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A Study on the Joseon Catholic Confucians’
Interpretation of Qi Ke (the Seven Restraints):
Focusing on the Thought of the Pro-western
Branch of the Seong-ho School

Tsai Chih-che

Abstract

This paper examines the interaction between Christianity and Confucianism
through analyzing the interpretation of Qi Ke by a pragmatic Korean Confucian
scholar Yi Ik (also named Seong-ho), within the context of the fractional
struggles during the Joseon Dynasty. The ferocious struggles lasted over two
centuries, starting from the beginning of the 16" century. Concerned about the
tumultuous situation, patriotic Confucian scholars sought a resolution to the
struggles. Seong-ho, a Confucian scholar analyzed the struggles and found them
to have originated from over-recruiting through the imperial examinations.
Since the number of official posts were limited, competitions among scholars
were fierce, eventually giving rise to the struggles that divided the court into
eight fractions. Seong-ho determined that jealousy drove the scholars to
conflicts, which brought the country into perils. By the end of the 19™ century,
when the dynasty was coming to its end, scholars failed to conduct themselves
properly, yet they led the commoners to engage in fractional struggles.
Informed scholars were deeply concerned about the situation and actively

looked for a solution.

* Doctoral Candidate, Graduate Institute of National Development, National Taiwan University.
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Qi Ke was introduced to the Korean Confucian scholars through the
channel of diplomatic envoys. Scholars used the concept of the seven deadly
sins (pride, envy, greed, lust, wrath, gluttony and sloth) of the Catholic church
to reinterpret the concepts of “subduing of one’s self and returning to propriety”
and “self” in the teachings of Confucius. The in-depth analysis of “envy” in Qi
Ke led Seong-Ho and his disciples to the belief that it would serve as an
important annotation to the Confucius’s four “thou shalt not” in the Analects in
their endeavor to resolve the fractional struggles. They also reinterpreted
“envy” to better fit their purpose. After the significant “adaptions” made upon
being introduced during the Ming dynasty in China, Catholicism underwent
re-contextualization in the Korean Peninsula, which had a significant influence

on the establishment of the Catholic church in Korea.

Keywords: fractional struggles in the Joseon Dynasty, subduing one’s self and

returning to propriety, jealousy, Qi Ke, Yi Ik (Seong-ho)
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