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Abstract

Jeong Yak-yong’s Theory of the
“Four Buddings and Seven Feelings”
in Light of His interpretation of Mencius’ Theory of
Human Nature

Ming-huei Lee
Distinguished Research Fellow, Institute of Chinese Literature and Philosophy, Academia

Sinica/ Professor, Graduate Institute of National Development, National Taiwan University

The problem of the “four buddings” and “seven feelings” was the
most important and controversial issue in the history of Korean
Confucianism. Although Jeong Yak-yong(Tasan) had only two essays
entitled “Investigation into the Issues of Li and Qi”(1801) which
directly referred to this issue, his views on this issue underwent a
developmental process. In addition, he made a special interpretation
of the concept of “four buddings” in his Essential Meaning of the
Mencius(1814). He interpreted the word “duan” as “beginning” and
opposed interpreting it as “clue,” as Zhu Xi did. Accozzzzzzrdingly,
he interpreted the “four buddings” as the ground for the extension
of “liangzhi”(original knowing), and viewed humanity(ren),
righteousness(yi), propriety(li), and comprehension(zhi) as the
outcomes of this extension.

Regarding the issue of the “four buddings” and “seven feelings,’

Jeong originally agreed with Yi Yulgok’s thesis that there is only one
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way, namely gi(material force) issues and li(principle) directs it. But
later due to the influence of Yi Pyok he began to turn to Yi Toegye’s
theory of the “mutual issuance of li and qi” and tried to mediate
the views of Yi Toegye and Yi Yulgok. At first, Jeong pointed out
that when Yi Toegye and Yi Yulgok discussed the issue of the “four
buddings” and “seven feelings,” they talked about “li” and “qi” from
different perspectives: Yi Toegye talked about “li” and “qi” from the
perspective of the theory of heart-mind and Yi Yulgok from the
perspective of ontology, and both are compatible with each other.
Secondly, Yi Toegye’s thesis that “the four buddings issue from li and
the seven feelings issue from qi” was revised to read that “the four
buddings generally issue from li and the seven feelings generally issue
from qi.” In the end, Jeong gave Yi Toegye’s theory of the issuances
of li and qi a practical significance from the perspective of self-

cultivation.

Key Words | Jeong Yak-yong, Yi Toegye, Yi Yulgok, Matteo Ricci, Four

Buddings and Seven Feelings
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