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Pak Sedang fMi-E (1629-1703)

KIM Daeyeol
Institut National des Langues et Civilisations Orientales (Paris)

In the 17" century, Korean orthodox of Zhu Xi’s school, which was confined to overly
theoretical or metaphysical thoughts and debates, began to disclose its limitations and some
scholars found a way to base their thinking on reality and to make their thought carry in it
practicality. Their thought paved the way for further development in the 18" century. Pak
Sedang was part of this new current. In his commentaries to the Classics, he looked for
understanding and interpretation true to the original texts but at the same time he was
independent and open-minded vis-a-vis the orthodox. In the end of the 17th century and the

beginning of the 18th century, during the rage of faction between namin B.A and sgin PG A,

split and conflict even inside the latter between noron E&& and soron 2> were intense

around the issue of the relation with Qing China. Pak Sedang was indifferent to the ritual
debates between namin and s¢in and, on the diplomatic issues he pursued practical interest
over rationale. On the ritual debates, in particular, he pointed out that the rite justified by a
principle doesn’t affect the fact of transmission of the throne and therefore he didn’t fully
acknowledge the worth of the ritual debates. In other words, he didn’t intend to implement the
ritual ideas from Zhu Xi’s school in a doctrinaire way. He laid stress on the fact that
Confucianism is a system of thought that essentially values the practicality. The scholarly

effort he made to renovate Confucianism of his time inside Confucian tradition crystallized

into his work Sabyonnok B.#8% (or T ongsol JBER) that interprets Six Classics, and his
search for this renovation outside the tradition, into his commentaries to the Laozi #& ¥ and

the Zhuangzi #+.



1.

As to the studies on Confucian Classics, Pak Sedang, being unsatisfied with Zhu Xi’s
commentaries which were recognized as authentic, pursued faithful interpretation in his own
way, tried to recover original meanings in ruminating on the sense of letters and contexts and
giving detailed analyses. In this reason, he sometimes did neither accept Zhu Xi’s
commentaries nor hesitate to indicate doubtful or unclear points in his eyes. In this sense, he
was free from Zhu Xi’s authority.

This attitude of Pak Sedang reveals itself in his commentary to the Great Learning

(Taehak &K £8) in particular. He underlined that most of the text of the work contain contents

that even the beginners can easily understand and put into action. According to him, however,
Zhu Xi commits, in his commentary to the opening chapter of the Great Learning, a
contradiction in describing the highest stage of the attainment of self-perfection while saying

that the work is for the first learner the door to enter to the learning. Pak Sedang glosses the
kyok ¥& in kyongmul (}&4¥0) as “rule” or “correct” and understands kyongmul ch’iji (¥&¥1 24 &N)

as setting right the object of practice by acquiring the appropriate reference of action in
practicing. In other works, these phrases indicate, not any profound theory by which one’s
knowledge attains the fullest realization of the world of things as Zhu Xi’s teaching, but the
practical awareness of the correct thing to do. His argument is based on the position that
regards as important practice and experience advancing stage by stage, from close proximity
to distant place, from lower to higher. Pak Sedang underlines the fact that this is the original
spirit of the Classics and therefore he criticizes Zhu Xi’s teaching for failing their real

meaning. Thus his thought differs in orientation from Zhu Xi’s school and takes another turn.

His Chungyong Sabyonnok ¥ & B ###% or the Critical thinking on the Chungyong,

starts with a study on the definition of chungyong. Unlike Zhu Xi’s commentary reading yong
in an ordinary sense, he interprets chungyong as getting the middle way and keeping it
permanently. His understanding of the term doesn’t restrict it to the awareness of the usual
nature of the middle way but puts the emphasis on continual and steady practice. On the
grounds that the work is written to teach about human being and not about things, he rejects
Zhu Xi’s theory that doesn’t make a great discrimination between human being and no human

being in their original nature.



2.
In criticizing the speculative nature of Neo-Confucianism of Zhu Xi’s school, he repudiates
its principal concepts and theses. In the development of Neo-Confucianism, the rise of

philosophical tendency to understand all formations and changes through principles and the

thinking that considers the “li’ ! (principle) as a reality in the meaning of so yi yon FTASR
(the reason why it is s0) and so tang yon P& #& (the reason why it must be so), these two
factors had worked to come up with the idea of “the ch’o6n X (heaven) is ‘li . Hereby, the
idea of ‘Lord on High’ (sangje L) as a supreme being was eclipsed and the ‘li’ as principle

replaced ‘Lord on High’. The Heaven being reduced to ‘li’ was understood as song % (nature)

inherent in human being. The li, as Supreme Ultimate regarded as the first cause of reality, is
one as a whole; at the same time it is omnipresent. As to this thesis, Pas Sedang considered
the ‘heaven’ as ‘Lord on High’ irreducible to the li. His understanding about the concept of
song (nature) was also different from that of Zhu Xi. The song was for him the perspicacity
endowed from Lord on High, corresponding to one’s reason capable to distinguish between

right and wrong and use perception ability. According to him the song is no other than ‘talent’

(chae =) which contains it to shape in accordance with the form of each one after the latter is

endowed his form to exist. For this reason he considered also song as having a form (‘below

form’, hyong i ha 2T ). He had interest in heterogeneity of the song endowed to each

individual more than its essential homogeneity with li which establishes the thesis “nature is
principle” (song chiik Ii 14 BIZE).

Thus, more than to the general principle the ‘original human nature’ has, Pak Sedang
paid attention to its significance of self-conscious subject having in one’s mind innate insight.
And the fulfillment of the latter depends on ordinary practice such as putting filial piety into
action. For him, the li (principle) provides the reference in order that good sense or moral

judgment is possible and, being endowed this li as criteria that is song combined with the ki

R, (vital force), human being merely does his best in relation with things and society. Pak

Sedang tried to emphasize the necessity of practice in reality and the acquisition of the moral
virtue through endeavor in the course of life more than the metaphysical understanding or



belief about moral original nature or innate integrity. This thought appears later in Chong

Yagyong T & #&.

3.

In addition to the Cheng and Zhu’s Neo-Confucian school, philosophical thought was
relatively varied in Pak Sedang’s time. This landscape was shaped by the diversity of Choson
scholars’ attitudes toward indictments of contradictions and limits of Zhu Xi’s school’s ruling
principle that disclosed themselves during wars and invasions. Pak Sedang’s open-minded
way of thinking and study can be seen in his attitudes towards Yangming’s school, Lao-
Zhuang thoughts and Buddhism. In the Laozi and the Zhuangzi not only he points out
extensively those which correspond to self-perfection and state administration, fundamentals

of Confucianism, but also he explains through his Neo-Confucian eye such concepts as ‘way’

(to 3&), “virtue’ (tok £8), ‘having name’ (yumyong BH), ‘not having name’ (mumyong HER)

or ‘putting things in order’ (chemul Z5¥J). This can be regarded at the same time as a

‘Confucianization of the Lao-Zhuang’s thoughts’ and a renovation of Confucianism.

One of the points that are worthy of notice in his commentaries to the Laozi and the
Zhuangzi is that he has fundamentally Confucian worldview and value system, that he centers
his thinking upon human conditions and actions. He turns the Lao-Zhuang’s thoughts on the
being transcending human conditions into all interest in human dimension. He affirms man’s
ethical judgment and attaches importance to the contribution to society through traditionalism,
that is, by transmission of values of the past, while being critical against Lao-Zhuang’s
skeptical attitude toward moral value and their thought pleading for cultural relativity and
individual enlightenment. And he pursues applicability in reality of problem solving.

Meanwhile, toward Lao-Zhuang’s thought and Buddhism, he shows inclusive attitude,
that is, rational and selective adoption of other traditions with the idea that “truth also can
partially be found in other traditions”. In his search for Confucian truth in Buddhist or Lao-
Zhuang’s texts, he reads therein the Confucian ideology such as ‘self-perfection and social
administration’ or ‘inner sage, outer king’. In particular, he seeks therein an alternative
thought to remedy noron’s rigid dogmatism of his time.

This inclusive attitude also can be seen in his acknowledgement of ideal being and
society thinkable beyond every tradition. For example, toward those who reach an ideal state

or a high level of moral attainment, even though they belong to Daoist or Buddhist tradition,



he shows them respect by using such appellation as talja i £%&, ¢ ongin BA, sangin £ A.

According to his thought, there can be no distinction between inside and outside of a tradition
at the highest level of the teaching; Dao is in the center that all things and disputes surround
and there are lots of ways to approach the center. Hence, no matter how innumerable are
disputes, grasping this center one can have plenty of ways to respond to them. He rejects self-
righteousness too. He argues that the ways to pursue the common good can be different from
one to another, and that other’s searching for good helps my seeking virtue and in this case it

IS necessary to tolerate and encourage other’s pursuit of good. Thereby he regards as model of

government the being lenient and fond of doing good in the ‘Great Centre’ (hwanggiik £ #5&)

and ‘Perfect Equilibrium’ (chungjong # IE).
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