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Introduction

This is an English translation of the preface and the first chapter of Yi I's 2531
x5z (Key to Breaking Follys Hold).! Previously, in 2012, there appeared
a complete English translation for general readers,> which was uploaded on
Project Gutenberg’s website.> This published version, however, presents no more
than a liberal translation without a primary text or an annotation. So here I
attempt to offer a new version which is more faithful to the primary source text
and supplies a proper amount of footnotes that are useful to the reader.

Yi I (1536-1584) was one of the most prominent Confucian scholars
during the Joseon period. He was also an active politician, but left office in 1576
because of factional strife between the Easterners and the Westerners.* After
leaving office, he went to his wife’s hometown, Haeju in Hwanghae province
(now located in North Korea).>

While he was in Haeju, a few students came to see him to ask questions
about learning.® At first he was reluctant to answer them because he had
two problems. One belonged to himself, and the other to the students. He
considered himself to be unqualified to teach” and deemed them ineligible to
learn unless they had a strong will.® He wanted to give them something more
than a makeshift solution or a desultory talk about learning.

In order to solve these two problems, he wrote Gyeongmong yogyeol in
1577.2 By doing so, he did not have to teach them in person, and he could

1. Translating the title has been tried several times: On the Secret of Expelling Ignorance (Yi 2012),
“Essentials of Enlightenment” (Yi 2009, 148), or Important Methods of Eliminating Ignorance
(Haboush 1999, 23). However, none of them delivers the subtle meaning of the character “gyeok”
1, so this version attempts to convey its literal meaning by translating it into “breaking.” And
moreover, the meaning of the character “mong” 3 is not limited to mere ignorance. It should be
extended to all kinds of “folly” which was adopted here. The expression “Breaking Folly’s Hold”
was borrowed from Waltke’s commentary on the Book of Proverbs (Waltke 2005, 216).

2. For more information, see Yi 2012.

3. The material is available at http://gutenberg.us/details.aspx?bookid=wplbn0003466791 (last
retrieved Feb. 17, 2016).

4. For more information, see Kim 1973, 27-28.

5. For more information, see Pak 2009, 164.

6. The tenth verse of the author’s preface, which is indicated as P10.

7. The eleventh verse of the author’s preface, which is indicated as P11.

8. The twelfth verse of the author’s preface, which is indicated as P12.

9. For more information, see Yi 2014, 24.
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provide them with substantial, meaningful, and serious instruction about
learning.

There were two results he expected to get from himself and his readers.
He wanted to alert himself through Gyeongmong yogyeol'™® along with his other
work, Jagyeongmun EV%C (Written to Alert Myself ).!! Furthermore, through
his writing, he was eager to see his students’ cleansing their minds, making firm
decisions to learn, and putting their actions into practice immediately.'?

Besides the author’s preface, the book consists of ten chapters that unfold
as follows: making a resolution Vi, revamping the old habits ## %, behaving
oneself £§&, reading books i, serving parents F, performing mourning
rites #2ffll, conducting ancestral rituals £%/i%, staying at home J&#%, treating
others properly #% A, and finally, living in society & fit.

The first chapter, “making a resolution,” implies that it is crucial to make
a firm resolution before anything else. A firm resolution enables a person to
immediately begin to study. It also alerts him that he should not shrink back
from learning,!?

Text and Annotated Translation
Author’s Preface of Key to Breaking Folly’s Hold #5255
P1. ANA:JrHE, JREARH], BELIR A,

People are born in this world, but without learning, they cannot be fully
human.

P2. Fraf B, JRIER T B A,

10. The fifteenth verse of the author’s preface, which is indicated as P15.

11. Tt was written three years after the death of his beloved mother in 1551. For further details, see
Pokorny and Chang 2011, 142: “The so-called Jagyeongmun 1'&=z (Written to Alert Myself)
is relatively brief, yet marks a watershed in Yulgok’ intellectual development. It represents his
written resolution to henceforth wholeheartedly adhere to Confucian teachings while keeping
any ‘false doctrines’ (wihak 155) at distance. The authoring of the Jagyeongmun concludes his
yearlong sojourn in a Buddhist monastery at Geumgangsan 4:FiliLI.”

12. The fourteenth verse of the author’s preface, which is indicated as P14.

13. The twentieth verse of the first chapter, which is indicated as 1.20.
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So-called learning is not something unusual or extraordinary.

P3. REBAEL, BTEZ BEERL, BREEN, BB ER, BYEEIE,
BINKEAE,

Learning merely runs as follows: as fathers, be benevolent; as children, be filial;
as ministers, be loyal; as a husband and a wife, be separate; as brothers, be
fraternal; as young people, respect elders; as friends, be faithful.

P4. #5 B HEh R 2 [, B &AL E .
All these relationships belong to the way of life,' working and resting, Each
person gets what he deserves according to the effort of his work.

P5. JiBt 2, A .
Learning is not about driving the mind to something esoteric or expecting
outstanding results.

P6. [HAREZ N, L5 3E, 5k RTERk.
People without learning have their mind cluttered by thistle-like desires and
their mental vision beclouded by ignorance.

P7. B FGHESSEE, DITEAT 2R 1%, A E MR R,

Therefore, learners must be engaged in reading books and exhaustively
investigating the principle!® and thus, after clarifying the way they should go,
they can be corrected and put their learning into practice precisely.

P8. 4 NAN, BIFER B H, %8 S T,
People these days do not know that learning is simply part of everyday life but
vainly think that learning is something lofty, distant, and hard to practice.

14. For the art of living (ars vitae), see Han 2015, 9.
15. Gungni 553 was translated into “the exhaustive investigation of the principles of things” by
Michael Kalton. See Kalton 1988, 89.



Author’s Preface and Chapter 1 of Key to Breaking Folly's Hold 209

P9. MAEHGIN, ALRIE, SAT LML
So they pass up the opportunity to someone else and are content to do violence

to themselves and throw themselves away.'® How can we not lament this?

P10. 42 fEi Lz by, B — B gE, e,
When I decided to reside in the southern area of Haesan, one or two students
followed me and asked questions about learning.

P11. A LIS Rm, mi HAR0E, AN h,
I felt ashamed of myself as an unqualified teacher, but at the same time was

afraid as well that those beginning students might not know the direction [if I
did not teach them)].

P12. HAmER[E 2 Bz iZanam, I b, SO A%,
Moreover, without a firm will, if they hang around and ask for more, there

would be no reciprocal benefits to one another, and it would incur the ridicule

of others.

P13. s — 7, MBS LR g R 7, 2 H BT,
That was why I briefly wrote a booklet and roughly described in it how to make
up one’s mind, behave oneself, serve parents, and treat others properly. Its title is

the Key to Breaking Follys Hold.

P14. AR EEEGEBILL, ¥e 0oL, & H T,
I would like to let students look at this, by which their minds may be cleansed
and their decisions firmly made, and proceed to set to work on the very day.

16. Yulgok refers to a passage in the “Works of Mencius” i ¥. The “Works of Mencius” states:
“Mencius said, “With those who do violence to themselves, it is impossible to speak. With those
who throw themselves away, it is impossible to do anything. To disown in his conversation
propriety and righteousness, is what we mean by doing violence to one’s self.’ To say ‘T am
not able to dwell in benevolence or pursue the path of righteousness,” is what we mean by
throwing one’s self away” &7 H HR&#% FTSASH B FTaARD SIHHR H2a R
EYARRCHES B2 a5 (Mencius 4. 10. 1; qtd. in Legge 1870, 104). Also available at
hetp://ctext.org/mengzi.
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P15. mi4Ir A BIRTE, UL B B4 5.
At the same time, I also have long been worried about myself if I may be
subjected to the debilitating effects of routinization, and hence want to alert

myself with it.

THZEX, ERFHE.
In late winter of the year of the Ox (1577),"
Written by I 31 of the Deoksu Yi clan

Chapter 1: Making a Resolution 31555 55—

1.1, #088, JeZiari, PN B, Ao —Z H/INRRLZ &,

A beginning student, first of all, should establish a firm intention to pursue
learning and promise himself to become a sage. He should not hold any slightest
idea of excusing himself to shrink back, considering himself incompetent to do

SO.

1.2, SR AN BEE N, A A — .
On the whole, ordinary people and sages have the same original nature.

1.3. MESRVE, I RBHRIm e 2 5%,

Although temperament and character!8

cannot but have differences from

one another, such as difference between purity and turbidity, or fineness and

coarseness, 19

LA MiARR R AN E B, I Rm UL,
nevertheless, if one is able to truly know something and puts it into practice,

removing the old corrupt practices and restoring the original nature,?

17. Jeongchuk Tk is the 14 year of the sexagenary cycle.
18. For the “temperament and character” /%, see Han 2015, 20.
19. For the Cheongtaksunbak i#i&+:8, see Kalton 1988, 50.

20. Seong 1% was interpreted as potential by Han. For further details, see Han 2015, 19.
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L5, RIS 2R o B AR
then, without adding the slightest bit to it, all goodness will be equipped in him
in its fullness.?!

L6 A, SIFLEA .

So how can an ordinary person not promise himself to become a sage?

L7 o FiE s, mbiisem g 2 H, N LIESEsR, STk

That was why Mencius said that the human nature is good, and always made
laudatory reference to Yao and Shun,?? and proved it by saying that all men can
become Yaos and Shuns.?3 [If this were not true,] what is the use of deceiving

me [by saying so]?

L8 B B, NMEAR, Il 48820k, BN, MEOBREN, BT S
RRNHL.

A student always must exert himself and say, “If human nature is originally
good and there has been no difference across the ages between the wise and the
foolish, how come then a sage could become a sage by himself, while I have
become merely one of the ordinary men by myself?”

L.9. REEAL, HAW, [TAEH.
This is truly just because his intention to pursue learning was not firmly

established, his understanding was not clear, and his deed was not earnest.

1.10. B2, M2 M8, AT.2 8 AR E S5 ek,
Establishing a firm intention, having a clear understanding, and being earnest

in deed all depend solely on the individual, so why would one seek that from

21. This part refers to a passage in the “Introduction to the Subject Matter of the Elementary
Learning” /M### of Chu Hsi %: “without adding the slightest bit [of further perfection] to
it, all goodness is already there in its fullness” Az #3#2 & (Kalton, 1988, 68).

22. Yulgok refers to a passage in the “Works of Mencius” i#¥. The “Works of Mencius” states:
B 50255 (Mencius 3. 1. 2). Also available at http://ctext.org/mengzi/teng-wen-gong-i
(last retrieved Feb. 2, 2017).

23. Yulgok refers to a passage in the “Works of Mencius” i+ The “Works of Mencius” states:
NETT LI ZES: A7+ (Mencius 6. 2. 1). Also available at http://ctext.org/mengzi/gaozi-ii (last
retrieved Feb. 2, 2017).
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others??4

L11. BESE, ZRf A, TAAW, RS, IR, FINE LI Aise ik,

Yan Yuan said, “What kind of man was Shun? What kind of man am I? He
who exerts himself will also become such as he was.”? 1 also should take as a
model Yan’s wish to be like Shun.

112, N2, A3 EURSIT, 7500, N 895R0m, S, NEER R,

As for one’s countenance, it is impossible to transform an ugly look into a fair
one. As for one’s strength, it is not possible to turn a weak man into a strong
one. As for one’s body composition, there is no way to change short limbs to

long ones.

113, BEHIE%E 257, ATt
These physical traits are one’s predetermined lot, so they cannot be changed.

114, MO, BT LIS R, A ERE,
As for one’s mind and will, however, it is possible to change the foolish to the

wise and turn degenerate persons into virtuous ones.

1.15. BERILONZ s, 4 A BLAR s .
This is because these are mental traits, which are hollow and spiritual, and thus
are not restricted by physical endowment.

L.16. LA, SR AE, M mARE R, LU AR A

There is nothing fairer than being wise and nothing nobler than being virtuous.
What kind of problem is there that would prevent you from being wise and
virtuous, which leads to the ruin of your original nature endowed by Heaven?

24. Yulgok refers to a passage in the “Works of Mencius” 1. The “Works of Mencius” states:
i H gk ALkt (Mencius 3. 2. 4). Also available at htep://ctext.org/mengzi/teng-wen-
gong-i (last retrieved Feb. 2, 2017).

25. Yulgok refers to a passage in the “Works of Mencius” # . See Mencius 3. 1. 4. Also available
at http://ctext.org/mengzi/teng-wen-gong-i (last retrieved Feb. 2, 2017).
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L17. NAFIERE, B ANSE, R FEPE 5.
If one keeps this purport in mind and firmly resolves not to draw back, he will

come closer to the Way.

1.18. JUA BRESLRS, MAEN S, SIS, 240 aLE, T e 22 ki .

In general, a person would say to himself that he established a firm intention
but ended up quitting an immediate application of diligent efforts. The reason
he put it off and waited around was that, though he seemed to establish a firm
intention, in reality he did not have the sincerity to pursue learning.

L19. A EE, S, RIRICHC, SUZRIE, MR, RER .
If I set my own mind sincerely on learning, then the strength to practice
humanity will come from within myself, and hence as long as I want to practice,
I will be able to make it. So why seck from others? Why wait until later?

1.20. Fr&-Pr G, B P Tk, JEAAR K, e AR .
It is important to establish a firm intention so that one immediately sets to work
and fears if he may come short of it. Furthermore, he will always make sure that

he should not shrink back.

1.21. ek, KGR 0, RIES R, 58 k.
If a person is insincere in his determination, a slave to habit and idles away time,

then, until his time on earth is over, how can he have achieved anything?
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