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To Learn Is to Undertake:
The Impact of the 1519 Literati Purge on Cheng-
Zhu Neo-Confucianism in Joseon Dynasty Korea

Tsai Chih-che®

Abstract

From the time of Sejong the Great t 5% K T (r. 1418-1450), the Korean
royal court established a political culture that continued to respect the authority
of scholar-officials, in contrast to the Ming dynasty, which was the highpoint
of imperial authority in China. This meant that Neo-Confucians on the Korean
peninsula could still dream of winning the ruler’s trust to implement the Way.
Jo Gwang-jo (Z 3 %, B¢t +H) and other Neo-Confucians who fell victim
to the Third Literati Purge of 1519, were once dedicated to the “return to the
Three Dynasties” reformist cause. However, circumstances at the foundation
of the Kingdom of Joseon had allowed the so-called Hungu faction to maintain
its political strength. Time and again, the Hungu faction came into serious
conflict with the Neo-Confucians, who, as a result, were faced with a series
of purges and thrown into crisis. In the wake of these literati purges, Neo-
Confucians in Joseon led by Yi Hwang (©]2}, Z5)%) reflected on the historical
lessons of Jo Gwang-jo’s failure in office. Unlike Ming Neo-Confucians,
who turned their backs on Zhu Xi's ideas and sought reform, Joseon Neo-
Confucians chose to turn inward and explore his theories more deeply. This
resulted in a period of development, re-interpretation, and deepening of the

Cheng-Zhu school in Joseon.

* Tsai Chih-che is Ph.D. student, Graduate Institute of National Development, National

Taiwan University.
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