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The cause and interests in the political history of
the Choson kingdom in the 17th century

Lee, Jae-Chul

This study intends to analyze the fundamentals to understand political
history of the Choson kingdom in the 17th century: the just cause and
interests. The former stressed the principle, while the latter emphasized
“the reality. The just cause represents names held by men, things, and
conducts and their duties proper to them. On the other hand, interests
serve as logic to cope well with variable realities of life. The cause that
greatly influenced political history of the Choson dynasty in the 17th
century included sadae (serving the great) toward the Chinese Ming
Empire, the study on ritual, a sense of honor, while interests contained the
advocacy of peace, the theory of the Namin (southerners) in the debate on
ritual, the formation of factions for power struggles. Firmly established as
Chosons political ideology, Neo-Confucianism led to conflict between the
just cause and interests in the dynastys politics. Well-known examples of
the conflict included confrontation between advocacy of peace and advocacy
of war, conflict between merit subjects who enthroned King Injo and
Sannim scholars who were out of office in the controversy over the
posthumous conferment of Wonjong, father of King Injo. conflict between
the Seoin (westerners) faction and the Namin faction in the debate on
ritual, conflict between Samsa (Office of Special Advisers, Office of the
Inspector-General, and Office of the Censor-General) and Bibyeonsa
(Border Defense Council) in the political structure. conflict between the
theory in which each faction should divide itself into the clique of persons
of virtue and the clique of small-minded men and should recognize only the
former clique as the legitimate political force and the theory in which
because each faction included both persons of virtue and small-minded men
and thus only the former in the faction should conduct the affairs of state,
and conflict between idealists and realists to take the helm of state affairs.
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Although the cause and interests conflicted against each other, as a
whole the two principles recognized the existence of their opponent.
Compromise between them led to the developments in the political
situation by Neo-Confucian literati in the 17th century. Extreme tenacity
for the cause might involve some risk to deny the reality, while excessive
realism might lead to the erratic political situation. Compromise between
the cause and interests is confirmed by the fact that discourse in Samsa
which represented the cause was reflected in the debate in Bibyeonsa
through kings meeting with high-ranking Bibyeonsa officials (ingyeon) and
the participation of opinion leaders of Neo-Confucian literati (juromja) in
the Bibyeonsa discourse.

As time passed by, conflict between the cause and interests led to the
decline of the former and the emphasis of the latter. The international
order centered on the Ming Empire could not be actually maintained with
Qings takeover of the mainland China. Rather, some leaders made use of
the new situation in China in order to seize power. Furthermore, as the
struggle for power among factions intensified, the personal cause became a
means to reflect actual interests rather than values of the cause.
Experiencing several political upheavals, Seoins Song Si-yeol faction that
led the political situation since the latter half of the reign of King
Hyojeong became in collusion with queens in-laws.

In sum, Neo-Confucian literati, who had overthrown the regime of
arbitrary and corrupt meritorious elite, led the political situation in the
17th century. They made efforts to cling to the principle and cause and
experienced serious conflict with several aspects emphasizing interests of
the reality. They tried to make Bibyeonsa, the actual decision—maker,
adopt their propositions in Samsa as state policies. As factional struggles
intensified and interests of the reality were stressed, however, the cause
advocated by Neo-Confucian literati declined and their leadership in
politics finally came to an end.
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