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ABSTRACT

Bishop Berneux’s perception of Joseon
—Joseon mission field and Koreans—

Lee, Seok-Won
Suwon Research Institute of Catholic Church History

Bishop Berneux, the fourth Vicar Apostolic of Korea, took pride in the
fact that the Catholic Church in Joseon, situated in the ‘Far East,” was a
‘religious community that grew on its own despite the persecution.” At the
same time, he had a negative perception toward Joseon, which was isolated
from the outer world, poor, pitiful, and firmly against Catholicism.

The reality of the Joseon Catholic Church as Bishop Berneux grasped
was an underground church where stability and crisis intersect. Neverthe-
less, he was more optimistic than pessimistic. This is because he believed
that Western countries[France] advance into East Asia was suppressing the
oppression of Catholicism by the Joseon government, and confirmed the
fact that Catholicism spread and expanded despite persecution.

Bishop Berneux considered Koreans to have a ‘demi sauvage’(semi-
civilized) temperament for being disobedient and proud to seem arrogant.
The Bishop treated the Joseon Catholics in a strict and authoritative man-
ner to break this flawed nature. Behind this perception was a dichotomy(-
Orientalism): the people and culture of Joseon were uncivilized and savage

while France and Catholicism were civilized. Such a perception was com-



2w zmo| =M eis - ]3]

mon among nineteenth-century Western missionaries. On the other hand,
Bishop Berneux also believed that once Koreans accept the faith, they
could be zealous believers that do not fear sacrifice. He predicted that Jo-
seon would be ‘Christianized’ in the near future if the ban could be lifted
and the Catholic Church were to be officially recognized by the govern-
ment.

Bishop Berneux’s ‘Christianization’ did not directly refer to ‘Europe-
anization.” He argued that the customs of Joseon, his mission field, should
be respected instead of being westernized. He also pointed out that some
Korean customs were better than European customs. Behind Bishop
Berneux’s arguments was the idea of ‘anti-modernism’ that rejected mod-
ern ideologies against Catholicism, such as republicanism, liberalism, and
post-authoritarianism. It is presumed that Bishop Berneux’s version of
‘Christianization’ allowed the coexistence of Christian culture and the tra-
ditions of Joseon society.

In such turbulent times, some Koreans attempted to rely on Western
countries[France] as external saviors and predicted that Catholicism would
be legalized, as was the case in China. Under such circumstances, Bishop
Berneux believed that he was standing at a crossroads where the ‘demi
sauvage’(semi-civilized) Koreans could be ‘Christianized’ through the le-
galization of Catholicism. Moreover, to maintain the expansion of the
Catholic church and encourage Catholics in Joseon, Bishop Berneux set

the legalization of Catholicism as his top priority as the Vicar Apostle.

Key words : Bishop Berneux, perception of Joseon, Joseon mission field,
‘demi sauvage’(semi-civilized), Orientalism, Christianiza-

tion, legalization of Catholicism, anti-modernism.



