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Abstract

The Concept of Dokseong and Their Faith

SHIN Eun-Mi *

In Korea, many Buddhist temples have shrines named Dokseonggak and Samseonggak.
These buildings enshrine statues or paintings of dokseong or arhats for the purpose of
worship. However, the dokseong do not appear nor are not mentioned in any scriptures
(which are supposed to form the basis of their faith), Buddha's words, (which could help them
learn a certain vocabulary and Buddha’s life) or the history of Buddhism. Moreover, the text
that is used in rites of worship of the dokseong has been transmitted only in Korea.

As yet there have been no studies of the nature, iconic characteristics and religious
background of the dokseong because no scriptures of solitary Buddhism exist and no clear
etymology of dokseong has been identified.

This paper attempts to clarify the concept of dokseong, a concept that has generated
great controversy, and elaborates on how their faith has grown, based on different documents
and records. First of all, this study explains that the dokseong were neither one of the sixteen
arhats nor one of the Sakyamuni Buddha’s ten major disciples. In other words, dokseong
refers to the numerous novices who trained themselves on Cheontaesan Mountain, and
who, upon attaining enlightenment, finally became Buddhas. This is a broader concept
of pratyekabuddha, which emphasizes self-enlightenment, and reflects the situation of
Buddhism after the seventeenth century, which was characterized by the rise of Seon
Buddhism.

In this context, this study considers the possibility that in Korea, the term dokseong

might have been used by King Seonjong. In other words, from the seventeenth century,

* Assistant curator, Songam Art museum
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references to dokseong contained in historical documents may have referred to all the
Buddhist novices staying on Cheontaesan Mountain. However, as the religion and its
rites developed, the term would have begun to signify only those persons who trained and
disciplined themselves alone in the pursuit of enlightenment.

Solitary Buddhism appears in records of and documents about Buddhist rites that were
published after the seventeenth century. The concept was thus formed around that period,
but it was only after the nineteenth century that faith and art related to lone Buddhism started

developing in earnest.
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