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Acceptance and Translation of J. J.
Rousseau’s Du Contrat Socail

in Modern Korea

—Focusing on Hwangsung Shinmun’s Rosa Minyaku

(1909)

Lee Yea-ann
Abstract

The essay presents a study of Rosaminyak ( {EH K] , 1909),
the first Korean translation of Rousseau’s Du Contrat Social, ou Principes
du Droit Politique. In the late nineteenth century, there already existed
several versions of Japanese translations, while reprint copies based
on them were published in China. Rosaminyak’s source materials were
Nakae Chomin ( H1 7L JK E , 1847-1901)’s translation of Rousseau, { &
HIFEMA ) (1882-1883), as well as Rousseau’s ideas interpreted by Liang
Qichao. It clearly demonstrates the entanglement of Japan and China over
the acceptance of Du Contrat Social, ou Principes du Droit Politique in
modern Korea.

Chomin did not intend to convey Rousseau’s ideas faithfully.
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Rather, his real intention was to enable Meiji Japan and Asia to understand
the heterogeneous ideas of Rousseau’s work and in what way he could
turn these ideas into ones more congenial to the Asian climate. With this
purpose in mind, Chomin’s translation accommodated Rousseau’s ideas on
the basis of Confucian political ideas, and presented them as a new modern
political model by reconstructing them into discourses on ‘minyak’ ( [
#9 , social contract), parliament, constitution, and freedom.

Rosaminyak adopted Chomin’s reinterpretation of Rousseau. It used
Chomin’s work as its source material and explains Rousseau’s ideas in
a Confucian way familiar to Koreans. However, these discussions could
have caused a sense of incongruity in Korea. There were also other results
coming from Korean acceptance of Chomin’s reinterpretation, in which
Rousseau’s abstract idea of social contract was transformed into a theory
of modern state building in the specific contexts of Meiji Japan. Chomin
ignored some of Rousseau’s basic ideas as he interpreted Rousseau’s
‘social contract’ as ‘minyak.” Most importantly, the integral picture of
Rousseau’s ideas, which include the ideal relation between ‘individual’
and ‘society’ based on ‘social contract,” the ‘freedom’ and ‘rights’ of
‘individuals’ based on this relation, and an ideal ‘social’ form, was
seriously distorted. It can be said that modern Korea accepted this distorted

ideas as ‘Rousseau’s ideas’ at that time.

Keywords: Modern Korea, Translation and Acceptance of Western Ideas,

Rousseau, Social Contract, Nakae Chomin
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JE veux chercher si dans ’ordre civil il peut y avoir quelque regle
d’administration 1égitime et siire, en prenant les hommes tels qu’ils
sont, et les loix telles qu’elles peuvent étre: Je ticherai toujours
d’allier dans cette recherche ce que le droit permet avec ce que
I’intérét prescrit, afin que la justice et 1’utilité ne se trouvent point

divisées. (0. C. 11, p.351)>*
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* J.Rousseau, Du Contrat Social (1762); (Euvres complétes III (1964),
Bibliothéque de la Pléiade, Gallimard.
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* WJIIAGE |, Traduction de Jean-Jacques Rousseau par Nakae Chomin (Du contrat
social), Des Lumieres et du comparatisme, Presses Universitaires de France,
1992, p. 299.
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L’HOMME est né libre, et partout il est dans les fers. Tel se croit
lemaitre des autres, qui ne laisse pas d’étre plus esclave qu’eux.
Comment ce changement s’est-il fait? Je 1’ignore. Qu’est-ce qui

peut le rendre 1égitime? Je crois pouvoir résoudre cette question.

(0.Cc. 1M, p.351)
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