Confucianism and Korean Society: Reading Korean Society through the Lens of Confucianism

Time: Friday 13:00-16:00

Lecturer: Koh Eunkang

Confucianism is a school of philosophy that is believed to have originated from the teachings of Confucius (551-479 BCE), an early Chinese thinker. Confucius’ teachings
, which are also called Ruism (儒家), later developed as a form of religion in East Asian society. Confucian philosophy has a great influence on the value systems of Korean society in general. In South Korea, Confucianism also functions as an institutionalized religion. 

This lecture, which aims at understanding various aspects of Confucianism that provide vocabulary, symbols and ideas for scholars of Korean society, consists of four parts. The first part focuses on how Confucianism is mentioned in analyses of Korean society. The second part focuses on important elements of Korean Confucianism such as scriptures and people. The third part is an introduction to how Confucianism is interpreted for a particular purpose in China and Japan. The last part is the counter part to the first and asks students to participate in their own analysis of the impact of Confucianism on contemporary Korean society. Based on the readings, lectures, and class discussion, we will search for alternative interpretations of Confucianism that challenge or expand upon the conventional ones introduced in the first part of the lecture. Throughout the semester, students will be encouraged to use Confucian ideas and concepts for their own research.

Evaluation

Preparation and participation (40%)

Two 10-page essays, double-spaced, submitted in the 6th and 11th week (20% each)

Presentations of above essays (10% each)

Schedule

Week 1-6 Confucian Values and Rhetoric

This part of the lecture is designed to review how Confucianism appears in discussions of Korean society historically. Confucianism has been mentioned as one of the major sources for the construction of “Korean culture”. It is said that Confucianism is related to the fast economic development, social security and stability, highly educated labor power, and people’s eagerness for progress that characterizes Korean culture. On the other hand, Confucianism is often blamed as a symbol of regress. The book titled Only if Confucius Dies Out, our Country will Survive
 reflects the image of regression that has been attributed to Confucianism. Feminism especially confronts Confucianism in terms of social issues, which strengthens the image of Confucianism as regressive. 
Week 1: Economic Progress and “Asian Values” 

Week 2: The State as an Extension of the Family

Week 3: The Family as a Unit of Society 

Week 4: Education and Meritocracy

Week 5: Confucianism as a Symbol of the Ancient Regime
Week 6: Confucianism as the Enemy of Feminism 

Week 7-9 Essences of Korean Confucianism

This introduces students to the elements of Korean Confucianism that make up of the core of its identity. A brief introduction to the canonical scriptures of Confucianism such as the Four Books, the history of Korean Confucianism, and Korean Confucians in the past and the present will be discussed.

Week 7: Korean Interpretations of the Major Scriptures of Confucianism

Week 8: History of Korean Confucianism

Week 9: Korean Confucians (yurim), their Past and Present

Week 10-11 Confucianism in China and Japan

This part focuses on how Confucianism is interpreted in other East Asian countries such as China and Japan. The dramatic change of interpretation of Confucianism before and after Deng Xiaoping in China will be the major topic of the 1st week of this part. In the following week, the conventional view of Japanese Confucianism in relation to the construction of “Japaneseness” will be introduced along with recent challenges to this conventional view. This comparative view of Confucianism in other East Asian countries will help students look more critically at Korean society through the lens of Confucianism.

Week 10 Confucianism in China before and after the 1990’s

Week 11 Confucianism and the construction of Nihonjinron (Japaneseness)

Week 12-15 Confucianism in the Future

The last part of this class focuses on the many possible interpretations and views of Confucianism that challenge or broaden the conventional ones already discussed. Each week both students and the lecturer will be challenged to consider new aspects of Confucianism.

Week 12: Beyond Asian Values

Week 13: Confucianism and Democracy

Week 14: Confucianism and Individuality

Week 15: Confucianism not as an Orthodox but as a Heterodox

About the Lecturer 

Koh Eunkang studied Philosophy and Anthropology in South Korea, Great Britain and China. She is interested in explaining various social phenomena in East Asian countries by reconsidering the traditional philosophies of Confucianism and Taoism. About Confucianism, she recently published two articles: “Gender issues and Confucian scriptures” (Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies Vol.71:2 2008), “Caring for older adults: the parables in Confucian texts” (Nursing Science Quarterly Vol.21:4 2008).
B.A. Seoul National University (Anthropology)

M.A. Seoul National University (Anthropology: Korean Class Culture and Gender)

M.A. Sungkyunkwan University (Confucian Studies)

M.Phil. University of Oxford (Social Anthropology: Chinese Taoism)

Ph.D University of Hong Kong (Philosophy: Chinese Philosophy)

Diploma Taedong Institute of Classic Research (Classical Chinese)

�Maybe you want to stay with “school” and “is” because you know what the term really means. But then you can’t say “developed as a form of religion” because that verb doesn’t work with “school”--- you could say that the school “promoted thinking that later developed . . .”


�If this is a graduate class, you might not have to worry about this, but I like to divide this section up into things like: 20% preparation for class, 20% participation in class discussion. Also, I generally assign a weekly journal (I might count that as 10% and then count the other two, above, as 15% each) in which students can write informally about what they've read. It helps with class discussion too, because I can say "Jean, why don't you share your responses to this idea that you had in your journal last week?" and help them see that some of the readings are connected .  . I will paste in my prompt for you below---you do NOT have to do this, but in the past it has helped me a lot to make sure that students do participate in discussion. not all of our students, unfortunately, are as invested as we are intellectually!


�This translation sounds awkward in English—maybe Only if Confucius Dies Will Our Country Survive or Our Country Will Only Survive Without Confucius ???





