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Abstract
This paper attempts to view and evaluate Yi I’s (Yulgok, 1536-1584) theory of
human beings from Ibn Sina’s (Avicenna, 980-1037) perspective. This is a new
attempt to discover the possibility of a mutual understanding between Korean
philosophy and Islamic philosophy, which has never been attempted before, either
in Korea or elsewhere. As noted, Yi I was an eminent Neo-Confucian philosopher
from Korea, whereas Ibn Sina was an eminent Islamic philosopher from Uzbekistan.
At first glance, they hardly seem to have any direct connection; indeed, there is no
evidence that they learned about each other. Nonetheless, it is still possible to
compare their philosophies since both of them were, at least, deeply interested in
the matter of understanding human beings.
As a typical though distinct Neo-Confucian scholar, in the investigation of
human beings, Yi I primarily tried to set up an ontological basis for moral nature
which is understood as naturally aiming to become a sage through self-cultivation.
However, unlike many other Neo-Confucian scholars of his day, he presented a
monistic view rather than a dualistic one in that he strongly emphasized the
inseparability of ri (principle) from gi (material force). As noted, ri and gi are the
components of human beings and so all properties or characteristics must stem from
either or both of them. However, the Islamic philosopher Ibn Sina would object to
Yi I’s understanding of human beings, since he maintained that human souls were
capable of being separated from their bodies at the time of death. In this paper,
I shall examine his reason for this claim and compare it with Yi I’s view. In doing
this, I shall focus on discovering what sorts of logical inconsistencies or faults they
had, if any, and whether we can provide any solutions to make up for them.
Keywords: Yi I (Yulgok), Ibn Sina (Avicenna), monism, dualism, human nature,
Korean Neo-Confucianism, Islam
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1. Introduction
Contemporary research has shown that the Korean and Islamic traditions
were aware of each other’s existence as early as the 8th century and used
to have quite a close relationship;1 however, they became estranged in the
early 15th century due to the political environment at the time.2 Korea
maintained occasional contact with the Muslim civilization for the next five
hundred years or so without either side exerting much influence on the other,
until their relationship finally resumed when Turkish troops came to stay
in Korea after the Korean War in the 1950s. However, a formal and
full-scale relationship between the two began in the 1970s when the Korean
Central Mosque opened in Seoul.
During the long history between the two traditions, Islamic inventions
such as the Islamic calendar, a number of astronomical instruments, and the
pigment for ceramics were indirectly imported to Korea through China.3
However, it is quite surprising to see that despite such a long historical and
cultural relationship, there was neither any distinct academic exchange in
1

2

3

Such Arabic literature as the Book of Roads and Kingdoms (Kitāb al-Masālik wa’l-Mamālik,
not to be confused with a book written in the mid-11th century by Abu Abdullah al-Bakri
in Spain, which had the same title), written in 870 by Ibn Khordadbeh (820-912), and the
Notes on China and India (Akhbāru’d Sīn wa’l Hind), written by an Arabic merchant,
Sulaymān, who recorded the lives of people in the mid-9th century and the early 10th
century, first mentioned an earlier Korean kingdom, i.e. the Unified Silla. However, the
Wang ocheonchukguk jeon 往五天竺國傳 (Record of a Journey to the Five Kingdoms of
India), written in 727 by an eminent Buddhist monk, Hyecho (704-787), mentioned the name
“Daesik” 大食 (Ta Shih), which originally referred to Arabs, or rather, to Muslims. For this,
see Hwang, “Iseullam dongbang jeonpa-ui yuhyeong yeongu,” 14. Baker claims that the first
contact between Korea and Islam was in the 10th century, whereas Hwang notes that there
is a different claim that Daesik was first mentioned rather in the Goryeosa 高麗史 (History
of Goryeo) and the Goryeosa jeoryo 高麗史節要 (Essentials of Goryeo History) which were
edited and published in Korea’s Joseon dynasty in 1449 and 1452 respectively. Baker, “Islam
Struggles for a Toehold in Korea,” 26; and Hwang, “Iseullam dongbang jeonpa-ui yuhyeong
yeongu,” 15.
Hwang states that when hundreds of Arabic merchants came to Goryeo for a trade, they
received a hearty welcome, and were allowed to freely perform their traditional or religious
ceremonies during their stay without any restriction. Hwang, “Iseullam dongbang jeonpa-ui
yuhyeong yeongu,” 16. According to Hwang, in the Goryeo dynasty (918-1392), the two
traditions were still very close, and such an atmosphere continued until the beginning of the
Joseon dynasty (1392-1910). However, Joseon gradually came to have a strong tendency for
a closed and conservative atmosphere, largely due to the development of Neo-Confucianism,
and King Sejong eventually issued an edict banning alien cultures in 1427. Hwang, “Iseullam
dongbang jeonpa-ui yuhyeong yeongu,” 17.
Hwang, “Iseullam dongbang jeonpa-ui yuhyeong yeongu,” 18-20.
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general between the two traditions, nor any exchange of their philosophical
ideas in particular. In this paper, it is not my intention to investigate whether
there is any historical background or reason for such academic or philosophical
indifference towards each other; I merely aim to show that there are some
philosophical theories it is worthwhile to compare.
In doing this, I shall attempt to view and evaluate Yi I’s 李珥 (Yulgok
栗谷, 1536-1584) theory of the human being from Ibn Sina’s (known as the
Latinized name “Avicenna,” 980-1037) perspective. The comparison between
the two philosophers is a new attempt to discover the possibility of a mutual
understanding between Korean and Islamic philosophy, which has never been
attempted before, either in Korea or elsewhere. At first glance, they hardly
seem to have any direct connection; indeed, there is no evidence at all that
they learned about, or had even heard of, each other. Nonetheless, it is still
possible to compare their philosophies in that both of them were, at least,
deeply interested in understanding human beings. This attempt is expected to
be of some help in discovering the possibility of a mutual understanding
between Korean and Islamic philosophy, and also to provide a motivation and
a basis for further research into the two types of philosophy in comparison.
In what follows, I shall first show Yi I’s theory of the composition of
human beings and the characteristics of their psychophysical functions such
as the mind, nature, and feelings, and then try to compare his view of human
beings with Ibn Sina’s. At the end of this discussion, we shall conclude that
although both of them were deeply interested in human beings, they did not
have much in common, and that they took different paths in their
investigations because of differing priorities in their studies of human nature.

2. A Preliminary Account for a Theoretical Background of
Yi I and Ibn Sina
Yi I was an eminent Neo-Confucian philosopher in the 16th century in
Korea, whereas Ibn Sina was an eminent Islamic philosopher who lived
through the 10th and 11th century in Iran (now Uzbekistan). Yi I was a
follower of Zhu Xi 朱熹 (1130-1200), the founder of Neo-Confucianism,
from China’s Song Dynasty, but he had formulated his own ideas in many
respects. He is known to have been one of the two distinguished
Neo-Confucians of his time along with Yi Hwang 李滉 (Toegye 退溪,
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1501-1570), but the former was arguably a more independent and original
thinker than the latter.
The characteristics of the two Neo-Confucians can be clearly shown
when we compare them even briefly with the two most distinguished Greek
philosophers of the 4th century BCE, Plato (427-347 BCE) and Aristotle
(384-322 BCE), both of whom influenced Ibn Sina to a large extent. Indeed,
considering their philosophical ideas, the academic relationship between Yi
Hwang and Yi I appears to be very similar to that between Plato and
Aristotle in many respects.
In order to understand the views on human beings of the two
philosophers who are from different traditions, it is necessary for us to focus
on analyzing conceptual devices or ontological concepts such as ri 理
(principle) and gi 氣 (material force), form and matter, and soul and body.4
For, as the ancient Greeks generally believed the nature of a being, whether
animate or inanimate, can be revealed by analyzing its components.5
2. 1. Plato’s Dualism and Aristotle’s Monism
As noted, both Plato and Aristotle explained the universe in terms of form
and matter. In the Republic, Plato thinks that there are two separate worlds,
the intelligible or invisible world and the sensible or visible world. The
immaterial, unchanging, and eternal forms or ideas reside in the intelligible
world, whereas the material, changing, and transient objects reside in the
sensible world. The objects in the sensible world are considered to be the
images or copies of the forms in the intelligible world. In contrast, in the
De Caelo, Aristotle divides the world into two kinds, the superlunary world
and the sublunary world, but in the Physics he makes it clear that he does
not acknowledge the existence of the intelligible world occupied by
immaterial forms, only that of the sensible world. Although he thus denies
the existence of the residence of forms, he nonetheless uses not only the
concept of matter, but also that of form when accounting for the existence
of the sensible world. In other words, as opposed to Plato, who
acknowledges the separate existence of form without matter residing in the
intelligible world, Aristotle adopts the hylomorphic view that all the existents

4
5

Wong discusses the difficulties that are raised in comparing philosophy, see https://plato.stan
ford.edu/entries/comparphil-chiwes/.
Guthrie, The Greek Philosophers, 24-26.
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are composed of form and matter, though he prefers to use different terms,
i.e. soul and body, to explain specifically living beings in the De Anima.
What is to be noted here is that the term form has different connotations
in Plato and Aristotle. In Plato, the form is immaterial and thus unchanging
since change is a property that belongs to matter only. Moreover, for him
it is separable from matter and is capable of existing without it. Conversely,
in Aristotle as a whole there can be neither matter without form nor form
without matter, and so in the case of living beings there cannot be a body
without a soul or a soul without a body.6 Although Aristotle thus claims
a close and inseparable relationship between the soul and the body, he is
in no way a materialist in the modern sense of the term; he is not a
reductionist who claims that everything can be reduced and explained in
terms of matter. Nonetheless, he is a monist in that he acknowledges one
type of substance only, which is composed of form and matter.
2. 2. Zhu Xi’s Binary Position of Monism and Dualism
Now let us turn to the philosophical ideas presented by Yi Hwang and Yi
I. In order to explain their view, we need first to give a brief account of
Zhu Xi’s philosophy since they were his faithful followers, though they had
their own distinct ideas. According to Zhu Xi, all the myriad things in the
universe are composed of ri and gi.7 Ri is a metaphysical and abstract concept
that refers to the principle which controls and maintains whatever those
myriad things are supposed to do, whereas gi is a physical or physiological
concept that refers to the material force or energy which comprises them.
Ri and gi are generally regarded as the two constituents of the things, and
they can be neither mixed with nor separated from each other.8
However, strictly speaking, it appears inappropriate to consider ri to
be mixed or separated since it is an abstract concept which does not occupy
any space. Ri is exempt from all kinds of change, while gi is always subject

6

7

8

As noted, it is controversial that this hylomorphic view can be firmly maintained in spite
of Aristotle’s statement of active nous in DA III.5 which is said not to have a corresponding
organ to perform its function.
Chan, A Source Book in Chinese Philosophy, 634; Zhu, Huian xiansheng zhu wengong wenji
(hereafter Wenji), 49:1a: “In the universe there has never been any gi without ri or ri without
gi.” The translation of Zhu Xi’s Wenji is from Chan, unless otherwise stated. I replaced
“principle” and “material force” with “ri” and “gi,” respectively, for the consistency of the
terms used in this paper.
Zhu, Zhuzi yulei, 1:6, 1:9, 1:13.
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to change. The talk of separation of one from the other is merely a linguistic
expression to emphasize that neither ri nor gi alone is sufficient to explain
all the myriad things.9 This line of illustration leads us to see that Zhu Xi
is not a reductive materialist and his theory of ri and gi indeed looks very
much like Aristotle’s hylomorphic theory.
On the contrary, there are many other statements made by Zhu Xi
himself that appear to commit him to be a dualist. He states as follows:
Ri has never been separated from gi. However, ri “exists before physical
form [and is therefore without it]” whereas gi “exists after physical form
[and is therefore with it].”10
Before heaven and earth existed, there was after all only ri. As there is this
ri, therefore there are heaven and earth. If there were no ri, there would also
be no heaven and earth, no man, no things, and in fact, no containing or
sustaining (of things by heaven and earth) to speak of. As there is ri, there
is therefore gi to operate everywhere and nourish and develop all things.11

It is undeniable that Zhu Xi here makes a statement that ri exists prior to
gi, which suggests that they are somehow separable from each other and
can exist without presupposing each other’s existence. These are surely
dualistic statements. However, at this stage it is not important to decide
whether there is any way of interpreting the above quotations to make Zhu
Xi’s overall position consistent. What is important is to note that he appears
to be taking the binary position of monist as well as dualist.
2. 3. Yi Hwang’s Dualism and Yi I’s Monism
Interestingly enough, the two distinguished Neo-Confucian scholars, Yi
Hwang and Yi I, take different positions: the former as a dualist and the
latter as a monist. As is well known, they initiated two significant debates
on Neo-Confucian concepts and theories in 16th century Korea: the
9

Chan persuasively states that “he [Zhu Xi] is neither a monist nor a dualist, or he is both
a monist and a dualist. Perhaps one may say that with respect to ultimate reality, he is
a monist but with respect to phenomena he is a dualist. But since ri and gi are never separate,
they do not exist independently of each other, much less in opposition. The fact is that
any contrast of monism and dualism does not apply to his philosophy.” Chan, A Source
Book in Chinese Philosophy, 634.
10 Chan, A Source Book in Chinese Philosophy, 634; Wenji, 49:1a-b. See also Zhu, Zhuzi
yulei, 1:2, 1:11-14.
11 Chan, A Source Book in Chinese Philosophy, 635; Wenji, 49:3a-b.
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Four-Seven Debate on the moral characteristics of human feelings in terms
of their origins, and the Human-Moral Mind Debate on the nature of the
human mind. In addition, there is another debate in the 18th century, i.e.
the Ho-Rak 湖洛 Debate on the question of whether human nature and
non-human nature are the same. In the course of the Four-Seven Debate,
Yi Hwang presents the so-called rigi hobal 理氣互發 theory which claims
that both ri and gi can move. Since he ascribes the capacity for movement
not only to gi but also to ri and concurrently he distinguishes them as two
different entities, he must be regarded as a dualist.
In contrast, in the course of the Four-Seven Debate, Yi I explicitly
objects to Yi Hwang’s position. Dismissing the rigi hobal theory which
claims the mutual movement of ri and gi, Yi I instead presents the gibal
riseung ildo 氣發理乘一途 theory which only allows the movement of gi.
This is described in the expression that “only gi can move and ri mounts
it.”12 This theory is presented in order to avoid ascribing not only the
capacity for movement but also any sort of movement to ri; it ascribes the
capacity for movement only to gi. Now ri cannot move by itself; its seeming
movement is in fact the movement of gi. In other words, gi is a vehicle
that contains ri within itself. In this way, Yi I is able to maintain that if
ri appears to move, it only looks that way because it is mounted on gi. He
is a monist in that he accepts only one substance, gi. However, it does not
immediately follow that he is a materialist. Like Aristotle and partly like
Zhu Xi, he is not a materialist in the modern sense.
2. 4. Ibn Sina’s Dualism
Let us now turn to Ibn Sina’s view of human beings. There is no doubt
that he was one of the most influential Islamic thinkers. “He received some
of the best Islamic religious education,” but mastered many other subjects
including logic, mathematics, and philosophy by the age of eighteen largely
by self-teaching.13 Through this education, he “forged a comprehensive
philosophical system that owed a great deal to Aristotle, but his system

12

13

Kalton, The Four-Seven Debate, 175; Yi, Yulgok jeonseo, 10:2: “Ri is formless, and gi
has form; therefore, (1) ri pervades, and gi delimits. Ri is non-active, and gi is active;
therefore, (2) gi issues, and ri mounts it.” The translation of Yulgok jeonseo is from Kalton,
unless otherwise stated. I have replaced principle and material force with ri and gi,
respectively.
Borchert, Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 432.
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cannot be strictly Aristotelian. In both his epistemology and his metaphysics,
he adopted Neo-platonic doctrines but formulated them in his own special
way. There were other Greek influences: Plato on his political philosophy;
Galen on his psychology; the Stoics on his logic. Nearer home was the
influence of Islamic theology and philosophy.”14 Ibn Sina’s philosophical
system was so mixed up with various influences from diverse sources, but
there is no doubt that his idea of the human composition still remained very
close to Aristotle to a large extent.15
However, when it comes to the theory of the soul, in particular
concerning its relationship with the body, Ibn Sina presents a very different
view not only from Plato’s, but also from Aristotle’s. It is indeed unique
and, to a certain extent, it looks inconsistent. Nonetheless, it is clear that
he has a dualistic view of human beings. In the Encyclopedia of Philosophy,
his view is summarized as follows:
The human rational soul is an individual, indivisible, and immaterial
substance that does not exist as an individual prior to the body−Ibn Sina
denied the theory of transmigration. Further, it is created with the body,
not “imprinted” on it. The body is no more than the soul’s instrument,
which the soul must use for perfecting itself through the attainment of
theoretical knowledge, this involves complete control of the animal
passions. . . . With the body’s corruption (death), the soul separates to exist
eternally as an individual. . . . Ibn Sina denied bodily resurrection but
insisted on the Soul’s individual immortality.16

Briefly speaking, his view is different from Aristotle’s monistic view since
he believes that the human rational soul uses the body as an instrument,
and regards it as an individual and immaterial substance which is separated
from the body after death. However, his view is also different from Plato’s
dualistic view, at least on two points: he does not accept the existence of
the soul prior to the body and he denies the transmigration of souls.17 We
14
15

16
17

Borchert, Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 432.
Hall primarily agrees on this point. He notes that “Helping to structure and support a very
large part of Ibn Sina’s philosophy and science, psychological theory is really the spine
of the system” and that his “theorizing is grounded in Aristotelianism,” but adds that as
for some views on the soul “Neoplatonic and Muslim thought supplement or replace
Aristotle.” Hall, “Intellect, Soul and Body in Ibn Sīnā,” 63. In relation to this view, see
my discussion below.
Borchert, Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 433-434. I have replaced “Avicenna” with his Islamic
name “Ibn Sina” for consistency.
For an account of the transmigration of the soul, see Druart, “The Human Soul’s Individuation
and Its Survival after the Body’s Death,” 265.
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shall presently see his understanding of human beings more closely, but for
the moment it is sufficient to note that this description clearly shows that
he is a dualist who acknowledges two separate substances.

3. Yi I’s Conception of Human Beings
Now let us turn to Yi I’s view of human beings. As a typical though distinct
Neo-Confucian scholar, Yi I is deeply interested in human beings and tries
to set up an ontological basis for moral nature. He accepts Mencius’s (c.
372-289 BCE) conception of human nature: human nature is conferred by
Heaven at birth and although its moral nature is originally good, it can go
wrong; subsequently, its goodness can be recovered and completed by
self-cultivation. This is the basic idea of human nature that Yi I
acknowledges without any objection. In this section, I shall begin by
examining his account of the composition and classification of human beings,
and then I shall turn to discuss his view of human nature in more detail.
3. 1. The Composition of Human Beings
As for the relationship between ri and gi, Yi I says that “They are not a
single thing, therefore they are one and yet two; they are not two things,
therefore they are two and yet one.”18 Indeed, this appears to be a dubious
position. He emphasizes a non-separable relationship between ri and gi, but
he does not say that they are one. He might have meant to say that they
are two entities, though non-separable from each other. However, this is not
what he meant, either. He adds the following explanation:
What does it mean when I say they are not a single thing? Although ri
and gi cannot be separated from one another, in the midst of their
marvelous unity ri is ri and gi is gi; they never become intermingled and
therefore are not a single thing. What does it mean to say that they are
not two things? Although one says ri is ri and gi is gi, they are interfused
with no interstice, no anterior or posterior, no separating or conjoining; one
does not perceive them as two [independent] things. Therefore, they are
not two things. . . . Ri has no beginning, and therefore gi likewise has
no beginning.19
18

Kalton, The Four-Seven Debate, 126; Yi, Yulgok jeonseo, 10:2a.
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All the myriad things are believed to be composed of ri and gi, but ri is
in general understood as something that neither occupies space nor acts on
its own. Thus, the only way for it to act is, as mentioned earlier, mounting
gi. Ri mounting or residing in gi is called nature. As noted, the term “nature”
is an abstract concept. It refers to some essential property that things are
born with. According to Yi I, all the myriad things, including human beings,
have their own natures which are different from one another. He says that
this is due to the difference not of ri, but of gi.
Indeed, ri is one, and that is all. In it, there is originally no differentiation
into the partial and the fully correct, the penetrating and the blocked up,
the clear and the turbid, the pure and the mixed. But gi on which it is
mounted rises and falls and flies about unceasingly, becoming mixed and
variegated with numerous differences. . . . Although ri is one, since it is
mounted on gi it is differentiated innumerable ways.20

Yi I says that ri is singular and that all the myriad things share the same
ri. However, he adds that “Although one says it is the one ri, the nature
of man is not the nature of other creatures, and the dog’s nature is not the
nature of a cow.”21 Since beings are composed of ri and gi, and ri is the
same for all beings, then the differentiation of beings cannot but be found
in gi. For this reason, he comes to claim that gi can be clear or turbid, and
pure or mixed, and that things can be differentiated in accordance with their
degree of clarity or purity. This represents Yi I’s famous ritong giguk
理通氣局 theory. That is, since, although one ri prevails in all the myriad
things, gi delimits, there can be various kinds of beings.22
Yi I applies the same account to human beings. That is, they are
composed of ri and gi, and the clarity or purity of gi can vary in different
kinds of human beings.
Among human beings, there are sages. They alone have received perfectly
penetrating and perfectly integral, perfectly clear and perfectly pure gi, and
so they are at one with the character of Heaven and Earth. Therefore, the
sage likewise has a fixed nature that does not change. . . . the sage is
the norm for the ordinary man. That which is termed techniques of
19
20
21
22

Kalton,
Kalton,
Kalton,
Kalton,

The
The
The
The

Four-Seven
Four-Seven
Four-Seven
Four-Seven

Debate,
Debate,
Debate,
Debate,

126;
126;
127;
176;

Yi,
Yi,
Yi,
Yi,

Yulgok
Yulgok
Yulgok
Yulgok

jeonseo,
jeonseo,
jeonseo,
jeonseo,

10:2a.
10:2a.
10:3a.
10:26a.
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self-cultivation are nothing more than a matter of following the norms that
have already been formulated by the sages, that is all.23

According to the passage, the term sages (seongin 聖人) refers to the people
who have exercised and completed their inborn nature. In fact, it seems that
they do not really have to make an effort to complete their nature since
they already have “perfectly penetrating and perfectly integral, perfectly clear
and perfectly pure gi,” which represents the character of Heaven and Earth,
that is, the most desirable state which ordinary men should aim to achieve.
Other than sages, Yi I distinguishes three types of man, i.e. the worthy
(hyeonja 賢者), the middle sort (jungin 中人), and the inferior (bulchoja 不肖
者).24 The worthy have relatively pure physical quality (gijil 氣質) although
it is slightly mixed with turbidity. Thus, the worthy need some cultivation
to regain the perfection of their original natures. On the other hand, the
inferior refers to a group of people who have much turbid physical quality
with little clarity in it. These people do not even know how to cultivate
themselves and so they are easily inclined to fall into evil. The last type
of man called the middle sort refers to a group of people between the worthy
and the inferior. That is, their physical quality is worse than that of the
worthy and better than that of the inferior. They do not necessarily have
a tendency to fall into evil, but they often do because they cannot control
themselves consistently.
3. 2. Yi I’s View of Human Nature
Yi I is a Neo-Confucian who believes that human nature is good and that
everybody has the capacity for completing their nature. Nowadays, his division
of the four types of human beings in accordance with the degree of clarity
and purity of gi seems rather arbitrary and will not be accepted. Although
it is unclear why he divides them specifically into the four types, it is
nevertheless clear that he tries hard to claim that human beings are capable
of becoming sages by way of cultivation. Indeed, for Neo-Confucianism it
is the basic idea that human beings should do their best to become sages.
In other words, becoming a sage is the final aim of the human being. As
seen, the term sages refers to the people who are in harmony with Heaven

23
24

Kalton, The Four-Seven Debate, 128; Yi, Yulgok jeonseo, 10:3b.
Kalton, The Four-Seven Debate, 151; Yi, Yulgok jeonseo, 10:14a-b.
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and Earth, whereas the other kinds of people are those who aim to reach the
standard of sages. Neo-Confucians including Yi I generally believe that human
beings are born with good nature and will act accordingly. This might well
be understood as suggesting that they will not agree with such a belief that
“Once a villain, always a villain.” Indeed, Yi I strongly emphasizes that even
villains are capable of rectifying their evil deeds, recovering their original
nature, and becoming sages through cultivating themselves.
It is well known that in Neo-Confucianism human beings are explained
in terms of three psychophysical terms, i.e. the mind, nature, and feelings,
and that the mind is believed to command nature and feelings (sim tong
seong jeong 心統性情).25 The verb “command” that relates the mind to
nature and feelings is a general translation of tong 統 and can be also
translated as “comprehend.” Considering that, in general, the term nature
refers to the state in which feelings are not yet aroused (mibal 未發) whereas
the term feelings refers the state in which they are aroused (ibal 已發), it
is clear that the mind is not any state or function other than nature and
feelings; it is a different name referring to both states.
Following the tradition of Neo-Confucianism, Yi I accepts the view that
the mind, nature, and feelings are divided into two types each.26 That is, the
mind is divided into the moral mind (dosim 道心) and the human mind (insim
人心); feelings into the Four Beginnings (sadan 四端) and the Seven Feelings
(chiljeong 七情); and nature into the original nature (bonyeon ji seong 本然之
性) and the physical nature (gijil ji seong 氣質之性). Among these, the moral
mind, the Four feelings, and the original nature share the characteristics of
ri which are qualitatively clear and pure and, as a result, morally good,
whereas the human mind, the Seven Feelings, and the physical nature share
the characteristics of gi which are qualitatively turbid and mixed and, as a
result, can easily become evil, though originally good. Moreover, as for nature
and feelings, Yi I argues that the Seven Feelings include the Four Beginnings
and the physical nature includes the original nature. This is to say that the
Four Beginnings refer to the good feelings of the Seven Feelings and that
the original nature refers to the good part of the physical nature.

25

26

However, in his Insim dosim doseol 人心道心圖說 (Diagrammatic Treatise on the Human
Mind and the Moral Mind) Yi I adds deliberation (ui 意) to the list and says that “The
mind commands nature, feelings, and deliberation” (sim tong seong jeong ui 心統性情意).
Yoo, “Is Yulgok’s Theory of Mind Consistent?,” 154.
For a more detailed analysis of these pairs, see Yoo, “Is Yulgok’s Theory of Mind
Consistent?,” 154-156.
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However, Yi I does not apply the same analysis to the mind. That is,
he does not say that the moral mind refers to the good part of the human
mind. He instead claims that the two types of the mind have mutually
exclusive characteristics, and that they can be transformed into each other.
I shall not go deeper into analyzing Yi I’s conception of the characteristics
of the two minds, but briefly summarize them. Now, according to him, both
the moral mind and the human mind are composed of ri and gi, although
ri usually characterizes the goodness of the moral mind and gi characterizes
the evil of the human mind; their characteristics are not fixed, but
interchangeable or transmutable. This view is based on the thesis that there
is neither ri without gi nor gi without ri, but that ri and gi are always
together as a composite, which might be understood as similar to the
hylomorphic view of Aristotle. In consequence, a man beginning with the
moral mind might end with the human mind, and a man beginning with the
human mind might end with the moral mind. The moral mind and the human
mind are thus mutually transformed into each other. In relation to this, Yi
I says that the sage’s mind and the ordinary man’s mind are not basically
different from each other, but actually the same.
The vital forces of the sage are the same as those of other men: when
they are hungry, they desire to eat; when thirsty, to drink; when cold, they
want clothing; when they itch, they want to scratch. They likewise are not
free from such matters.27

Although the sage also has desires and the human mind, the sage’s human
mind immediately corrects itself back to the right path and so, in the case
of the sage, the human mind is not different from the moral mind. However,
this is not true in the case of an ordinary man. Since the ordinary man’s
physical quality is not pure, the human mind is not firmly controlled by the
moral mind and it devolves into evil.28 Above all, Yi I’s strong emphasis
on the possibility of a mutual transformation between the moral mind and
the human mind reflects his belief that every human being is capable of
rectifying their wrong deeds and has the potential for becoming a sage by
self-cultivation. In consequence, a man who was once a villain can become
a sage at a later stage. The belief in the capacity for becoming a sage is
shared by most Neo-Confucians, but his emphasis on mutual transformation
27
28

Kalton, The Four-Seven Debate, 153; Yi, Yulgok jeonseo, 10:15b.
Kalton, The Four-Seven Debate, 153-154; Yi, Yulgok jeonseo, 10:15b-16a.
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is indeed unique. This view is based on his non-reductive monistic idea of
the relationship between ri and gi. Yi I holds that ri is something that resides
in gi, and that they are not to be identified with or reduced to each other,
but this is in no way to say that ri is an entity which can exist on its own.
In this sense, ri might be understood as a property or a function or a
principle which cannot exist without gi, rather than an independent substance
which can exist without it. Perhaps, the best way to interpret such a
characterization is to view it as a sort of emergentism, which claims that
the whole might have a distinct property which its constituent parts do not
have when they exist as parts.
What is to be noted here is that Yi I’s understanding of human beings
focuses on explaining moral characteristics and setting up the possibility of
becoming sages. Although we have not discussed it here, he also endeavors
to show various ways to educate people in his works. Neo-Confucians do
not advise people to achieve happiness or anything like that, but encourage
them to complete their natures or to become sages. Indeed, to complete their
natures or to become sages or even to be human beings refers to the same
thing. It might be legitimate to conclude that the objective of
Neo-Confucianism is to cultivate oneself and others to become human beings
to be as such. Thus, it particularly emphasizes two points, i.e. the completion
of human nature and the sage studies (seonghak 聖學) to educate people to
become sages.

4. Ibn Sina’s View of Human Beings in Comparison with Yi I’s
Let us now have a look at Ibn Sina’s view of human beings. He is said
to have had difficulty in understanding Aristotle: he read Aristotle’s
Metaphysics forty times without properly understanding it until he came up
with a short note written by Al Fārābī, which explained the subject-matter
of the treatise. Although he might have fully understood Aristotle later, he
was never fully Aristotelian. Nonetheless, there is no doubt that his views
on many subjects such as metaphysics and epistemology stood on an
Aristotelian basis. For example, his detailed account of soul faculties and
his use of some other basic concepts and terms sound pretty much
Aristotelian, but his basic idea of the relationship between soul and body
is scarcely Aristotelian at all.
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When it comes to the topic of the human soul, the basic challenge for Ibn
Sina and other Islamic philosophers was to reconcile Aristotle’s account,
which is not unequivocally dualist in nature, with an account which not
only conceives of the soul as being a separate self-standing substance, but
also subscribes to the immateriality, incorruptibility, and immortality of
individual souls.29

As seen earlier, Ibn Sina’s theory of the soul is unique in the sense that he
acknowledges the existence of a soul which is independent of the body, but
rejects its existence prior to the body and its transmigration to, or its
reincarnation in, another body.30 In other words, “the human soul originates
from the body, yet does not die with it.”31 This is unique because, although
those who claim the dualistic view of the soul which is independent of the
body generally accept its preexistence or reincarnation, he does not accept this
common view. Nonetheless, he admits like most dualists that the soul and the
body are not one, but two substances that are most likely separated from each
other at the time of death. This dualistic view of soul and body is expounded
in the “flying-man argument.”32 According to the argument, since the flying
man hanging in the air without any capacity for the five bodily senses is still
capable of thinking, the very thinking subject must be immaterial.
Although the conclusion of the argument is controversial, Ibn Sina
establishes that the intellect or the thinking self is immaterial. In the Book of
Salvation (Kitāb al-Najāt), he introduces the external bodily senses, the internal
29
30
31
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Khalidi, Medieval Islamic Philosophical Writings, xix-xx.
Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, s.v. “Avicenna (Ibn Sina) (c. 980—1037): 7.
Psychology,” accessed January 25, 2018, http://www.iep.utm.edu/avicenna/#H6.
Druart, “The Human Soul’s Individuation and Its Survival after the Body’s Death,” 260.
Afnan states that Ibn Sina maintains that “The soul does not die with the body nor does
it suffer corruption in any way.” Afnan, Avicenna: His Life and Works, 92. For a detailed
reference to this claim of Ibn Sina, see Druart, “The Human Soul’s Individuation and Its
Survival after the Body’s Death,” note 2.
This dualistic view which anticipates the Cartesian conception of “Cogito, ergo sum” (I
think. Therefore, I am) presented in the 16th century is concisely summarized in Netton,
Encyclopedia of Islamic Civilisation and Religion, 269: “It is the so-called ‘flying man’
argument or thought experiment found at the beginning of his Fi’l-Nafs/De Anima (Treatise
on the Soul). If a person were created in a perfect state, but blind and suspended in the
air but unable to perceive anything through his senses, would he be able to affirm the
existence of his self? Suspended in such a state, he cannot affirm the existence of his body
because he is not empirically aware of it, thus the argument may be seen as affirming
the independence of the soul from the body, a form of dualism. But in that state he cannot
doubt that his self exists because there is a subject that is thinking, thus the argument can
be seen as an affirmation of the self-awareness of the soul and its substantiality. This
argument does raise an objection, which may also be levelled at Descartes: how do we
know that the knowing subject is the self?”
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senses, and the intellect. The internal senses include such psychological
faculties as common sense which receives sensory information from the external
senses, representation which processes the images from sensory information,
imagination which manipulates the images, estimation which evaluates the
significance of the images, and recollection which stores, analyzes, and uses
the images.33 These internal senses lie between the external senses and the
intellect. The external senses abstract forms from matter, the five psychological
faculties preserve or manipulate abstracted forms, and the intellect completes
the process of abstraction. The intellect has the characteristic of immateriality
for, if not, all souls will be identical in essence, though in effect they are not.34
As mentioned, Ibn Sina refutes the departure or separation of the soul
from the body at the time of death, but acknowledges the control of the
soul over the body. He here seems to have no interest in characterizing the
properties of the body in detail, whereas, as seen, Yi I clearly states that
human beings are varied in accordance with their degree of clarity and purity
in gi. In contrast, for Ibn Sina the hierarchy of living beings depends on
the sorts of souls or soul faculties that they have, rather than their material
components. Living beings have the appropriate faculties by virtue of their
souls. Ibn Sina suggests three types of souls: the vegetative soul, the
perceptive soul, and the rational soul. Plants only have the vegetative soul
to receive the basic nutrition for life; besides this soul, animals have the
perceptive soul to operate the faculty of sense-perception; in addition to these
two types of souls, human beings have the rational soul. Living beings are
alive by means of actualizing their faculties.
Ibn Sina’s On the Soul included in the Book of Salvation focuses on
the rational soul of human beings rather than the soul of other beings. He
divides the rational soul into a practical faculty and a theoretical faculty,
but calls both of them “intellect.”35 Since the role of intellect is to abstract
forms from matter and, finally, to achieve knowledge, it is thus natural that
Ibn Sina in the Book of Salvation is concerned mainly with knowledge. He,
in particular, emphasizes the significance of the Active Intellect. He
describes its role as follows:
The same applies to the Active Intellect, from which emanates a power
that flows to imagined things, which are potentially intelligible, rendering
33
34
35

Khalidi, Medieval Islamic Philosophical Writings, xxi and 32-36.
Khalidi, Medieval Islamic Philosophical Writings, xxii.
Khalidi, Medieval Islamic Philosophical Writings, 27.
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them actually intelligible and rendering the potential intellect into an actual
intellect. And just as the sun is itself perceived and is also a cause of
rendering something potentially perceptible into something actually
perceptible, so also this substance [i.e. the Active Intellect] is itself
intelligible and is also a cause of rendering all the intelligibles, which are
potentially intelligible, actually intelligible.36

As the sun shines to reveal not only other things but also the sun itself to
the viewer, the role of the Active Intellect is to reveal not only intelligibles
but also the Active Intellect itself to the knower. In other words, as the sun
allows what is potentially to be seen to be actually seen, the Active Intellect
allows what is potentially to be known to be actually known. In this way,
Ibn Sina tries to explain the process of attaining human knowledge and to
define the roles of necessary faculties for it.
However, as Lee points out, he hardly seems to be interested in offering
an account of human nature itself;37 he instead tells us the kinds and functions
of faculties, the soul’s relationship to the body, and the process of achieving
knowledge rather than the final aim of the soul faculties altogether, which
will tell us the final aim of human beings. Unlike Ibn Sina, Aristotle was
concerned with all those topics. In particular, his use of all the soul faculties
to explain the happiness of human beings is indeed his central idea which
is not found in Ibn Sina. However, Ibn Sina’s disinterest in this idea seems
to leave the impression that his theory of human beings remains incomplete.
In other words, his treatment of human beings still requires something more
to say about the ultimate purpose or end of human beings.
Indeed, Ibn Sina’s view of human beings is different not only from
Aristotle’s, but also from Plato’s. This is peculiar since the two Greek
philosophers have opposite views on the composition of human beings. Since
their characteristics are based on their composition, one inevitably has to be
in favor of either one of them if one intends to discuss human beings. At an
earlier stage, we have seen that the relationship between Plato and Aristotle
was similar to Yi Hwang and Yi I in that one of them had a dualistic view
of human beings, whereas the other had a monistic view. Since Ibn Sina refutes
both Plato and Aristotle, he would also refute Yi Hwang and Yi I. Moreover,
he would say more or less the same thing to Yi I as he would have said to
Aristotle when he had refuted Aristotle’s idea of hylomorphism in favor of the
36
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Khalidi, Medieval Islamic Philosophical Writings, 57-58.
Lee, “Avicenna-ui ‘Jingongsok-ui ingan’,” 302.
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Neo-Platonic idea of the soul that survives the death of the body. As mentioned,
it is legitimate to say that Yi I’s understanding of the relationship between ri
and gi is more or less the same as Aristotle’s hylomorphic view of form and
matter, or the soul and the body. However, Ibn Sina “holds with Aristotle that
the soul is the form and the quiddity of the body which controls and gives
it its particular character; but contrary to him asserts that it is a separate
substance capable of existing independently of the body.”38 As noted, the claim
for the separation of the soul from the body, or the survival of the soul after
the death of the body, is the primary difference not only between Ibn Sina
and Aristotle, but also between him and Yi I.
On the other hand, the second significant difference between Ibn Sina
and Yi I is that the former thinks that what makes one living being different
from another is their souls, whereas for the latter it is their bodily
components. That is, for Ibn Sina the differing natures of the living species
is due to their souls, whereas for Yi I it is due to the degree of cleanliness
or turbidity of the matter that composes them. Ibn Sina’s strong claim for
the survival of the soul as well as the ascription of significance to the soul
rather than the body might be due to the religious implications of the Islamic
tradition. Yi I’s ascription of significance to the material or bodily
component is also due to his belief, though not religious, that the moral
nature of human beings is not fixed, but can be cultivated through their
consistent efforts. By this, he claims that even the villain can become a sage,
depending on their will and efforts.

5. Concluding Remarks
I have chosen Yi I and Ibn Sina for comparison since they were known
as the most influential thinkers in their respective traditions, i.e. Korean and
Islamic. When I first began to study them, I expected that there would be
much to discuss since I knew that Ibn Sina was largely influenced by
Aristotle, who might well be compared with Yi I. However, the result was
far from my expectations, presumably due to the lack of my prior knowledge
of Ibn Sina.
A large number of philosophers have tried to understand the meaning
of human life, but the question has been asked in different forms: what
38
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human beings are, what they are capable of, what they are composed of,
what their final goal in life is, whether they have such a goal at all, and
whether their nature is good or bad. All these questions are to inquire after
human nature. We have seen that Yi I and Ibn Sina had different questions
in mind. From our discussion so far, we have seen that although both of
them were deeply interested in human beings, Yi I was rather inclined
towards the analysis of the moral characteristics of human nature, whereas
Ibn Sina was keen on showing the roles or functions of soul faculties.
Moreover, Yi I tried to find a way to attain and complete human nature
which he defined as originally good, whereas Ibn Sina was more concerned
with the process of attaining knowledge of human beings. In addition, Yi
I used the difference of the physical quality to explain the variation of living
beings, whereas Ibn Sina used the psychological faculties of the soul as a
criterion for distinguishing one living being from another.
In this paper, I have attempted to compare the two different traditions
which have never communicated with each other before. At first glance, it
might seem that if Ibn Sina and Yi I had met, they would have had nothing
much to talk about since they had very different views. However, their shared
earlier concern regarding human beings might be a good starting point for
their conversation. They might have to begin with defining the terms they
used in accounting for human beings, and then they might perceive the need
to reconcile their distinct differences: Yi I’s characterization of ri as
inseparable from gi and Ibn Sina’s characterization of the soul as independent
of the body. In any case, their discussion of the subject would not have been
meaningless. The comparison between the two different traditions has so far
been incomprehensive and left many things unexamined. Nonetheless, I hope
that this approach has shown a considerable and worthwhile motivation for
further research.
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從伊本西納的角度考察李珥
對人存在問題的理解
俞 原 基

中文摘要
本文將從伊本西納(Avicenna，980-1037)的角度考察評價李珥(栗谷，1536-1584)對人
存在問題的理論｡ 這是一種新的嘗試，是爲了發現並提供韓國哲學與伊斯蘭哲學之間的
相互理解的可能性｡ 李珥是韓國著名的新儒學哲學家，而伊本西納則是烏茲別克斯坦著
名的伊斯蘭哲學家｡ 乍看起來，兩位學家之間沒有直接的聯繫，而確實沒有任何證據顯示
他們認識甚至聽說過對方｡ 但是，我們依然可以對他們的哲學進行比較，因爲他們都至少
對人存在的問題有濃厚的興趣｡
作爲一個既典型又傑出的新儒學學家，李珥對人存在問題表示興趣是爲了爲通過自
我修養順理成章的成爲聖賢的目標而建立具有存在論基礎的道德本性｡ 但是，他與大多數
同時代的儒學家不同，即他的觀點接近於理氣一元論而不是二元論｡ 就是說，他反對理與
氣分離｡ 但是，伊本西納應該反對他這種觀點，因爲伊本西納主張靈魂在某種程度上區別
于肉體｡ 作者將校驗伊本西納的這種主張的根據，並與李珥的根據及理論作以比較｡ 通過
這種比較，我們可以印證兩種不同傳統的哲學至少有可比性，不僅可以發現他們邏輯上是
否存在不一致與謬誤，還可以提供某種解決方案來補足他們的理論｡
關鍵詞：李珥(栗谷)，伊本西納(Avicenna)，一元論，二元論，性，韓國新儒學，伊斯蘭

