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1. Introduction
In this paper, I examine Yi I’s (Yulgok, 1536-1584) theory of human beings in comparison
with Aristotle’s (384-322 BC). When we intend to make such a comparison, we are immediately
required to justify the reason for doing it, but it is often difficult to offer any persuasive reason
other than to make an appeal to academic or historical interest. I do think that a lot more than mere
satisfaction for historical interest can be gained by comparing them, but we shall have to wait until
later to see that my belief is not ungrounded.
Although there is about 1,900 years’ difference between Aristotle and Yulgok, I chose Aristotle
because he was the first Greek philosopher who was deeply concerned with understanding and
explaining human beings in terms of the dichotomous terms of form and matter, and, also, I
philosopher who adopted a different set of dichotomous terms, i.e. li and ki, in explaining human
beings. The primary reason for the choice of the two philosophers is thus that both of them were
the first philosophers who endeavored to explain human beings in terms of dichotomous principles
which do not have any common characteristics. Another reason is because they also had their
differences: indeed, the two philosophers not only had similarities on some preliminary points, but
also dissimilarities on a number of significant points. And it is expected that one’s deficiency can be
backed up by the other. To sum up, Aristotle and Yulgok fully utilized their own dichotomous terms
to prove the ultimate end of human beings expressed as the sages and the happy men, respectively,
This paper thus aims to show similarities and dissimilarities in their views on human beings,
hoping to compensate each other’s defect and produce a better theory. In the course of following up
the development of their views, I shall first analyze the two philosophers’ conception of nature and
1. I say “fully” in order to exclude the philosophers who use only one term such as form or mater, or li or ki. Indeed, the
two philosophers are the first in their own countries to utilize both terms, not one of them, in the account of human
beings.
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and they had many things to learn from each other.1
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chose Yulgok as the counterpart of comparison with Aristotle because he was the first Korean

go on to discuss their explanation of human beings in terms of the dichotomous principles and the
relationship between them. As noted, since the nature of human beings is what makes them as they
are, and since in explaining it the philosophers utilize a different set of dichotomous principles, it
is worthwhile to compare the characteristics of the principles in detail to see whether there is any
difference in their conception of nature. And then I shall turn to examine the principle of classifying
different classes of human beings. It is clear from our sensory observation that there are different
classes of human beings. The question is then what makes them different despite the fact that all of
them are equally explained in terms of two principles. Finally, I shall compare the characteristics of
sages and happy men which the two philosophers present as the ultimate end of human beings.

2. The Connotation of Nature in Aristotle and Yulgok
It is an interesting fact that philosophers in the East and the West did not have any direct mutual
contact or any mutual exchange of opinions, but they nonetheless had a common interest in the
concept of nature as early as in 4 century BC. As Aristotle would say, it might be because human
beings have in their genes the desire to know what a thing is and to explain why it is so and so.2
Although they did have a common interest in the concept, they often took a different way of
dealing with it. First, Eastern thinkers such as Mencius (ca. 372~ca. 289 BC) were not quite keen
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on offering any grounds for their claims and focused mainly on human nature, whereas Western
thinkers such as Aristotle (384-322 BC) were very anxious to provide reasonable grounds for their
own claims and focused not only on human nature, but also on the nature of all the other existing
beings. For example, Mencius in the Book of Mencius (hereafter, the Mencius) told us a large
number of guiding principles for human actions, but presented them as a sort of dogma or aphorism
without any proper grounds that would persuade us to accept them. It appears that he was not as
argumentative as Aristotle who tried in the Physics to answer the questions about what nature is,
what natural beings are, why they behave in the way they do, and the like.
Mencius’s doctrine that human nature is good was accepted without much controversy about its
validity and, also, without any serious attempt to provide the rationale for it until a new theoretical
interest and method of Neo-Confucianism emerged. For example, Chang Tsai (1020-1077) began to
introduce the notion of “physical nature” based on ki “that provided a hitherto lacking explanation
for evil,” soon after that, “From the Ch’eng brothers came the dualistic philosophy of li and ki,”
and “The overarching metaphysical framework came from Chou Tun-i (1017-1073).”3 By this
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2. Aristotle says that “All men by nature desire to know” (Metaphysics 980a 22) and, also, that “we do not know a thing
until we are acquainted with its primary causes or first principles, and have carried our analysis as far as its elements.
Plainly, therefore, in the science of nature too our first task will be try to determine what relates to its principles.”
(Physics 184a 10-16).
3. Kalton et. al. (1994), xvi. I have replaced principle and material force with li and ki, respectively, for the consistency
of the terms used in this paper. As for the translation of YI I’s passages, I have largely referred to Kalton’s translation
(Kalton et. al., 1994), but taken the liberty of modifying some of the terms and expressions.
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time, the terminological devices were ready for Zhu Xi (1130-1200) to use so that he was able
freely to adopt them in his comments on the classical literature including the Mencius. It was only
after the Neo-Confucian tradition was introduced to Korea in the thirteenth century4 that Korean
scholars endeavored to offer a theoretical basis for the arguments and claims made by the previous
Confucians.
In what follows, I shall focus on the examination of the connotation of Yulgok’s concept of
nature in comparison with Aristotle’s. However, since Yulgok’s views often overlap Mencius’
views, in such a case I shall often mention the latter instead without saying so. As mentioned earlier,
there are two reasons for comparing Aristotle and Yulgok: first, they were the first systematic
philosophers in their own countries, who were deeply concerned with the concept of nature and,
second, both of them employed a pair of terms, i.e. form and matter, and li and ki, to explain nature,
both of which were described as having no common characteristics.5 In particular, the second point
gives us the initial motive for comparing them.
The first question to ask is whether the concept of nature in Aristotle and Yulgok can be
explained in terms of essence. As is well known, Aristotle was the one who systematically
investigated the concept of nature in the ancient Greek. He in the Physics where the concept is
closely discussed defines it as the principle or source of movement and rest within natural beings.6
He denies to ascribe such a principle to artificial beings which he takes to be non-natural. We know
that Mencius in the fourth century remarked on human nature and its moral quality: that is, human
nature is morally good. It seems that for him nature merely refers to the moral quality of goodness.
If so, it is different from Aristotle’s concept of nature which is defined as a source of movement
and rest. However, the movement here does not simply mean the motion on the surface or in the
According to him, earth, for example, has its own nature to come to the center of the earth, whereas
fire has its nature to be far away from the center. Earth and fire seek the right places for themselves
and, when they arrive at the right places, they come to rest, which means that they completed the
actualization of their nature.
Aristotle’s definition of nature as a source of movement and rest initially implies (a) that the
source is inborn and so the movement is not forced from without and (b) that it explains why a
thing is in such and such a shape or condition at the moment, that is, it explains why it moves
now and not at another time. Moreover, his concept of nature entails more implications:7 (c) it is

4. As for the historical background for Korean Neo-Confucianism, see Chung (1995), pp. 1-36 and Kalton et. al. (1994),
xviii-xxvi.
5. As for the comparison of the two pairs of terms, see Clark (1975), pp. 212-216. He writes an appendix under the title
of “Aristotle and the Sung Neo-Confucians” in which he shows a number of similarities and dissimilarities between
them, though without any convincing evidence. However, it is definitely worthwhile to take a quick glance.
6. Aristotle, Physics 192b 19 ff.
7. Yoo (2008), pp. 64-65.
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teleological, that is, whatever has nature has an inborn aim, (d) its ultimate aim is what is good or,
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air, but various sorts of movements that one performs in order fully to actualize one’s own nature.

rather, the best for the subject, (e) those with nature utilize their nature exhaustively, and the like.
In the case of human beings, he tells us that the teleological aim of human beings is happiness in
virtue of their inborn nature and so they do everything within their power to be happy. To be brief,
Aristotle believes that all the beings that are born with nature will do their best to actualize their
nature. He expresses this belief in the proposition that “Nature does nothing in vain.”8
Understood in this way, nature for Aristotle means the completion of what a thing or a man is
supposed to do and to be by means of utilizing all the faculties the thing or the man possesses. In
this sense, the concept of nature appears tantamount to the concept of essence generally defined
as what it was to be as such. In other words, essence generally refers to all the attributes that
something has to have in order for it to be as such. However, when we apply the term to Aristotle,
it comes to have a more active sense. For his concept of nature refers to a collection of faculties
that enables the agency to perform the predesigned or predesignated functions within it. Moreover,
another difference between Aristotle’s concept of nature and the general definition of essence is that
the former implies the good or well-being of the agency on its completion, whereas the latter does
not necessarily so. That is, having all the essential attributes does not guarantee the possessor’s
well-being.
It is not immediately clear whether the Neo-Confucian concept of nature has the connotation
of essence which is now understood as referring to a collection of all the faculties which a man or
An Aristotelian Account of Yulgok’s Theory of Human Beings

a thing has and guaranteeing the possessor’s well-being. As a faithful Neo-Confucian, Yulgok in
general accepts the Mencian idea of human nature. He calls li nature only when it resides in ki and
divides it into the original nature which refers to li only without considering ki and the physical
nature to refer to the combination li and ki. The division of nature is to explain that human beings
are born with good nature because of their pure li which is always used in Neo-Confucianism as
the ground for human goodness and, also, that they, nonetheless, have the possibility of becoming
evil.9 In fact, Yulgok, like most Neo-Confucians, hardly seems to have any interest in the question
whether human nature embraces all the human faculties or not. However, considering that human
nature may well be taken by any Neo-Confucians to be what makes human beings human and
that to be a human being is not only to have all the faculties, but also to actualize them, we can
presumably say that the Mencian concept of nature can be understood in the same way as Aristotle’s
concept can. Even so, the moral goodness of human nature which Neo-Confucianism claim cannot
be ascribed to the concept of essence.
The second question concerning the concept of nature in Aristotle and Yulgok is whether both of
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them have a teleological implication. As noted, Aristotle’s concept of nature entails teleology which
implies that all the natural beings have inborn purposes or natural tendencies so that they behave
in a certain predesignated way. In his terms, if someone is a man, he should do such and such a
8. Aristotle, e.g. Physics 271a 33-34; De Anima 432b 21-22 and 434a 30; Politics 1253a 9 etc. For more on this, see Yoo
(2009a), pp. 198-199.
9. See below for more on the division of two natures.
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behavior. Again, this behavior is not something he should do in order to be a man, but something
he should do because he is a man. According to Aristotle, a man will do what he/she is supposed
to do and, in the end, what he is supposed to be insofar as there is no interruption from outside.10
However, the Neo-Confucian concept of nature seems to have a different connotation. Above
all, the Neo-Confucian concept does not seem to contain any teleological implication that one’s
behavior will bring about the good result for the agency. To say that one should do such and such a
behavior in order to be a human being is not to wait for a good result which will be automatically
obtained if there is no interruption, but to make an effort to get a good result perhaps because it
will not be automatically obtained without it. One more important point to note at this stage is that
Aristotle refers to all the behaviors necessary for the realization of human nature morally good,
whereas Yi I considers certain designated behaviors as morally good, i.e. the sorts of behaviors
that can be found in the Mencius, such as the feelings of commiseration, of shame and dislike, of
deference and compliance, and of right and wrong. In sum, Yi I, following the general tendency of
Neo-Confucianism, emphasizes human nature and human morality, but Aristotle is not specifically
concerned with human nature and so human morality. That is, Aristotle’s research in human nature
is only part of his interest in nature as a whole. Consequently, his discussion in his ethical works
is only descriptive in the sense that it only states what he takes to be true, and he hardly means to
present any prescriptive guidance for human behaviors.

The Relationship Between the Dichotomous Principles
The common characteristic about Aristotle’s terms, form and matter, and Yulgok’s terms, li and
to be composed of form and matter or li and ki. Although Aristotle in the De Anima prefers to use
such terms as soul and body instead in the case of living beings, they are only different names for
form and matter, respectively. Indeed, he has quite a strong idea about the composition of things, i.e.
hylomorphism, by which he arguably insists that there cannot be any existing things which are not
composed of both form and matter because there cannot be any form without matter and any matter
without form. Although the inseparability of form and matter is thus claimed, they are not said to
be one. More or less the same view can be found in Neo-Confucianism in that it not only denies the
separability of li from ki, which may well be taken to be the Neo-Confucian hylomorphism or, as
the identification li with ki.
The second characteristic between the two pairs of the terms is that both form and li are
considered to be abstract, immaterial, and unchangeable principles such as the governing laws of
nature which are not affected by anything material, but whose existence cannot be denied, whereas
10. Aristotle, e.g. Physics 199a 10-11; 255b 3 ff.
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we might term it, likism, i.e. the theory that everything that exists is composed of li and ki, but also
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ki, is that they are considered to be the constituents of beings. That is, all the myriad beings are said

both matter and ki are described as concrete, material, and changeable constituents. The fact that the
two entities have different equalities denies the possibility of any interaction between them. That
is, form and li can neither affect, nor be affected by, matter and ki. As mentioned, form and li are
unchanging, and remain the same all the time. On the contrary, matter and ki are changeable and so
whatever change the composite things experiences is ascribed to them, not to form and li.
The two characteristics stated above are common to the pairs of the terms, but the pairs also
have their difference. In fact, there arises a question whether both pairs are two different natures or
only two types of one and the same nature. This question arises because, when Aristotle claims that
form and matter are called nature,11 he clearly says that they are two aspects of one and the same
nature, but not two natures that belong to different entities or whatsoever. As we shall see below, he
strongly believes in hylomorphism that everything that exists is composed of form and matter and
never talks of the nature of form or that of matter, or of any characteristic nature derived from either
of them in separation. At first sight, the same reasoning appears to apply to Neo-Confucianism. For,
on the one hand, Yulgok, following Zhu Xi, seems, on the one hand, to acknowledge two types of
nature and, on the other hand, to deny that they are two natures, but one and the same nature. The
Neo-Confucians do not immediately identify li and ki with nature(s) but, in general, introduces
the li–based nature and the ki–based nature and call them the original nature and the physical (or,
rather, psychophysical) nature.
An Aristotelian Account of Yulgok’s Theory of Human Beings

However, as briefly seen above, Yulgok’s view on the relationship between the two natures
seems to be different from Aristotle’s view. Yulgok explains that the original nature has the
characteristics derived from li, whereas the physical nature does not only have the characteristics
derived from ki, but the characteristics derived from the combination of li and ki. However, since
the characteristics derived from the combination of li and ki might be understood to imply the
emergence of some new characteristics which were not in li and ki before their combination, it
is better to say that the physical nature has the combining characteristics derived from li as well
as ki. If so, since the characteristics derived from li, i.e. the original nature, are only parts of
has the combination of the characteristics derived from li as well as ki, i.e. the physical nature,
one might legitimately say that the original nature is part of the physical nature.12 This is indeed
Yulgok’s concept of the physical nature which he inherited from Zhu Xi. Yulgok thus regards the
physical nature as the only nature and the original nature as an abstract term.13 He uses the term
“the original nature” to provide the theoretical ground for the moral goodness of human nature in
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11. Aristotle, Physics 194a 12 ff.
12. See Yulgok jŏnsŏ (Complete Works of Yi I) 10: 29b, “Considered in this way, the original nature and the physical
nature are in no way two natures. It is just that when one approaches the physical constitution and only points out its
principle, we call it the original nature, and when one points out the combination of li and ki, we call it the physical
nature.”
13. Cf. Yulgok jŏnsŏ 10: 22a-b, “The nature is a composite of li and ki. In general, only after li is in the midst of ki is it is
called the nature. If it is not within the physical constituent, it should be called li, but not the nature. However, when
we point out only the li within the physical constitution, it is the original nature; the original nature cannot have ki
mixed in.”
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which he deals with li as being separated from, and independent of, ki.

The Principle of Classification of Human beings
Yulgok’s famous theory of litongkikuk suggests that, although all the myriad things share one
and the same kind of li, but due to the delimitation of ki there can be various kinds of beings.14 He
applies this view to human beings and claims that they can be divided into different classes due to
their ki.
Only human beings have received integral and penetrating ki and at the same time have
innumerable variations as to the degree of clarity of turbidity, being pure or mixed. The
do not have the pure uniformity of Heaven and Earth; but the mind, being empathy,
spiritual, and penetrating, is fully endowed with the myriad li.15
Yulgok distinguishes four types of man, i.e. the sage 聖人, the worthy 賢者, the middle sort 中人,
and the inferior 不肖者. First, he gives an account of the sages.
The psychophysical endowment of a sage is perfectly pure and his nature is in integral
possession of its substance without a single bit of the self-centeredness of selfish
human desires. Therefore, as the issuance of this nature, “he can follow his heart’s
desire without transgressing the norm,” and the human mind is likewise the Tao mind.
It is like a perfectly clean vessel filled with water since there is not a speck of dirt,
entirely clear water.16
According to the above passage, the sage refers to a man without any selfish desire. Moreover,
whatever he does from his heart, he always fits the norm. Elsewhere, he adds thus,
Among human beings, there are sages. They alone have received perfectly penetrating
and perfectly integral, perfectly clear and perfectly pure ki, and so they are at one with
the character of Heaven and Earth. Therefore, the sage likewise has a fixed nature that
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does not change. ... the sage is the norm for the ordinary man. That which is termed
techniques of self-cultivation are nothing more than a matter of following the norms that
have already been formulated by the sages, that is all.17
14.
15.
16.
17.

Yi I, Yulgok chŏnsŏ 10:2a in Kalton et. al. (tr.) (1994), p. 177.
Yi I, Yulgok chŏnsŏ 10:3a in Kalton et. al. (tr.) (1994), p. 127.
Yi I, Yulgok chŏnsŏ 10:14a-b in Kalton et. al. (tr.) (1994), p. 151.
Yi I, Yulgok chŏnsŏ 10:3b in Kalton et. al. (tr.) (1994), p. 128.
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when it moves and the originally clear water is poured out and flows forth, it remains
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Now, the sage refers to someone who has perfected his/her inborn nature. Indeed, the sage refers
to a man who does not have to make an effort to complete his/her nature since he/she is someone
who already has “perfectly penetrating and perfectly integral, perfectly clear and perfectly pure
ki” which is in harmony with Heaven and Earth. Moreover, the sage himself/herself is the norm
itself and formulates the norm for the ordinary man. Once again, whatever he/she does, it does not
transgress the norm.
Secondly, the worthy has the pure physical quality 氣質, but his/her physical quality is slightly
mixed with turbidity. However, the worthy can remove the turbidity and regain “the full perfection
of the original nature.”18 Yulgok describes it as “a vessel filled with water that is basically clean, but
has not escaped a slight bit of dirt inside.” And so, he adds, “there must be further cleansing before
the water regains its original clarity.”19
Thirdly, there is the middle class of people which refers to the class that falls between that of the
worthy and that of the inferior. That is, the physical quality of the middle class is clearer than that of
the worthy dirtier than that of the inferior.20 Yulgok has no doubt that even the nature of the middle
class of people is originally good, but can be influenced by the turbidity of the physical quality and
devolved into evil.21
Finally, there is the class of the inferior. Yulgok says that the people who belong to this class
have “a lot of the turbid and little of the clear in it, much that is impure and little that is pure. The
An Aristotelian Account of Yulgok’s Theory of Human Beings

original condition of the nature is overwhelmed, and, moreover, there is no application made to
cultivate and perfect it.”22 As it stands, he appears to deny the possibility of this class of people to
be somehow cultivated so that their physical quality can regain clarity. Although he does not clearly
say that the inferior can also be cultivated, but he elsewhere claims that all the human beings have
the capacity for self-cultivation.
… the practice of self-cultivation belongs only to man, and the ultimate perfection of
that practice extends even to bringing it about that Heaven and Earth assume their proper
positions and all creatures are properly nurtured. Only then is the service that is within
the human capacity fulfilled.23
Yulgok thus thinks that that human beings that are equally composed of li and ki can be divided
into four classes in accordance with the clarity or purity of ki and believes in the goodness of
human nature as well as the human capacity for actualizing the nature by means of self-cultivation.
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18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.

Yi I, Yulgok chŏnsŏ 10:14b in Kalton et. al. (tr.) (1994), p. 151.
Yi I, Yulgok chŏnsŏ 10:14a-b in Kalton et. al. (tr.) (1994), p. 151.
Yoo (2018), p. 51.
Yi I, Yulgok chŏnsŏ 10:15a in Kalton et. al. (tr.) (1994), p. 152.
Yi I, Yulgok chŏnsŏ 10:14b in Kalton et. al. (tr.) (1994), p. 151.
Yi I, Yulgok chŏnsŏ 10:3a in Kalton et. al. (tr.) (1994), p. 127.
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Now let us turn to Aristotle’s views on the different classes of human beings. In examining
his views, we need first to ask whether he ever divides human beings into different classes. The
answer might be “Yes.” In the De Anima, where he divides living beings into different species,
he only distinguishes them into plants, animals (stationary animals and locomotive animals), and
human beings, and does not quite show any interest in the further division of them. However, the
differentiating factor he uses in dividing the living beings is the soul rather than the body. That is,
plants have the nutritive soul, animals the locomotive soul that also has the vegetative, the sensory,
and the appetitive as its parts, and human beings the rational soul that also has the vegetative, the
sensory, the appetitive, and the locomotive as its parts. In this way, the soul which is identified with
the form is that which divides living beings into different species.24 Indeed, Aristotle often claims
the primacy of form by which he says that for an axe to perform its given function it has to have
the right kind of shape to cut the trees. However, although in saying this he appears to emphasize
the formal aspect of the axe such as its shape, he does not mean to say that only the formal aspect
is necessary for cutting trees, but that the form presupposes the material necessary for the axe to cut
trees. In other words, the axe must be made of the right kind of material such as iron or stone, but
not jelly.25
It thus appears that this is the main difference between Aristotle and Yulgok. That is, Yulgok
thinks that human beings can be divided into different classes in accordance with the clarity or
turbidity of their physical quality, whereas Aristotle does not quite divide them into different
classes. However, he surely distinguishes males from females and considers their physical
difference (the defective material of the female, to be precise), but there is no sufficient evidence to
take it to be his general views.

Nowadays, the division of the four types of human beings in accordance with the degree of
clarity and purity of ki might look rather arbitrary. Although it is also unclear why he divides them
specifically into the four types rather than five or six types, it is nevertheless clear that he tries hard
to claim that human beings are capable of becoming sages by way of cultivation. Indeed, the basic
idea of Neo-Confucianism is that human beings should do their best to become sages. In other
words, becoming sages is the final aim of human beings. As seen, sages refer to the people who are
to reach the standard of sages. Neo-Confucians in general including Yulgok believe that human
beings are born with good natures and will act accordingly. This might well be understood as
suggesting that they will not agree with such a belief that “Once a villain, always a villain.” Indeed,
Yulgok strongly emphasizes that even villains are capable of rectifying their evil deeds, recovering
24. Aristotle, De Anima II. chs. 2-3.
25. Cf. Aristotle, Physics 193b 7.
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in harmony with Heaven and Earth, whereas the other kinds of people refer to the people who aim
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The Sages and the Happy Men

their original natures, and becoming sages through cultivation.
What is to be noted here is that Yulgok’s understanding of human beings focuses on explaining
their moral characteristics and allowing for the possibility for their becoming sages. In his other
works such as Hakkyo mŏbom (Model for an Academy) and Sŏnghak chipyo (Essentials of the
Learning of the Sages) in Yulgok chŏnsŏ, he endeavors to show a number of practical ways to
educate students. Neo-Confucians do not advise them to achieve happiness or something like that,
but tell them to complete their natures to be sages. Indeed, for them to complete their natures or
to be sages or, even, to be human beings refer to one and the same thing. It might be legitimate
to conclude that the objective of Neo-Confucianism was to cultivate oneself to become a human
being in its proper sense of term. Thus, it particularly emphasizes two points, i.e. the completion of
human nature and the education to be a sage.
In contrast, Aristotle presents happiness as the ultimate aim that human beings pursue by
nature.26 He defines happiness as something self-sufficient, noble, and pleasant.27 It is not something
that can be obtained all at once, but throughout one’s whole life. In general, Aristotle maintains
that the nature of things will be fully actualized if there is no intervention from without.28 However,
although he believes that human beings have the nature to pursue happiness, he does not think that
it will be obtained even if there is no intervention. As is well known, he emphasizes the concept
of mean (mesotes) in his account of human happiness. That is, for one to be happy one needs to
An Aristotelian Account of Yulgok’s Theory of Human Beings

choose a mean between two extremes or two vices,29 but in order to choose a mean one needs the
capacity for excellence, i.e. the capacity to choose a mean.30 He introduces two kinds of excellence,
i.e. the intellectual excellence and the moral excellence, and claims that the former comes about
by education and the latter by habit.31 At this stage, we do not need to discuss how to educate
well or how to have a proper habit, but to note that Aristotle’s happiness is not something that can
be obtained automatically without any effort. Indeed, one might say that Aristotle’s teleological
account of human beings reaches the limit here since the nature of things cannot be fully actualized
even without the external intervention. In any case, his account of human beings in this way
appears very similar to Yulgok’s account that we have seen earlier, in particular, in that they say that
one needs appropriate education to be a sage or a happy man.
I do not mean to start a whole new discussion but, but there is one remaining question
worthwhile to ask. I will simply raise the question and offer a brief answer to it. The question
whether it is ever possible for one to be a sage in Yulgok’s theory (or in the general Neo-Confucian
theory) or a happy man in Aristotle’s theory? This question primarily arises from Aristotle since
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he thinks that happiness does not refer to an instant feeling of happiness, but a state that lasts
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.

Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics 1097b 20-21 and 1099a 24.
Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics 1176b 4-5 and 1097b 5-7.
Aristotle, e.g. Physics 199a 10-11, 255b 3 ff.
Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics 1109a 20 ff.
Cf. Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics 1102a 5-6; cf. 1106b 36, “Excellence… is a state concerned with choice.”
Cf. Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics 1103a 14 ff.
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throughout one’s whole life and, also, that there are three conditions required for happiness, i.e. the
psychological, the physical, and the external, which are almost impossible for one to satisfy. The
happy man for Aristotle is just a norm or an ideal form of man which can never exist in the real
world. If so, what is the use of talking about it? For us human beings, it seems to be presented as
the road not taken or, rather, the road that cannot be taken for ever. Nonetheless, Aristotle shows the
road because he knows that we have the habit of dreaming, i.e. the dreaming of taking it one day.
That is, although it looks almost impossible to reach the standard, he tells us about it because he
knows that we will somehow keep trying. What about the sage case in Neo-Confucianism? Can we
think of it in the same way? I will leave this question open to the audience.

References
Primary Sources
Zhu Xi, Chu Tzu yü-lei
The Book of Mencius
Barnes, J. (ed.) (1984) The Complete Works of Aristotle. Princeton University Press.
Chan, Wing-tsit (tr.) (1963) A Sourcebook in Chinese Philosophy. Princeton: Princeton University
Press.
Yi I (1992) Yulgok chŏnsŏ (Complete works of Yulgok). 2 vols. 5th ed. Seoul: Sŏngkyunkwan
University Press.

Bloom, I. (1994) “Mencian Arguments on Human Nature,” Philosophy East & West Vol.44. no. 1,
19-53.
Chan, Wing-Tsit (tr.) (1963) A Sourcebook in Chinese Philosophy. Princeton University Press.
Chung, Edward Y. J. (1995) The Korean Neo-Confucianism of Yi T’oegye and Yi Yulgok. State
University of New York Press.
Collingwood, R. G. (1960) The Idea of Nature. New York: Oxford University Press.
theory of the sameness and difference of the human nature and the nonhuman nature).
Han’guksasangsahak Vol. 18, 405-436.
Hwang, Ŭi-Dong (1987) Yulgok chŏlhakyŏn’gu (Studies in Yulgok’s Philosophy) Seoul:
Gyŏngmunsa.
Hwang, Ŭi-Dong (2007) “Yulgok likiron ŭi hyŏnjaejŏk ŭimi,” Dongsǒchǒlhakyǒn’gu Vol. 46, 289310.

Parallel Session

755

Parallel Session 4-3

Hong, Jŏng-Gŭn (2002) “Inmulsŏng-donginonjaeng ŭi yoin” (The reason for the debate on the

Human Images & Comparative Thoughts

Secondary Sources:

Jang, Suk-Pil (2000) “Yulgok Yi I ŭi litonggiguksŏl kwa inmulsŏngnon” (Yulgok’s theory of
litonggikuk and the theory of human and non-human nature). Yulgokhakpo Vol. 14, 48-80.
Kalton, M. C. et. al. (tr.) (1994) The Four-Seven Debate. Albany: State University of New York Press.
Lee, Ae-Hŭi (2004) Chosŏn hugi inmulsŏng-mulsŏng nonjaeng ŭi yŏn’gu (Studies on the debate
over human nature and non-human nature in the late Chosŏn dynasty). Seoul: Koryŏdaehakkyo
minjokmunhwa yŏn’kuso.
Mun, Sŏk-Yun, (1995) “Oeam kwa Namdang ŭi mibalnonpyŏn” (A debate between Oeam and
Namdang on “the unaroused state”). Taedongkojŏnyŏn’gu Vol. 1, 219-256.
Ro, Young-Chan (1989) The Korean Neo-Confucianism of Yi Yulgok. Albany: State University of
New York Press.
Son, Hong-Chŏl (2015) “Yulgok litongkikuknon ŭi naepo wa oeyŏn” (The intention and extension
of Yulgok’s theory of litongkikuk). Yulgoksasang yŏn’gu Vol. 31, 67-92.
Tu, Wei-ming (1985) Confucian Thought. State University of New York Press.
Yoo, Weon-Ki (1999) Aristotle on Self-Motion. PhD Thesis. Bristol University.
Yoo, Weon-Ki (2008), “Aristoteles ŭi chŏlhakchŏk inkanhak (Aristotle’s Philosophical
Anthropology),” Catholic sinhak kwa sasang Vol. 62, 56-84.
Yoo, Weon-Ki (2009a), Chayŏn ŭn Hŏttoen Irŭl Haji Anneŭnda (Nature Does Nothing in Vain:
Aristotle’s Natural Philosophy). Paju: Sǒgwangsa.
An Aristotelian Account of Yulgok’s Theory of Human Beings

Yoo, Weon-Ki (2009b) Aristoteles ŭi chŏngchihak (Aristotle’s Politics). Paju: Sagyejŏl chulpansa.
Yoo, Weon-Ki (2009c), “Tongsŏyang ŭi Inmulsŏng Tongiron” (The Theory of Human and
Nonhuman Nature in the East and the West), Tongyangchŏlhak yŏn’gu Vol. 52, 301-324.
Yoo, Weon-Ki (2011a), “Yulgok ŭi simsŏngron e daehan saeroun punsŏk” (A new analysis of
Yulgok’s theory of mind), Yangmyŏnghak Vol. 28, 301-328.
Yoo, Weok-Ki (2011b) An Analytical Examination of the Debate in the 16th Century Chosǒn
Sǒngnihak: Focussed on the Four-Seven Debate Between Yi Hwang and Ki Tae-Sŭng. PhD
Thesis. Sungkyunkwan University.
Yoo, Weon-Ki (2012) “Is Yulgok’s Theory of Mind Consistent?” Acta Koreana, vol. 15:1, 147-162.
Yoo, Weon-Ki (2015) “Yulgok ligiron ŭi sŏyang chŏlhakchŏk chomyŏng” (Yulgok’s theory of li and
ki viewed from a Western philosophical perspective). Yulgokhak yŏn’gu Vol. 31, pp. 67-92.
Yoo, Weon-Ki (2018) Chosŏn Sŏngihak Nonjaneng ŭi Punsŏkjŏk Tam’gu (Analytical research into
the debates in Chosŏn Sŏngnihak). Seoul: Yŏkrak.

Weon-Ki Yoo

756

Proceedings of the 5th World Humanities Forum

