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Introduction: A Brief History of 
the Historiography of Philosophy 
in the Korean Language with a 
Commentary on Selected Materials
sool Park

1.  Preliminary Remarks
This is the second publication in our series of bibliographies on the historiography 
of philosophy in diverse languages, following the first study regarding the Japanese 
language.1 This project aims to provide an overview of historiographical documents 
on philosophy and thought from traditions which have hitherto been largely ne-
glected in the Eurocentric2 discourse.3 The assumption, that the history of European 
philosophy equals the global history of philosophy itself, has predominated not 
only in European discourse, but in the most parts of the globalized world as well. 
Even in regions with strong ‘indigenous’ philosophical-historiographical traditions 
such as East Asia or India, the Eurocentric narrative has thoroughly prevailed in 
the recent past. In various contexts of intellectual colonization in the course of Eu-
ropean expansion, the historiographers of these regions attempted either to detach 
their own traditional histories from the European narrative as non-philosophical, 
or to forge their own historiographical models, such as models of linear progress 
and national identity, often mirroring the Eurocentric narrative in the process. It is 
not surprising that such solutions led to inevitable discrepancies in the concept of 
philosophy and its history. 

Because of these complex entanglements, a study of Korean philosophical histori-
ography provides an excellent opportunity to analyse – and even counterbalance – the 
predominant Eurocentric perspective and to develop new historiographical models 

1 Krings et al. 2022.
2 In relation to philosophical historiography, I use the term ‘Eurocentric’ in the sense of 

‘euräqualistisch’ (‘Euro-equalist’) as it has been proposed by Franz Wimmer (Wimmer 
2017): It is the notion that philosophy is identical to occidental philosophy and therefore 
the history of philosophy is identical to that of occidental philosophy. 

3 A detailed project description can be accessed online: https://www.uni-hildesheim.de/
histories-of-philosophy/
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for building a global history of philosophy. In its beginning, the Korean discourse on 
the history of philosophy was formed by absorbing influences from Chinese (and 
indirectly, Indian) historiographical models. The Korean historical perspective was 
deeply influenced by Chinese political and cultural hegemony. However, despite 
these constellations of hegemony, Korea also successfully developed models of own 
historiographical subjectivity. Secondly, on the verge of globalization, Korea was 
subjected to Japanese colonization and deprived of its historiographical sovereign-
ty. Consequently, Korean historiography of philosophy in the time of Japanese rule 
(1909–1945) was radically transformed by nationalist thought, intellectually liberat-
ing itself from colonial reality, but also adopting fundamental ideas from European 
and US-American philosophy. Finally, the division into North and South Korea has 
placed severe ideological restrictions on both sides, leaving deep traces in the Ko-
rean historiography of philosophy. On the whole, Korea’s case very clearly dem-
onstrates how historical context – especially that of political hegemony – and the 
historiography of philosophy are inherently intertwined. 

However, to this day, philosophy and its historiography in Korean is under-rep-
resented in the global discourse, an astonishing fact given its long history and its 
former relevance in East Asia. Still, there has been no attempt to write a history of 
the philosophical historiography in Korea as whole. 

I initially intended to search for modern4 books on the history of philosophy and 
thought written in the colonial period (1909–1945), and afterwards in North Korea 
and South Korea. During this period, modern publishing techniques5 and formats 
were first used and, most importantly, academic publications were first produced 
in Hangul script and modern Korean usage. Hence, the majority of monographs 
collected and studied here were written or published actually after 1900. However, 
thorough consideration of the material clarified that restricting the study to books 
written in modern Korean would actually promote rather than eliminate the un-

4 I use the term “modern” (as opposed to “pre-modern”) in the sense used in East Asian 
discourse, which refers primarily to the time after the rapid and inevitable globaliza-
tion that began in the second half of the nineteenth century. The transition to “modern” 
historiography of philosophy can be situated at the change of its idiom and script from 
Sino-Korean in Classical Chinese script to modern Korean in Hangul script. The defin-
itive transition in Korean publishing can be marked with the appearance of the first 
newspaper in Hangul script in 1896, Tongnip Sinmun. For convenience, I will use the year 
1900 in the following.

5 Korea has a long history of book printing, and many pre-modern documents listed in 
this bibliography were printed. Indeed, some of the oldest examples of book printing 
technology are of Korean origin: the oldest document printed with movable metal type 
is the Buddhist script Jikji, printed in 1377 in Korea. Woodblock printing is document-
ed much earlier in Korea (eighth century) and was widely used. However, mechanized 
printing technology marks the modernization of written discourse very clearly. 
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desirable Eurocentric bias. The reform of written Korean to match the spoken lan-
guage was a result of fundamental socio-cultural changes caused by globalization, 
westernization, and finally, Imperial Japanese colonization. As it is our objective to 
visualize the peripheries of philosophical historiography, patterns of marginaliza-
tion, and also alternative models of philosophical historiography, it seemed neces-
sary to consider materials published before 1900. As I will discuss in the following 
section on method, this decision made the whole investigation much more complex 
than it initially was. Even though only a small number of documents (27 titles) from 
before 1900 could be added to the bibliography, this addition extended our investi-
gation back to the eighth century. A detailed commentary on many of these works 
was necessary to contextualize and interpret the character of these premodern doc-
uments for our use. Nevertheless, the resulting complexity of the object is highly 
interesting, for it shows how deep and heterogeneous the entanglements in philoso-
phy, genre, hegemonic constellation and other factors have actually been in Korea. 

This introduction has three parts: 1) methodological considerations concerning 
the term “philosophy”, language, and periodization; 2) a detailed commentary on 
materials written before 1945; and 3) a quantitative overview of materials written 
after 1945 followed by a commentary on selected materials.

2.  Methodological Considerations

2.1  The Problem of the Term “Philosophy” 
in Premodern Korea

East Asian countries (China, Japan, Korea, and Vietnam) share a common philosoph-
ical context: they were all influenced by Buddhism, Confucianism and Daoism for 
some two millennia. Moreover, this cultural sphere was deeply interconnected by a 
scriptura franca of Classical Chinese (Literary Chinese), enriched with philosophical 
concepts, canonical texts, and a complex academic culture.6 After various phases of 
isolation from European culture and interaction with the European expansion, they 
all reached a turning point between 1860 and 1900, when traditional philosophical 
systems were largely replaced by Western norms. Confucianism, which was still the 
most influential philosophy in East Asia, was abandoned, for many denounced it to 

6 Classical Chinese (Literary Chinese) can be properly characterized as a scriptura franca, 
not a lingua franca. It was a common written language in East Asia; when scholars from 
different countries met, they conversed in Classical Chinese – on paper. Denecke 2014. 
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be an ideological obstacle to modernization (westernization).7 Instead, the natural 
sciences, Christianity (especially in Korea) and Western philosophy became new 
points of orientation. Such an abrupt historical development was surely traumatic 
for most East Asian philosophers, leaving deep traces in the historiography of their 
respective philosophical traditions. Philosophers had to find new ways of under-
standing and categorizing the philosophical materials of their own past. For this 
reason, virtually all East Asian historiographic writings on philosophy after 1900 
are concerned with this historical rupture, with some exceptions of anachronism 
or ideological resistance.

Therefore, when we ask, “Is there a history of philosophy in Korea?” in the 
course of our meta-historical investigation, we are repeating the very question that 
was so frequently asked by Korean scholars from 1900 through the 1930s, the time 
the concepts “Korean thought” and “Korean philosophy” were born. As we will see 
below, the main answer to this question was: Yes, there is a history of philosophy 
in Korea, but it has to be rewritten – or written for the first time. When the term 
“philosophy” was imported to Korea, it was embedded in a metahistorical frame of 
infinite progress – or to use Reinhart Koselleck’s wording, it was already a temporal-
ized concept8. In eighteenth-century Europe, philosophy was no longer conceived 
of as a tradition that was repeated in different times and places, but as something 
that has made gradual linear progress towards perfection. This new historiographi-
cal tendency first appeared in the German-speaking world,9 culminating in the Eu-
rocentric vision of Hegel’s famous model of developmental stages extending from 
China to Egypt to Ancient Greece to modern Europe.10 When the search for a Ko-
rean philosophy (and its history) begins in the 1920s, this Eurocentric paradigm of 
a progressive history of philosophy was already dominant. The emerging Korean 
historiography had to deal with this predominant metahistorical idea by separat-
ing the “traditional philosophy” from “modern philosophy” and “Eastern / Korean 
philosophy” from “Western philosophy”. In this operation of self-differentiation, 
the obvious candidate for a “Korean philosophy” was sought in the traditional tri-
ad of Confucianism / Buddhism / Daoism. In particular, the rich historiographical 
materials on Buddhism and Confucianism were analysed and transformed into a 
Korean history of philosophy.11 In contrast, Daoism was largely neglected in this 

7 However, Confucianism and Confucian concepts played a fundamental transitional role 
in this process. Initially, Western philosophy was understood as something similar to 
Confucianism; later this scheme was reversed and the framework of Western philoso-
phy was used to understand Confucianism. Cf. Lee 2013.

8 Koselleck 2010, 77–86.
9 Elberfeld 2021, 208–211.
10 Hegel 1986. 
11 One of the earliest documents attempting such a retrospective historiography that in-
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process since it lacked an organized form in Korea. At present, a typical history of 
premodern Korean philosophy includes premodern Buddhist and Confucian think-
ers, even if none of these thinkers ever heard of the Western term “philosophy”. 
This retrospectively constructed history of “philosophy” would not have emerged 
in this form in premodern Korea, as there was no term or discipline that subsumed 
all the various schools of Confucianism, Buddhism and other systems of thought.12 

Following this retrospective construction of Korean philosophy and thought, it 
seemed necessary to include documents on Buddhism and Confucianism in pre-
modern Korea that have a historiographical character. In doing so, we recognize 
that not only philosophy, but also the historiography of philosophy was a radically 
different concept at some points in premodern Korea. For example, the premod-
ern histories of Buddhism and Confucianism have an opposite temporal structure 
based on the idea of gradual decline from a pure origin, rather than infinite pro-
gress through time. Thus, there is the paradox that historical material written from 
the point of view of degeneration had to be subsequently subsumed under the 
scheme of progress, a problem that led the first modern histories of philosophy in 
Korea to be ambivalent in their character.13 This presumably applies to all premod-
ern historiographical material on philosophy that is retrospectively constructed by 
the hegemonic pressure of westernization. 

2.2  The Problem of Language and Script

An arrangement of documents according to the language in which they were writ-
ten, not according to political or ethnic distinctions such as an author’s national-
ity, is an important feature of our project. Classification by language has an ob-
vious advantage: the question “In which language is this text written?” can be 
answered with relative objectivity, making it less vulnerable to political claims. It 
also prompts scholars to heed the role of language in philosophy and historiogra-
phy, since historiography is fundamentally determined by language, and in turn, 
historiographical language intervenes in historical developments.14 Furthermore, 
this method emphasizes the crucial connection between philosophical thought and 

cludes Confucianism and Buddhism is a journal article in 1922, “Overview on Korean 
Philosophical Thought” by An Hwak (1886–1946). Cf. Park 2008.

12 All three schools of Buddhism, Confucianism and Daoism were called “teaching” (敎), 
which is a typological rather than a methodical category. As in China, there was a move-
ment in Korea of “unification of the three teachings (三敎會通)”, for example: Concise 
Notes of Sansa (山史略抄, 1864). Cf. 3.2. 

13 An illuminative example is Origin of Korean Confucianism (朝鮮儒敎淵源, 1922) by Chang 
Ji-yeon. Cf. 4.1.2.

14 Koselleck 1989, 300–348. 
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the language it is expressed in, which also shows its power to shape the historiog-
raphy of philosophy.15 A common language and its underlying grammatical-philo-
sophical tendency (“Geist der Sprache” as Humboldt put it) is one of the important 
conditions for the emergence of truly philosophical thought.16 This is the reason 
why much philosophical terminology and many philosophical texts cannot be fully 
understood outside the context of their original language, a situation which is of-
ten misunderstood as “untranslatability” of philosophy.17 This problem of language 
intensifies in the case of canonical texts, as they solidify the borders of a language 
community.18 Philosophical texts with canonical status have two major features: 1) 
They possess an identity-building power primarily in the original community 2) 
but at the same time, the philosophical impact can often transcend barriers of lan-
guage or ethnicity. A method of observation based on historiographies in individual 
languages can help to trace the transfer of philosophical terminologies, works and 
schools in the complex matrix of their reception, reproduction and translation. The 
resulting methodological gain is directed towards an intercultural and entangled 
perspective on the global history of philosophy.

Nevertheless, the focus on languages brings with it other problems, mainly in re-
lation to 1) the diachronic continuity of languages and 2) issue of lingua franca / lin-
gua scriptura and diglossia. In the case of the Korean language, both problems are 
relevant and, thus, I will take this opportunity to illustrate these problems using the 
Korean language as an example. If we stretch the scope of investigation to a much 
larger time span than the modern period – as I do in the present bibliography – the 
concept of an individual, national language becomes highly unstable, as languages 
can change significantly over time. For example, the Korean language spoken in 
fourth-century Silla (58 BC–935 AD) is, despite the obvious historical continuity and 
linguistic connection, unintelligible to a speaker of modern Korean. Moreover, as 
was the case in many premodern and modern societies, selective diglossia was the 
norm, separating the spoken (“everyday”) language from the written (“scholarly” 
and “literary”) language. In central identity-building discourses like philosophy and 
religion, the use of language tends to be susceptible to hegemonies, since certain 
writing systems gain canonical status.19 Of course, both factors, diachronic insta-
bility and diglossia, can occur in combination, complicating the problem.20 This 

15 Elberfeld 2021. 
16 Henningfeld 1976. 
17 In my dissertation, I investigated the problem of translation of philosophical language 

and also analysed the repeated claim of untranslatability of philosophy. Park 2022. 
18 Assmann 2000.
19 Assmann 2000, 144–151.
20 Additionally, there is the far greater problem of oral history, that cannot be included in 

the present study. For example, in African historiography of philosophy, the records are 
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very phenomenon occurred in Korea, where a strong diglossia (Korean as spoken 
language/Classical Chinese as written language) was slowly established about two 
millennia ago and slowly abandoned afterwards, leaving massive traces in the lan-
guage use.21 In chapter 3 of this introduction, I will briefly demonstrate the complex 
situation of languages and writing systems in Korea in the past. 

Despite the problem of the diachronic identity of the Korean language and the 
strong diglossia in Korean culture, I decided to assume the continuity of a Korean 
historiography of philosophy from the eighth century to the present. The main rea-
son is that the Korean historiography is very consistent in viewing itself as a con-
tinuum from its assumed beginnings to the present. As we will see below, no known 
historiographical work from Korea up to 1900 identifies a philosopher according 
to the written language he used. It was assumed that philosophy was to be done in 
Classical Chinese, using the classic texts of Confucianism and Buddhism. The idea 
that each “nation” has its own written language – and therefore – an authentic phi-
losophy, was absent in premodern East Asia. As we can see in the case of Korea, the 
presumption that the spoken and the written language must be identical causes 
problems for a long-term history of historiography. This complex of problems con-
cerning language, literacy, and historiography of philosophy cannot be fully ana-
lysed at this point – a topic I will address in a future study.

2.3  Criteria and Scope 

I used two main criteria to select the monographs for this bibliography. 
First, I relied on public and academic discourse in Korea from the beginning 

of the twentieth century to clarify what counts as philosophy in premodern Ko-
rea, and even more fundamentally, what counts as Korea and “Korean”. These dis-
courses reflect self-descriptions from premodern times and suggest the historical 
continuity of a Korean nation. The resulting view, formed during the last century, 
is an ethnically motivated view of the origin of a Korean nation and philosophy, 
which defines the scope of Korean historiography of philosophy accordingly. In 
this view, “Korea” is typically considered as an ethnically continuous entity con-
sisting of the following countries: Koguryŏ (37 BC –668 AD); Silla (57 BC –935 AD); 
Paekche (18 BC–660 AD); Palhae (668–926 ); Koryŏ (918–1392); Chosŏn (1392–1897); 
the Korean Empire (1897–1910); the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (1946–); 

often written in the language of colonial researchers. Graness 2012.
21 After King Sejong created a new phonetic writing system in 1443, diglossia was textual-

ized. The functional separation was still active, however, so that scientific/philosophical 
writings were almost always in Classical Chinese. Forms of hybrid writing systems then 
appeared, gradually diluting the textual diglossia. At present, both South- and North 
Korea have de facto abandoned the hybrid writing system. 
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and the Republic of Korea (1946–). Before the introduction of the Western concept 
of philosophy, Confucianism, Buddhism and Daoism were considered the central 
disciplines dealing with the ultimate principles of universe and human life. Today, 
the term “Eastern philosophy (동양철학/東洋哲學)” indicates that these traditional 
disciplines are widely identical with what is met with today in Korean discourse, 
which is not the case in Japanese discourse.22 Moreover, in recent years, religious 
systems such as Mugyo (무교/巫敎), a Korean form of Shamanism, or Tonghak (동학/
東學), a religious-political movement in the nineteenth century, are beginning to be 
incorporated into the canon of Korean thought. 

Second, in evaluating book publications regarding these fields, I mainly used 
keywords such as “history of philosophy (철학사/哲學史)”, “history of thought (사상
사/思想史)”, “history of Confucianism (유교사/儒敎史)”, “history of Buddhism (불교사/
佛敎史)”, etc. But I also included introductory works when their structure is clearly 
historical. Despite limited accessibility, I also tried to include as much material from 
North Korea as possible. 

Of course, in the case of premodern works, it was impossible to restrict the 
search to keywords or monographs. The premodern group comprises hand-written 
manuscripts, wood-block prints, or currently lost materials. In this area, I could 
rely on research works by contemporary Korean scholars, because the interest in 
intellectual historiography in premodern Korea has increased in the last decades. 
However, there is no overview of premodern histories of philosophy in Korea (my 
research suggests that the present work is the first of its kind), so the reader can as-
sume that much more material exists than can be included in this first attempt at a 
comprehensive bibliography.

There are two transcription systems for Korean, the McCune-Reischauer sys-
tem and Revised Romanization. The transcription of bibliographical information is 
complicated by the fact that, although Revised Romanization is officially promoted 
and commonly used in South Korea, the McCune-Reischauer system is still the norm 
in many academic publications. Especially regarding personal names, individual 
scholars tend to create their own system of Romanization that follows neither sys-
tem, though most stay close to Revised Romanization. In this situation, it is impossi-
ble to find a satisfying solution. I decided to use Revised Romanization for personal 
names (unless an alternative transcription is given by the author) and McCune-
Reischauer for everything else, mainly in order to increase the chance of finding 
the author’s name via Internet research, but also to be consistent with established 
terminology. 

22 Davis 2020.
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2.4  Periodization

There is no standard periodization for the global history of philosophy. For exam-
ple, it has been proposed that the emergence of Homo Sapiens be considered the 
historical beginning of philosophy because philosophical thought seems to have 
first occurred with language use.23 Such an extreme terminus ante quem in perio-
dization shows the degree to which the origins of philosophy are contested and 
explains why there is still no satisfying solution that subsumes the multitude of 
historiographical concepts and periodization systems created before globaliza-
tion. But apart from the question of when philosophy began, in order to develop 
a system of periodization for a global history of the historiography of philosophy, 
the process of globalisation itself must be critically examined. In this process, indi-
vidual narratives were integrated into a single historical space via westernization 
at various times. In cultures with complex systems of written history, such as East 
Asia, globalization wrought a change in the historiography of philosophy so radical 
and abrupt that it is a valid periodization point. Thus, the Korean historiography 
of philosophy can be divided into two fundamentally different periods: the first 
extending from the eighth to the nineteenth century, and the second from the twen-
tieth century to the present day. Of course, Western philosophy had an influence in 
Korea during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries as a result of Chinese trans-
lations by the Jesuits,24 and historiographical works in “old” formats were still com-
posed after 1900. But some events around 1900 transformed Korean philosophy and 
its historiography irreversibly. A process of fundamental change began with the 
forced opening of Korea to other modern nations in 1876 and became irreversible 
when the Japanese empire annexed Korea in 1910, resulting in a profound transfor-
mation in the historiography of ideas regarding language, the concept of history, 
methodology, and national consciousness. The rapid adaptation to Western norms 
after this involuntary integration into the globalized world led to a deep discontinu-
ity in Korean historiography, which I wish to illuminate in this introduction.

23 Based on this argument equating philosophy with language ability, Elmar Holenstein 
locates the beginning of history of philosophy in the “early history of mankind in Africa 
(Anfangsgeschichte der Menschheit in Afrika)” (Holstein 2004). Casnád argues similarly 
and dates the beginning of the “era of oral philosophy” around “315,000 BC”. Cf. Casnád 
2018.

24 Western science, technology and philosophy – mostly Scholastic philosophy – were sub-
sumed under the vague term Sŏhak (Western learning). Cf. Eggert 2012 and Lee 2012. 
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3.  The First Period: Eighth to Nineteenth Centuries

3.1  General Remarks

The first period starts in the eighth century and can be characterized by three fea-
tures: 1) Classical Chinese as writing medium; 2) Buddhist and Confucian philoso-
phy as exclusive objects of historiography; and 3) A historiographic method focused 
on individual thinkers and constructing lineages of transmission. 

1) Until the introduction of Hangul in 1443, the literary language of Korean schol-
ars was Classical Chinese. But even after the invention of the new writing system, 
Classical Chinese remained the official language of philosophy and its historiogra-
phy. Since Chinese and Korean belong to two different language families (Sino-Ti-
betan and Altaic), the grammar of the Korean language differed from the Chinese to 
a substantial degree, which led to diglossia being the norm for Korean scholars, in 
part until the twentieth century. To overcome the linguistic gap between the spoken 
and the written language, a technique of “mental translation” was developed over 
the centuries to simultaneously segment, articulate and grammaticalize the written 
Chinese text according to the structure of the Korean language.25 Annotations and 
lemmata were often integrated in the text itself to “complete” the reading variant 
for the Korean reader. This process was hermeneutic interpretation and linguis-
tic articulation at the same time, both over-determining and enriching the source 
text. This special form of diglossia results from the non-phonetic nature of Chinese 
script and makes a strict distinction between “written Chinese” and “spoken Ko-
rean” among Korean intellectuals nearly impossible. Korean-speaking authors used 
the textual medium in a way which would have seemed impossible for a contem-
porary monolingual Chinese scholar. This circumstance allows us to consider the 
premodern documents written in Classical Chinese by Korean intellectuals as part 
of a Korean-language historiography of philosophy.26 

This textual practice was crucial in enabling Korean intellectual discourse to be 
in sync with the Chinese discourse, in conceptual and methodical dimensions. Dur-
ing the intellectual hegemony of the Sinocentric system, diglossia was a device of 
(mental) translation with a twofold effect: utilizing the difference between written 
and spoken language, diglossia connected the Korean discourse with the Chinese 
discourse, but also disconnected the text from the world of native spoken language. 
This tension in the communication media must be considered as a fundamental 

25 We can assume that a Korean or Japanese scholar was constantly translating mentally 
between the Chinese text and his regional language while reading or writing. See Wak-
abayashi 2005. 

26 Denecke 2017, 471–476.


