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Beyond Confucian Orthodoxy and Anti-Buddhism:
Challenges by Joseon Monarchs to Confucian-Led Anti-Buddhist Violence

in the Name of Purging Heresy

Tsai Chih Che”

Abstract

It is traditionally believed that Confucianism became the official orthodoxy
of the Joseon dynasty, completely supplanting Buddhism, with Confucian literati
deliberately constructing an image of the Joseon monarchs as being
unequivocally anti-Buddhist. However, this article examines the perspectives of
several Joseon monarchs, such as Taejong (r. 1400—1418), Sejong (r. 1418—
1450), Seongjong (r. 1469-1494), and Myeongjong (r. 1545—-1567), on Buddhism
as reflected in the Veritable Records of the Joseon Dynasty and other historical
sources, revealing that the Confucian-Buddhist conflict in the Joseon was not
limited to intellectual debates but extended to violent campaigns initiated by
Confucian literati under the banner of “eradicating heterodoxy.” These movements
sharply contrasted with the Ming and Qing dynasty’s contemporaneous embrace
of the syncretic intellectual current of “three teachings in harmony.” When
addressing these controversies, the aforementioned monarchs not only refrained
from unconditionally siding with the Confucian literati but also intervened to
protect Buddhist monks. They invoked arguments such as “monks are also
subjects” to suppress the collective anti-Buddhist stance promoted by Confucian
officials, thereby demonstrating monarchical authority through what can be
characterized as “protecting monks while censuring Confucians.” These cases
highlight the complexity and distinctiveness of Confucian-Buddhist conflicts in
Joseon Korea.

Keywords: Buddhist history of the Joseon dynasty, Confucian-Buddhist

conflicts, “eradicating heterodoxy”, “protecting monks while
censuring Confucians”, “monks are also subjects”
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