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Public and Private in Chosun Chu Hsi Philosophy

Cho, Nam-ho*

Previous researches on the concept of public and private in Chosun dynasty are confined
within two explanatory divisions, one being the explanation by the concept of realm (as in
public realm and private realm), the other by the concept of value (that the concepts of public
and private are value-laden). Such divisions reveal the mode of thinking that approaches the
problem of public and private from the detached third person point of view. It is especially
troublesome for the division by realm that, although it espouses to embrace both realms of
public and private, the division itself cannot avoid being bound to its own private realm.

What concerns Chu Hsi scholass in Chosun dynasty on this subject is the theory of
self-cultivation. Although the chasm between the public and private does exist within the
theory of self-cultivation, the pride of place lies on the practical endeavor to cultivate, thus
to ascend, the self to the higher plane of public, not on the mere theoretic division between
the two. From such perspective, the two divisions of realm and of value signify no more than
an instrumental division for practical engagement.

While Yi, Hwang regards the concept of private negatively as individual, Oh, Dal-un
argues that the concept of public and private is not rigid but subject to change, and that
self-cultivation is required to determine its nature. This could be understood as endeavor of
the self to recognize the Other as the absolute Other, and to approach the Other upon that
recognition. It is such line of thoughts that can provide the opportunity to bring forth the
contemporary discussion from the Chu Hsi philosophy in Chosun dynasty.

* SNU BK LAW?21 Researcher
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