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There have been many recent studies of the ‘Western Studies’ of various scholars of the
Choson period. The topic has acquired greater importance since the recognition of Sil-hak (#£2)
as the major academic trend of the period, because those scholars who were involved in ‘Western
Studies’ were usually engaged in Sil-hak as well. By now it seems to have been generally
established that the extra attention the Sil-hak scholars paid to Western science was one aspect of
their desire to adapt their scholarship to the pressing demands of reality.

The works published so far can be divided roughly into two groups: those investigating the
origins of the Christian Church in Korea’” and those dealing with the introduction of modern
Furopean science to Korea®, The first group usually emphasises the indigenous characteristics of
the establishment of the Christian Church in Korea; the latter, with the exception of a few papers
of recent date, are solely concerned with identifying the elements of Western science dealt with
by Sil-hak scholars. On the whole, there has been a certain limit to the efforts of both groups
to grasp the historical contexts of these phenomena.

I should like to suggest two perspectives from which these historical contexts could be appro-
ached. In the external context, what we need to understand is the meaning Western Studies had
as an impact coming from outside: how did the Jesuits represent which part of European civilisa-
tion, and then how was it refracted through its accommodation to China? In the internal context,
exactly what did it mean in the society in question to be engaged in Western Studies or to
accept Western religion? There are some recent studies of similar questions which merit mention

here.
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The works of Nathan Sivin® and Jonathan Spence®’ provide good examples of the pursuit of
the external context. Sivin clarifies the way in which various European models of the universe
were introduced to China by Jesuit missionaries and what significance they bore for Chinese
intellectuals of the time. Spence concentrates on the mnemonic art, which was the subject of
the Ji-fa (§7#:), one of Matteo Riccl's earliest books in Chinese, and which opened a new path
to the understanding of his methods.

The pursuit of the internal context is well exemplified most recently by Jacques Gernet® and
G. Elison®, They both deal chiefly with the anti-Western literature of China and Japan in the
seventeenth century, and both have surpassed the previous studies which deal with the same
materials in reconstructing the coherent views of the Chinese and Japanese authors. Such achie-
vements would not have been possible without extremely determined minds, since these materials
usually have the tendency to exaggeration and oversimplification shared by all kinds of propa-
ganda.

These studies into the Chinese and Japanese cases offer good points of reference, and it seems
to be high time to make a more comprehensive study of Korean materials of a similar kind.
The comments of seventeenth and eighteenth-century Korean scholars on Western Studies™ have
a great potential value as a clue to the understanding of the East-West contact through the
Jesuits, all the more so because they were less affected by practical concerns than their parallels
in the neighbouring countries. The Western Studies movement in Korea was free from any direct
involvement of Jesuit missionaries or any serious political problems until towards the end of the
eighteenth century.

The comparatively neutral attitudes of the Korean scholars led to a number of interesting
results. Favourable remarks about the rationality and effectiveness of Western studies are inserted
here and there even in the most adversary treatises, making it easy for the readers to see exactly
in what esteem the writers held the subject. Furthermore they did not make a fundamental
discrimination between ;the religion and the science contained in the Jesuit publications but
applied the same Confucian principles in evaluating and refuting them, revealing their attitudes to
the basic principles and methods of the Western science introduced.

Another significant result was the immobility of the version of religious doctrines as specified
in the published books. The missionaries were not present to make further explanations or modi-
fications. It is possible, therefore, to make out a stanard unmodified Confucian response to the
‘accommodationism’ of the Jesuits by studying the comments of the Korean scholars. Furthermore,

as their pursuit of Western Studies was neither prompted nor suppressed by any kind of material
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forces, their studies were based purely on their own interests and their comments on their own
opinions. Those who were most antagonistic were those who had been interested enough to take
the trouble to study the Western ideas carefully, and their discussions usually show a high level
of understanding. The relationship between the then current Confucianism and the introduced

Christianity is manifested as vividly nowhere else.



