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Abstract

This article examines ideas on the public (/) and the private (§.) among
Joseon scholars of the 18th century, with a particular focus on Seongho Yi Ik
(1681-1763). Yi Ik understood the private as the state one personally feels and
experiences and the public as the state one shares and sympathizes with others.
The private acquires universality when one rejoices together in what pleases
others and hates what others dislike. Although he did not believe all diverse
desires and emotions experienced at the private level to be inherently universal
and public in nature, he argued that the understanding of the moral
foundations of the public could not be detached from the consideration for
innate human desires and common emotions. Yi Ik recognized the public value
not only of the special emotions known as the four sprouts (P4¥f), but also of
general emotions known as the seven emotions (-£1%), if they were expressed
with situational appropriateness through empathy with others. Seongho saw
human nature as having empathy for others and an aspiration for coexistence,
and understood the social realization of these natural tendencies as the public
(/R). Thus, the public was understood primarily as stemming from
spontaneous human nature and emotions, rather than being enforced through
institutional or legal coercion.
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Introduction

In contemporary Korean society, if citizens are paying attention to the
concept of gong /\ (public), it is due to a growing social interest in the
notion of justice centering on fairness. Books on the topic authored by
Anglo-American writers have spurned active discourses for several years,
and this interest is continuing.! While the understanding of justice may vary
across cultures and among relevant scholars, the primary focus of
contemporary Koreans lies in fairness, particularly in terms of equality of
opportunities and procedural fairness. This focus hints that many Koreans
are concerned with their perceived deserved rewards, aiming to maximize
their own merit without being harmed, rather than focusing primarily on an
ambiguous value like a harmonious society. In other words, Korean society
is not free from the prevalent discourse of meritocracy, which exerts a global
influence today.?

Meritocracy originally denoted governance based on merit or ability,
and it is used to refer to a reward system based on alleged ability and effort
in practice.’ This perspective primarily focuses on obtaining one’s own share
in a fair and legitimate manner, without necessarily having a broader
concern for the well-being of neighbors and others and the overall justice of
the world. In contemporary Korean society, while it would not be true to say
that there is no reflection and hope concerning substantial justice, such as
the desire for a society where people live well together, the efforts of Koreans
to contemplate and implement justice have become too focused on a narrow
interpretation of procedural fairness. Although I believe that established
procedures and mandatory laws have their own significance, they do not

1. For example, translated versions of recent Anglo-American works, such as Michael
Sandel’s Justice: What'’s the Right Thing to Do? (New York: Farrar, Straus and Girous, 2009)
and The Tyranny of Merit (New York: Farrar, Straus and Girous, 2020), and Stephen
McNamee and Robert Miller’s The Meritocracy Myth (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield,
2004), have gained popularity in Korea.

2. For a critical analysis of the relationship between meritocracy and Confucianism in South
Korea, see Na (2023) and Jang (2021).

3. On this, see K. Park (2021, 8).
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inherently promote the overarching goals of coexistence and mutual
flourishing. In the political liberalism and meritocracy of society today, there
is a shared foundation wherein individuals should accept any outcome if
opportunities are equal and the procedure is fair, and each person should
take responsibility for the results. Nevertheless, the faith in equal
opportunities and free choice does not address the reasons capable
individuals should protect and support social minorities, vulnerable groups,
and foreigners beyond their own circles.

In this article, I will focus on the ideas of gong /v (public) and sa FA
(private) in the thought of Seongho Ei# Yi Ik Z=j# (1681-1763),* who
belonged to the Gyeonggi Namin &% F A party and was also known as
leader of the Seongho school,” a school engaged in intellectual and political
activities from the late 17th century to the 18th century following the power
shift from the Ming to the Qing dynasties in China. The significant upheaval
in East Asia of that period generated the following political and intellectual
changes: from a political perspective, as the once-clear distinction between
Chinese-centered civilization and barbarianism began to blur, there arose a
fundamental reflection on the essence of Confucian civilization. On the
other hand, from a theoretical perspective, this situation presented
significant challenges and engendered skepticism regarding pairs of

4. The Chinese gong /A is a very difficult concept to translate. It is commonly translated as
publicness, publicity, impartiality, fairness, justice, public good, common good, etc.
Unfortunately, none of these translations seem to accurately convey the meaning of the
concept of gong /\ as used by Confucian scholars. Previous studies used public value,
publicness, publicity, impartiality, and so on. First of all, I used the Korean pronunciation
of the Chinese character gong when dealing with the concept alone, and translated it into
public, publicness, public value etc. as needed. In the case of the concept of sa f/, when it
is used alone, I presented it with the Korean pronunciation and translated it as the private
in some cases.

5. For a comprehensive introduction to works related to Seongho Yi Ik and the Seongho
school’s philosophy, mind-nature theory, and four sprouts and seven emotions discussion
and more, refer to Sangyik Lee (1999); Ahn (1999a, 1999b); S. K. Choi (2003); Keum
(2003, 2012); J. Kim (2002, 2017); Won (2003); Moon (2003); Kwon (2005); D. Kim (2009);
Lim (2014); Seo (2018); S. Kim (2013, 2023); Choo (2015); J. Y. Choi (2016); Ha (2021);
and Back (2023).
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concepts, such as Heavenly Principle/human desire and public/private.® By
reflecting on the political situation and the aforementioned rapid political
and intellectual changes in East Asia, and by exploring newly imported
Western literature through China, scholars in the Seongho school came to
think of human nature, emotions, and desires in different ways from before.

Seongho Yi Ik and Habin A7 Shin Hudam &% (1702-1761), a
disciple of Yi Ik, deeply contemplated how individuals might reconcile their
personal desires with the public values of Confucianism. Their common
idea was to find the origin of the public in human nature (or ren {~). Based
on the ontology of Neo-Confucianism, scholars from the Seongho school
understood the public as the social actualization of inherent nature within
specific relationships. The public embodies the value of ren 1~ (benevolence)
in the nature that goes “beyond the conscious differentiation between self
and others in terms of interests” (fEff tt, fEFA[r). To scholars of the
Seongho school, the public meant the voluntary realization of one’s true
nature in society, resulting in a harmonious coexistence between oneself and
others.

Seongho thought that as human nature itself possesses public values,
cultivating appropriate relationships and seeking coexistence with others
was crucial to fully realizing one’s inherent nature. This process leads to
personal fulfillment and growth. For him, the journey to realize one’s
inherent nature begins with reflecting on personal desires. In other words,
the exploration for the universality of desires, and further, the exploration
for the foundation of the private, connected with the diverse bodily
disposition. While not all personal emotions bear public value, Seongho
believed that public value could be fully and properly realized only through
deliberation and balancing of the diverse emotions associated with human
physical dispositions. As we will see again below, he recognized the
Heavenly Principle as the metaphysical basis of the public, as traditional

6. For issues related to a theory of justice based on Confucianism, the significance of public
reason in Confucian society, and how the Confucian political tradition emphasizing public
opinion has been adapted and inherited in Korea’s modernization process, refer to
Seunghwan Lee (2002, 2005).
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neo-Confucians commonly thought. Nevertheless, it should be noted that
he ingeniously contemplated the idea that human emotions that stemmed
from physical desires could be public in some cases. At least in this regard,
Yi Ik actively explored public value in the realm of concrete and lively
individuals, rather than in the realm of metaphysical philosophy itself. In
this essay, I aim to examine the significance of the public based on the
understanding of human nature and emotion, rather than procedural or
legal fairness, as articulated by Seongho Yi Ik.

Reflecting on One’s Desires: Attention to Private Desires

Seongho Yi Ik reflects on human desires. His reflection raised a question vis-
a-vis conventional Confucian thinking, which assumed a clear distinction
between Heavenly principles (KH) and human desires (A#X).” Seongho
noted that beings with vitality (Ifil3&) and perception necessarily hold primal
desires. He contends that humans inherently possess fundamental sensory
desires, such as those related to sound, taste, and smell. Among these, the
most intense desires are the longing for life and the avoidance of death.
Desires for food, sex, possessions, and honor are grounded in these
fundamental desires.® These desires are felt and sensed by individual beings
with gi of physical form (JE5). He explains that individual entities,
composed of gi in one’s physical form, move in response to the objects they
come into interact with. At times, their gi in physical form radiates outward

7. Yi Ik emphasizes skepticism and self-realization as important attitudes in learning. He
required his disciples to question even the statements of Zhu Xi and to make their own
judgments. These attitudes toward scholarship have been described in detail in work of S.
K. Choi (2003), Keum (2003, 2012) and Won (2003).

8. NAMADLEE, SEAHM. HARMKE, B2k, NEEER, A DUEele, Mg,
PEI5 R g, B2 WU, TR 2 8K, B O R R 2%, 2. i Oma, SR B, m
ANRED. ER 2K AR, BEMER, BXAHE, B EREN. 228, LT
B WA C, AR, BOLRE MG, TH AR R B 7H.Z,
HEEAERERE, BE AR RERZINER, BEE, BUES .2, Seongho saseol 2 I
i (Collected Works of Seongho), gwon 7, “Insamun” A Z["] (Category of Human Affairs),
“Yok” Ak (Desires).
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intensely, while at other times, it converges inward.’ In this process, personal
emotions and desires arise, constituting their particularity pertaining to the
realm of the private.

In the traditional perspective of Neo-Confucianism, Yi Ik viewed the sa
L as having a similar meaning to the terms gi C. or a ¥k, which refer to the
individual or the self. Furthermore, he believed that while gi pertained to the
private, the gong /~\ represented the world or the people of the world. He
expressed it as, “gi is a 3, spoken in contrast to the people of the world. gi is
private, and the world is public”'® However, Yi IK’s perspective, which
contrasts the private and public, includes a more complex idea. Firstly, he
viewed the private, referring to individuals composed of particular gi in
physical forms, as a value-neutral concept. He believed that the private
comprises one’s personal boundaries that others cannot intrude upon. “The
private is what belongs to oneself and cannot be shared with others. It is not
hard to distinguish between oneself and others”"! For example, when I feel
hungry or cold, people around me may not feel hunger and cold at all.
However, the desire to satisfy hunger and avoid the cold is an emotion or
desire that living entities universally experience. Based on this observation,
Yi Ik noted the connection between the realm of the private and realm of
the public.

(Someone asked.) What is the private of gi in one’s physical form?
(Teacher replied.) Feeling hungry, full, cold, or hot, all of these arise from
one’s vitality and physical form and are unrelated to other people; this is

9. HEEHE, N, WEmEI+, S8, SRS, SRR SLE S, MM, HAmE.
Seongho jeonseo 2% (Complete Works of Seongho), gwon 7, Sachil sinpyeon PU-¥7
## (New Compilation of the Four- Seven Debate) gwon 12, “Goin nonjeong budong” & A
FlH T F (Ancient People’s Discussions on Feelings are Different).

10. &, Feth, HER T2 AMiE . AR, R TR, #oic, RIK TR, Seongho jeonseo
(Complete Works of Seongho), gwon 4, Noneo jilseo F@agGixE (Quick Comments on the
Analects), “An Yeon” ZHHH.

11. FABRYH, B, HAHT, 552 BE, MIFEMb A AR, 4772, HoH
&, WEGZ2HH, mIEEAM AL, HOREAE. Seongho saseol (Collected Works of
Seongho), gwon 21, “Gyeongsamun” &5 [ (Category of Classics and History), “Mua”
% (Emptying the Self).
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what we call the private (A). First, there are sensations of hunger, cold,
and pain (F#£J&E ), and then liking and disliking toward the above
sensations are formed. Liking and disliking are significant clues among
the seven emotions (C1f). Happiness, anger, sadness, and joy are each
triggered depending on whether one obtains what one likes, avoids what
one dislikes, or encounters what is acceptable or unacceptable. Therefore,
when Zhu Xi discussed the human mind (A.(»), his reason is profound
why he initially used the category of sensations like hunger, cold, and pain
as examples, contrasting them with four sprouts (PU¥f) without
immediately mentioning the seven emotions. While it is acceptable to say
that one cannot hastily equate the seven emotions with the human mind,
if we discard the seven emotions and discuss the human mind, that would
also be incorrect."

Yi Ik first emphasizes that feeling hunger and cold are individual sensations
that cannot be shared with others. He distinguishes between the layer of
these primal sensations like hunger, cold, and pain and the layer of liking
and disliking (for example, humans disliking hunger, enjoying fullness,
disliking cold, and preferring warmth). The former is what Yi Ik refers to as
“sensations of hunger, cold, and pain” (§|%£J#5¥), while the latter belongs to
the category of the seven emotions. Since individuals personally experience
these innate sensations of hunger, cold, and pain, they cannot be interfered
with by others, therefore they are not the subject of moral assessment.
However, the seven emotions, which involve liking or disliking, can be the
subject of moral assessment; they can be seen ethical when the emotions are
appropriate to the situation, while if these emotions are not suitable for the
circumstances, they are seen as misguided human desires (A#R). Thus, Yi Ik
believed that we should not merely compare physical desire itself with the
four sprouts addressed by Mencius as ethical emotions, but rather compare

12. fHif: “TESZRNE F: Mg 2, AR E S P, Mt AR, FrEdfith. Jeael
T, MRACEIEES. ACEH, LR Am. SRR, SREAGFIETMEE. SR TmA
D, AEEE, MR, B EER T, SR, A LA NEMVDE,
AIlAT; # & -Cifmam AL, BIFRA]. Sachil sinpyeon PUL:##i (New Compilation of the Four-
Seven Debate), gwon 8, “Chiljeong pyeonsi insim” £/ {# 2 ALy (Seven Feelings are the
Human Mind).
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the four sprouts with the seven emotions pertaining to physical desire."

Yi Tk did not draw the impenetrable line between the ethical mind,
often referred to as Dao mind (G&:.[»), and the non-ethical mind, which he
referred to as human mind (A.0»). This perspective stemmed from his belief
that the human mind was not synonymous with misguided desires (A#R).
The seven emotions, which are the emotions that arise when the mind
encounters situations, can degenerate into narrow and selfish emotions if
they do not respond appropriately to the circumstances. However, when
these seven emotions consider both oneself and others, manifesting in
harmony with the situation, sometimes they become public emotions
belonging to Dao mind. In short, Yi Ik emphasized that the key lies in the
emotional or attitudinal disposition (of the seven emotions) toward innate
desires that people naturally experience (hunger, cold, etc.). This disposition
can either transform the human mind into Dao mind or degenerate it into
misguided desires, depending on how it aligns with concrete circumstances.
Yi Ik believed that people possess a single mind, not two, which perceives
objects and situations, as well as bears primal desires related to those objects
and situations. That is, it can be good or evil based on how one adjusts the
seven emotions, which pertain to liking and disliking primal desires, rather
than there being distinct good or bad minds.

Dao mind is the recognition of the Way, while the human mind is the
perception of primal sensations such as sound, color, scent, taste, and so
on. If we distinguish Dao mind as the Heavenly Principle and human
mind as misguided desires, it will imply the existence of two separate

13. The four moral emotions, called the four sprouts in Mencius, and the general emotions,
called the seven emotions in the Book of Rites, have long been debated and various
interpretations of both concepts have been proposed by Joseon scholars, most notably
from Toegye Yi Hwang, Kobong Ki Dae-seung, and Yulgok Yi I to Seongho Yi Ik. This
article focuses on Seongho Yi IK’s views on the four sprouts and the seven emotions, with
particular attention to his interpretation of the seven emotions. For a discussion of the
controversy surrounding the concepts of four sprouts and seven emotions in Korean
Confucianism, see chapter 4, “Sage Learning and the Four-Seven Debate,” in the Stanford
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Korean Confucianism entry: https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/
korean-confucianism.
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minds. However, humans possess only one mind. Therefore, it would be
wrong to directly equate the human mind with misguided desires...The
human mind involves both perception and desire within itself. For
instance, how could one deny that statements in ancient texts such as, “I
desire to practice benevolence,” “I follow what my heart desires,” and
“Desires manifest themselves as impulses towards external objects,”
indicate workings of the inner desires of the human mind? Nevertheless,
if one succumbs to temptation and veers in one direction, harm can result.
For instance, in the context of food, the natural desires to eat and drink
due to hunger and thirst are all expressions of the human mind. However,
because there is a guiding principle (FH) [recognized by the human
mind], there are distinctions between what can be eaten and what cannot
be eaten.™

In Yi IKs view, human primal desires exhibit a duality, serving as one motive
for Dao mind, which fosters empathy with others through psychological
interactions, yet can also devolve into selfishness focused solely on one’s own
satisfaction. What is important here is that human primal desires have
become a significant subject of observation.'” Yi Ik argues that innate desires
and the emotions associated with liking or disliking them, known as the
‘seven emotions, are not inherently bad or evil. However, desires and
emotions that emerge from the private of gi can become inappropriate or
volatile in relationships with others. Therefore, such desires and emotions
need to be disciplined. Yi Ik believes that there is a guiding principle (3)
that harmonizes human desires and emotions. While Yi Ik did distinguish
between the realms of /i ¥ and gi %,'° as is common in Neo-Confucianism,

14. EDZEHBESERE, DRSS ERIRE. B ORI, DA, F2ERED. A
FE—ED, Nl AN EEETRD .. OB IS E RS, GIEAGE, 0FTE T, 0
JDFTRIG “PEZ A, B mED, s R (BRYEE =D, IREMR. HUBAas2,
NG R, DO HEE, &0 ROEREFE, BallR, NalLlRg. Sachil
sinpyeon (New Compilation of the Four-Seven Debate), gwon 8, “Chiljeong pyeonsi insim”
(Seven Feelings are the Human Mind).

15. There is an interesting reconstruction of how Yi Ik thought about the potential impartiality
of private emotions (seven emotions). On this, see Back (2023).

16. In this paper, I generally write these two concepts as /i and gi according to their Chinese
pronunciation, but depending on the context, I also translate /i as “principle.”
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he did not conceive of the Heavenly Principle in a metaphysical or
disconnected way from human desires. According to him, /i is first of all
manifested through the moral emotions, such as four sprouts, but on the
other hand, when the seven emotions are appropriately revealed, it is also
present in them. Therefore, for an understanding of the principle (),
humans need to closely observe their own desires and emotions, in addition
to the moral emotions, the four sprouts.

Without the need for formal learning, the seven emotions can naturally
arise, but just because they can emerge without formal instruction does
not necessarily make them inherently bad. However, since they originate
from the private of gi in physical form, they can easily incline towards
negative expressions...To discipline the seven emotions means aligning
with the innate emotions that humans possess but allowing the Heavenly
Principle to govern them, preventing them from flowing towards negative
directions. Before they are disciplined, they exist solely as personal
emotions, but once disciplined, they cease to be limited to the private
realm of oneself...[Through this cultivation], sometimes the seven
emotions become public, but this public nature of the seven emotions is a
result of discipline and not their original state...Although the principle
() can govern the seven emotions in this way and make them public, it
cannot prevent the seven emotions from originating in the private. As
mentioned earlier, examples like Mencius’ joy and King Shun’s anger are
rooted in personal emotions, but serve as instances where sages use them
to manifest benevolence ({=) with others...Zhu Xi advised his disciples in
this manner: “In today’s world, people experience private joy, private
anger, private sadness, private fear, private love, private hatred, and private
desire. If one can overcome their narrow, selfish mindset and expand it
significantly, then joy can become public joy, anger can become public
anger, and similarly, sadness, fear, love, hatred, and desire can all become

public emotions without exception”"”

17. KA, REMGE. NEMREE, AR, [EHSER A, # BRE. . 2t b
2, A, Nz, B TE. iR =8 BWEARH 216, DORERE fifth, (S it Eth. &
Kifzl, RAAER, Einsk, ENENSRAE. . CHERSUKES, MEhRPFEA,
HEAE, inf{z), IR ARE.  FERE EMAL, TARECHA LR 35 M AT &
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Yi Ik distinguished between the original nature itself of the seven emotions
and this emotion’s public nature resulted from aligning with the principle
(#2), which shows that he also made the distinction between the seven
emotions and the Heavenly Principle as traditional neo-Confucians did.
However, we should note a crucial statement in the above-quoted passage:
“Although the principle can govern the seven emotions in this way and
make them public, it cannot prevent the seven emotions from originating in
the private” This highlights that while the principle is required for the public
value of emotions, it does not make the realm of the private necessarily
separate from the public. The key was how to discipline the private, rather
than excluding it. Yi Ik argues that emotions of sages are private in the sense
that they are felt personally, yet they are public in the sense that they
represent the emotions and desires of others, presenting instances from
classical texts where Mencius exhibited joy or King Shun displayed anger in
accordance with the appropriateness of the situation. Also, Yi Ik quotes Zhu
Xi, who stated that by expanding one’s emotions beyond the confines of
personal desires and resonating with the emotions of others, private
emotions would naturally transform into public emotions. This shows that
Yi IK’s exploration was not about a simple dichotomy or opposition between
the public and the private; rather, he paid attention to the realm of the
private reflecting on the personal desires and emotions in pursuit of
uncovering the public from them.'

T2 8, 2R, TR BRI 2. L R FAIFIAE: S5 NSRS, BE,
FHEAE, BRI, ZHRAAE, FEHRAE, AR FARR. ATRE L BFAC, JEAARR, HI
BERNE, BURNE, RS EAN, BIENZR. Sachil sinpyeon (New Compilation of the Four-
Seven Debate), gwon 4, “Seonghyeon ji chiljeong” BEE > 1-1# (Seven Feelings of Sages and
Worthies).

18. Yi Ik himself stated that he inherited Toegye Yi Hwang’s position on the Four-Seven
Debate. Thus, it is already well known that he drew attention to the innate moral sentiment
of the four sprouts. However, this alone does not distinguish Seongho Yi IKs thought from
the Confucians before him. As we know from previous studies, his debates with his
disciple Shin Hudam led him to focus even more attention on the seven emotions, noting
that although the seven emotions are manifested in an individual’s private physical needs,
they are eventually sublimated into public emotions when they become emotions that
resonate with others. By focusing on the latter aspect, I want to emphasize the point at
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From the Private to the Public: The Process of Sharing the Right
Emotions

Seongho Yi Ik and his disciples reinterpreted the longstanding debate on the
four sprouts (sadan P4¥) and the seven emotions (chiljeong £1f) stemming
from Toegye Yi Hwang Z=% (1501-1570) within the framework of the
public and the private.”” The Seongho Yi Ik distinguished the feeling of
commiseration (fllf&.2.(»), mentioned by Mencius, from sorrow (i), one of
the seven emotions discussed in the Book of Rites, and Seongho made the
distinction by seeing the former as a public emotion and the latter as a
private one.?” While sorrow is primarily a personal emotion concerning
one’s distress, the feeling of commiseration is a public emotion, characterized
by empathy and compassion toward the sorrow of others.* That is, Seongho
differentiated between the seemingly similar emotions as either personal

which Yi IK’s thought differs from that of Toegye Yi Hwang. In fact, in Yi IK’s time,
Confucians in the Yongnam region, especially Toegye’s disciples, criticized Seongho Yi Ik
for only superficially representing Toegye’s theories and actually importing Yulgok Yi I's
theories. The reason for this criticism was that Seongho emphasized the seven emotions.

19. This passage is not centered on the Four-Seven Debate and does not analyze this theory
itself. However, there is an accumulated body of research on the formation and
development of this debate. For a more detailed account of the Four-Seven Debate
between Toegye Yi Hwang and Kobong Ki Dae-seung, see O. Kim, et al. (1994); E. Chung
(1995); Ivanhoe (2016); and H. Kim (2015). For further analysis of the discussion in the
correspondence between Ugye Seong Hon and Yulgok Yi I, see Ivanhoe (2015) and Ro
(1989, 2017). For a lengthy discussion of how the Four-Seven Debate developed, from the
early Joseon scholar Gwongeun, to Yi Huang, Yi I, and Seongho Yi Ik, and the meaning of
Korean jeong i that developed in the direction of moral emotion and social values, see S.
Park (2023). And on the continuity and differences in the theories of mind and nature
between Toegye, Seongho, and Dasan, see S. Chung (2013).

20. For a general introduction and analysis of Seongho’s philosophy, see the papers mentioned
in footnote 5 above. The following studies note that Seongho analyzed the traditional
theory of the Four-Seven Debate in terms of the concept of public and private: Sangyik
Lee (1999); Ahn (1999a, 1999b); J. Kim (2002, 2017); Kwon (2005); S. Kim (2013); Ha
(2021); and Back (2023).

21 AR, BRI S R EMERE L, M2 GG, MR 2 AT, L2 Bl
GRS CFA, TIPUZ 8, BHARE, RN, PI-L2 [, AFAEEG. Seongho seonsaeng jeonjip 2
/4 24 (Complete Works of Master Seongho), gwon 17, “Dap Yi Yeogyeom” Z4=14 55k
(Reply to Yi Yeo-gyeom).
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sorrow, when it concerns solely one’s self, and public commiseration, when
one shares sorrow of others. Similarly, he distinguished between personal
resentment directed toward harm of oneself and belonging to the realm of
the seven emotions, and objective aversion directed towards actions harmful
to everyone, which falls under the category of public anger within the four
sprouts.

Going further from dividing the four sprouts and the seven emotions
into the public and private, Yi Ik and his disciples contemplated the necessity
of the distinction between the four sprouts and the seven emotions
themselves. In other words, if the seven emotions that originated from one’s
private gi in physical form were not limited to oneself but could be extended
to share the sorrow and joy of others, then the appropriately extended seven
emotions could be seen as ethical emotions that emerged from the activation
of principle (3), just like the four sprouts. This public nature of the seven
emotions was particularly emphasized by one of Yi IKs outstanding pupils,
Habin Shin Hudam.? This topic, called the seven public emotions or public
happiness and anger debates, highlighted the point that not only the four
sprouts, which are spontaneously manifested the principle, but also the
general seven emotions, which arise from private physical realm, can be
public. The core implication of these debates is that they—Seongho and
Habin—sought to find potential public values not only in the innate moral
minds of sages, but also in the minds of ordinary people, that is, in their

private desires and emotions.”

22. His teacher Seongho Yi Ik, in a discussion with Shin Hudam, admitted that the seven
emotions, which originate from an individual’s physical needs, can also become moral
emotions, or public emotions, just like the four sprouts. Seongho, of course, reversed this
view midway through. However, his attention to and acknowledgment of the public value
of the seven emotions is what distinguishes him from the four sprouts-centered
interpretation that descends from Toegye Yi Hwang. In this paper, I note that Seongho
acknowledged that the seven emotions also can be public emotions. See also, Kang (2011);
S. Chung (2014); J. Park (2015); Hong (2017); Sangyik Lee (2020); S. Kim (2022); and J. Y.
Choi (2022).

23. As Kim Seohee notes, “Seongho’s significance lay not in the public itself but in what can be
seen as the ‘public’ dimension within the private. Even in the private, there exists the
public. The concept of the ‘public in the private’ entails extending well-tuned emotions to
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The debate over whether, in the case of public happiness, anger, sadness, and
joy—that is, when the seven emotions become public—the seven emotions
were instances of the spontaneous manifestation of li (#£%§) (the issuance of
li), as in the case of the four sprouts, or whether the seven emotions related
to private physical realm were still the instances of the manifestation of gi (&
#%) (the issuance of gi), unlike the four sprouts, which were purely moral
emotions, continued within the Seongho school even after Yi IKs death. Yi
IKs other students, Yun Dong-gyu F ¥ % (1695-1773) and Ahn Jeong-bok
s (1712-1791), criticized Shin Hudam’s assertion—that the seven
emotions also could be triggered by li—while Yi Ik’s descendant, Jeongsan
Yi Byeong-hyu Z=5F{k (1710-1776), supported Shin Hudam’s position.
According to Yi Byeong-hyu, in Sachil sinpyeon VU-t3#i## (New Compilation
of the Four-Seven Debate), Yi Ik initially argued that even the perfect seven
emotions of sages, such as Mencius’s joy and Shun’s anger, were mediated by
the private physical realm, and thus were still the instances of manifestation
of gi, based on the private (¥.). However, Yi Byeong-hyu believed that Yi Ik
had modified some of his views in the second postscript to the book
mentioned above and written by Seongho, and in Yi IK’ letter to Yun Dong-
gyu. Yi Byeong-hyu argues that Yi Ik ultimately endorsed Shin Hudam’s
view and recognized the public seven emotions and the pure four sprouts
triggered by principle to be almost the same thing.?* The relevant passage
from Yi IKs letter to Yun Dong-gyu is shown below. Yi Ik viewed a sage’s joy
and anger as based on their own emotions, but at the same time,
transcending those emotions. An example of this is when a sage empathizes
and resonates completely with others’ joy and anger.

the world, sharing joy and anger with the world. Seongho seemed to place trust in the
expansiveness of ‘the private’ and the associated societal responsibility. In fact, without
such a belief, the public could become a purely ideological issue, potentially rendering it a
meaningless assertion. If one cannot extract the public nature from everyday emotions,
then the actualization of the public would be limited to sages” (S. Kim 2013, 348).

24. F=Berb ERIBCZ 3R, O RPHTRE, 1T —BL TR E RSN E. . (TR, DR
EE, FEEEFEZ AL, MEDREEZRL S DU, FH 3, M2 s, R0, (i
BN NER B, ERREHH, ZH. Jeongsan japjeo H|L17EE (Miscellaneous
Writings of Jeongsan), “Sang Yun jangseo” |- <3 (A Letter to Yun Donggyu).
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If someone honors his mother, I rejoice; if someone twists his brother’s
arm, I am angry; if someone loses his friend, I grieve; if someone harms
his flock, I am afraid. Even though these are from one’s own private
feelings and not yet arising from a state of considering all things as one,
the meaning is not established by separating these feelings from the
oneness (3% —%4) (the oneness of I and others), so the four cases
mentioned above have the same origin as those mentioned in the chapter
“Ritual Operations” in the Book of Rites. Since we are not yet completely
in the state of Oneness of All Things (E¥)—#%), we have just only
distinguished between the four sprouts and the seven emotions in terms
of the public and the private...However, the anger of King Shun, which I
mentioned before, is like the reflection of things in a mirror, and does not
involve one’s own private judgment, so how can we distinguish between
the purely good anger of the sense of shame (% Z2.0)) (one of the four
sprouts) and the anger of the sage (which belongs to the seven emotions)?
We should think upon this again.”

Based on this quote, it seems that Yi Ik was more concerned with the

distinction between the public and private nature of emotions, than the

original distinction between the four sprouts and the seven emotions

themselves.”® In particular, he believed that the sages’ expressions of the

seven emotions would all conform to the Heavenly Principle, so for sages,

the four sprouts and the seven emotions should be regarded as the same

25.

26.

ECARCHBAE, RO RIS, SREIIRIE, FHRAE. BE— .2 A, Sy IRm R a i,
IR —, B, RIRBERTTS, RRERR. RRE, TR, Brruii . () Hafmd
Bk, Y2 BEER, OB, RIBLER A, 2502 M kR, Seongho jeonseo
(Complete Works of Seongho), gwon 19, “Dap Yun Yujang” ZF %) (Reply to Yun Dong-
gyuw).
In the case of a sage, Yi Ik explained, “If someone else experiences joy, it is clear that it will
become an interest to others, so I also feel joy. If someone else becomes angry, it will cause
them distress, so I also become angry. I feel the joy and distress of others as if it pierces my
own heart” ig#E a2 T, MJe s8R T —8. HFaH, fEMEE, BmEC. Az
H, BHARHER, MEIRE, MBS, ERPHE, MEAR A, SR mnetEcb.
AL EZE . WEHE R %, mE R, QS 5%, DR, Sachil
sinpyeon (New Compilation of the Four-Seven Debate), “Jungbal” &k (Second
Postscript).
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public emotions. But what about ordinary people? As Yi Ik consistently
argued with his disciples, he was interested in the potential value of private
emotions, which ordinary people experience through their private bodies.
By observing the workings of the primal needs that every human being has,
such as appetite and sexuality, and the aversion to poverty and suffering, and
emotions that drive them to fulfill or avoid these needs, Yi Ik explored the
possibilities of the public from this ordinarily private realm.

Are the seven emotions public or private? The desire for food, for men
and women, and the aversion to death, poverty, and suffering are
experienced by both sages and ordinary people. However, when desires
are restrained to the appropriate extent and aversions are limited as they
should be, that is what I consider the appropriateness in the private realm
(FAFPZ IE4). What does the “appropriateness” mean here? It means that
even though a person has not strayed from their private bodily sphere,
their private emotions have not turned to a selfish wrong direction. People
align their desires with those of the rest of the world, and their aversions
align with what the world dislikes, making it the public in the private realm
(FAFZZY). What does the public mean? It involves treating things as if
they were one’s own, even when they do not directly concern one’s own
affairs. This is a principle-driven result...The emotions I mentioned
earlier—the joy of Mencius and the anger of King Shun—were
manifestations of benevolence ({=) displayed by sages who resonate with
common people, a private aspect of shared benevolence (BB [F{=.2 Fh). As
the Great Learning states, “When I like women, I like them together with
the people, and when I like wealth, I like it together with the people.” This
represents the transition from the private realm (%.) of one’s own
preferences to the public realm (2). Mencius found joy in a good man
governing, and King Shun abhorred when barbarians violated their roles;
this was indeed the benevolence that extended beyond oneself to
encompass other matters. We do not perceive any evidence that sages
artificially expanded their emotions. Is this not the sharing of the private
aspects [of sages] with the world by diminishing the object-obsessed
desires and upholding the Heavenly Principle?*

27. LRMRRTF, RANT? REB 2 LT ZE, EBFEAE, MAERATER, B
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Ordinary people all love their household because they consider them as
one’s own body. Sages, on the other hand, love all of humanity and see the
entire world as one family, and China as one person. When one regards
China as one person, then everything within it becomes a part of me, and
my spiritual-bodily gi naturally connects with them, so that the joys and
sorrows of the people in the world become my own. If my limbs and body
feel pain or itchiness, I can apparently sense it. This is why it is said in
scripture that “A sage does not act from selfish intentions but always with
an awareness of emotions that are universally shared by all people” The
private realm of ordinary people is limited, while a sage’s private emotions
extend far because they are guided by the principle. How can the principle
be private? Nevertheless, the emotions of sages can be described as both
private and public at the same time. The former pertains to their natural,
innate bodily emotions and the latter refers to the aspect of the principle—
the facet of universal empathy with the emotions of all people.

Yi Ik believed that the private encompassed one’s personal feelings and

individual experiences, those aspects that pertain solely to one’s own needs.

The public, on the other hand, involves the sharing of emotions and the

capacity for empathy with others. As mentioned earlier, the private pertains

to the personal sphere, which is unrelated to others, such as feelings of

hunger or physical pain that we individually experience. However, regardless

of how private these experiences may be, failing to address one’s physical

28.
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and mental needs in a balanced and appropriate manner can lead to an
unhealthy and unwell state of body and mind. Therefore, Yi Ik refers to the
appropriateness in the private realm (FAHHZ1E) as the desire for what is
appropriately deserved and the avoidance of what is appropriately avoided.
This implies, among other things, maintaining emotional and physical
equilibrium, practicing frugality without indulgence, and diligently engaging
in productive activities without causing harm to others.” Indulging in
excessive eating, extravagance, and overly expressive displays of emotions
and suffering are considered inappropriate in matters of the private. These
actions still primarily concern the individual.

On the other hand, Yi Ik describes sharing in the emotions of others,
feeling as if those emotions were one’s own even when they are not, as the
public in the private realm (F\H.Z27X). This concept relates to personal
desires (private desires) that have attained universality through the process
of rejoicing in the same things as others and disliking what others dislike. Yi
Ik characterizes this as a personal desire in which a sage realizes benevolence
({=) alongside ordinary people, in other words, a personal desire that has
gained universality and social value. What initially began as a personal desire
evolved into a public one.

Sages, in particular, were regarded as figures who achieved perfect
harmony not only with their own feelings, but also with the feelings of
others. Even if sages follow their own inclinations, there is no conflict with
others because the sage’s feelings are guided by the Heavenly Principle.
According to Yi Ik, when sages extend their sentiments to others, it happens
spontaneously, without any trace of artificial effort, as the Heavenly Principle
actively engages in the extension. When contemplating the intersection of
the public and private, Yi Ik realized that the distinction between sages and
ordinary people lay in the extent to which they moved from the realm of the
private to the public, encompassing others and the world. In other words,

29. HAICTARA, R, JEAH, FIFFLIRAITH. BRE S ERMEZ KT, TMEEE, iR
ERAAL ANEF TR, B, MR, MEAEAER. R T 2R, £aHE
), KTHHZR. LB Z Akt Seongho jeonseo (Complete Works of Seongho), gwon 4,
Noneo jilseo (Quick Comments on the Analects), “Liin” H{~ (Virtuous Village).
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sages have the capacity to extend their emotions and apply them universally
to everything in the world, while most ordinary people can only extend their
emotions to themselves and their close family. Yi Ik explains that the
emotions of sages can be expressed as both the private and the public. It is
still private because a sage’s emotions fundamentally originated from the
private feelings and desires most people experience. The desire for
sustenance and intimacy, the aspiration to avoid poverty and suffering, the
joy experienced when acquiring desired things, and the frustration when
unable to obtain them, are common emotional experiences shared by both
sages and ordinary people. These are the original emotions to which Yi Ik
refers. However, the emotions of sages can be described as public because
these emotions are consistently guided by the principle. The presence of the
principle becomes evident when a sage’s emotions resonate fully with the
emotions of all people.

In this manner, Yi Ik delved into the potential for the public value
within the universality of desires shared by ordinary people. However, he
did not equate the public in the private realm with the inherent rightness of
the Heavenly Principle (RIE.Z &R FIE) itself. Yi Ik illustrates this with the
following example: “When an Emperor divides the world for governance
alongside other lords, sharing with those who have merit can be seen as a
public action within the realm of the private. But when the world is divided
into regions and counties in a way that allows all people to support a single
ruler ((K¥), it becomes even more private within the realm of the private.
Therefore, this arrangement is unquestionably not in accordance with the
rightful Heavenly Principle”™ Yi Ik assessed that when, in establishing a
nation, an emperor divides the land and allocates it to individuals based on
their merit, there is still some degree of public element within one’s private
desires. However, when the emperor organizes the world to serve their own
interests, this desire is further denigrated into the realm of the private.

30. AOERT, EAWEILL, FAZ D ZBEMNEL, LUK TZE— A, A&, BEREZE
R BNGEHAGK, AL RIER S, NEBEATEmE.L. REAZE, SRR
Seongho saseol (Collected Works of Seongho), gwon 26, “Gyeongsamun” (Category of
Classics and History), “Bongeon” £f% (Feudal).
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According to Yi Ik, neither of these two examples aligns with the Heavenly
Principle. In a letter to his disciple Yun Dong-gyu, Yi Ik once mentioned
that there are three levels of the private that one should contemplate. The
first is the personal realm, which concerns only the self, such as feeling
hungry or wanting to avoid pain. The second is public (sa #A), where one
considers other people as part of the same body as oneself. This corresponds
to the previously mentioned public in the private realm (F\HZ/%). Finally,
there are emotions that are ignited by the rightful principle (emotions that
are perfectly aligned with what is appropriate), such as the joy and anger
experienced by sages.”

Merely because the majority of people share a particular emotion does
not automatically make it the right emotion. This is why Yi Ik appears to
have established a final standard, the Heavenly Principle, to differentiate
between various private emotions. Yi Ik referred to a passage from a debate
between the Confucian scholars Toegye Yi Hwang and Kobong Ki Dae-
seung #F A St (1527-1572) known as the Four-Seven Debate. Ki Dae-seung
stressed that the examples of the seven emotions, including Mencius’ joy
and King Shun’s anger, were so public that, in the end, there was little
distinction between the seven emotions and the four sprouts. However, Yi Ik
believed that Ki Dae-seung placed excessive emphasis on the public aspect
of emotions while neglecting the question of the rightness of these
emotions.*” Even if an emotion is experienced by a large number of people,
there must be a valid criterion for determining whether it is the appropriate
emotion to feel. Yi Ik believed that Ki Dae-seung overlooked this aspect and
just simply advocated the perfection of seven emotions based on the ideal
emotions of sages. For Yi Ik, being public meant transcending one’s own

31. RAMF R — O, BRPCFER G, A#RPHRHE, WD =B, FHR =22,
J7 R LIGE 2. Seongho jeonseo (Complete Works of Seongho), gwon 19, “Dap Yun Yujang”
(Reply to Yun Dong-gyu).
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narrow emotions and connecting with others, empathizing with their
preferences and aversions. However, Yi Ik emphasized empathizing with
people based on what they genuinely deserved to empathize with, rather
than merely sharing emotions with them. In his quest to transition from the
private to the public realm, he continually questioned what the true
foundation of public values was. Yi Ik understood this foundation to be
rooted in human nature, particularly the virtue of benevolence. In this
article, I noted that Yi Ik emphasized the potential public nature that seven
emotions can achieve. According to Yi Ik, for the seven emotions to be
public, they must be consistent with the principle of benevolence (7). In the
next section, I will emphasize benevolence as Yi IKs final ground for the
public value.

Benevolence ({) as the Basis for the Public: Emphasizing Coexistence
over Fairness

Yi Ik delved into the concept of the public during his contemplation of
human nature, building upon the discussions among Neo-Confucian
thinkers about benevolence ({=) and the public (/). In his work, Zhu Xi %
7 (1130-1200), who compiled Yan Ping dawen &% (Dialogues with
Master Yan Ping) featuring his conversations with his teacher Yan Ping Li
Tong 2 (1093-1163), elucidated the idea that benevolence represents a
state devoid of self-interest distinctions between oneself and others. Li
Tong conceived benevolence as a state where selfish and self-centered
sentiments have disappeared. He conveyed to Zhu Xi that the absence of
biased, one-sided distinctions or boundaries between the self and others
leads to the human mind attaining its most expansive public state (FRZRK
/N).%* This state, he explained, signifies the unity of the human mind with the

33 JeEH, (R, WIHEEN L P EEMERD, B{-R. Yan Ping dawen &AM
(Dialogues with Master Yan Ping Li Tong), gwon 1, article 41.

34. FE DY, BRI R, (EREE BILDEARR, Ei o, SR EE—
H. A REAR PORDME R, BIFER, &R RETIELURANAT? FaRE, JEE
SERA, DESE S, RS AL . RARFUERRA. Yan Ping dawen (Dialogues with Master Yan



26 KOREA JOURNAL / AUTUMN 2024

principle and the complete realization of its inherent nature— benevolence.

Zhu Xi’s perspective on human nature and public states closely aligns
with that of his teacher. He posited that benevolence represented the
inherent principle within one’s nature, while the public manifests in one’s
external interactions with others.*® To put it differently, when benevolence
embodies the potential essence of human nature, public value reveals itself
as the outcome of an individual’s efforts to reconcile and overcome their
basic material and physical needs. Zhu Xi believed that engaging in the
public becomes possible only when there is a natural foundation of
benevolence. Zhu Xi asserted that a person can truly embody the value of
the public only after they have cultivated benevolence, because he
understood human nature as inherently possessing a public-oriented nature.
Zhu Xi further held that the practice of benevolence becomes achievable
only when an individual’s narrow, self-centered consciousness gradually
diminishes, allowing them to view all entities in the world as if they were
beings akin to themselves. This, he argued, is the result of a person fully
realizing benevolence.*

Taking into consideration the perspectives of Li Tong and Zhu Xj, it
becomes evident that the public (/2), which emerges through interactions
with others within a community, does not find its roots in external things or
social structures. Instead, it is initially made possible by an individual’s inner
nature and their personal cultivation to realize that nature. In this context,
Zhu Xi elucidates the public as a mental state that remains impartial in its
regard for oneself and others. He also mentions that the realization of the
principle (¥) within such a state of mind is referred to as rightness (1F).”

Confucians, in their pursuit of public values, generally emphasized

Ping Li Tong), gwon 1, article 28.
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human spontaneity over external influences. This emphasis is closely
associated with their interests in self-discipline and personal effort as the
means to realize one’s inner nature. As a Confucian scholar, Yi Ik shared this
perspective. He understood the public as the outcome of an ethical effort to
harmonize one’s private desires. According to his view, one can be
considered public-minded when he or she aspires to share the good with
others rather than monopolize it. Conversely, someone of lesser character
can be labeled as inclined towards the private when he or she does not wish
for others to attain the same level of goodness as themselves. This is how he
firstly distinguished between the status of a public-minded individual (gunja
#F) and a private-minded individual (soin /s \) based on their inner
mindset.

Yi Ik, who believed that the realization of the public was achieved
through the process of an individual’s voluntary self-cultivation, like Zhu Xi,
understood benevolence as a state in which there is no division between
oneself and others. He emphasized that it must evolve into a state of none of
private mind (JEFAL), where it is devoid of personal desires that pertain
only to oneself, for the true effectiveness of benevolence, the benevolent
virtue, to manifest. The concrete manifestation of benevolence basically
occurs in the public relationships between oneself and others.* According to
Yi Ik, public relationships based on their innate benevolent nature refer to a
state where one regards the desires and emotions of others as if they were
one’s own, essentially reflecting the oneness of all things. Yi Ik viewed the
public not as a matter of institutions, procedures, or fairness in distribution,
but rather as the strongest implication of coexistence among oneself, others,
and all beings. If we were to apply a modern term reflecting our
contemporary concern for justice, Yi Ik might have considered a harmonious
coexistence of all individuals as the most just state. He describes a virtuous
person ({~7) who best embodies the essence of humanity as one who
considers all existence as one with themselves, despite differences in ability

38 (-, M. B, EERC. BRI, K2R, Seongho saseol (Collected
Works of Seongho), gwon 21, “Gyeongsamun” (Category of Classics and History), “Mua’
(Emptying the Self).
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and wisdom, just as people have differences in appearance.

Heaven has made people alike, so all people from the Four Oceans are my
brothers. Generally, in the hearts of the common people, there are truly
similar aspects, and naturally, there are similar reasons for their innate
liking and disliking. However, just as faces may differ from one another,
there is also a variety of differences in foolishness and wisdom...
Furthermore, when they work and live together harmoniously, a virtuous
person ({~3%) regards all existence as if it were part of their own body...If
the teaching of benevolence disappears among the ruling class, the people
will begin to compete and argue.*

In general, the principles of ancestral rituals, from common people to
lords and emperors, involve an increasing scale of reciprocation to their
ancestral spirits as their status elevates. As they offer more profound
tribute to their own ancestors, their benevolence towards the people
below them expands. When he conducts rituals for his father, all his
paternal brothers can also partake in benevolent actions together.
Likewise, when paying tribute to great-grandfathers and ancestors, the
same principle applies. When a prince initially pays tribute to his
ancestors, even if it is not on a grand scale, over time, as he extends the
gratitude to his imperial ancestors (ancestors’ ancestors), the influence of
benevolence will widen its reach. If a regional lord conducts rituals in
their natural surroundings, all the people within that area can engage in
benevolent acts together. When an emperor conducts rituals in suburban
areas and sacred grounds, people from all walks of life within a country
can collectively practice benevolence.*
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Yi Ik firmly asserts that the social extension and realization of the inherent
nature of benevolence result in a Confucian community where everyone
lives well together. He particularly elucidates this point through the
mechanism of rituals. He evaluates Confucian rituals as having a significant
societal function of inducing those participating in the rituals to empathize
with each other sufficiently and coexist harmoniously. While Confucian
ethics focused on virtues that manifest the characteristics and significance of
benevolence as a fundamental aspect of human nature, the Confucian rule
of rituals can be seen as offering a specific solution to how people can
manifest their innate public nature. In the case of the rituals Yi Ik mentions,
based on the performance of different scales of rituals, they act as catalysts,
driving the participants to voluntarily extend their innate desires and
emotions outward, towards others. In Confucian society, rituals played
precisely such a catalytic role. Yi IK's emphasis on rituals rather than laws
stemmed from the belief that various rituals effectively served as means to
encourage individuals to voluntarily expand their innate nature. For
Seongho and his disciples, what was crucial in pursuing social publicness
based on benevolence was the spontaneity and expansiveness of emotional
expression, and it was believed that rituals played a role in fostering social
publicness without forcibly constraining or regulating specific behaviors.
What was important when Yi Ik contemplated the nature of
benevolence was that it not merely refer to a metaphysical dimension quite
distinct from personal desires or emotions, as previously mentioned.
Instead, he developed his reasoning from the ordinary desires and emotions
that people typically experience. To Yi Ik, benevolence is a dispositional
force that seeks to coexist, sustaining oneself and others together. In a
similar way, the human inclination to want to live, eat, and alleviate suffering
or harm can also be considered one of the important inherent tendencies of
human beings. Yi Ik aimed to transform these individual tendencies, which
are typically self-centered (), toward a path that allowed for coexistence
with others (). Yi Ik expressed this as “to benefit oneself while also
benefiting others” (F|2. M ~F] A). While he considered self-benefit as the
private in a negative sense if it only benefited oneself at the expense of
others, he acknowledged it as the public if it benefited oneself while also
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benefiting others.*

Even as urban commerce and industry were already beginning to
develop in Joseon of the late 18th century (during Yi IK’s lifetime), he
continued to uphold an agrarian-centered perspective. This was because he
believed that the logic of commercialization and currency proliferation
benefited some while causing significant harm to others.*? His criticism of
commerce stemmed from his belief that the actions of merchants primarily
served their own personal interests without considering the communal
concept of simultaneously fulfilling the desires of other people.*
Furthermore, he warned that if rulers were to disregard the nature of
benevolence, ordinary people would eventually engage in disputes and
competition to pursue only their own self-interests. When individuals
pursue their own interests personally, completely forgetting their innate
communal nature—that is, their potential to be public—society becomes
entirely self-centered, characterized by a lack of mutual understanding and
cooperation.**

Yi Ik emphasized the importance of voluntary human efforts in
realizing the public. In another passage, he focused on the practical endeavor
of individuals to shape their own destinies, emphasizing the concept of
jomyeong 3&ifii, where people themselves actively shape their life’s destiny.

41. FFE, F2 A, KR, Joa L. FEE A il AR T r]. A, DB R,
E R FE MR, RIRF&RE, -2 AR, 5 E—E, QIRE R, AR
B... = —5, QIFES, MARGHIME. R CTAFA, A, JEA, IFTAA AT, 57
BHER, MHEZ KT, IMEEH, IITEBRF]. Seongho jeonseo (Complete Works of
Seongho), gwon 4, Noneo jilseo (Quick Comments on the Analects), “Liin” (Virtuous
Village).

42, FHIERE:, ILaEAIIAE, BAATR4E? Seongho saseol (Collected Works of Seongho), gwon
11, “Insamun” (Category of Human Affairs), “Jeonhae” $£5 (Harm of Money).

43. EE 2, NEEAZRL, R REM e Seongho saseol (Collected Works of Seongho),
gwon 6, “Manmulmun” E¥JF9 (Category of Various Things in the World), “Maje” &
(Horseshoe).

44. Seongho, like traditional Confucian scholars, emphasized the importance of benevolence.
However, he went further to highlight a new perspective: in the context of the
development of cities and the prevalence of commerce and industry in 18th-century
Joseon, benevolence could serve as a principle for restraining people’s excessive
competition and selfishness.
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He believed that longevity and death were unavoidable mandates from
Heaven, but the ability to avoid disasters and bring blessings depended on
one’s own efforts, creating a destiny (G&#iy) through one’s actions.* He
emphasized that this was not something exclusive to kings, high-ranking
officials, or scholars, but something that could be achieved by ordinary
people as well. In this short passage, Yi Ik criticized the social customs of the
late Joseon period that discriminated between the nobility and the
commoners, particularly suppressing the talents inherent in the lower
classes and slaves.* He saw in both the nobility and the commoners a shared
foundational nature, the ability to coexist, which served as the basis for
realizing public values. Hence, he believed that there should be no
discrimination between the nobility and commoners in the pursuit of public
values. Seongho believed that, based on this universal human nature and the
Confucian rituals that help individuals realize this nature, all people could
participate together in political actions aimed at fostering public values.

Conclusion

This article analyzed the concepts of the public and the private in the
thought of the late Joseon scholar Seongho Yi Ik. Seongho developed his
theory of the public and the private in the context of longstanding debates
among Joseon Confucian scholars regarding the four sprouts and the seven
emotions, reanalyzing various human emotions in light of the framework of
this pair of concepts. Yi Ik argued that while not all personal emotions

45. F R, A, B Rind, REUZ R, T, 59, 2. REE, mEEK EEE, m
WE R JEE S, MR RN Ba®, T FIRRECE S, (R, HAHRRR, SRR, &t
Hedv 2, Bt MR T, REREUES, Nz Ea, MeERCR damd, K2
B, NHh2I5, ZERIFEFEE EME 2. BHHE K, B H, mErn&id. s
MR, LRI, N HE, MASHX 23, & 2 LIS Zittig. MBI R 2, K2 5oy
B AN — B, T R S BUA, SIS, OGRS, T AGE, I 2 R, A I,
1&&%! Seongho saseol (Collected Works of Seongho), gwon 3, “Cheonjimun” K f/['q
(Category of Sky and Earth), “Jomyeong” j& i (Creating a Destiny).

46. For an analysis of the late Joseon dynasty’s customs and the presentation of reformist
social theories in Yi IKs works, including creating a destiny, see S. Kim (2013, 366).
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influenced by gi in physical form could be considered public, the public
values we aspire to do not entirely exclude or suppress the private. When
individuals harmonize their emotions to extend them into relationships
with others and assess the appropriateness of these emotions, Yi Ik
introduced the principle () as the ultimate criterion, as previous Neo-
Confucians believed. But, he argued that the principle is not detached from
the realm of the private particularity of gi in physical form without
undermining the importance of the principle. In short, the question was not
to exclude or suppress the individual dimension of privateness as it relates to
innate desires, but rather to explore how these realms of the private could be
harmonized to expand a dimension of the public that extended beyond one’s
personal realm.

In this regard, Yi Ik sought the possibility of public value on a practical
level, grounded not in metaphysical dimensions but in the concrete and
dynamic realm of individual entities. He realized through discussions with
his disciples that this was one way of expanding and cultivating public value
to effectively observe and expand innate desires and emotions,
encompassing others with similar desires. His intellectual exploration
revolved around the idea of active engagement with others while forming
and continually sustaining the self through relationships with numerous
individuals. The common theme he pursued was locating the origin of the
public in innate human nature ({~), considering this nature to be the
ontological basis for the public values achievable within human
communities. Seongho understood public values as the result of humans
spontaneously practicing and nurturing their innate nature to coexist with
others.

Certainly, nowadays people may naturally think of the public in
political terms, assuming that it requires the support of various social
institutions, organizations, and the exercise of governmental authority. They
might criticize the idea that public value can be achieved solely through
individual moral dimensions, instead emphasizing the need for coercive
institutions and fair procedures to realize it. However, it is important to
remember that Confucian scholars had a longstanding tradition of creating
legal codes and systems of punishment. These scholars were deeply



Ideas on the Public and the Private of 18th-century Joseon Confucian Scholar Seongho Yi Ik 33

concerned that such coercive legal systems could suppress human
spontaneity and, consequently, hinder the continuous realization of public
value. Confucian scholars believed that coercive legal systems could
potentially obstruct the spontaneous expression of human nature and,
consequently, impede the harmonious realization of communal values.
Thus, they sought to discover and reconstruct the fundamental source of
public values in the innate nature of human beings and focused on the
autonomy of individuals in achieving these values rather than relying on
external systems. Furthermore, they emphasized the importance of realizing
innate nature through voluntary actions. Scholars of the late Joseon period,
including Seongho Yi Ik himself, developed a practical philosophy wherein
individuals, based on their aforementioned universal human nature, worked
to achieve the public within society through their own efforts. For future
studies, I think it essential to consider these intellectual trends of the late
Joseon period within the broader context of the intellectual history of East
Asian Confucianism. This comparative philosophical perspective will help
us better understand the development of Confucian thought in East Asia.
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