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Symbolism of Seokjeon and the Colonial
Transformation of Hyanggyo Seokjeon during the
Japanese Colonial Period

CHANG Soon-soon

This study examines how Munmyo (Confucian shrine) Seokjeon was transformed
by the Japanese Government General of Korea as part of Confucian policies.
Findings of this study include the following:

Right from the its beginning, the Joseon Dynasty supervised and operated
Seokjeon directly. Two major differences between Confucian shrines in Korea
and those in China were that 18 major Confucianists in Korea along with those
in China were enshrined at Seokjeon and that ideas of Orthodox Neo-Confucianism
were emphasized in Confucian shrine affairs. Confucian shrines were built up
in various hyanggyos nationwide as well as Seonggyungwan so that rituals were
held with Seokjeon on a national level, which represents the ideological nature
of the Joseon Dynasty and proclaims the identity of the Joseon Dynasty in and
out of the country.

Japanese imperialism controlled hyanggyos which were a space of activity
for Confucian scholars since the period of the Residency General. Right after
the Colonial Period began, hyanggyos were put under the control of the Japanese
Government General and Japanese officials. As a result, there were significant
changes in their functions and roles as well as those of Seokjeon.

First, there were changes in rite officiants and participants at Confucian
shrines of Seokjeon. Second, indication of dates in memorial addresses of
Seokjeon, ways of reading addresses, and dates were changed. Third, Yangmu

and Gyeseongsa shrines were abolished temporarily. Fourth, an agreement



ceremony was added as part of Seokjeon rites. Finally, Gyeonghagwon and
hyanggyo shrines were opened to the public.

Such changes were intended to imply that the Japanese Government General
valued Confucianism for ‘smooth’ colonial ruling and to emphasize Japan’s present
governance while excluding Confucian traditions of Joseon that had long been
preserved in Seokjeon rituals. Furthermore, Seokjeon events were opened to the
general public, and hyanggyos around the country as well as Gyeonghagwon
Pyeongryundang became available as a wedding hall, which was to destroy the
premodern social order of Joseon symbolized by Confucian shrines and to beautify
the colonial rule as ‘modernization’.

Before 1937 when the Chinese-Japanese War broke out, the Japanese Government
General put forth more efforts to grasp movements of Confucian scholars around
the country. Seokjeon was connected to various events such as lecture meeting
with the intention of justifying the colonial rule among Koreans and induce
them to obey Japan’s rulership, and further, to make full use of Korea for their
aggressive wars and colonial rule in other territories. As such, Seokjeon lost
its original functions for rituals as well as its divineness completely and rather

became a space used by Japan to propagate their war of aggression actively.

Key Words : Confucian shrine, Seokjeon, Hyanggyo, Gyeonghagwon,
the Japanese Government General of Korea
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