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1. Neo-Confucian predominance in Korea

Ever since the 5th and 6th centuries AD, when Chinese was generally adopted as the written
language in Korea, down to the 19th century when the country was opened up to the rest of
the world, almost all the major cultural achievements of the country were based on importations
from China. It has been on these grounds that many Koreans, as well as the Chinese, considered
the country as an “imitation on a smaller scale” of China(/}stp3E),

Most citizens, and even most scholars of modern Korea, however, are usually more reluctant
to take it quite that way. Great efforts have been exerted for the establishment of a national
identity, especially after 1945, and they do not seem to have been totally fruitless. Even with
the most obvious importations from China, it seems by now to have been generally established
that the Koreans can assert their uniqueness on the following points; (1) that the importations
were selective, (2) that different versions were developed on the Korean soil, and (3) that
different bearings were taken on by parallel elements in Korea and China.

It is one the best-known facts about Korean history that “a brand of Neo-Confucianism called
song-ri-hak was predominant among the Korean scholars all through the Chosun dynasty(1392—
1910)”. 2 To see exactly what this statement amounts to, a little elaboration seems necessary
even for those who are well-acquainted with Neo-Confucianism in China. As an introduction to
the main discussion of this paper, I will try to present a short summary from recent works on
the topic, by making use of the three points given above.

Confucianism was among the first items imported into Korea during the 5th and 6th centuries,

but it did not become the predominant element until towards the end of the Koryo dynasty

1) Yi Ki-baek, A new history of Korea (tr. by E.W. Wagner, Harvard U.P., 1984) and Han Woo-Keun, The
history of Korea (tr. by Lee Kyung-shik, Eul-yoo Pub. Co., Seoul, 1970) can most easily be consulted for the
outline of Korean history, including statements like this.
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(918—1392), when the Neo-Confucian version was imported; after a century of rapid spread
among the newly rising literati class, it was established as the orthodoxy, first of that class,
and then of the newly founded Chosun dynasty.®

The importing of Neo-Confucianism was highly selective. Buddism had been prevailing for
nearly a millennium and little effort had been made by the Koreans during the time to import
any other religious or philosophical elements from contemporary China. Only toward the end
of Koryo did a substantial need emerge for a new political and social ideology, as a result of
the deteriorations of the Mongo! rule® and of the domestic aristocracy.

Neo-Confucianism, or one of its brands, was able to meet the Korean need of the time in
several ways; Firstly, it had a universality of theorisation sufficient to replace the current
Buddism. Secondly, it contained a value system such as was urgently needed for the construction
of a new political and social order. Thirdly, through the emphasis on the practise of virtue, it
supported the moral and intellectual aspirations of a country which was emerging from the long
and strong suzerainty of Mongol China. Fourthly, its principle of civilian priority gave ground
to the political and social reorganization in favour of the newly rising literati class.

The new dynasty entered another tributory relationship on its foudation, this time under the
suzerainty of the Ming dynasty. This new suzerainty, compared to the one before it, relied less
on material forces and more on moral obligations, allowing Korea more political autonomy and
encouraging Koreans to develop their Neo-Confucian ideology. Early monarchs of the Chosun
dynasty® also saw the need for the cultivation of the literati class, serviceable to the new order,
and also for the establishment of a universal value system among the people.

The 15th and 16th centuries saw a great development of Neo-Confucianism in Korea, along
with the settlement of the new political and social order. It would be out of place here to go
too deeply into the details, but a few remarkable aspects of this phase may be mentioned; (1)
the ardent adherence to Sung scholars, especially to Chu Hsi, at the cost of Ming period
developments,® (2) the achievement of a highly sophisticated metaphysical system,® and (3)
the new ideology’s extraordinarily long service as state ideology.

Just as Neo-Confucianism in Korea reached its apogée in the latter half of the 16th century,

things began to go wrong for its further development. The flourishing of schools caused over-

2) Wm. T. de Bary & J. K. Haboush eds., The rise of Neo-Confucianism in Korea (Columbia U.P., 1985) is the
most convenient reference for Neo-Confucianism in Korea. Important references in Korean are to be found in the
papers contained there.

3) Since 1231, the Mongols made several expeditions to Koryo until their suzerainty was established in 1270. This
suzerainty, the severest Korea has ever experienced, began to deteriorate in around 1360. See Yi and Han in n.1.
4) Most conspicuous of them was King Szjong (7%, r. 1418—1450), considered the Sage King in Korea. See Yi and

Han in n.1.

5) Yang-ming-hsueh(BE¥3 %) was imported and taken up by several Korean scholars during the 17th century, but was
never popularised. See Kim Kil-hwan, A study of Yang-ming-hsueh in Korea(&i ¥k, TREEYWEH %I, Iljisa, Seoul,
1981) and Yu Myung-jong, Yang-ming-hsueh in Korea(BIW5E, @ B &, Tong-hwa Pub. Co., Seoul, 1983).

6) Yi Hwang (FE®R, or T'oegye BIE, 1501—1570) and Yi I (ZH, or Yulgok 4, 1536—1584) are the most
celebrated authors of this achievement. See Sa-scon Youn, “T’oegye’s Identification of ‘To be' and ‘Ought”,
Tomoeda Ryutaro, “Yi T oegye and Chu Hsi: Differences in Their Theories of Principle and Material Force”, Tu
Weiming, “Yi T oegy’s perception of Human nature”, Wing-tsit Chan, “How T oegye Understood Chu Hsi”, Julia
Ching, “Yi Yulgok on the ‘Four beginnings and the Seven Emotions’” and Sakai Tadao, “Yi Yulgok and the
Community Compact” in de Bary and Haboush, eds., op. cit.
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population in the literati class, which in turn gave rise to severe conflicts among factions. The
invasions of the Japanese(1592—98) and of the Manchus{1627—37) stirred many people out of
the existing order. The rise of Ch’ing(1644) challenged the Sino-centric part of the ideology.
Socioeconoimic developments began to take place beyond the government’s control.

As a result of these phenomena, the literati class went through a process of differentiation
during the 17th century. One group tried to stick even more strongly to the old order. Some
of them indulged in the metaphysical or individualistic aspects of Neo-Confucianism, while
others developed a blind adherence to orthodoxy, accusing all the new elements of heterodoxy.”
Another group was more ready to come to terms with the reality and sought various ways of
accommodating the new problems. Some of them tried to develop certain extensions from the
existing order, while others tried to introduce new elements from contemporary China or from.

any other sources.

2. Practical Learning(Shil-hak) in the 18th century

In the 18th century, circumstances became once more favourable to an academic renaissance
in Korea. Monarchs with strong personalities came to throne, determined to restore order to
the country. The authority of Ch’ing as suzerain was well established by this time, and it had
become more and more obvious that the socio-economic developments in the country could not
be coped with by mere adherence to orthodoxy.

The consolidated regal power allowed, indeed, sometimes even encouraged, officials and
scholars to seek various ways of dealing with the problems of the time, with little fear of
being accused as heterodox. It brought about the rise of a new intellectual movement which
was marked by a direct and deep concern about practical matters. Later, during the Japanese
occupation(1910—1945), nationalist historians defined this movement as the manifestation of
the progressive and creative spirit of the nation and awarded it with the name of Shil-hak
(FE).» After the liberation in 1945, this subject drew more and more scholars into its studies-
and grew into a large field of study on its own right.

The definition of Shil-hak is still rather vague, but scholars on the whole have tended to
make an extensive use of the term, and it now usually refers to all those academic trends.
between the 17th and 19th centuries that were directly and deeply concerned about practical
matters. Three schools with different slogans have been identified as sub-trends of Shil-hak; the
reformists(#1{ll:#¢i]), the pragmatists(FIF/E4) and the scientists(EER ). The distinctions

7) Perhaps the most dramatic case was the persecution of Yun Hyu (F$#f, 1617—1680), one of the most celebrated
scholars of the time. See Miura Kunio, “Orthodoxy and Heterodoxy in 17th Century Korea: Song Si-yol and Yun
Hyu” in de Bary Haboush, eds., op. cit.

8) A detailed account is given in Ch’on Kwan-u, “The history of Skil-hak thoughts in Korea” (‘FH ¥, F#F 8 Hi%)
in v.12 of Outline of Cultural History of Korea, compiled and published by Minjok-Munhwa-Yon'guso of Korea
University (& REH RN, TRELEARL, 1970).

9) Korean Historical Association, ed., Introduction to the study of Shil-hak (HREERSBE, VEEWE AL, Iljogak,
Seoul, 1973), Yu Won-dong, Outline of Shil-hak (B|7TH, FHEEEBREHI, Chong'umsa, Seoul, 1984) and Chong
Song-ch’ol, Lineages of Shil-hak thoughts (B H, TEEEREE MO FRM, tr. into Japanese by Ch’oe, Kwon & Kim,
Tokyo, 1983) are to be consulted for general discussion about Shil-hak.
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among these schools are also still vague, but the slogans themselves are quite distinct from one
another, even though more than one of them are often to be found in a single person.

In the 18th century, there were two scholarly lineages that made outstanding contributions to
Shil-hak and were also conspicuous for their deep and broad interest in Western studies{PH£2).
‘One of them was called either Kiho(38#1) School, after the name of the area where it was
most active, or Songho(5Li1) School, after the literary name of its early master Yi Ik (%
). It was active all through the 18th century and was carried on into the 19th century
by Chong Yak-yong(T#/88, 1762—1836), who is widely acknowledged as the greatest master of
Shil-hak.'® Reformist ideas were most characteristic of this school.

The other lineage was called Northern School(JtZ}K) and consisted of a group of scholar-
officials who were resident in Seoul and active during the second half of the 18th century.
Representative characters of this school were usually minor officials with academic talents who
had visited China with envoys.’” They were deeply impressed by the prosperity of China of
the time and often were also enchanted by various articles of European origin which they
found in Peking. The discussions among them led to a sizeable movement for the improvement
of practical matters including commerce and industry, which had been neglected by previous
scholars as marginal elements of society. They are known as the most ardent exponents of the

pragmatic trend.

3. Western studies among the 18th century Korean scholars

Nobody from Europe reached Korea before the 1830’s except for a handful of occasional ship-

10) Tasan (#5il, Chodng's literary name) is the central figure of this paper, even if he does not appear so often by
himself. Not only because he was one of the greatest scholars of Chosun, but because he was the only one from his
group to survive long enough to leave a vast writing, from which the religious movement of the 1780's can be
traced. There has been a complicated debate over his attitude to Western studies and the degree of his commitment
to the religion, which can be seen in Kum Chang-t'ae, “The influence of western studies on Tasan's thought and
its bearing” (I, LY B el FEES Wl B%)) in Jowrnal of the Institute of Humanities and
Social Sciences, Kukje University (BIEX TAZZit &R BWRT #HLHL), 3, 1975, Pak Chong-hong, “The westernized
world-view and Tasan’s proto-Confucianism” (AMEM, TR A28 2109 BiNEE ) in his Studies on the history
of Korean philosophy (TE8E B4 3% %1, Somundang, Seoul, 1977) and Ha U-bong, “A study of Tasan’s commitment
to Western studies” (g, TTZ Lol FEEEHR W3 —F ), master's thesis at Dong-a University, 1977). There
have been a vast amount of studies on Tasan, of which the outline is reflected in Han Woo-keun et. al., The
present stage of studies on Tasan (EIERY 74, TTZRW B89 By, Min'umsa, Seoul, 1985). I will give here the
outline of his life.

Born in 1762 in a small village about 20 miles upstream from Seoul as the fourth and last son of a minor official.
Won Chinsa (#-+) degree in 1783 and became the favorite of King Chongjo while studying in government
institutions. Won the Final (ZZ#}) degree in 1798 and entered court service. Served as a royal secretary or as a
provincial administrator for most of the time until 1801, when his official career came to a stop. During Chéngjo's
reign, he was repeatedly accused of involvement in heterodoxy, and after the King's death he was tried again and
this time was convicted guilty. He was exiled to a place near the southwestern coast where he lived 18 years until
he was remitted by the government in 1819. After that, he returned to his birth place and lived 17 more years
there in peace until his death in 1836. During the 35 vears of seclusion(1801-—1836), he authored a great amount
of writing, much of which is contained in at least three different compilations. They are: Yo-Yu-dang Chon-so BELf
w28/, comp. 1935—1937, Ching-bo Yo-yu-dang Chon-so BHBEBHEEHE, comp. 1970, and Chdng Tasan Chon-sd
TENE2HE, comp. 1960.

11) Hong Tae-yong (#kA%, 1731—1783) went to Peking in 1765, Yi Tdkmu (ZE##, 1741—1793) in 1778. Pak Chi-
won (kMEEYE, 1737—1805) in 1780. Yu Tiik-kong (Mf§#%, 1748—1807) and Pak Che-ga (Kb, 1750—1815) three
times each beginning 1790.
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wrecked travellers and one Catholic priest who was despatched from Japan to a Japanese post in
Korea in 1594. Some of the shipwrecked travellers lived in Korea for substantial lengths of
time,’® but they do not seem to have represented Europe well enough to the Koreans to arouse
any lasting interest among them. Nor does Cespedes, the Jesuit priest from Japan, seem to have
left any significant impression on the Koreans.!® On the other hand, there is no trace at all of
Koreans reaching Europe, except for a boy who is said to have been taken to Japan as a war
captive and sold at the slave market there to a Jesuit priest, who later took him to Rome.'®

Only after the beginning of the 17th century when the Jesuits were established in Peking,
was a regular channel set up for the Koreans to become acquainted with anvthing European; the
envoy to Peking, virtually the only channel at all between Korea and the outside world for a
Iong time. Some members of the envoys met and spoke with the Jesuits in Peking and brought
back a number of Jesuit publications in Chinese, together with various items of European
origin such as alarm clocks and telescopes.!® It is speculated by many people that the stay of
Crown Prince So-hyon(HJEE{:T) as hostage in Peking in 1644 might have led to a great
promotion of western studies in Korea, but for his sudden and mysterious death shortly after
his return to the country.'® At any rate, the Crown prince’s stay in Pecking brought about a
large-scale importing of European matters.

Mentions were made about things European in the writings of several Korean scholars during
the 17th century.’” But they were no more than fragmentary and occasional mentions which
reflected little of serious consideration of the authors. Apparently, the first Korean scholar to
give any systematic thought to these things was Yi Ik{ZE{#, 1681—1763), who wrote prefaces
to three Jesuit books, as well as shorter discussions here and there. He began writing these
prefaces in the 1720’s, but obviously he had been thinking about them for a long time and had
been advising his followers to study them as well. On the whole, he showed considerable
respect to the European matters, especially to those of science and technology and also to some

of ethics, though he was often very critical to the religious doctrines. As well as being the

12) Three survivors from a wrecked Dutch ship reached Korea in 1628. Two of them died during the war with the
Manchus in 1634, but the last one, Jan J. Waltevree, was naturalized and lived at least 20 more years in Korea.
Another shipwreck in 1653 brought 38 more Dutch to Korea, who were confined in military camps for a long time.
Eight of them, including Hendrik Hamel, managed to escape to Japan in 1666 and returned to Holland. Hamel
wrote Relation du Naufrage d'un Vaisseau Hollandois, the first detailed account of Korea in an European
language.

13) Gregorio de Cespedes (1551—1611) was despatched to Korea at the request of Konishi Yukinaga, one of the most
inilaential daimyos under Toyotomi Hideyoshi, to serve in the camps of Christian daimyos stationed in Korea.

14) An Italian priest, Carletti, bought five children from Korea at the slave market in Japan during his stay there in
in 1597—1598. He gave them baptism, took them to Goa and set them free, except the one he called Antonio
Corea, who accompanied him to Italy. See Ryu Hong-ryol, The History of the Korean Catholic Church (WI#t%Y,
TIE R £ 2@ #, The Catholic Press, Seoul, 1962).

15) Section 1 of Pak Song-nae, “Western science and Shilhak scholars” (Korea Journal, 26-3, 1986) illustrates the
role of envoys in importing Western elements into Korea.

16) The Crown Prince stayed at the Ch'ing court as hostage for eight years. In 1644, he was taken to Peking and
stayed there for about 70 days before he was sent back to Korea. During his stay in Peking, he made friends with
Adam Schall and showed great enthusiasm about Western science. See Yamaguchi Masayuki, “Crown Prince Sohyun
and Adam Schall von Bell” (IWAEZ, MBHEET LBEEL) in Ch'dng-gu-hak-ch’ong (T L2B#1) 5, 1931, and Kim
Yong-ddk, Studies on Thoughts of late Chosun (&HM, TEEEEMERFWRY, Eul-voo Pub. Co., Seoul, 1977).

17) Better known among them are Yi Su-gwang (1563—1628) and Ryu Mong-in (1559—1623).
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most important Shil-hak scholar in its early phase, he is also reckoned as the true initiator of
Western studies in Korea.'®

Among the later members of Kiho School who succeeded to Yi Ik's ideas and scholarship,
there were many who more or less took after his interest in Western studies as well. During
King Chongjo(IEfH) s reign(1776—1800), a group of them carried it further and even attempted
to embrace the whole system, including the religious creed. They were the founders of the
first Christian church in Korea.

There were others from the same school who were openly opposed to Western studies and to
the religious movement. One of them, Shin Hudam(4&{%84, 1702—1761), wrote a long treatise
to refute the contents of the Jesuit books as early as in 1724, one year after he had been first
advised by Yi Ik to read them.'™ Another, An Chong-bok{#%§iiE, 1712—1791), one of the
greatest historiographers that Korea has produced, wrote a short treatise, and then a longer
one, to warn the younger scholars against Western studies, when the religious movement broke
out as a scandal in the literary sphere around 1785.?> To be noted in both Shin and An’s
treatises is their close understanding of the subjzct, which betrays their own great interest in
it.?" There were several more people from the same school and the same generation as the
church-founders who at first either supported or took part in the religious movement, but later
deserted and became foremost in its suppression.?®

Around the same time as the religious movement among the Kiho School scholars, Northern
School was active in Seoul. Northern School scholars are noted for their belief in the improve-
ment of the material conditions of living, which led to a deep interest in science and technology.
The leading figures of the school had the expsriences of visiting Peking with envoys, and some
of them met and had discussions with Catholic priests who were resident there. Hong Tae-yong
(i kzs, 1731—1783) was most conspicuous among them for his deep interest in Western
science. Recently, many scholars have paid great attention to his unusually early adherence to

the theory of the Earth’s rotation, together with his idea of the infinite universe.?® Towards

18) Yi wrote prefaces to Matteo Ricci, Emmanuel Diaz and Julius Aleni's books (PR &2, TREER, TBFHicD).
His attitude towards Western studies has been studied by many scholars, including Han woo-keun, A Study of Yi
Ik (&iER, FPRY ZEH %3, Seoul Nat'l U.P., Seocul, 1980), Yi Yong-bdm’ “Yi Ik's theory of the rotating Earth
and its basis” ((Z#HE, =R HWBF = Hi#), Chindan Hakpo TEMEH 39, 1972) and Yi Won-sun, “Western
studies of Yi 1k” (L, TEH F R AB#RE_ ., Jouwrval of Church History VEEEHEL 1, 1977).

19) Ch'oe Tong-hi, “A study on Shin Hu-dam's Sd-hak-Pyon” (S HE, ME%Em BRI 23 Bk, Journal of Asian
Studies CTMETER% L 15-2, 1975). See also Yi, Won-sun, “Shin Hu-dam’s views on Western education and Chih-
Ffang-wei-chi” (ETE, TBHANES REMS @EHRTH), Jownal of History Education TES#HJ 11 and 12, 1969).

20) Yi Won-sun, “An Chong-bok's discussions on Christianity” (Z7#, TZHREY XEHRZ., (EHEELERRLLE
%7, Seoul, 1970) and Ch'oe Tong-hi, “On An Chéng-bok's criticism on western studies” (#HE, TRARY EHE
o] A3 W98, Journal of Asian Studies TRIFATEBITES 19-2, 1976).

21) This point, the relatively deep understanding of Christianity shown in anti-Western treatises by 18th century
Korean authors, was the central point of my presentation at the 3rd Korea-Japan History of Science Seminar in
Seoul, 1986, under the title, “Late Chosun scholars’ views of European religion and science”.

22) Most conspicuous among them was Yi Ki-kydng (F#£35, 1756—1819), who later compiled Pydk-wi-p’ yon(BE# ),
a collection of anti-Western writings and records of suppressions. Shin Hu-dam’s “S8-hak-pydn” (F8#£#%) and An chdng-
bok’s “Ch’én-hak-ko” (¥##) and “Ch'dn-hak Mun-dap” (KEFI%) are all contained here. There exists a different
version with the same title, compiled by Yi Man-ch'ae (ZBEZR), one of Yi Ki-kydng's descendants. The new version
does not contain the early treatises, but includes records of later events which. took place after Yi Ki-kydng's time.

23) Pak Sdng-nae (Park Seong-rae), “Hong Tae-yong's idea of the rotating Earth”, Journal of the Korean History
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the end of the century, as the suppression of the religious movement led to an overall ban on
Western studies, the scientific and technological pursuits of Northern School were also seriously
affected.

4. The beginnings of the religious movement and of its suppression

Aside from Cespedes who was in Korea for about a year in 1594—1595 with the invading
Japanese army, Chou Wen-mo(JHA3#, 1752—1801) was the first ordained Catholic priest to set
foot on Korean soil. The formal foundation of the Korean Catholic Church used to be given as
1795, the year of Chou’s arrival in Korea,?® but recently, more has been made of 1784, when
a spontaneous religious movement was launched in Korea by a group of young scholars. One
member of the group, Yi Sung-hun(ZEH&#E, 1756—1801), received baptism in Peking early that
year, and on returning, administered baptism to his colleagues who started regular services
among themselves.

The group, though small, was a very select one. It consisted chiefly of promising young
scholars and officials from Kiho School. It is obvious that they inherited Yi Ik’s deep interest
in Western studies. The difference was that, while Yi's system of thought was firmly based on
Confucianism and he thought of Western studies only as a possible source of supplements to
Confucianism, these young people tried to introduce a fundamental change into the existing
order, or even to replace it with a new, foreign one. In the true sense, they were more in line
with the Jesuits’ theory of complimenting Confucianism (@& %> than their teacher had ever
been.

Their divergence from Yi's path seems to have taken place a little time after they started a
series of seminars on Western studies in 1779.°® Most of them had been studying various
Jesuit books separately and had been impressed by one aspect or another, but were not ready
to consider the religious aspects seriously. When they got together, one of the members, Yi
Pyok (%€, 1754—1786), ardently urged the others that they get to the bottom of the subject
by trying to embrace all its elements, including the religious ones. In a short time, Yi Pyok
made a religious leader of himself, and after leading the group for a few more years, despatched
Yi Sting-hun to Peking to get in touch with the Catholic priests there, to find ways of setting
up the movement on a new level.

Yi Sting-hun followed his friend’s instructions quite faithfully. Though he does not seem to
have been deeply interested in the religion by himself, he visited Pei-tang during his forty-odd

davs’ stav in Peking and learned from the priests there about the religion as well as about

of Society (PHEIRIERBEEEL) -1, 1979, reviews previous works on the the subject. His 1986 paper (see n.15)
supplements the review.

24) The year is given as 1794 in some books, according to the lunar calendar.

25) This theory was one of the key elements of the Jesuits’ ‘accommodationism’. See, for example, J. Gernet, China
and the Christian Impact (tr. by J. Lloyd), Cambridge U.P., 1985, pp.27—29, 34—37, 50—53.

26) Ch. Dallet, Histoire de I' Eglise de Coree, 2 vols., Paris, 1874, gives a detailed account of the seminar, but with
another date, in 1777(v.1, pp.14—15). As all the Korean sources point to 1779, with unmistakably identical details,
it is now understood as a mistake on Dallet’s side. See Kim Ok-hi, “Reception of Western studies and the men-

tality thereof” (&EE, 'S Z&As 1 BEME), Papers on Korean History THE® 54 1, 1973).
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mathematics, in which he was more interested in the first place. He was baptized just before
leaving Peking, and on returning, offered baptism to his colleagues. At first he took charge of
all the services by himself and other leaders constituted a council which took charge of the
organization of the church. But soon, as the number of the followers increased, more priests
were elected and ordained among themselves.*”

The movement met its first suppression in the spring of 1785 when it was accidentally
detected by the police through a routine inspection. The members were caught in the middle
of the service and though they were not severely punished by the authorities,”® the incident
gave rise to general feelings against Western studies in the government and in the literary
sphere. Most of the leading members gave in to the social pressure and declared their desertion
from the relgion. Even Yi Pyok, who had been the most ardent member from the very
beginning, could not persist any longer when his father attempted suicide because of his
adherence to the religion. He died in agony early next year.’®

Not all the deserters seem to have been as serious about their declarations as Yi Pyok was.
Some of them resumed their roles in the religious movement and some kept on studying
Western books. The religious group kept in touch with the priests in Peking and asked for
their advice on ritual and dogmatic matters.’?® The priests, obviously impressed by this
spontaneous development in Korea, tried to offer as favourable replies as possible, but they
still posed a couple of very critical problems to the young church in Korea; one was the
inappropriateness of holding religious services without the presence of an ordained priest and
the incompatibility of traditional rites with the Catholic creed.??

To the first problem, the young church responded in due course, stopping the illegal services
and asking for the despatch of an ordained priest, to which it presently received a favourable
reply. But the second problem put the Korean church to a severe test, which resulted in a kind
of differentiation among the members; most of the first leaders with scholarly dispositions and
official standings dropped out and only people with more determined minds stuck to the cause.

This was bound to be followed by another, severer suppression which broke out in 1791 when

27} Their misconduct of assuming the priesthood for themselves has usually been explained as the result of their
ignorance about the liturgical matters. But I find it difficult to imagine that Yi Stng-hun should not have been
taught about such basics when he was baptized. Telling from the circumstances, a more likely interpretation
seems to be that, eager as they were to start the movement right away, they did not feel like waiting for the
despatch of a priest, which they had no way of counting on, and that they just thought it would be all right to
handle the matter by themselves, as long as they were doing it all of their own accord. Such a strict priesthoed as
was expected in the Catholic Church was alien to Korea, even with her Buddhism.

28) The only one punished on this occasion was the owner of the meeting place, who was exiled and died one year
later.

29) For Yi Pydk's thought, see Kim Ok-hi Yi Pyo¥'s thoughts on Western studies (&1, THRRE F5e5 HEEH, +he
Catholic Press, Seoul, 1979) and Yi Song-bae, Confucianism and Christianity (F2¥:, TiE#HS Christ #J, Benedict
Press, Waegwan 1979).

30) A messenger was sent to Peking in 1789 with Yi Siing-hun’s letter, which is preserved in Latin translation in
Vatican. It seems unlikely, however, that Yi should have been so actively involved in the movement at this point
of time as he had been before 1785. It was another ‘priest’, Ryu Hang-gdm (#J{E{§, 1756—1801), who had been
urging Yi again to send the letter. It was also Ryu who arranged and financed the messenger to Peking.

31) For a straightforward account of the Rites Centroveery in China, see K.S. Latourette, A History of Christian
Missons in China, London, 1929, Ch.7.
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two members were accused of refusing to pay respect to their ancestors.’® This constituted the
evilest conceivable crime in the existing Korean social order, and alarmed even those who had
so far been more or less sympathetic to the movement.®

Though three people were executed or tortured to death on this occasion, the government was
on the whole still quite tolerant.*” Those who declared defection were either acquitted or very
lightly punished. But the image of the religion to the eyes of the public underwent a significant
change; it shifted from “indecency” to “evil”. Previous leaders with any social prominence broke
up with the religion for good and the church was left with people who did not care so much
about the existing order. They ushered in Chou Wen-mo, the Chinese priest, and spread the
belief among more neglected sectors of the society. The number of menberships is suppesed to
have grown to around 10, 000 by 1801.°

The death of King Chdngjo in 1800 was followed by another suppression, severer and more
thoroughgoing than the previous ones. It lasted a whole vear, from the end of 1800 to the end
of 1801. Around 100 people died on this occasion, though several times more people were
released after pledging against the religion, *® and those of any political or academic prominence
were more severely tried and punished despite their pronounced denial of their involvement.®”
After this, the church went into a long period of depression until the arriving of French
priests in the 1830’s.

5. Characteristics of the pseudo-church

So far I have been making out a brief description of the development of Western studies into
a religious movement in late 18th century Korea. It's time, I think, I tried to offer some
explanations. I will focus on the pseudo-church of 1784 and go on to its surrounding factors.

In terms of the religious attitude, the early leaders of the movement stood somewhere

between their teacher Yi Ik, the father of the Western studies in Korea, and later members of

32) Yun Chi-ch'ung (F#H, 1759—1791), with his cousin Kwon Sang-yon (5%, 1750—1791) refused to go through
the conventional rites when his mother died in 1791, They also had buried their ancestor-tablets in the ground,
After they were arrested, they maintained an extraordinary confidence in their faith up to the time of execution.
Particularly was their assertion that the rites were personal matters with which the authorities had no reason to
interfere, and that members of the literati class did not have any more obligation than people from lower classes
to observe the rites. Yun was a cousin of the Chdng(T) brothers, through whom he had acquired his faith in
1784.

33) Chancellor Ch’ae (see n.39 hbelow), usually sympathizer to Western studies (he even suffered posthumous
degradation in 1801 because of this), suggested the prime punishment of Yun and Kwon to the king, after trying
for a little while to leave the matter to the provincial governor.

34) Yun and Kwon were executed and Kwon Il-shin died on the way to his exile. Yi Stng-hun was dismissed from
his office. Ten-odd more people were released after more or less detentions.

35) This figure from Hwang's Secret Letter (see n.46 below) may be a slight overestimation. Even though Hwang
tends a bit to exaggerate the size of the church, the overall exactness of the letter suggests that the figure is not
so much removed from the fact.

36) The number of arrests is estimated at around 500 in Korean Catholic Encyclopedia(1985) while Cho Kwang, “An
analysis of the 1801 persecution” (#pt, MEEAEY S %%, Journal of Church History TE&# oy 1, 1977)
presents 576.

37) Yi Sling-hun was executed, Yi ka-hwan died in jail, and the brothers Chong Yak-chén(T ##) and Yak-yong
were exiled, all regardless of their denials.
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the regular church after 1795. They tried to get to the bottom of Western studies by embracing
the Western religion as well as the Western science and technology, but they gave up their
pursuit when it turned out to conflict with certain fundamental elements of the existing order.
In order to find exactly where they stood, it is necessary to understand what connections they
had to those before them and to those after.

Yi Ik was more conspicuous for his reform ideas than for anything else and he thought of
Western studies as a possible instrument for his aim. During King Chongjo’s reign, such views
of his were, with different shades, inherited by different groups of people, who made different
responses to the religious movement. To begin with, the leaders of the movement were more or less
radical reformists who sought to build the framework of the reforms through Western studies.

A group of senior members of Kiho School, such as An Chdng-bok and Yi Hon-gyong(ZEBk
B, 1719—1791)*®, were openly opposed to the religious movement. They believed in compara-
tively moderate reforms and did not expect anything more from Western studies than the
selective adoption of certain harmless elements. The King himself, together with his favourite
Chancéllor Ch’ae Che-kong(Z&#48, 1720—1799), had a firm belief in traditional values, but
they tried not to ignore the good points of Western studies because of the seemingly bad ones.
They expected Western studies to provide a stimulus to the orthodox studies at least.*®

On the other hand, the religious zeal does not seem to have been the primary inducement to
most of the first leaders of the movement. Yi Pydk was an exception, and Chdng Yak-chong
(T458E, 1760—1801) possibly another. Aside from them, almost all the leading members gave
up the religion when they were instructed in 1790 by the priests in Peking to give up the
rites to their ancestors. They had been reading those Jesuit books which had been published
before the settlement of the Rites Controversy in 1742, and their reformist zeal had let them
consider positively the most bizarre ideas in these books as long as they were within the
boundary of “accommodationism”. The instruction from Peking broke their illusion. It also
denied the kind of autonomy of the Korean Church that they probably had had in mind.*"
Instead of a possible source of supplements to Confucianism as was described in the Jesuit
books, they were all of a sudden faced with a totally foreign religion.

Then exactly what was it that motivated them to set about the movement in the first place ?

The reformist zeal was evident. They were promising young scholars and officials from a

38) Yi left a short treatise “Ch’dn-hak Mun-dap” (T K EF]%& 1), which is contained in Yi Ki-kydng, Pydk-wi-p yin.

39) Ch'ae was chancellor for an extraordinary length of time between 1788—1799. He was obviously in a very
difficult position with the Western studies matters, bacause most of both the accusors and the accused were
closely related to himself. The King and Ch'ae supported each other all through the 1790’s in maintaining a policy
of ‘aloofness’ over Western studies, asserting that the emergence of heterodoxy was no more than the result of the
stagnation of orthodox studies, therefore stress should be laid more on the promotion of orthodoxy rather than on
the direct suppress on of heterodoxy. See Cho Kwang, “Ch’ae che-gong’s views of Western studies” (B9, E:8 2%
%S HEEWR, Sachong Py 17 and 18, 1973).

40) The extent of Western books imported to Korea is studied in Pae Hydn-suk, “Christian publications imported to
Chosun” (FER W, il HRs KE#BE), Paperson the History of the Korean Church TEBE & H 3/ Ea 1, 1984)
and Ch’oe So-ja, The reception of Western studies during the Ming and ch’ing dynasties(EHT, THHRA ART
#ol 3+ PF%Es, unpublished doctoral dissertation at Ehwa University, 1981). To be noted is Chdng Yak-yong's
statement at a minor enquiry in 1797 that he had been unaware of the Western religion’s prohibition of rites until
1790, because it was not written anywhere in the books that he had read.

41) See n.27.
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scholarly lineage of strong reformist inclination. They lived at a tims when the old order had
long betrayed its inability to cope with contemporary problems, but when the regal power was
newly consolidated and the King was eager to restore order to the country. Given these
circumstances, and with chances to study the Western books, it was only natural that they
tried to make out the most from Western studies for their reformist aims. There were some
elements of Western studies which could be easily made use of and would not incur much
objection from people with any awareness of the need for reforms. But there were still others,
especially of cosmology and of religion, which could be neither proved nor refuted, but would
still conflict severely with the Neo-Cenfucian metaphysics current at the time.*®

The religious movement of the 1780’s was, after all, a challenge to the old order, not by
revolutionaries, but by reformist. It challenged the prevailing Neo-Confucian metaphysics of the
time, but it did not challenge Confucianism itszlf.*> Tt doubted the privilege of the literati
class, but not the royal authority. The leaders aimed at an extensive reform under the auspices
of an enlightened monarch. Chong Yak-yong in his twenties was undoubtedly the greatest
favorite of King Chéngjo. Yi Ka-hwan(ZE5#, 1742—1801) in his forties was among the most
likely candidates for the highest offices.*® The King himself (1753—1800) showed every sign of
enlightenment, being one of the finest scholars of the time on his own. They had a prospect,
sufficiently wellgrounded, of a bright future for their reforms. In the new order they had in
mind, the essence of the tradition would be preserved, while new elements were contained.

If they had nice ideas, they fell short of luck and insight. They were unlucky when the
movement was accidentally exposed at the premature stage in 1785 and made a scandal in the
literary sphere. After this, not only were they restricted in spreading the movement among the
literati class, but were pressed hard to drop it themselves. If the incident of 1785 made it
difficult for them to keep up with the movement, the instruction from Peking in 1790 made
it just impossible. There was by now a new group of people in the church who cared less
about the existing order and insisted upon the full and literal practice of the instructions from
Peking.*® The previous leaders were not in a position to fight back for an independent line for
the Korean church, not with the threat of persecution behind them. When the decision was
urged by the goverement suppression the next year, all of them left the church for good, with

the one ohvious exception of Chong Yak-chong, who was to be martyred in 1801.

42) The points of conflicts are well displayed in Shin's and An’s writings in Pydk-wi-pyon(see n,22).

43) Reformists in Confucian societies repeatedly stood against the current versions of Confucianism by turning to the
‘genuine’ Confucianism of the past. See 3B, THBLIK BESH BHABE._, Proceedings of the Conference on the
Theory of Statecraft of Modern China(FItthBEEE BRFHNGHRCHEL, Taipei, 1983. There, the term il is
translated into ‘statecraft’, but I would prefer ‘reform’, as far as its usage in post-Sung periods is concerned.

It is also my speculation that the ‘theory of complimenting Confucianism' manifested in Matteo¥Ricei’'s REEE
was influenced by his Chinese colleagues with reformist inclinations like Hsiéi Kuang-ch’i.

44) During much of the 1790°s, Yi was one of the six ministers(#/#), next only to the chancellors. On one occasion
in 1797, Ch’ae Chegong recommended Yi to the King as his successor to the chancellorship.

45) Ryu Hang-gdm(see n,30), the wealthiest of all the members, seems to have been the leading figure in the new
group, which was made up chiefly by people of the chung-in{(f A) class, the one next to the literati.
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6. The fall of the middle road

The death of King Chdngjo in 1800 immediately brought about a bitter political struggle in
the court. During his reign, he had always been in favour of the Shi-p’a(l%jk) Faction, which
had much to do with Kiho School. When he died, the new King Sunjo(#fifil, r.1800—1834)
was barely ten years old and Queen Dowager Kim(Chdngjo's step-grandmother) came into
regency, who favoured the opposing Pydk-p’a (k) Faction. To take the most advantage of this
opportunity to seize the power in the court, the Pydk-p’a leaders wanted to make a political
attack on the Shi-p’a, and found an excuse in the suppression of Western studies.

The suppression was at first aimed at little more than putting a political ban on the Shi-p’a.
But as things developed, the persecutors got carried away, and the incident grew into a nation-
wide persecution lashing for a whole year. What roused the [greatest indignation in the per-
secutors was the famous Hwang’s Secret Letter (Biii B E) which was seized just before being
sent to Peking. After describing the proceeding suppression, the letter suggested various ways
of stopping the Korean government from making suppressions, including the incorporation of
the country into China and the armed intervention by the European countries.*®

1f the refusing of rites in 1791 amounted to a rebellion in a symbolical way, this invitation
of foreign intervention appeared to constitute a real one. At this stage, we find uncompromising
attitudes at both ends of the suppression. The authorities were set against anything Western,
including science and technology, which had been freely discussed among scholars. On the other
hand, followers of the faith gave up the hope of winning the tolerance of the government
through reasonable means and proved themselves ready to fight for their faith by any means
and at any cost. The image of the religion shifted from ‘evil’ to ‘danger’ in the eyes of the
government.

On the surface, the supperession of 1801 shows the extreme confrontation between native and
foreign factors. But also to be found beneath it is the confrontation between old and new
elements. The old order, its class system in particular, was no more compatible with the current
changes in the society. It needed a revolution, or at least a reform, in order to avoid a
catastrophe. The consolidated regal power in the 18th century enabled scholars and officials to
seek various roads to reform, of which the religious movement of the 1780’s could be counted
as one. The select group of reformists who led the movement aimed at a “revolution from
above” with the King as the driving force. The death of King Chongjo and the subsequent

weakening of the regal power washed everything away, and no way was left for the reconcilia-

46) There were three stages at which the suppression was escalated. The first was the accidental seizure of Chong
Yak-chong's documents in the lst month. The second was the appearance of Chou Wen-mo in the 3rd month and
the subsequnt exposure of some of the church members' intention to call for the intervention by foreign powers.

The third was the capture of Hwang Sa-yong and his Secret Letter in the 10th month.
The text of Hwang's letter, together with its Korean translation, is contained in Hwang Sa-yong Paek-so(CHi#

5B #, Chong'umsa, Seoul, 1981, #r. by Yun Chae-yong). Cho Kwang, “The social thoughts behind Hwang's
Secret Letter” (9, HEx m®Re HEBMY 8, Sechong THEHFS 21 and 22, 1077) deals with various
implications of the letter.
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tion between the old order and new changes.

I will conclude this paper by returning once more to the three points on the first page: (1)
The importing of Western studies was the result of a selection. During the 17th century, when
Western studies prospered in China, no Korean scholar paid much attention to them. Only
towards the end of the 18th century, when Christianity was dwindling in China, did need
arise in Korea to import it. (2) A different version was developed in Korea. At the beginning,
in the 1870’s, the religion was adopted as a vehicle for the reform. When the reform was
blocked in 1801, it went right underground and became a subversive element. (3) Either as a
vehicle for the reform or as a subversive element, the religion was never free from heavy

political and social implications; it represented the newly rising factors in the country.



