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Lee Woo-sung’s Understanding the History of the
Joseon Dynasty

Kim, Moon-sik

This paper examined the way Lee Woo-sung understood the history of the Joseon
Dynasty by dividing it into three periods. The first was the period from the late 14th
century to the late 17th century, when Confucian politics of gentries based on
Neo-Confucianism was actively carried out. The second was the period from the first
half of the 18th century to the first half of the 19th century, when practical scholars
who lived in Seoul and Gyeonggi-do were active in thinking about real problems. The
third was in the late 19th century, when the idea of practical learning led to the idea
of enlightenment.

Lee Woo-sung believed that the history of the Joseon Dynasty was led by gentries,
and that the gentries continued to differentiate according to their socioeconomic situation.
Among the gentries, the actual power was HunguZfj&g and Beolyeol[#i#, and the gentries
alienated from power were Sanlim[LI}K, practical scholars in Seoul and Gyeonggi-do, and
gentries living in the provinces. Lee Woo-sung did not emphasize much the role of the
king in the history of the Joseon Dynasty.

Lee Woo-sung said, Silhak#% is a study to objectively grasp and solve the reality
problems of the time, and Silhak appeared from the early 18th century to the early 19th
century, and the areas where Silhak was active were limited to Seoul and Gyeonggi-do
area. However, he saw Silhak as a discipline that changes according to the situation of
the times, and he thought that the focus of studying Silhak should also change before
and after Korea’s modernization was achieved.

Lee Woo-sung had relatively weak interest in the study of Confucian classics,
Neo-Confucianism, and liturgical science, which correspond to the academic spirit of the
gentries. He was interested in the study of Confucian classics of practical scholars such
as Jeong Yak-yong and Kwon Chul-sin, but did not study the study of Confucian classics

of other scholars. In addition, Neo-Confucianism and liturgical science were considered
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to have achieved great achievements in the 15th and 16th centuries, but after the 17th
century they became a study with little practical significance.

Lee Woo-sung’s study on the history of the Joseon Dynasty emphasized the theory
of governing by understanding the academic trends of gentries in close connection with
their socioeconomic situation and identifying the real problems facing each period and

preparing solutions.

Key Words : Lee Woo-sung, History of the Joseon Dynasty, gentries, Silhak#%, the
theory of governing
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