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Abstract

Shared Imagination of Qilin(f##% and Its Political Utilization in

15th-Century East Asia
Lee, Jeongha

During the 15th century, when the giraffe was imported to the Ming Dynasty
through Zheng He's voyages, both the Ming and Joseon Dynasties, according
to their respective political needs, embraced it as a symbol of auspiciousness,
interpreting it as a mythical creature—the qilin. The Yongle Emperor of the
Ming Dynasty, who sought to restore the tributary system and achieve external
stability, was able to consolidate his internal power with the appearance of
the giraffe. During the early days of their founding, Joseon valued its friendly
relationship with Ming and followed the diplomatic conventions of the time
by sending envoys to congratulate the arrival of the giraffe, establishing a
relationship of mutual prestige.

This event was based on the traditional mythological beliefs of East Asia.
In East-Asian traditional societies, even though myths as historical reality were
believed to be true, their supernatural qualities paradoxically provided them
with greater political and practical efficacy. The unique attitudes of Ming and
Joseon, which incorporated the real animal—the giraffe—into a mythical animal—
the qilin—based on the shared imagination of the qilin, theories of mutual
resonance between Tian and human beings, and the myth of the Sage Kings,
demonstrate that the fusion of myth and reality could have significant political
implications in traditional East Asian societies. Furthermore, this provides crucial
insights for understanding the influence of mythology on the Confucian political
principles that served as the foundation for the interaction between China

and Korea.






