means by disabling the apparatuses of power
that create those distinctions in the first place in order to create new possibilities for the use
of what was designated as sacred and what was designated as profane.

In terms of re-appropriation of the sacred, secularization operates on the premise that
the sacred and the profane are incompatible and mutually exclusive. On one hand, it is
a process that renders everything profane. Thus, discerning the difference between the
sacred and the profane is impossible. On the other hand, there is a universal endeavor in
every sphere of social life to rediscover the meaning of life through encounters with an
indelible sacrality, which, while allowing sociality, can never be fully eradicated. After all,
secularization as a modern project to regulate/control the sacred can be understood as a
process that leaves only the cognitive dimension in the social world while attempting to
exclude emotional and ethical dimensions. This is part of an official project to desacralize
or disenchant, behind which the pursuit of sacrality persists in fragmented forms (resacral-
ization). Therefore, the project of secularization is inevitably intertwined with the will to
power, aiming to regulate/control sacrality. It is based on a binary symbolic classification
of the sacred and the profane that separates the everyday profane world from its opposing
sacred world. On the other hand, in the project of profanation, “it is not a matter of rejecting
the sacred sphere but of identifying the points at which the two clearly fail to separate in
order to deactivate the separation itself” (Murray 2010, p. 126).

To reinterpret more actively, profanation acknowledges that “the sacred paradoxically
coexists with the profane in every religious manifestation” since “anything is potentially
hierophanic” (Allen 1998, p. 92). It can be described as a process where “the sacred
continually historicizes and limits itself in new objects and assumes new forms while at the
same time attempting to disengage itself and realize its essential structure; and the sacred,
in revealing itself, conceals and hides itself” (Allen 1998, p. 92). In Agamben’s words, to
enact profanation is to “put the distinction between sacred and profane into crisis”, insofar
as “the religious machine seems to reach a limit point or zone of undecidability, where the
divine sphere is always in the process of collapsing into the human sphere and man always
already passes over into the divine” (Agamben 2007, p. 79). In fact, this is a project aimed at
discovering “a residue of profanity in every consecrated thing and a remnant of sacredness
in every profaned object” (Agamben 2007, p. 78). Through this project of profanation, one
can eventually grasp “how the sacred is able to manifest itself in its complexity, ambiguity,
and profundity” and “it becomes possible to gain some appreciation of the immensity of
that which is hidden behind any disclosure and of its hidden potential as an inexhaustible
source of creativity and meaning” (Allen 1998, p. 92).

Such a reinterpretation of secularization and profanation suggests that in order to
capture the manifestation of the sacred through secularization or profanation, it is insuffi-
cient to merely describe the religious phenomena transforming in contemporary society.
Instead, we must understand them within more complicated and multilayered subjec-
tive intentions and orientations of those participating in religious activities, which cannot
simply be reduced to theology. Particularly, following the methodology of the New Style
Phenomenology of Religion,® which argues for treating intentions and orientations of
contemporary religious individuals and their communities as factual data for empirical
research on religion, secularization and profanation should be viewed as “not religious phe-
nomena in and of themselves, but the religious and other interpretations and applications
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given to them, which should be the real object of research” (Waardenburg 2001, p. 449). Of
course, these demands can equally be applied to the study of minjung theology.

As Korean researcher Namhee Lee argued and as sociologist of religion In-Cheol
Kang who recently published a monograph on minjung theory affirmed, in contemporary
Korean society, minjung is not just a concept, but functions as the “movement” (minjung
movement) and the “minjung project” (Namhee Lee 2007, p. 1; In-Cheol Kang 2023a, p. 16).
In other words, minjung is “a product of the complex interplay of structural preconditions,
Korea’s repressive military regimes and its concomitant rapid industrialization, and the
minjung movement’s own ‘political culture’” and “discursive contestations in a field of
political, cultural, and symbolic forces” (Namhee Lee 2007, pp. 1-2). Therefore, minjung
theology could also be understood as a historically unique theological “minjung project”
that emerged particularly within the Korean ecumenical social mission and the Protestant
democratization movement camp in the 1970s and 80s, among various attempts made in
different sectors (academics, arts, religion, etc.) to actualize the concept of the “minjung”.
Hence, the thesis of secularization and profanation raised in the debate on the relationship
between modernity and religion could also be interpreted religiously from the perspective
of intentions and orientations of religious actors who practiced the theological minjung
project, referring to the new style phenomenology of religion’s approach to “the sacred” as
a social reality.

3. Minjung as the Event Itself: An Overview of Byung-Mu Ahn’s
Minjung-Event Theory
“Minjung theology is not a discipline that treats minjung as an object. Instead,
it’s about verbalizing the experiences of events brought about by minjung as the
subject and taking on the role of a witness.”

—Byung-Mu Ahn (1993b, p. 256)

In Korea, the term “minjung” first emerged during the Japanese colonial era in the
1920s and 1930s. It continued to be used after the 1945 Liberation of Korea. However, until
1960s, the concept of minjung primarily remained within the language of social movements.
It was not until the early 1970s with the establishment of the authoritarian regime under
Chung-Hee Park that the concept of minjung, which had virtually disappeared since the
late 1930s and took nearly 40 years to re-emerge as a resistance political entity, became
academically integrated (Sangchul Jang 2007; Namhee Lee 2007). Only then did various
minjung-oriented approaches appear in various academic disciplines, such as “minjung
literature”, ‘minjung theology”, “minjung economics”, “minjung sociology”, “minjung edu-
cation”, and “minjung history”. These discourses from each discipline collectively led to
the emergence of “minjung studies”, a multi-disciplinary and inter-disciplinary field in its
initial form known as “minjung theory” (In-Cheol Kang 2020, p. 247). Therefore, it could
be said that “the 1970s was the period when minjung began to be used for the first time
as the ‘language of social movement and politics” and as ‘academic terminology’ or ‘lan-
guage of the academic community’” (In-Cheol Kang 2023a, p. 49). By the 1970s, “minjung
were no longer evaluated as passive and dependent beings guided and enlightened by
intellectuals or elites, but as proactive, independent, active, creative beings with abundant
transformative potential” (In-Cheol Kang 2023b, pp. 165-66).

In the 1970s, minjung theologians developed their theological discourses on minjung
through dialogues with scholars from other disciplines who discussed minjung. In other
words, the theological conceptualization of minjung in minjung theology would not have
been possible without engaging in discussions with contemporary humanities and social
science discourses on minjung, such as the “Idea of Ssial” (Seok-Heon Ham), “Minjung
Poetry” (Ji-Ha Kim), “Minjung Literature” (Nak-Cheong Baek), “Minjung Economics”
(Hyun-Chae Park), “Minjung Sociology” (Wan-Sang Han), and “Minjung History” (Man-
Gil Kang). Thus, when minjung theologians were developing their theology, academic
discourses on minjung in Korea served as a significant reference. In many instances,
commonalities and differences were identified. In this regard, In-Cheol Kang asserted that
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the conception of “resistant minjung”, which largely persisted into the 1980s and 1990s,
was first established in the 1970s. He evaluated that the “resistant minjung concept that re-
emerged in the 1970s encompassed the elements of the majority, the oppressed, hierarchical
multidimensionality, subjectivity (subject of history and political subject)” (In-Cheol Kang
2023b, p. 165). Indeed, minjung theology also shared this resistant minjung concept, which
included these four elements, with other minjung theories. However, as years progressed
through the 1990s and into the 2000s, minjung theories of the 1970s and 1980s faced criticism.
Similarly, in minjung theology, criticisms were also raised against earlier generations by
the third-generation minjung theologians who emerged in the mid-1990s (see, for a typical
example, Jin-Ho Kim 2013, pp. 203-5).

First, the epistemological basis of the 1970s and 80s minjung theory, known as the
“scientific and transformative minjung theory”, had a limitation of normatively and statically
setting minjung as a singular transforming subject (Yong-Ki Lee 2010b, p. 5). That is, it
held the common view that minjung was a unified and essential entity molded through
dialectics of national contradictions and class contradictions and seen as a teleological
subject ultimately moving towards self-liberation (Yong-Ki Lee 2010a, p. 12). Even if, like
minjung theologians, the majority of minjung theorists understood minjung not as a unified
organizational entity with a well-defined internal order, but as a collective of subjects with
diverse identities, minjung of that era was represented not as a fluid and constructive being
formed, dismantled, and reorganized by various human groups within historically specific
conjunctures, but as a singular Subject (upper case subject) striving towards a singular
goal. The resistance of minjung against the existing order tended to strongly align with an
optimistic and progressive (or developmental) view of history.

Second, on the surface, minjung were claimed to be proactive agents voluntarily car-
rying out the transformative movement. However, they were implicitly assumed to be
passive entities that needed guidance by the elite (Yong-Ki Lee 2010a, p. 12). Especially in
minjung theology, minjung were often declared as the “Subject of History”. Yet, in reality,
there was a strong tendency to objectify and marginalize them in historiography. Many
minjung theologians exposed problems of reducing the subjectivity of minjung to some
essence within them or directly equating external structural conditions with attributes of
agents without any mediations by extracting common attributes from various subalterns
or minorities that could be categorized as minjung (Yongtaek Jeong 2013, p. 166). When
minjung were easily declared as the Subject of History, the complex and diverse temporality
of history was reduced to “the becoming and self-production” of “the collective singular
subject”. Thus, the “empirical history” returned as “belonging to the Minjung” consequen-
tially separated and alienated “the concrete individuals” referred to as minjung “from their
essential species attributes”, for instance, their “minjung-ness” (Benhabib 1986, p. 57).

Third, traditional minjung theory posits minjung based on a dichotomy of dominance
and resistance, presenting them as a single resisting entity against a singular dominant
force (Yong-Ki Lee 2010a, p. 12). Defined as the sole agent of transformational movement,
the history of minjung and the history of minjung movement become synonymous, thereby
severely diminishing the historical significance of the lives of minjung who do not resist
and their daily lives outside moments of struggle (Yong-Ki Lee 2010b, p. 6). As a result, a
history of minjung composed solely of resistance increasingly distances itself from the actual
minjung who have existed throughout history. Even in minjung theology, the complexity
of events in minjung’s history, which could not be reduced to the sole line of argument
of the minjung movement, is overlooked. Thus, some minjung theologians, in particular
Nam-Dong Suh, construct an evolutionary and teleological “line” of development that the
suffering of the minjung coincides with the very movement of the conversion of force that
moved history forward in the history of the minjung (e.g., Nam-Dong Suh 1983, pp. 225-26).

Therefore, could critical issues raised against the minjung theory of Korea in the 1970s
and 80s truly be applied to Byung-Mu Ahn’s theory on “minjung-event”? This paper aims
to demonstrate that they could not. As is well known, unlike the majority of contemporary
minjung theori