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"accommodating sympathetic consideration" (K: yongseo 容恕), was characteristic 

of neo-Confucianism;68 while of some value, it was not an essential part of moral 

self-cultivation and, as we shall see, brought with it formidable moral hazard. 

There are two types of 恕 : one is called "inferential sympathetic 

consideration" and the other "accommodating sympathetic consideration." 

Only the former is found in ancient sources, never the latter. For the most 

part, what Zhu Xi talked about was accommodating sympathetic 

consideration […]. While inferential sympathetic consideration and 

accommodating sympathetic consideration seem similar they actually are 

miles apart. Inferential sympathetic consideration primarily concerns 

cultivating the self, it is the means by which one carries out good actions 

oneself. Accommodating sympathetic consideration primarily concerns 

dealing with others, it pertains to tolerating and forgiving the bad 

behavior of other people. How can these two be regarded as the same?69 

As is made clear in the quote above, "inferential sympathetic consideration" 

is the only kind of 恕 that was discussed in classical sources and is the most 

basic and important practice of moral self-cultivation. Dasan recognized a 

distinction between cases in which my treatment at the hands of others leads me 

to see that something is inappropriate and cases in which my standing desires 

lead me to see what I should not do to others, but in either case he insisted that 

the exercise of inferential sympathetic consideration is a guide for carrying out 

good actions;70  this concern for actual practice runs throughout his ethical 

philosophy. 

                                                 
68 The characters 容恕 mean "forgiveness" in both modern Korean and Chinese, and this is an 

artifact of the influence of Zhu Xi's understanding of 恕. 
69 The Shared Meaning of the Great Learning (Taehakkangui 大學公義) (commentary on 

Chapter 13 of the Great Learning) in The Complete Works of Jeong Dasan, II-1. 
70 The thought is that what is revealed by inferential sympathetic consideration guides and 

motivate one to act to help and benefit others while accommodating sympathetic consideration 
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The Doctrine of the Mean says, "When others do something to you that 

you do not wish to have done to you, do not impose such things on 

others."71 This is inferential sympathetic consideration. Zigong said, 

"What I do not want others to do to me, I do not want to impose on 

them."72 This is inferential sympathetic consideration. This is what this 

classic means by "What you dislike in those above you, do no use when 

employing those below. What you do not like in those below, do not use 

when serving those above."73 This is inferential sympathetic consideration. 

Kongzi said, "What you do not want, do not impose on others."74 This is 

inferential sympathetic consideration. Inferential sympathetic consideration 

is how to cultivate the self. This is why Mengzi said, "To endeavor to 

practice sympathetic consideration: there is nothing closer to benevolence 

than this!"75 What he meant is that in the interactions between human 

beings the only imperative is [to follow] the model of inferential 

sympathetic consideration.76 

"Accommodating sympathetic consideration" was how most neo-

Confucians understood 恕 and while not without value, Dasan did not see this 

form as essential to self-cultivation; he also saw in it considerable potential risk. 

Accommodating sympathetic consideration is what enables me to understand and 

forebear untoward treatment at the hands of others. For example, if someone 

unexpectedly responds to me in an aggressive manner, accommodating 

                                                                                                                         
 

tends to lead one not to act; consider the difference between recognizing that I should volunteer 
in a soup kitchen to help others in need as I would like to be helped and refraining from 
exacting even justified revenge in light of understanding the weakness that motivated the 
offending person to mistreat me. 

71 Doctrine of the Mean, Chapter 13. 
72 Analects 5.12. 
73 Great Learning, Chapter 10. 
74 Analects 12.2 and 15.24. 
75 Mengzi 7A4. 
76 The Shared Meaning of the Great Learning (commentary on Chapter 9 of the Great Learning) 

in The Complete Works of Jeong Dasan, II-1. 
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sympathetic consideration enables me to take up their cognitive and emotional 

point of view in ways that might reveal to me the source of such behavior. I 

might, for example, come to see in ways I had not earlier appreciated that my 

recent success is viewed as a threat to this person or perhaps has generated 

jealousy or envy. I had expected the offending party to be happy for me, but from 

the perspective afforded by accommodating sympathetic consideration I now 

understand and appreciate why he might feel and act otherwise. Such 

understanding can lead me to forbear or forgive such treatment; as Blaise Pascal 

(1623-1662) wrote, "to understand is to forgive." Accommodating sympathetic 

consideration will dissuade me from responding in unproductive ways that 

escalate the tension between us and lead me away from the ongoing challenge of 

my own moral self-improvement. The worry, though, is that such an 

accommodating attitude toward one another might lead us to cover up and 

perhaps even enable or promote each other's worst tendencies. 

We can see in Dasan's conception of 恕 a view that is quite similar to what 

we found in Jinsai and Dai's philosophy, though at the same time it is originally 

and distinctively conceived and offers novel contributions to our understanding 

of the nature and function of empathetic identification with others. Like Jinsai 

and Dai, Dasan saw 恕 as offering a method for sympathizing with and 

understanding others in ways that help to extend, curb, and shape my own 

standing beliefs and feelings so that these are more in accord with the Dao. It 

provides a kind of ethical cognitive and emotional therapy for expanding the 

sense of connection and common cause between ourselves and the rest of 

humanity. Despite this important similarity, unlike Jinsai and Dai, Dasan did not 

extend the application of 恕 beyond relationships between human beings. In 

part, perhaps, this is because he was passionately concerned with refuting neo-

Confucian views about an inherent, morally perfect nature shared by all the 
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things of the world and its corresponding ethics.77  Mengzi 7A45 famously 

distinguishes a range of different moral obligations. 

The cultivated individual, in regard to things, cares for them but does not 

treat them with benevolence. In regard to the people, he treats them with 

benevolence but does not love them as family. He expresses familial love 

to his family, benevolence to the people, and care for things. 

Dasan offers the following comment. 

Benevolence occurs between two people. It is only appropriate to use the 

term "benevolence" in regard to interactions between two [or more] 

people. It is not appropriate to use the term in regard to things. The 

Buddhist prohibition against killing is to express benevolence toward 

things. The Mohist teaching of impartial caring is to express familial 

love toward people in general.78 

Dasan insisted that the term "benevolence" (K: in 仁) is an attitude only 

appropriate for interactions between human beings. His references to Buddhism 

and Mohism make clear that he is out to contrast his view with these competing 

schools of thought, but his readers immediately would know that this criticism 

was also aimed at Song-Ming neo-Confucians, who argued that all things in the 

world, animate and inanimate alike, share the same nature and who described a 

lack of feeling for the welfare of people, creatures, and things as being "numb" 

(buren 不仁) to the world. They made this latter point by relying on the 

                                                 
77 As noted earlier, Dasan addresses this issue throughout his writings and decisively rejects the 

neo-Confucian view. This topic served as one of the primary controversies within what is 
known as the Horak Debate, which began in the 18th century, the second most famous 
philosophical dispute in Korean history. See the special issue, "The Horak Debate in 
Eighteenth-Century Joseon," Korea Journal, 51,1 (Spring, 2011). 

78 Dasan Maengjayoui, p. 579. 
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ambiguity of the term buren which, in their age, had the ethical sense of "lacking 

benevolence" and the medical sense of "paralysis." One who was "unfeeling" 

toward the things of the world was like a person with a paralyzed limb. In both 

cases, they failed to see and appreciate an underlying connection between 

themselves and something else.79 Zhou Dunyi's refusal to cut the grass in front of 

his house is but one example of this kind of widely-shared view. Of course Dasan 

would have none of this, but neither did Jinsai or Dai, and yet the latter two, 

unlike Dasan, retained a more general sense of benevolence or care toward the 

world at large, grounded it in alternative schemes linking the self and the world, 

and advocated 恕 as the proper method for thinking and feeling one's way to an 

understanding and appreciation of the needs and welfare of other living things. In 

contrast, in this and other passages, it simply is not clear whether Dasan believes 

we have direct moral obligations beyond those we owe to people.80 

It would make perfect sense for someone with Dasan's views about the Lord 

on H

If one gazes up toward the heavens, the sun, moon, stars, and planets are 

                                                

igh to insist that we care for creatures and things qua creations of God; this 

is surely what the Roman Catholic philosophy he knew well taught and still 

teaches today, but I have yet to find any evidence that he held such a view.81 In 

some passages, he makes clear that the world was created and exists for the use 

of human beings. 

arrayed there. If one looks down upon the earth, grass, trees, birds, and 

beasts are arranged here. All of these exist to provide light, warmth, 

nourishment, and service to human beings. If the master of this world is 

not human beings then who is it? Heaven provided this world as a home 

 
79 For a more thorough discussion of this idea, see Philip J. Ivanhoe, Ethics in the Confucian 

Tradition: The Thought of Mengzi and Wang Yangming, pp. 27-29. 
80 If this indeed is Dasan's view, then at least in this respect, he is quite close to Kant. 
81 In the second passage I cite below, Dasan's claim that helping other living things fulfill their 

Heavenly endowed nature and how this contributes to one's own moral merit can be taken as 
implying something like the kind of view I here suggest. 
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for human beings and leads them to do what is good. The sun, moon, 

stars, planets, grass, trees, birds, and beasts all are provided for [the 

occupants of] this home. Now, how could it be in accord with good order 

to want to make grass, trees, birds, and beasts the masters [of this world, 

instead of human beings]?82 

We can easily see his comments here directed at the orthodox neo-Confucian 

To fully develop one's nature is to fully develop the original endowment 

                                                

view, which claims all the things in the universe equally possess the same 

principles and fundamental nature as human beings. In other passages, though, 

Dasan makes clear that cultivated people are to be shepherds or caretakers as 

well as users of the things that Heaven provides and that this is part of the 

ongoing work of improving oneself morally. 

one received from Heaven. To cultivate the self so that one attains the 

highest good is to fully develop one's original endowment. If one 

governs others so they attain the highest good, then each of them will 

fully develop their original endowment, but the merit for this will rest in 

oneself. If one applies oneself to the regulations governing mountains, 

forests, rivers, and marshes, which ensure grasses, trees, birds, and beasts 

are born in their proper season and none fails to come to term or suffers 

an early death, and ensuring stablemen raise their horses, herdsmen tend 

their flocks, farmers plant the five grains, and orchard-keepers care for 

their orchards, so that all animals and plants, which cherish life, fully 

develop the nature with which they were born, then each thing will fully 

develop its original endowment, but the merit for this will rest in oneself. 

If the regulations governing mountains, forests, rivers, and marshes, 

farmers, orchard-keepers, and herdsmen are neglected then the lives of 

 
82 Dasan's comment on Analects 17.2 in his Ancient and Modern Commentaries on the Analects 

(Noneogogeomju 論語古今注) in The Complete Works of Jeong Dasan, II-15. 
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the ten thousand things will be cut short, obstructed, perverted, and 

thrown into chaos and none will be able to flourish abundantly, but if 

sages apply themselves to and uphold these regulations, then the lives of 

the ten thousand things will luxuriantly flourish and radiate abundance; 

thereby, they will alter the appearance of heaven and earth; this is called 

"assisting in the transforming and nurturing powers of heaven and earth." 

Is this not altogether fitting and proper!83 

This passage makes clear that cultivated people have rather extensive obligations 

Another important feature of Dasan's view is that like Jinsai and Dai, he 

expl

                                                

to care for other living things and that this effort contributes to their own moral 

improvement. What remains unclear is precisely why we should recognize such 

obligations and take them to heart. We do not here see the kind of argument that 

Dai Zhen made: an appeal to our ability to sympathize with other living 

creatures. We might speculate that Dasan did not make such an argument because 

he thought it opened the door to the kinds of claims neo-Confucians 

characteristically made about our having a shared nature with other creatures and 

things. In any event, this marks a significant difference between his thought and 

that of Jinsai and Dai. 

icitly denies that full knowledge of the Dao is ready and available inside of 

me; I need to study the classics and experience and reflect upon the various 

phenomena of the world extensively and carefully in order to orient and shape 

my initial understanding and feelings to fit an objectively existing moral order. 

He makes this explicit in his commentary on a passage from the Mengzi that was 

a favorite of neo-Confucians. In 7A4, Mengzi famously says, 

 
83 Commentary on Chapter 22 of the Doctrine of the Mean from A Personal Exploration in the 

Doctrine of the Mean (Jungyungjajam 中庸自箴) in The Complete Works of Jeong Dasan, II-
3. The final quote is from the chapter being commented upon. Thanks to Youngsun Back for 
providing me with this and other related quotes and for stimulating discussions on this set of 
issues. 
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The myriad things are all within me. To turn inward and discover one 

possesses integrity: there is no greater joy than this! To endeavor to 

practice sympathetic consideration: there is nothing closer to benevolence 

than this! 

Neo-Confucians took the first part of this passage as clear confirmation of 

the very metaphysical beliefs that Dasan sought to overturn, and so he needed to 

and did provide a different explanation of what Mengzi had in mind in this 

passage. 

This passage is really about the one thread of Kongzi's Dao: doing one's 

best to practice sympathetic consideration. I enjoy what is beautiful and 

this tells me that others also enjoy beauty. I enjoy having useful goods 

and this tells me that others also enjoy having useful goods. I enjoy 

security and leisure and this tells me others also enjoy security and 

leisure. I dislike lowliness and insult and this tells me that others also 

dislike lowliness and insult. I like being in the lead as I walk down the 

road, being first to go through the door, being first to mount the stairs, 

being first to sit on my mat. In winter I want to be the first to be warmed, 

in summer the first to be cooled, when hungry the first to eat, and when 

thirsty the first to drink. The desires arising from the feelings we have in 

regard to everyday things and affairs are all within me. There is no need 

for me to ask about the feelings or observe the countenance of others in 

order to discover that people are the same as me in these respects […]. 

What Kongzi called the one thread [running through his way] referred to 

how he could account for the confusion and disorder of the myriad things 

with the one thread of sympathetic consideration. The learning of Kongzi 

and Mengzi is genuine, practical, humble, and accessible like this, but 

earlier Confucians talked about Kongzi's one thread and Mengzi's 

teaching about the myriad things in an excessively expansive manner and 
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interpreted them in much too high-flown ways, saying that each and 

every one of the principles of all the things in the universe could be 

found here within the small ambit of my mind. Their explanations are 

overwhelmingly extravagant, spinning off with no shore in sight. This 

has caused students in later times to be totally confused and unable to 

know where to start or what to lay hold of. Is this not deplorable!84 

The most distinctive and characteristic feature of Dasan's philosophy is his 

belief in the Lord on High (K: sangje 上帝) or Heaven (K: cheon 天). While 

there is no doubt that he had read, believed, and was influenced by Catholicism, 

this should not obscure the extent to which his defense and conception of God 

was grounded in classical Confucian texts; in a number of important respects, 

some of which we will explore below, his view clearly conflicted with and was 

incommensurable with Catholic teachings he knew well. 

As we have seen, one of Dasan's core objections to neo-Confucian views 

about principles turned on his argument that principles are insentient and lack 

causal efficacy in the world and so could not serve as the origin of the physical 

world or provide moral insight or motivation. Dasan extended the moral part of 

this argument to the physical world in general: since it lacked sentience, it could 

not be aware of, reflect upon, choose and follow moral norms. This line of 

thought is what led him to posit the Lord on High as both the creator of the world 

and the source and sustainer of moral norms; an objective moral order requires 

and presupposes such a creator. 

What is "the Lord on High"? It is that which lies beyond heaven, earth, 

spirits, and human beings, creates heaven, earth, spirits, and human 

beings, and rules, controls, protects, and nurtures heaven, earth, spirits, 

and human beings. The Lord is to heaven as the ruler is to his state. You 

                                                 
84 Dasan Maengjayoui, p. 571. 
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cannot point to the substantial, azure sky above and take that as the Lord 

on High.85 

The Lord on High does not speak or act overtly in the world in the sense that 

His voice can be heard or His actions or form seen; He is beyond the physical 

world and above the senses. Nevertheless, the Lord on High has endowed human 

beings with a variety of gifts and among these is a moral mind through which 

Heaven reveals its plans and desires. 

The voice of Heaven resides within the mind of the Way,86 and so 

warnings issued by the mind of the Way are prohibitions commanded by 

high Heaven. These warnings are not things people can hear [like 

ordinary speech], but if one introspectively listens attentively, nothing is 

more precise and clear; it is as if Heaven is issuing proclamations and 

offering instruction.87 

Heaven not only favors human beings with a capacity to hear its voice but 

also has endowed them with the freedom to choose whether or not to heed the 

warnings and advice of Heaven. 

                                                 
85 An Evidential Inquiry into the Spring and Autumn Annals (Chunchukojing 春秋考徵) in The 

Complete Works of Jeong Dasan, II-36. In this passage, Dasan relies upon the non-theological 
use of heaven as the sky or firmament. In other passages he notes this sense and distinguishes it 
from its theological and moral use. In this latter sense, the term "Heaven" is used to refer to the 
Lord on High in the way that "the ruler" is used to refer to the state. See Dasan Maengjayoui, p. 
569. Commentary on Mengzi 7A1. 

86 Dasan relies on the widely invoked distinction between the "mind of the Way" (K: dosim 道心) 
and the "human mind" (K: insim 人心) but conceives of them differently than what was 
common in neo-Confucianism. For Dasan, the mind of the Way was our Heavenly endowed 
nascent moral conscience, a kind of conduit to or representative of the Lord on High; the 
human mind was the corporeal mind with all its thoughts and desires. 

87 Commentary on Chapter 1 of the Doctrine of the Mean from A Personal Exploration in the 
Doctrine of the Mean. 
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Heaven has endowed human beings with their natures, providing them 

with an inclination to like virtue and a capacity to choose the good. 

Though this nature lies within human beings, its source is Heaven's 

Mandate (K: chonmyong 天命).88 

Dasan believed it necessary to posit the Lord on High in order to explain 

both the origin of the physical universe and its moral order. There had to be an 

original cause that brought the universe into being and an intelligent mind that 

built into it a moral order. In Dasan's view, neo-Confucian principles could not 

provide adequate explanations for either of these phenomena; no purely physical 

explanation ever could. The Lord on High is beyond the reach of normal human 

sensibilities but can be understood by introspectively listening to the "mind of the 

Way." Dasan's view about this innate moral mind is both similar to and yet 

different from the view of thinkers like Wang Yangming, who believed we all are 

endowed with a pure and perfect moral mind, a kind of "god within." For Dasan, 

the mind of the Way affords us initial, limited access to Heaven's will; it is not a 

pure and perfect moral guide. We have to choose to follow Heaven's Mandate 

and then actively work to develop our moral sensibilities into full moral virtues; 

fortunately, Heaven has given us both the freedom and will necessary to make 

and follow this choice. 

Many of Dasan's views about the Lord on High clearly are similar to Roman 

Catholic beliefs which he knew well, but as noted earlier it is important to 

recognize some of the ways in which his view is incompatible with Roman 

Catholicism and is instead inspired by early Confucianism. One dramatic 

example of such difference is his complete lack of interest in eschatology: we 

find no discussion of Heaven or Hell in Dasan's writings. Moreover, he did not 

conceive of the Lord on High in terms of a warm and personal God who created 

and sustains the world. While the Lord on High was clearly an agent with certain 

                                                 
88 Commentary on Chapter 1 of the Doctrine of the Mean from A Personal Exploration in the 

Doctrine of the Mean, II-3. 
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broad intentions, was present in each and every person in the form of something 

akin to moral conscience, and could see into each person's soul, His personality 

remained quite vague; he had distinct roles to play but no clear personality. The 

Lord on High did not take an active and specific interest in me as the person I 

am. Equally important, while our moral conscience and free will are gifts from 

Heaven, the grace of the Lord on High was not necessary for the equivalent of 

salvation: the attainment of moral perfection. Moreover, as we saw above, while 

Dasan insisted that Heaven provided the creatures and things of the earth for 

human beings, established human beings as the masters of this world, and held 

that we are to care for the creatures and plants of the world, he did not hold that 

we should care for these living things because they are God's creations. Dasan 

grounded his beliefs about the Lord on High in the clearly theological passages 

that can be found throughout the early classics, and this is one important legacy 

of his philosophy. Because he sought for his vision of God in the Confucian 

classics, his views about the Lord on High and His role in our lives reflects the 

distinctive perspective, assumptions, and aims of the early Confucian tradition. 

IV. Conclusion 

There is much of interest to be learned in comparing the thought of Jinsai, 

Dai, and Dasan; by way of conclusion, I will highlight only three different kinds 

of insights this all-too-brief comparative project provides. The first concerns the 

nature of the Confucian tradition, the second the ongoing challenge for 

Confucianism and all ethical systems to come to grips with moral metaphysics, 

and the third concerns a contribution all three make to our understanding of the 

role emotional identification with other people can play in our ethical lives. 

Our study of these towering Confucian thinkers, representing three of the 

greatest and most interesting cultures on earth, teaches us an important lesson 

xlviii 



New Old Foundations for Confucian Ethical Philosophy                        125 

about the richness and diversity to be found within the tradition. At the same 

time, this lesson is taught in a way that helps to counteract the still too common 

claims one finds about how homogenous and harmonious the Confucian tradition 

has been (and continues to be). All three of our thinkers offer scathing criticisms 

of the majority of Song-Ming Confucians and call for a more historically 

sensitive appreciation of the classical tradition. At the same time, all three 

contribute to a new method and style of philosophizing, what we might call 

philological philosophy. This is a new and interesting genre of Confucian 

philosophical writing, different from classical approaches, but also from the long 

tradition of commentary, as well as the more dialogic and speculative styles seen 

in the Song, Yuan, and Ming dynasties. Modern scholars who write on Confucian 

themes today often are significantly influenced by the philological method 

represented by these 18th century Confucians; much of their energy and attention 

is spent arguing about the true and original meaning of key terms of art and 

criticizing the purportedly mistaken interpretations offered by others. In our time, 

the purportedly insidious influence of "Western philosophy" often stands in the 

place of Daoism and Buddhism, but the form and style of contemporary scholars 

owes much to the Confucian philosophers that serve as the focus of this study. 

The writings of Jinsai, Dai, and Dasan also serve to remind us of the 

ongoing challenge Confucianism as well as all ethical traditions face in regard to 

providing sound foundations for their theories. As noted in the introduction to 

this essay and seen throughout, all three of our thinkers argue against and 

definitively reject orthodox neo-Confucian metaphysics, specifically their 

theories about how the universe is composed of a combination of principles and 

qi, with the former serving as the normative standard providing structure, tempo, 

and meaning to the latter, phenomenal world. In the opening section of this essay, 

we sketched how this metaphysical scheme served as the foundation for neo-

Confucian ethics and in particular the role it played in justifying their 

characteristic call to care for the universe as oneself. While rejecting orthodox 

metaphysics, all three of our thinkers, to varying degrees and in different ways, 
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retained much of the general ethical perspective of neo-Confucians by 

developing alternative foundations for a comprehensive imperative to care for the 

world. 

Itō Jinsai appealed to an alternative metaphysical scheme in which a lively 

and dynamic Way continuously generates and sustains life through the 

production of "unified original qi." For the most part, Jinsai's account is best 

understood as a Confucian correlate to Daoist and Buddhist claims about the 

original and underlying unity of the universe in "nothing" or "emptiness" 

respectively. Like these alternatives, he argued that this shared element offered a 

basis for universal care, for every aspect of the universe was but a part or 

manifestation of a common underlying substance. Moreover, the living, warm, 

and creative nature of unified original qi with an aware, concerned, and active 

though vague and impersonal Heaven as its source stood in stark contrast to the 

purportedly dead, cold, and static alternatives found in Daoism and Buddhism. 

Jinsai's alternative explicitly claimed that the universe itself was a single, living, 

organic whole, and he offered this as justification for a comprehensive call to 

care for the universe as oneself. Moreover, because we share unified original qi 

with all things in the world, we can and should employ sympathetic consideration 

as the method for feeling and thinking our way into an appreciation of their 

various needs and welfare. 

Dai Zhen offered a more naturalized Confucian ethics that in certain 

respects is reminiscent of Xunzi's philosophy;89 nevertheless, unlike Xunzi, he 

linked his appeal to the "fulfillment of [human] life" to a universal characteristic 

of the Dao itself: "the [unending] generation of life." The former was but part and 

only one manifestation of the latter. It was this larger metaphysical scheme that 

enabled him to retain the more ambitious ethical aim of caring for the living 

                                                 
89 For a discussion of how Xunzi appeals to a larger sense of the Dao as a normative standard, see 

Philip J. Ivanhoe, "A Happy Symmetry: Xunzi's Ecological Ethical," in T. C. Kline III and 
Justin Tiwald (eds.), Ritual and Religion in the Xunzi (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 2014), pp. 43-
60. 
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things of the world as in some deep sense related to oneself and accessible 

through the exercise of sympathetic consideration. His moral ideal required one 

to understand and appreciate the proper places, functions, and relationships not 

only of human beings and their various needs and desires but also of all the 

creatures and other living things in the world, as manifestations of the creative, 

life-generating power of heaven and earth. This led him to insist on the need to 

attend to and appropriately care for not only human beings but all creatures and 

plants well. 

Jeong Yakyong argued that the true basis for moral concern was theological 

in nature; the foundation of Confucian ethics, ultimately, is a form of divine 

command theory: the will of the Lord on High. Dasan offered both philosophical 

and philological reasons for this claim, and in doing so shows great fidelity to the 

shared approach advocated by all three of our thinkers. While Jinsai did 

recognize a more metaphysically robust role for Heaven, he tended to 

underemphasize the more explicitly theological aspects of classical texts, 

including his two favorite sources: the Analects and Mengzi. Dai's interpretation 

of Confucianism appealed to the full range of Confucian classics, but, as noted 

earlier, his effort owes its greatest debt to the writings of the iconoclast Xunzi, 

who explicitly and uncharacteristically defended a fully naturalized conception of 

Heaven. While also profoundly influenced by Xunzi's philosophy, Dasan made a 

very strong case for his claim that the classics unambiguously appeal to a clear 

conception of deity as the origin, foundation, and sustainer of both the world and 

morality. In doing so, he offered a robustly and explicitly theistic expression of 

Confucianism that challenges modern scholars of the tradition, who tend to 

ignore or attempt to explain away the theological passages found throughout the 

classics.90 While Dasan relied on the exercise of sympathetic consideration as the 

                                                 
90 Herrlee G. Creel (1905-1994) offered a thorough defense of the theological nature of the 

Confucian tradition. See his "Was Confucius Agnostic?" T'oung Pao 通報, Second Series, 29, 
1 (1932), pp. 55-99. More recently, a similar case has been made by Kelly James Clark and 
Justin T. Winslett. See their "The Evolutionary Psychology of Chinese Religion: Pre-Qin High 
Gods as Punishers and Rewarders," Journal of the American Academy of Religion, 79, 4 (Dec., 
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way to orient, guide, and shape our feelings and subsequent behavior toward 

other human beings, unlike Jinsai or Dai, he did not extend the application of 恕 

to other living things. However, he did insist that we have quite demanding 

obligations to care for other living things and to work to develop their Heavenly 

endowed natures. 

Finally, in regard to moral psychology, the philosophy of our three thinkers 

offers us new and powerful conceptions of how emotional identification with 

others can contribute to moral understanding and improvement. In recent years, 

an interest in the related phenomena of empathy and altruism has blossomed 

among contemporary ethicists, empirical psychologists, cognitive scientists, 

primatologists, and evolutionary biologists. This has generated a wide range of 

views and influential among them is the idea that empathy, conceived of as the 

ability to feel as another feels, helps us understand, develop concern for, and act 

on behalf of the feelings, desires, and needs of others. Roughly, this is what the 

empathy-altruism hypothesis maintains. 91  Others hold that an attitude of 

sympathetic concern takes us a step farther by having us view the feelings, 

desires, and needs of others from the perspective of an active interest in their 

welfare for their sake. This is something we can do successfully without having 

to simulate how we think they actually feel.92 

                                                                                                                         
 

2011), pp. 928-960, DOI:10.1093/jaarel/lfr018. The most thorough treatment of this topic in 
regard to the Analects is Erin M. Cline, "Religious Thought and Practice in the Analects," in 
Amy Olberding (ed.), The Dao Companion to the Analects (New York: Springer, 2014). Some 
of the more influential modern advocates for the revival of Confucianism in China today, such 
as Jiang Qing 蔣慶 or Fan Ruiping 范瑞平, make theological appeals the center of their 
interpretations. 

91 The most sophisticated and articulate philosophical advocate of this kind of view is Michael 
Slote. For example, see his, The Ethics of Care and Empathy (London: Routledge, 2007) and 
Moral Sentimentalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010). Slote draws extensively and 
explicitly upon the work of the psychologist Martin L. Hoffman. For Hoffman's ideas, see his, 
Empathy and Moral Development: Implications for Caring and Justice (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2007 Reprint). 

92 Stephen Darwall presents a careful and revealing discussion of this and related views about 
emotional identification in his seminal article, "Empathy, Sympathy, Care," Philosophical 
Studies, 89, 2-3 (Mar., 1998), pp. 261-282. 
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Jinsai, Dai, and Dasan carefully explored the role that emotional 

identification with the feelings, desires, and needs of others can play in moral 

self-cultivation, but their conception of sympathetic consideration offers something 

more than either of the two influential views described above. Sympathetic 

consideration requires us to feel as others feel (as does empathy) and to take an 

active interest in their welfare (as does sympathetic concern), but it insists that 

the act of sympathetic consideration be aimed at honing our own understanding 

and emotional responses to the events and situations we encounter. The goal of 

feeling our way into other people's points of view is to take them as sources of 

alternative emotional perspectives that are to be used to shape and direct our own 

understanding and response not only to this particular event or situation but also 

to events or situations of this type. In other words, sympathetic consideration is a 

kind of emotional and cognitive therapy aimed at enhancing our understanding 

and perception of morality and cultivating a properly attuned moral sense. 

These insights about the nature and future potential of the Confucian 

tradition and how it is understood today, about the challenges it faces in regard to 

the foundations of its ethical claims, and its contributions to our understanding of 

moral psychology, particularly in regard to the role that emotional identification 

with others can play in the development of moral understanding and sensitivity 

all testify to the value of these individual thinkers and the comparative study of 

their views. It is hoped that this essay not only makes a small contribution to such 

efforts, but also encourages others to pursue such research in the years ahead.♦ 

                                                 
♦ Responsible editor: Yung-hsiang Yuan (袁永祥) 
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