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Philosophy and Factions
• the 4-7 debate over the relationship of the four fonts of virtue 

and the seven emotions to li and ki.  

• Yi T’oegye argued the li generated the four fonts (virtuous 
instincts), and ki generated the emotions. His distrust of the real 
world led to righteous withdrawal.  

• Yi Yulgok argued that both the four fonts and the seven 
emotions are generated by ki, with li providing direction. 
Encouraged an active role in government.   

• The Namin looked to T’oegye for philosophical guidance. 

• The Noron looked to Yulgok. 



Benevolent authoritarianism

• The government was truly centralized. It was not a feudal government.!

• The main task of the government was to maintain order. It was not expected to 
improve the lives of the people, or to provide them with education or health 
care. 

• But, to be legitimate, it had to provide peace and prosperity, it could not be 
overly corrupt, and it had to be acceptable in Chinese eyes.  

• A Confucian government, at least in theory, was less predatory than other pre-
modern governments tended to me.  But it was not a modern government. It 
did not try to represent those it governed or respond to their wishes, to grow 
the economy, or to improve the standard of living of the people it governed. It 
was supposed to maintain a floor below which the people’s living standards 
would not fall, but it was not expected to raise that floor. 



Power of the Yangban
• Two kings were overthrown and replaced by half-brothers: 

• Yŏnsan’gun  r. 1494-1506 

• tyrant who didn’t respect Confucian officials and 
institutions 

• and Kwanghaegun r. 1608-1623 

• Seen as not loyal enough to Ming China. Also he was the 
son of a royal concubine, and killed his younger half-
brother, a son of the queen.



Chosŏn and its neighbours

• A sino-centric world order in which Korea was a 
model tributary state. 

• tribute missions were a way to conduct trade.  

• Ming China sent aid to Korea when Korea was 
attacked by Japan in the 1590s  

• Korea was not allowed to have diplomatic relations 
with any other country. 



Korea and the Manchu

• Before the Manchu conquered China, they first 
attacked Korea, in 1627 and 1236. Korea lost and 
was forced to pledge allegiance to the new Qing 
dynasty. It became a loyal tributary subject.  

• Korea continued to honour the Ming even after the 
Ming had fallen to the Qing in 1644. 

• in 1712 Korea and the Qing agreed on a boundary 
marker on Mt. Paektu/Changbai



Korea and Japan

• Korea did not have regular diplomatic relations with 
Japan before 1600.  However, there was some 
trade as well as raids by Wa pirates.  

• The Hideyoshi invasions of the 1590s dramatically 
changed Korean-Japanese relations.  

• Most of the time, Korea wanted neighbourly 
relations with Japan, while it “served the 
great” (China).



The Hideyoshi Invasions

• 1592-  150,000 Japanese land in Pusan, the king flees to the north     

• Ming forces on land and Yi Sunsin’s “turtle boats” at sea harass 
the Japanese, as do righteous armies. 

• The King returns to Seoul in 1593 

• Fighting breaks out again in 1597 

• The Japanese retreat when Hideyoshi dies in 1598 

• what was the impact of the war on Korea?  

• decreased tax revenues, some change in the social structure.



Korean and Japan after 1600

• Korea restored the relationship with Tsushima that 
treated Tsushima as a tributary of Korea, and 
allowed a small Japanese presence on the 
Southeast coast. 

• Korea sent embassies to Japan (Japan called them 
“tribute missions”)  but did not allow Japan to send 
embassies to Korea.



Korea and Okinawa

• In the first half of the dynasty, the Kingdom of the 
Ryūkyūs engaged in trade with Korea under the 
guise of diplomacy. 

• After 1437 that contact was via Japan.  

• Was Korea an independent actor in the 
international arena? Yes and no. 



The encounter with the West

traditional religion  in Korea: 

Buddhism      not intellectually respectable 

Shamanism (and folk religion) also not 
intellectually respectable 

Neo-Confucianism-- non-theistic 

Growing recognition of human moral frailty.



Pre-modern science
mathematics:  algebra but no geometry                          
no notion of proofs 

medicine: Chinese medicine. Physiology but no 
anatomy. Tasan and smallpox immunization  

astronomy:  more concerned with what celestial 
bodies did than what they were.  

geography: Sino-centric. More concerned with 
feng-shui than actual lay of the land. 



Catholicism comes to 
Korea

The growth of Maitreyan movements, and the 
spread of the Chŏng Kam Nok (a book of prophesy) 

The rise of recognition of moral frailty 

Jesuit publications in China start reaching Korea 
in the early 17th century.  

Yet it wasn’t until 1784 that Catholicism began to 
be taken seriously as a religion. 



Reactions to Catholicism
What did Yi Ik think of Catholic theology? pp. 
125-27 

What did Sin Hudam think of the Catholic 
educational system? pp. 127-130 

Why did An Chŏngbok reject Catholicism? pp. 
130-133.  

Why did some other Namin find Catholicism 
appealing? 



Persecution of Catholics
Who were the first Catholics? Tasan and his 
friends and relatives. 

The first martyr: Paul  Yun Chich’ung  and the 
problem of ancestor “worship” 

What did Hwang Sayŏng do to try to stop the 
persecution? (pp. 135-137) 

What arguments did Chŏng Hasang used in 
defense of his Catholic faith? (pp. 138-40) 



The impact of Catholicism

Monotheism: a radically new concept in Korea 

separation of church and state: another radically 
new concept 

This was an early step toward religious 
freedom,which in turn is an early step toward 
democracy. 



Major persecutions
1801--hundreds killed. Tasan is exiled.  Hwang 
Sayŏng asks for French help 

1839--another major persecution. Chŏng Hasang 
and 3 French priests are killed 

1868-69  thousands of Catholics are killed, 
including 9 French priests. 

103 Catholics from Korea has been declared saints, 
and another 124 are almost there—they were 
declared Blessed in August, 2014. 


