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Son ByeongHee’s concept of civilization and
Theory of Civilization in 1901~1905

Kim, Min-seok

Generally, the term ‘Civilization’ used in the enlightenment period is a translated word
of ‘civilization’ representing the Western Civilization, and Son ByeongHee’s concept of
‘Civilization’ has also been understood in the same way. However, ‘Civilization’ has been
widely used as one of the terms that represent the traditional Eastern Concept of
Civilization. Therefore, ‘Civilization’ of the enlightenment period has been a polysemic
concept that entangles the traditional concept with the newly introduced that of the West.

Choi Sihyeong, the mentor of Son ByeongHee, inherited Choi Cheu’s concept of
Cheon and understanding of the Sage. As succeeding to Choi Cheu’s position on the
traditional thoughts and studies, Choi Sihyeong argued that the mankind’s ideal
realization, founded by the saints who pioneered the universal way, is Civilization and
had confidence in that Donghak would realize it. Thus, Donghak’s Concept of
Civilization could be considered as appropriation and reinterpretation of the East’s
traditional concept of Civilization.

Based on this Donghak’s Concept of Civilization, Son ByeongHee also defined
Civilization as a highly advanced, ideal country or society which consists of economic,
material wealth and moral development of the people. At the same time, although the
systems of civilization of the East and the West are not identical, Son accepted the both
as civilization as long as they keep the nature of the universal way, seeing the differences
as a consequence of transformation in different circumstances. Furthermore, he admitted
there is a gap between the Civilization of the East and the West resulted from the eternal
cycle of Fortune and suggested accommodating the advantages of the Western
Civilization actively. This shows that Son BeyongHee innovated Donghak’s Concept of

Civilization in different circumstances.

Key Words : Choi Sihyeong, Son ByeongHee, Civilization, Donghak, Chondogyo
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