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Jeong Yak-yong’s Interpretation of Mencius’s Theory of
Human Nature and Its Place in the History of East Asian

Confucianism

HUANG Chun-chieh

This paper examines Jeong Yak-yong’s (Dasan, 1762-1836) interpretation of
Mencius’s views on the fundamental goodness of human nature. It also attempts to
situate Dasan’s view of Mencius in the context of East Asian Confucianism.

I argue that the philosophical stance of Jeong Yak-yong lies in the theory of
mind-heart. His interpretation of Mencius gives priority to mind-heart over all other
things. It is on the basis of the philosophy of mind-heart that Jeong Yak-yong launches
his vehement attack against the metaphysics of Song Neo-Confucians in general, and
of Zhu Xi (1130-1200) in particular. I also compare the outlook of Dasan with that
of Zhu Xi, Nakai Riken (1732-1817) and Dai Zhen (1724-1777), and indicate that
Dasan’s position may be best characterized as “post-Zhu Xi-ism.”

I conclude by saying that the central issue that Dasan addressed himself to
is “How is goodness possible?” rather than “What are the benefits resulting from
goodness?”” Dasan is concerned with the problem of “value” rather than the problem of
“being.”

Keywords: Jeong Yak-yong Dasan Zhu Xi  Nakai Riken = Dai Zhen
Nature as inclination  Nature as principle
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