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From Seclusion to Reopening .

Reconsider the Three East Asian Countries

CF Bkt

R AHAAE 2009 S B AX B R FRATHR LA T F oML KA EiRE, L2y 5

REX( T L@t B FEZ LT

# K B a9 W g% ) (Korea, Japan and China in the early 19th

Century facing religions from the West: on the Lettre D’ Alexandre Houng a L’ éréque de Pekin) &9 25 &3 4,
ERFBAAI Tk F— R X EH RN o TSR &0 L AR KB A T L RF
ENEAEEE S LR K F LI AL X B KSR R A BT R AR LA R

& FEW @ AR T, & 23Rk,

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, Japan,
Joseon Dynasty of Korea and the Great Qing Empire all
chose to close their doors, in terms of both territory and
ideology, against western missionaries. When confronted
with Catholicism, coming afar from the mysterious western
world and were supposed to bear certain intentions, they
demonstrated the greatest hostility ever seen. The next
century witnessed the opium wars of Qing Empire, the
black ships incident of Japan and Ganghwa Island incident
of Joseon dynasty. These historical events had probably
forced them to reopen to the outside world. This paper
does not intend to trace this history, but to examine the
political, social and religious differences, through the va-
rious strategies they had taken toward Catholicism in the
early 19th century. Such attitude had more or less influ-
enced their later responses to western military intimidation
and even choices of the “road to modernization”.

Why did they differ in attitude and strategy when

dealing with the western religion? What contributed to
these differences? To resolve these issues calls for detailed
historical research that goes beyond this paper. However,
inspired by the historical phenomena we have hitherto dis-
cussed, I would like to conclude with the discussion of
three questions.

1

First, how should we judge the * impact-
response” model in the research of modern history?
As is known to all, John K. Fairbank and Deng Siyu
proposed the “impact-response” model in their co-au-
thored book China’s Response to the West in order to pro-
vide an explanation of Chinese history. The model was ex-
tended from the narrative of China to that of the whole East
Asia both in the book A History of East Asian Civilization
by John K. Fairbank et al (1965), and Far East: A His-
tory of Western Impacts and Eastern Responses ( 1830-
1965) by Paul H. Clyde and Burton F. Beers (1966 ).

From then on, it had almost become a paradigm in explai-
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ning the interactions between the East and the West. The
American scholar Paul A. Cohen had criticized the model
sharply in his Discovering History in China. He held the o-
pinion that we should “ discover history inside China”,
and that the origin of modern history as well as resources
for social transformations should be sought from within
China or the East Asian civilization. Cohen had certainly
promoted a shift of paradigm and aroused multiple respon-
ses in the academic circle. However, the “impact-re-
sponse” model, simple as it may be, turned out to be a
concise, yet quite inclusive model for interpreting the uni-
versal historical phenomena in modern East Asian history.

The problem is, how should we revise and comple-
ment the seemingly simplistic model? The different strate-
gies (or responses ) taken by Japan, China and Korea
when confronted with the western religion ( the impact) in
the early 19th century, as discussed above, may well
serve as an illustration of how responses to the same “im-
pact” could differ, due to political, social and religious
differences. Asia or East Asia should not be seen as one,
when we take into account first the above-mentioned differ-
ences, then further divergences in the cognition of and at-
titude toward the outside world, finally different ways and
progress of modernization. Should we appreciate the “di-
versity of responses” to foreign civilizations? This paper
intends to discuss the issue through a survey of the diverse
strategies and attitudes Korea, Japan and China took to-
ward the western religion in the early 19th century.

Second, if we acknowledge the variety of “re-
sponses” , we still need to ask, what factors had led to
the differences.

This is another broad topic. But in brief, there were
political , social and religious aspects. To begin with, Ja-
pan, Korea and China had distinct political structures. In
mid- and late 16th century when western missionaries ar-
rived, neither did Japan have a powerful monarchy as in
China, nor was it dominated by Confucianism or any uni-

fied political ideology. In Japan, feudal lords in different
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regions could provide protection to foreign religions, while
people from all walks of life were also at liberty to support
new faiths. Therefore, there was warm “acceptance” of
foreign religions in Japan. However, the other way round,
Catholicism arrived in Japan at a time when Japan was go-
ing through a transition from political chaos to unification,
and from ideological diversity to concentration. After Oda
Nobunaga, the rule under Toyotomi Hideyoshi and Toku-
gawa leyasu, appealed for the establishment of a central
authority in a reunified country, and it had been on full
alert for any dissident notions or beliefs. Every possible
precaution, however ruthless, was readily taken.

Besides, compared to China, Japan never had a so-
cial structure dominated by the scholarly gentry who usual-
ly gained power through the civil service examination sys-
tem and by the accumulation of knowledge. Neither had it
formed a national ideology based on the “Confucian ratio-
nalism”. Though it had tried to emulated the Chinese le-
gal system ( Ritsuryd ), its national ideology had always
been centered on “religion” and “samurai”. That was
why its attitude to Catholicism had swung constantly from
“tolerance” to “exclusion” , until the final stop at “exclu-
sion” when the consciousness of nationality gained mo-
mentum in the early stage of Tokugawa Shogunate. In the
turn of 18th and 19th century, a Japanese version of sino-
centrism gradually took shape in the shadow of the East
(China) and the West ( mostly Europe). At the same
time, Japan attempted to establish a nation state through
the reconstruction of Shinto and Emperor worship. So it
was highly sensitive toward western religion and adopted
extra rigid prohibitions. On the contrary, China, always
indulged in an arrogant self-image of “Celestial Empire”
and the firm belief in Confucianism, though with proper
adjustments, its imperial court and the scholarly gentry
showed neither anxiety nor passion over western religions.
Even in the early 19th century when Jiaqing Emperor im-
posed a harsh ban on Catholicism, the imperial court was

much less anxious as Japan and Korea. The same uncon-



cern also marked the scholarly gentry’ s attitude toward the
new faith and learning. While in Korea, knowledge and
thoughts were under the monopoly of Yangban officials. Its
entrenched traditions and relatively conservative ideology
had resulted in the inheriting of political notions and philo-
sophical beliefs from Confucianism since Ming Dynasty,
especially the school of Zhu Xi. Nevertheless, Korea’ s
overreaction to the western religion was triggered by the
collusion between foreign missionaries and Korean Catho-
lics, and its role in factionalism and court politics.

Then, the religious background in the three countries
was another factor to consider. The prohibition of Catholi-
cism in the Qing Empire was led by imperial, or rather,
political power, under the motivation to protect the imperi-
al power and sovereignty. Buddhism and Taoism, the two
indigenous religions that were supposed to have clashed
with Catholicism, however, played little role. In other
words, the collision with foreign religions in China was po-
litical rather than religious, which signifies the mightiness
of political power as compared to the feeble religious be-
liefs in Qing Empire. In Korea, the prohibition on Cathol-
icism in Joseon Dynasty was not merely a result of political
movement and factional intervention. Its political ideology
of Confucianism, especially Cheng-Zhu’s Neo-Confucian-
ism, had also played a role in the official extirpation of
Catholicism, making the event more of a conflict between
different ideologies or beliefs. In Japan, it can be ob-
served that Buddhism and Shinto had greatly influenced
the attitude of rulers such as Toyotomi Hideyoshi toward
Catholicism, i.e., from reception to expulsion. Conse-
quently, there was plenty of discourse guarding Buddhism
and Shinto in the prohibition orders issued by the govern-
ment. For instance, the first and second articles of “The
Edict of Proscription ( Toyotomi Hideyoshi)” had words
suggesting religious beliefs as, “Japan worships Shinto-
ism. The practise of Catholicism is most weird. ” and “It
is unheard-of that Japanese Catholics damaged and aban-

doned Shinto shrines and Buddhist temples”. A common

attitude among officials was that, “Religious beliefs had
always been in good order in Japan with the prosperity of
Shinto, Buddhism and Confucianism, yet ever since the
intrusion of the new religion, it became impossible to dis-
tinguish between good and evil. ” As was mentioned a-
bove, the Emperor, shoguns, Buddhists and Shintoists in
Tokugawa Shogunate were unanimously afraid of foreign re-
ligions. This will of the state combined with religious ex-
clusion, made the Japanese prohibition of Catholicism the
most thorough among the three countries.

Finally, how should we redefine the regional his-
tory of East Asian maritime world, namely, China,
Japan and Korea? And what kind of paradigmatic sig-
nificance can thus be derived?

Recently, in the preface to his new book, professor
Zhang Guangda has referred to the Mediterranean studies
of the French historian Fernand Braudel (1902-1985),
one of the leaders of the Annales School. This book, enti-
tled The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the
Age of Philip II, focused the discussion of the Mediterra-
nean during the years between 1551 and 1589. The Medi-
terranean had always been a complex of races, religions
and politics. The interaction between Egyptian, Assyrian,
Persian, Greek and Roman, the religious clash among Ju-
daism, Catholicism and Islam, and the dominance of mari-
time transport over a long time, combined to shape an in-
terrelated “ historical world” or “cultural space” encirc-
ling the Mediterranean Sea. It was in this particular arena
that the Ottoman Empire, the Spanish Empire and other
nations had once interacted with and impacted upon each
other.

According to professor Zhang, the Ancient Western
Regions in central Asia was also a junction of religions,
beliefs and cultures. In terms of religion alone, Confu-
cianism and Taoism of the Han nationality China, Bud-
dhism of the South Asian India, the Three Alien Religions
(i. e. Nestorianism, Zoroastrianism and Manicheism) of

East Asia and even Europe had all left traces here. This
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made the Ancient Western Regions in fact another “Medi-
terranean” .

When examining the intricate cultural history from a
Chinese perspective, I agree with Professor Zhang that the
Ancient Western Regions, or the left wing of China before
the Mongol-led Yuan Dynasty, was indeed a “Mediterra-
nean” of religious, lingual and historical interactions. The
civilization of Han nationality mixed with other civilizations
and constructed an extremely complex space of culture.
However, after Yuan Dynasty, the East Asian maritime
world, or, the east wing of China, was what I suppose a

more noteworthy “Mediterranean”. Because either in the

12 | 2009 £ 3 #1

Mediterranean or in the Ancient Western Regions, cultural
varieties had gradually melted into similarity. Yet in the
East Sea area, the once common cultural heritage of the
Han and Tang Dynasties had diverged into separate cul-
tures in Korea, Japan and China. Later, in the Age of
Discovery it had taken in western influences, making this
space of culture even harder to define and predict. Per-
haps, the overlapping historical images of this cultural are-
a could not only help us to discover more stories beyond
national boundaries, but also add a new model to the his-
tory of world civilization with its heterogeneity in the

process of modernization. []
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