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Ecological Crisis in the 21st Century and South Korean Confucianism:
Interpromoting and Integration of Human and Nature

KIM Se-Jung

(Professor/Chief of Confucianism Institute, Department of Philosophy, Chungnam National University)

Abstract: Confucianism contains a rich organism’s thinking way about the harmony between man and
nature and element of ecological theory. This element provides not only a theoretical basis to overcome
mechanical worldview and human’s wanton destruction of nature, but also the possibility to form the
theory of eco-centrism. South Korea’ s Confucianism is no exception. Through analyzing scholars’
thinking including Korean Confucian scholar Yulgok Yi I, YangMing scholar Hagok Jeong Jedu, scholar of
the Profitable Usage school Damheon Hong Dae-yong and Yeonam Park Jiwon, this paper attempts to find
out the elements of organism and ecological theory to provide basis for establishing Ecological
Confucianism in South Korean. Korean Confucian scholar Yulgok advocates that all things and people are
the same being, the natural universe is a living organism. He argues that human life came from the natural
universe, pursuing unity between man and nature. Yulgok defined human as the existence which is given
obligation to take care of and nurture the nature with mind of heaven and earth. Human beings can really
feel the pleasure when they actively participate in the germination of universe and achieve the unity of
nature and human. YangMing scholar Hagok advocates identity and unity of human and all things,
defining the human heart as the soul of heaven and earth, which is the subject communicating with all
things. Through the appearance and expansion of endless benevolence, human participates in the creation
and nursing process of all creatures in the universe to achieve the essence of life and faithfully fulfill the
role of soul of the universe. In the opinion of Korean Confucianism and YanMing school, human is neither
subject conquering nature nor the dominator of nature. Unlike the argument of eco-centrism that human a
shabby existence living as part of the nature was given the same value equivalent to the natural world,
Korean Confucian and YanMing scholars believe that human beings are the most privileged existence in this
world, so it is called the heart of heaven and earth, or the soul of heaven and earth and it has also been
given obligations and responsibilities to protect and nurture nature. This kind of thinking can not only
overcome the anthropocentric disadvantage that nature is seen as props but also avoid eco-centric defect
that human values are ignored. Scholars of the Profitable Usage school, Damheon and Yeonam regard the
natural world as ‘living thing’, held a similar view with Yulgok or Hagok in attaching importance to the
organic unity of the human and natural relationship. But compared with Yulgok or Hagok who define
mankind as the heart or soul of heaven and earth, Damheon and Yeonam advocates that both the existence
of man and things are equal from the standpoint of the heaven, that is the equalization of man and things,
and prompts principle that man and nature under equal conditions respect, help and rely on each other,
assist mutually and coexist. The thinking that man and nature are equal is in common with the
egalitarianism in ecology. The principle of interpromoting relation is also consistent with ecologists’
principle of coexistence. The idea that man and nature are equal is not only ‘respect for the natural
existence’ but more generally ‘the pursuit of harmony and coexistence between human and nature’, which
provided an opportunity to overcome the anthropocentrism. The misgiving that scholars accidentally tend
towards anthropocentrism can also be avoided.
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