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{Key concepts): travelogue, civilization, shamanism, transculturation, modernity

Amid Imperial Eyes:
Discourse on Civilization and Modernity in Korea at the End of

the 19th Century

Lee, Yungjin*

The purpose of the manuscript is to analyze the genre of
travelogue about Korea authored by Westerners at the end of the
19th century and to explore the sociocultural meanings of repre-
sentation revealed in the texts. A commonality found in the texts
written by Western travelers and Protestant missionaries was the
disparagement of Shamanism and folk belief held by Korean people
that symbolize the backwardness of Korean culture. This cultural
stereotype quickly spread in part due to the tendency of the writers
to copy one another’s reference to Korean backwardness. However,
it is not that the malicious views of Korea as one of the least
civilized nations in the world were accepted without resistance.
Korea at the end of the 19th century can be viewed as a contact
zone, in which transculturation took place: various foreign views of
Korea bumped into and wrestled with native views that arose by

imitating and internalizing the foreign civilization discourse.

* HK Research Professor, Institute of Honam Studies, Chonnam National University
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However, it is fair to recognize the limitation of contemporary
Korean intellectuals, namely, their lack of reflection of “new civil-
ization” that would go beyond conventional Western civilizations at
the time. In this regard, the investigation of how discourse of
civilization was appropriated at the end of the 19th century provides
important implications to us in reflecting and exploring the

modernity here and now.
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