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As T walk'd through the wilderness of this world, 1 lighted
on a certain place, where was a Denn; and I laid me down
in that place to sleep: And as I slept I dreamed a Dream,
I dreamed, and behold I saw a Man clothed with Ragg,
standing in a certain place, with his face from his own House,
a Book in his hand, and a great burden upon his back. 1
looked, and saw him open the Book, and Read therein; and
as he Read, he wept and trembled; and not being able longer
to contain, he brake out with a lamentable cry; saying, what
shall I do? —John Bunyan, The Pilgrim’s Progress(1678), the

first paragraph.
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Abstract

The Reformist Will in Confucianism

Kim Sang-jun

Emeritus Professor, Kyung Hee University

This article seeks to identify the foundations of the persistent
will to reform that strives to transform given circumstances within
the Confucian tradition. It first critically engages with Max Weber’s
claim(the “Weber Thesis”) that Confucianism, as a religion oriented
toward adaptation to the present world, is fundamentally unrelated
to reformist character or reformist will. It then analyzes Escape from
Predicament by Thomas Metzger, who was once called “Max Weber
who knew Chinese characters.”

Through this analysis, the article argues that Metzger’s view—
that the “tension-conflict = predicament” was absent in “classical
Confucianism”—is naive, and that his claim that the “tension-conflict
= predicament” manifested in “Neo-Confucianism” produced only
inward retreat is mistaken. Ultimately, Metzger remained firmly
bound to the Weber Thesis.

As concrete examples of the clearly manifested reformist will of
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Confucian scholars in Confucian society, the article examines the
implementation of the Daedong Law in Joseon Korea and Tasan’s
discussion of the Well-Field System(Jeongjeonje). The Daedong
Law, a measure to rationalize the tax system, was completed
over the course of one hundred years(1608~1708) despite strong
resistance from vested interests. Such an achievement would have
been impossible without the persistent reformist will of Confucian
scholar-officials who continued to promote tax reform in the face of
resistance and adversity.

Tasan’s reform theory of the Well-Field System represents an even
more fundamental level of reform. Given the entrenched reality of
private landownership, mainstream realist reformers argued that
implementing the ancient well-field system was impractical and
instead advocated a theory of equitable taxation. Nevertheless,
efforts to actualize the well-field ideal as a more fundamental reform
never ceased among Confucian scholars. Although discussions
of the Well-Field reform were primarily conducted through
theoretical debate and written works, they consistently awakened
and stimulated real-world political circles. This article analyzes the
development of Tasan’s lifelong proposals regarding the Well-Field

System.

Key Words | Confucianism, reformist will, Max Weber, Thomas

Metzger, Daedong Law, Well-Field System.
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