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Between Catastrophe and the Opening of new World
— The Coordinate System of 20th C. Korean Philosophy

KIM Sang Bong

Abstract

Many people say that in our age there is no authentic philosophy in Korea but only studies of
the foreign (especially, western) philosophy or otherwise ones of the traditional philosophy. But it
is the prejudice which can be hold, only if we overview the situation of the school (or better,
university) philosophy. If we however tumn our sight from the universities to the modermn Korean
history itself, then we find the contemporary Korean philosophy which was born as the response
to the tragic history of Korea. In this paper we will describe the coordinate system of the 20th C.
Korean philosophy of which one axis is that of catastrophe or the collapse of the old world, the
other is that of the opening of the new world.

The origin of the coordination is the Dong Hag(3R£2). It is the philosophy which was born from
the insight that the old world must be collapsed and the new one will come. The main
characteristics of Dong Hag are the following: 1) the awareness of the locality or better the
inter-culturality of philosophy. 2) the openness which synthesizes the eastern and the western
philosophy, as well as the totality which integrates the philosophy, the religion and political
activities. The Dong Hag conceives the Absolute as personal God, but denied any further
determinations on God except personality. This de-constructed the religious intolerance which is
usually based on the different determinations or images of God. The God of Dong Hag is not the
self-sufficient Absolute but exists and works only facing to man. This is not because of a kind of
pantheism but because of the allelo-subjectivity between God and man.

The vertical axis of coordination is that of catastrophe. This axis is stretched out from the
collapse of the Kingdom of Chosun(#i#%) through Japanese colonialism to the Korean
War(1950-53). This is the line of endless despair and frustration on which philosophize Yu Yeong
Mo and Park Dong Hwan. We can characterize their philosophy simply the negation of the Self
and the absoluteness of the Other. Methodologically they would find the truth of being through the
language, especially the Korean.

The horizontal axis is that of the opening of new world. This axis is stretched from the March
First Independence Movement(1919) to the Gwangju Democratic Uprising(1980). This is the line
which is extended by the indefatigable uprisings of the people through which the new world must
be opened. The prominent philosopher who philosophized on that axis was Ham Seok
Heon(1901-1989). For him the truth of Being is to be founded in the meaning of history. The
meaning of history doesn’t take place neither as an objective fact or law, nor a subjective will, but
only as the meeting of me with the Absolute. In that sense the truth of Being lies on the meeting.

The meeting is an event in which takes place the truth of Being. Above all, the reunification of
Korean peninsula will be, for Ham Seok Heon, the most important meeting through which a new
world shall be opened.
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