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Abstract

A Proper Perspective to Take in Viewing
Seo’ae(F4E) Ryu Seong-Ryong(Hi5EE)

Do, Hyeon—Chul

Examined in this article is the life of Seo’ae Ryu Seong-ryong(1542-1607),
a political leader who led the Joseon society in the 16th century, through the
fAnnals of King Seonjo's dayssy and "Revised version of the Annals of King
Seonjo's daysy of the 17th century, in order to obtain a proper and correct
understanding of the man.

Ryu Seong-ryong was appointed to the seat of Wu'eui'jeong in May 1590,
and led the government ever since for total of 7 years 10 months. Today he
is considered as a wise minister who saved the country from its predicaments.
But in the fAnnals of King Seonjo's dayss and 'Revised version of the
Annals of King Seonjo’s daysy he is portrayed rather negatively. The former
reflected the perspective of the Northerners who led the Gwang'had-gun
regime, and the latter reflected the position of the Westerners who were in
charge of the government since the enthronement of King Injo. Both texts
were mirroring the views of people who could not possibly depict him a
wholeheartedly positive manner. These texts cited the purge of the Gi'chuk
year, the political incident that took place between the Imjin and Gyeongjin
years, and also his actions as a minister, as reasons for their negative
description of Ryu Seong-ryong.

Ryu Seong-ryong as a minister should be evaluated by Ju Hi's own
arguments regarding the role of the ministers. Ju Hi argued that the king
must engage in studies of the past sages("Gunju Seong'hak-ron, FxEREz")
and that the ministers should be placed in charge of governing. Ju Hi
acknowledged the fact that the ultimate decisions concerning the governance
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of the state should be left to the emperor, but was also highly critical of the
emperors despotic and arbitrary ruling of the country. He argued that the
emperor must choose an impartial and fair individual, and then name him
as a minister and also as a partner to discuss the issue of governing with.
He argued that instead of leaving the emperor alone to rule the country,
many officials should be consulted instead.

In the light of Ju Hi's argument on the role of ministers, Ryu Seong-
ryong as a minister indeed left some things to be supposedly desired. In
facing contradictory reports from official envoys who just returned from
Japan(who were Hwang Yun-gil and Kim Seong-il), he failed to recognize the
position of the Westerners who predicted the possibility of an invasion from
Japan, and later he also failed to properly manage the clashing opinions
inside the government during the Gichuk-year purge which cornered the
Easterners. In other words, in the wake of conflicts waged among political
parties, he was incapable of actively addressing the dynastic crises.

Evaluation of Seo’ae Ryu Seong-ryong has not been that positive. Yet
trying to explain it away as a mere result of party conflicts of those days
would not be fair either. In order to evaluate his life more appropriately, we
need to be able to analyze the 16th century Joseon society, and also the
evaluations made of Ryu Seong-ryong during the 17th, 18th and 19th centuries.

Ryu Seong-ryong, Neo—Confucianism, ministers, Annals of King Seonjo’s
days, Revised version of the Annals of King Seonjo’s days

CEEFIY 2014630, AAREEY 1 2014.8.12. AAAAY 1 2014.8.12.



