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Abstract

The Confucianist Society of Sixteenth-Century Chosun
and the Seonbi Spirit of Juk-cheon Pak Gwang-Jeon

Youn, Sa-soon

The objective of this study is to examine the idea of “"seonbi” in
sixteenth-century Chosun, and the seonbi-like personality and ideals
that Juk-cheon Pak Gwang-Jeon embodied.

The seonbi is one of the many idealized human personalities of
Confucianism. Categorically placed beneath the “saint’ (BEA) that is
posited as a perfect, complete being and therefore practically unrealizable,
it is a realizable ideal along with the gunja (BT or the sage (BA). The
prioritized conditions for its realization are the acquisition of knowledge,
the attainment of virtue through self-cultivation, and the practice of moral
values.

In addition to the above mentioned conditions, from early on in the
Chosun era, the strict observation of just principles (FH) as a
government official--an item of virtue which Confucious mentioned in
Chunchu ("#fk,)--was also considered a requisite for the seonbi. By
the sixteenth century, the thought was generally spread by the Sarim
(-H#%) that a rigorous practice of the ideal of serving the public was a
precondition of the seonbi status.

One of the most intellectual Neo-Confucianists, Juk-cheon was a
possessor of such Joft knowledge as to become the royal instructor, and
served as an official from the ages 45 to 64, strictly differentiating the
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public from the private and focusing on the public service for the people.
Such a fact already suffices to entitle him a seonbi at the time.

However, what made him even more of a seonbi is his behavior and
attitude regarding the Japanese intrusion (F/E#E#L), which was after he
retired from public office at 67. Despite his status as an ordinary citizen
suffering from illnesses of old age, he coliected some seven hundred
men to organize civilian militia to fight against the Japanese intruders;
during the intrusion of the jeong-yu year (T EH#L), he defeated a large
number. of Japanese intruders as a militia captain. His spirit of serving
the public as a seonbi is lightlighted by his exemplary sacrifice at a
time of the national crisis.

Another activity of his during the same time also deserves our
attention. It is the letter of appeal that he composed in order to
encourage people to join the militia. The intellectuals of the time
generally thought that they showed efforts to overcome the national
crisis because they were faithful to the king. However, the purpose that
he identified in his letter of appeal was to protect the ordinary people
and to preserve their well-being. He was a man who stood up against
foreign invasions with a patriotic and nationalistic spirit of protecting
the people and not just the king. In the sense that his patriotic and
nationalistic spirit preceded his loyalty to the king, we may conclude
that his spirit of seonbi perhaps took a progressive step beyond its
premodern limitation. He is also significant as a spiritual model for
later-Chosun militia activities.

seonbi, idealized human personalities just principle,
public service for the people civiian militia
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