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<ABSTRACT>

Neo—-Confucian Understanding and Coping of Simjil in

the Joseon Dynasty

Jeong Yukyeong
Department of Korea History and Koreaculture
Graduate School

Ulsan University

Along with natural phenomena, Joseon perceived human life and disease as being
governed by a Neo-Confucianism order. For this reason, medical scientist dealing
with diseases had to have Neo-Confucian knowledge, and Neo-Confucian thought
that they had medical knowledge.

The Joseon Dynasty referred to mental illness as simjil, and simjil is the cause of all
mental illness. In Neo-Confucianism, the Sim is where the Sin reside, and the Sin
control the seven emotions. The Sim and Sin preside over a person's mental activities,
and if there is a problem with the mind and body, there will be a problem with the
mental activities.

In Joseon, the medical scientist of mental illness was done through a strictly
Neo—-Confucian view. It can be said that the Neo-Confucian idea of mental illness is
revealed from the name of the Simjil. The number of references to mental illnesses
increased dramatically during the Joseon Dynasty. This study concludes that the Joseon
Dynasty understood mental illness through a Neo—-Confucian lens, and that this
perspective continues to be influential today.

The Joseon Dynasty recognized the most fundamental method for treating
psychological disorders was training of the mind. The mind had to be quieted by
cultivating the heart. The way to make the mind calm was to look back on the mind
and remove the greed of the patient himself. In other words, greed caused Simjil,
which could hold the patient responsible for the cause and responsibility of Simyjil.
Under this notion, an official who suffered from Simjil was ashamed of his illness, and
it was identified as a reason for resignation.

In order to build a Neo-Confucianism state, Joseon needed to popularize the ideas of
theology among the people. With shamanism and Buddhism already deeply entrenched
as the religion of the people, it was necessary to show them the practical benefits of
the science in order for it to take its place.

The cure of simjil was used as a way to promote Neo-Confucian. The Joseon

Dynasty actively promoted cases of cures for Simjil through Dango-halji, recognizing
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those who performed Dango-halji as filial priests and offering material rewards. This
publicity was so successful that by the middle of the Joseon Dynasty, rumors circulated
that human flesh was a cure for Simjil, and kidnappings and murders occurred. The
Joseon Dynasty believed that it was exhausting to educate not only the officials but
also the people and bring them under a Neo-Confucian order.

Therefore, the Joseon Dynasty tried to govern the mentally ill through a
Neo-Confucian perspective. The Joseon Dynasty showed compassion for not only
mental but also physical illnesses, providing grain, clothes, and medicines, and those
who could not help themselves could be exempted from miscellaneous services and
fatigue duty.

However, since Joseon was based on the principle of self-reliance and family
support, the burden of supporting the patient was heavy on the dependents. In
particular, psychosis could lead to violent symptoms. These symptoms were recognized
by the Joseon Dynasty, as evidenced by the Silok and Medical Records. However, it
seems that it was not easy to support a patient with violent symptoms without a
proper the social system within the the principles of the Sam-gang. The number of
murders caused by insanity increased, and the number of people who confessed to
killing people and suffering from insanity increased in order to receive a reduced
sentence. As homicides related to epilepsy became more frequent, views of the disease
itself began to deteriorate.

On the other hand, if we look at the late Joseon family registers, we can see that
Simjil appears in a very small percentage of cases compared to physical diseases. This
suggests that it was difficult to be recognized as an immune person if you had heart
disease unless it was a prominent symptom. In the end, Joseon focused on physical
diseases in describing the cause of the disease.

In the late Joseon Dynasty, various taxes were increased to make up for the
shortfall in funding due to the enforcement of the Gyunyeok-law. The quotas imposed
on the provinces were to be met by each village community, but the sick were less
productive than the healthy. The quotas they failed to meet had to be filled by their
neighbors. Unable to fulfill their own quota, they became a burden and a nuisance to
the community.

However, the social system based on the Neo-Confucianism was unable to function
in the later Joseon Dynasty. In the end, only the view of the mind through the lens of
Neo-Confucianism has continued to influence the way mental illness is perceived in

modern times.

Keywords: Simjil, Mental illness, Medical, Neo—-Confucianism, training of

the mind, Dango—halji, filial piety, Virtue politics, lenient punishment
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