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Abstract

Jeong Yak-yong’s Paradigm Shift in the Concept of Ren(f")
and the Grammar of Publicness

in Silhak-oriented Benevolent Governance(f %)

Park Young-do

Senior Research Fellow, Joongmin Foundation

This paper elucidates how the paradigm shift in the concept of
Ren(f{>) undertaken by Tasan Jeong Yak-yong (#5111 T ###) structured
his project of Silhak-oriented Benevolent Governance(#E41 { B0
and its grammar of publicness, while further exploring its historical
limitations and contemporary significance.

First, this study clarifies the connection between Ren and
publicness through the lens of Benevolent Governance({ ) as a
project of Confucian Enlightenment. It posits that Tasan’s vision
for Silhak-oriented Benevolent Governance represents the third
paradigm in the long history of benevolent governance.

Second, this development stems from Tasan’s paradigm shift

regarding the concept of Ren. The most significant aspect of this

ZgekgollA Q= 7] weted Adejeh sk Q#5573 _ 95

o



——

shift is that Ren is re-conceptualized as a moral action unfolding
within a social horizon—replacing the traditional cosmological
horizon of Neo-Confucianism—while simultaneously Sangje( I-iff;
Lord on High) is introduced as the normative foundation for such
moral action. This duality structures both the grammar and the
inherent limitations of Tasan’s project of Silhak-oriented Benevolent
Governance and its publicness.

Third, as the concept of Ren as moral action is applied to the
King’s political conduct, a blueprint for Tasan’s Silhak-oriented
Benevolent Governance is established. The three moments of moral
action—Seong (1) as moral propensity, Jae(-f) as the power of self-
determination, and Se(#%) as social circumstances—are transformed
into the normative, executive, and material dimension of Silhak-
oriented Benevolent Governance, respectively. In accordance
with this framework, a unique grammar of publicness emerges: it
seeks to efficiently establish people-oriented publicness through
a strategy that significantly reduces the deliberative publicness of
the often-distorted Confucian public sphere, while strengthening a
bureaucratic publicness centered on the King.

Fourth, this paradigm shift in Ren initiated a dialectics of
Confucian Enlightenment. It opened the possibility of moving
toward a new Confucian Enlightenment project—one that could
have crossed the threshold of modernity by deriving practical
rationality from within social practice and implementing it

throughout society. However, with the introduction of Shanje( I
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i), this possibility was foreclosed, and the dialectic of Confucian
Enlightenment was halted.

Finally, today’s crisis—characterized by even more severe
economic inequality and a more fractured public sphere than in
Tasan’s time—demands a Democratic Benevolent Governance (/1)
{-F). Pursuing such a project which grounds itself in the democratic
principle of autonomy instead of the ethics of filial piety(#z5)
would serve as a vital way to resume the dialectic of Confucian
Enlightenment, which remained suspended in Tasan’s era, within

the context of our contemporary conditions.

Key Words | Benevolent Governance({ ), Project of Confucian
Enlightenment, Tasan Jeong Yak-yong(4tli T 4#§), Ren as moral
action, Silhak(#t&)-oriented Benevolent Governance, Grammar of

Silhak-oriented Publicness, Dialectics of Confucian Enlightenment.
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