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A Study of the Reasons Why Korean’s Sought to
Purchase Books from China during the Choson

Dynasty (1392-1910)

Wu, Cheng-wei”

As is well known, Korea, Japan, and Vietnam possess astonishingly
voluminous collections of Chinese books that were printed in China. When
tracing the processes and reasons why these countries sought out Chinese
publications, many scholars have attributed this phenomenon to the mentality of
muhua, that is, the admiration of China or Chinese culture by foreigners. Muhua
was arguably one established aspect of the historical data, and there are examples
of individuals who adhered to this idea in their collecting of Chinese books.
However, among East Asian countries the attitudes toward China were neither
static nor unified and underwent a complex and lengthy series of changes.

In focusing on Choson, this article aims to explore why generation after
generation of Koreans living through the Ming and Qing dynasties continued to
seek Chinese books. What drove the desire for Chinese books can be broadly
categorized into three aspects: firstly, there were long-term factors such as the
need to nurture knowledge, cultivate talent, design institutions, and improve the
publishing environment; secondly there were unexpected events, especially wars;
and thirdly, there were the practical needs each and every premodern East Asian
country must face, specifically diplomatic exchanges with China, which required
a certain level of sinological proficiency. In fleshing out these three aspects, this
study will offer new perspectives beyond that of cultural admiration, to foster a
better understanding of the background and reasons behind the pursuit of Chinese

books in Choson Korea.

* PhD Candidate, Department of History, National Taiwan University.
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