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Korea Times, 2012.06.25

Irish scholar traces Dasan’s Christianity

By Kang Hyun—kyung

An Trish scholar characterized Jeong Yak—yong (1762—-1836), a
Korean philosopher and prolific writer often referred to by his pen

name Dasan here, as a secret Catholic because he could not speak



about his Christian beliefs in public.

“In no uncertain terms, Dasan lived
during a period of religious terror,” Kev—
in Cawley, a Korean Studies professor at
University College Cork in Ireland, wrote

in an email interview with The Korea

Times, Monday.

Kevin Cawley, professor of Korean Studies

“His cousin refused to perform the tra— at University College Cork in Ireland, stands
near where Dasan was exiled in Gangjin,

ditional Korean memorial rite when his  South Jeolla Province, in this photo taken in
mother died, and instead performed Cath— October 2010. / Courtesy of Kevin Cawley
olic rites and as a result he was beheaded.
This brutal event forced many to withdraw from the church, at
least publicly.”

Dasan was later praised as one of the great scholars of his time.
But his life was far from easy because he was exiled to the south—
ernmost city of Gangjin, South Jeolla Province in 1801 for 18 years.
His links with the Catholic religion, which was banned at that time,
caused him to live in isolation for nearly two decades.

During his exile, he produced numerous writings on tough issues
in all areas. He revealed curios and knowledgeable interpretations
of several academic fields, including philosophy, medical science,
engineering and history. His vast writings earned him the nick—
name “walking dictionary.”

Cawley said Dasan was one of the unfortunate scholars of his
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time because he had to deny his religious beliefs in public for life.

“He had been a hidden Catholic, attending Catholic ceremonies in
secret and loaning Italian Jesuit missionary Matatteo Ricci’s book in
secret to others in the hope of converting them,” he wrote.

The scholar said Dasan was one of the Koreans influenced by the
Italian missionary who is the author of “The True Meaning of the
Lord of Heaven.”

Over the past year, Cawley has taught Korean language pro—
grams and a course on the religious traditions of Korea and Korean
History at the university. He is the first and only scholar teaching
such studies in Ireland.

He called last year “very successful.”

“My students were really engaged with the texts we read in
translation and in particular, they found Dasan to be a true per—
son,” he said.

“These students were from a philosophy background, not focused
on Korean Studies and so they engaged with Dasan’s ideas from
an intellectual point of view. Hence they were free of preconceived
ideas about Dasan whose ideas are usually overshadowed by an as—
sociation with “Sirhak” (practical learning).”

Cawley will visit Seoul in July for a conference on Dasan hosted
by the Dasan Cultural Foundation. This year marks the 250th an—

niversary of Dasan’s birth., hkang@koreatimes.co.kr
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Dasan rediscovered: a glance at Joseon’s promi-—

nent scholar

One of the most prominent thinkers in the late Joseon Kingdom,

Jeong Yak—yong (1762—-1836, penname Dasan), earned several ep—

ithets. He was known as the renowned theorist of Silhak (practical

learning), author of Mongminsimseo (The Mind of Governing the

People), architect of the UNESCO—designated World Cultural Heri—
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tage site Suwon Hwaseong Fortress, and inventor of the geojunggi
(heavy stone lifter), among many others.

Still an exemplary role model among generations living today,
the life of Dasan, his achievements, his compassion for the plight
of the lower classes, and his pursuit of sustainable development
continue to resonate in Korean society.

Dasan’s intellectual and spiritual influence in the history of phi—
losophy is on a global scale. At UNESCO’s 36th General Assembly
held last October, Dasan’s 250th birthday in 2012 was submitted
to the list of Celebration of Anniversaries in recognition of the sig—
nificance of his philosophical contributions in line with UNESCO' s
main pillars.

The event marked the first Korean individual’s anniversary added
to the UNESCO list since its introduction in 2004. Among the latest
additions adopted by UNESCO were the 300th anniversary of the
birth of Jean—Jacques Rousseau (2012) and the 50th anniversary of
Martin Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” speech (2013).

Marking the 250th birthday of the great Korean Confucian
scholar, a series of major commemorative events and academic
conferences are being held throughout this year to pay tribute to
the virtue and practical spirit of Silhak, or the Realist School of

Confucianism, allegedly known to have been advocated by Dasan.
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(left) Portrait of Dasan; (right) Su—
won Hwaseong Fortress (photos
courtesy of the Museum of Silhak
and the Korean Cultural Heritage
Foundation)

Heritage of Humanity: Dasan’s Schematics for a Livable World

The Korean philosopher was an unquestionable polymath. He
was revered for his ingenuity as a noted poet, painter, architect,
engineer, scientist, educator, and prolific writer, who best epito—
mized the 18th—century Silhak, a Korean Confucian social reform
movement, A close confidant of King Jeongjo (ruled 1776-1800),
Dasan was a social reformer who actively engaged in his assertion
that an open—door policy of benevolent statecraft and the heritage
of pragmatism would lead to national prosperity. Not only had he
devised geojunggi to build Suwon’s Hwaseong Fortress incorporat—
ing architectural elements of both the East and the West with the
latest construction technology, but he also molded the old to shape
the new in the making of East Asian Confucianism.,

Amid an ever—growing academic fervor on re—illuminating the
accomplishments of one of Korea’s most distinguished theorists, an
international conference is taking place from July 5 to 7 in Seoul.

Hosted by the Tasan Cultural Foundation(following his penname



Tasan in the older romanization), the conference brings scholars
and specialists together to exchange insights and provide an aca—
demic platform reflecting his message in the contemporary context
of the globalized age of the 21st century.

“Dasan crated a brand—new trend in Confucian though by syn—
thesizing the learnings of his East Asian Confucian heritage with
the Catholicism that he encountered,” said Chun—chieh Huang,
Dean of the Institutes for Advanced Studies in Humanities and So—
cial Science, at the opening keynote on July 5. “In the making of
East Asian Confucianism, Dasan poured new wine into old wine—
skins, paving a new way toward future development.”

“In this age of rising globalization, the treasure of Dasan’s learn—
ing, his intellectual legacy and spiritual resources —— especially his
practical thesis that ‘affairs precede principles’ and his advocacy
of using cultural values to transform and transcend the impact of
national political and military affairs —— can all play a vital role in
the building of a more just world order for the 21st century and
beyond.”

Professor Donald Baker of the University of British Columbia,
who was the first non—Korean national awarded the Tasan Prize
in 2008, regards Dasan’s pragmatic values as timeless and space—
less, in the context that it guides an individual to responsibility
as a component of a community. Also in attendance was Profes—

sor Boudewijn Walraven of Leiden University, who likened Tasan
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sms to famous Renaissance Man

2:1 East Asian Confuciant

1 Characteristics il common

@ Core value
® Aiming at changi

A Leonardo Da Vinci,

: Over the three—day run,
over 30 authorities in the
field from both home and
abroad provide valuable in—

sights on Dasan studies and

the practical nature and

Dean Chun—chieh Huang delivers the opening keynote ad—
dress “The Role of Dasan Learning in the Making of East Asian
Confucianism” at the international conference on July 5 (photo:
KOCIS).

mindedness of his thought,

while assessing its future
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implications. International
panels featured at the forum include Professor John A. Tucker of
East Carolina University and SOAS senior lecturer Anders Karlsson,
among other experts and local academics such as Professor Jung
Min of Hanyang University and Honorary Professor Ahn Byung—jik

of Seoul National University.

Special exhibitions shed light on Joseon’s thinker Dasan Jeong

Yak—yong

Throughout the summer, a series of special exhibitions shedding
light on Dasan’s life, oeuvre, and new intellectual trends which
helped East Asian Confucianists critique and think beyond the scope

of Zhu Xi’s learning will run at Seoul Arts Center and the Museum



of Silhak in Namyangju City, Gyeonggi—do (Gyeonggi Province),

Until July 22, the Seoul Calligraphy Art Museum inside Seoul
Arts Center presents the special exhibition Dasan Jeong Yak—yong
featuring an exquisite treasure trove of about 150 books, pictures,
drawings, and relics. Visitors can also view the copy of Mongmin—
simseo (The Mind of Governing the People —— a book on how to
serve as an effective ruler) owned by Dasan.

“It is the first time we have gathered the relics and remains of

the Dasan legacy on such a nationwide scale,” said Chair Professor
Kim Young—ho, giving a congratulatory address at the opening. “I
hope the exhibition will project the spirit of Dasan into our con—
temporary society.”

From July 28 to August 5, the

250th anniversary celebration

R et atel
e |

will travel to Gangjin County

in Jeollanam—do (South Jeolla

Province), where Dasan lived as

Mongminsim—
seo, one of the
bition will be unveiled in conjunction with the 40th Gangjin Cela— representative
books authored
by Dasan (photo

which are on the UNESCO world heritage Tentative List, courtesy of Seoul
Arts Center)

an exile for 18 years. The exhi—

don Festival at multiple venues including the county’s kiln sites,

Another exhibition is currently on view at the Museum of Sil—

hak located in Namyangju, the hometown and birthplace of Dasan,

until September 9. Named Dasan, His Life and Ideal at Han River,
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the exhibition displays a rich selection of Dasan’s books, pictures,
drawings, and relics, portraying his thoughts and studies and
tracking the scholar’s achievements and footprints along the Han
River, where he was born and buried.

Visitors may enjoy a number of hands—on activities tailored for
families and children. On his actual lunar birthdate slated for Au—
gust 4 and 5 this year, a traditional feast is also planned.

Meanwhile, the relay of commemorative events will continue
through this autumn. Commemorative traditional music concerts
are scheduled in August and September at Namsangol Hanok Vil—
lage and the National Gugak Center. In October, a formal com—
pilation of all Dasan’s works handed down through diverse copies
of his manuscripts is set to
be published. For more in—
formation, visit the official
website of the Tasan Cul—
tural Foundation at: www.

tasan.or. kr.

(left) View of the special exhibition Dasan, His Life and Ideal

at Han River; (center) Ume Flowers drawn by Dasan; (right)

By Hwang DanaKorea.net

Dasan’ s poems for the four seasons of Socheon (photos
courtesy of the Museum of Silhak) Staff Writer
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Korea Herald, 2012.07.11

Tracing Catholic influence in Dasan’s works, life

Irish scholar shares his view on the leading philosopher of late

Joseon

Love your people, and serve their interest —— not yours.

The message of Dasan (1762-1836), one of the greatest thinkers
in the late Joseon period, transcends time and cultural boundaries.
It certainly was the case for Irish scholar Kevin N. Cawley when he
read one of Dasan’s texts a number of years ago. Cawley, who grew
up Catholic, saw striking similarities between teachings of Catholi—

cism and the Joseon scholar’s writing.
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Irish scholar Kevin N. Cawley poses for a photo prior to an in—
terview with The Korea Herald on Monday. (Chung Hee—cho/ “But I think the most im—
The Korea Herald)

g
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“We know that he had read
Buddhist texts, Christian
texts and Confucian texts,”
said Cawley, who partici—
pated in a recent forum on
Dasan organized by Tasan

Cultural Foundation in Seoul

last week.

portant thing to remember is
the socio—political context in which he lived. And I think if we don’t
consider that, then any attempts to understand his texts are ahis—
torical.

“The context in which he lived was very different for Catholics
than for Buddhists and others, because it was the Catholics who
were under attack. And we know through Dasan’s writings that he
himself was baptized, and was involved with Catholic ceremonies
with his brothers and his mentor Yi Byeok.”

Dasan, whose famous texts include “Admonitions on Governing
the People,” or “Mongmin Simseo,” which describes the funda—
mental principles a governor should observe, lived in exile for 18
years in the countryside after he was accused of being a Roman
Catholic convert in the early 1800s. His older brother Jeong Yak—
jong (1760—-1801) in fact was the leader and martyr of the first Ko—



rean Catholic community, which suffered persecution by the gov—
ernment. Many of Dasan’s close friends and relatives were executed
for their Catholic faith, including his brother—in—law and scholar
Yi Seung—hun (1756-1801) and his niece Jeong Jeong—hye,

The philosopher is widely regarded as one of the pioneers of “Sil—
hak,” a Confucian social reform emphasizing “practical learning”
that flourished in late Joseon period. Some local scholars argue
that Dasan is solely a Confucian scholar, stressing that he officially
stated he does not believe in Catholicism in 1791,

“His life was shaped by Christianity,” Cawley told The Korea
Herald, “It is a fact that he spent 18 years in exile because of
Christianity on top of losing all of his friends. I think there is this
deep psychological trauma of Dasan that we sometimes overlook by
trying to emphasize Dasan as a scholar and not appreciating him as
a human being at the time of great religious terror.”

Cawley said he is not trying to prove that Dasan was a Catholic.
Rather, he is interested in the traces of Catholicism that remained
in Dasan’s works. In “Mongmin Simseo, “for example, Dasan cri—
tiques shamans and Buddhists as well as other supernatural beliefs,
saying they should be eliminated as they lead the people astray, but
does not criticize Catholicism, according to Cawley. Dasan’s con—
cept of “Sang—je” also resembles Christians’ God, as he wrote
he is “the being that creates and governs and looks after heaven,

earth and all things.”
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Many of his theories regarding serving the people also are linked
with the Christian idea of charity, he said.

“ ‘Mongmin’ of > Mongmin Simseo actually means shepherding
the people,” Cawley said.,

“Dasan said the goal of a government is to serve people, not to
rule people. And I think that is something that in the 21st cen—
tury is extremely important in Korea, in Ireland, and in all over the
world. We still have religious wars.

“I think Dasan has something to teach us about tolerance as well.
And that’s why I present him as a great interdisciplinary thinker of
great intellectual dexterity, rather than as a Korean, or a Confu—
cian philosopher.”

Cawley currently teaches Korean studies at University College
Cork (UCC) in Ireland, which is the only Irish university that offers
Korean studies courses. He is scheduled to hold a Korean Studies
Conference in UCC next February with the help of local scholars he
met during the Dasan forum last week.

By Claire Lee (dyc@heraldcorp.com)
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