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Agony of King Sejong
SUKAWA Hidenori

The Joseon Dynasty of Korea designated Confucianism as its state ideology and
tried to manage national politics according to Confucian teachings. However, it was
difficult to change customs, manners and funeral rituals established during the
preceding Goryeo Dynasty, immediately after the rise of the Joseon monarchs. This
paper explores the limits of Confucianism acceptance in Korea by examining the
class system that distinguished law-abiding citizens from lowly people and the
increasing preference for Buddhism seen in the political and other achievements of
Sejong, who aggressively introduced Chinese culture and attempted to be a good
king especially in accordance with the Confucian doctrines of Zhu Xi.

Related research findings suggest that exercising filial piety was more important
to Sejong than taking responsibility as the king and that he ostensibly justified the
magnificent Buddhist ceremonies he held, despite widespread opposition from his
subordinates, as filial piety to their ancestors. It was also revealed that Sejong
applied the concept of sovereign-subject righteousness to the class system in order
to clearly distinguish the families of ruling class and law-abiding citizens based on
their clothing so that the difference among classes and class discrimination could be
established. Research findings showed that Sejong justified a master’s right to take
the lives and property of bonded servants from the perspective of Confucian ethics
as well.

While Hunminjeongeum 1is regarded as his greatest achievement today, Sejong
tried to justify this alphabet in terms of Confucian ethics, describing the system as
designed for foolish citizens who cannot understand Chinese characters. The paper,
however, presents a new view that Sejong decided on the proper sounds and
phonetic symbols for Chinese characters because of his own health problems, as he
had become almost blind and had Chinese books read aloud to him.





