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The Korean Embassy of 1764 and the Sorai School in Japan
by
FumA Susumu

In the study of Korean embassies to Japan, the embassies have been seen as
conveying more advanced Korean learning to Japan. However, for the period after
the Ancient Learning school came to dominate in Japan, this explanation ceases to
be viable.

Learning of the lack of esteem for the Neo-Confucianism of Zhuxi in Japan, the
members of the embassy of 1748 felt threatened, but the next embassy of 1764
was fully aware of the situation prior to its departure, and the members were ex-
tremely active in trying to grasp the nature of the Sorai school. They eagerly
sought out the collected works of Sorai, acquired them, and read them enthusiasti-
cally. They also obtained copies of the Bendo and Benmei, Moreover, by way of
their “brush conversations” with Japanese Confucians, they became interested in
the textual criticism of the Shichikei moshi kobun by the Sorai's disciple and the
Guwen Xiaojing (Jp. Kobun Kokyo) and Lunyu yishu (Jp. Rongo giso) of Huangkan
(Jp. Ogan), which had been preserved in Japan.

Nevertheless, in introducing Sorai’s thought after their return to Korea, not one
was successful in conveying what might be termed its “essence.” That the 18th
century marked a turning point in the scholarly relationship between the two
nations is clearly seen in the brush conversations of both the embassies with
Japanese Confucians. However, the embassy of 1764 did not result in the intro-
duction of the Sorai school in Korea. This was entirely unrelated to the question
of the relative superiority of the scholarship in either country. It resulted from the
fact that to propound any school of thought other than that of Zhuxi was consi-
dered heretical and strictly forbidden in the Korea of the day. Other causes block-
ing the adoption of the new school of thought originating in Japan were the tradi-
tional view of Japan long held in Korea and the Korean dichotomy of civilized vs.
barbarian maintained by contemporary Korean intellectuals.
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