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The Confucian concept of    which is continuously 
interpreted and reinterpreted in response to changing circumstances. The 
purpose of  this paper is to determine the features of   in the  (  

 (  

Korean thinkers, by comparing his interpretations with those of  Zhu Xi  

almost unassailable orthodoxy. Both placed great emphasis on , but there are 
important differences in their interpretations. This paper thus contributes to an 
understanding of  the dynamics of  the Confucian concept of   in East Asia.

Keywords: 

History, Zhejiang University, China.
* I would like to express my special gratitude to Boudewijn Walraven, Philip Ivanhoe, He Jun , and the anonymous 

reviewers for their invaluable comments and suggestions. An earlier draft of  this paper was presented at the 2023 

Roger Ames, and the many other scholars who participated in the colloquium and workshop.

Min Jung YOU



Introduction

The Golden Rule is an ethical principle that mandates treating others as you would like to be 
treated through imagining the reversal of  your roles. There are many forms of  the golden 
rule. Some manifestations of  it appear in the New Testament: “Thou shalt love thy neighbor 

1

 
role in Confucian texts. Criticisms of  the Confucian golden rule, however, commenced with 
James Legge, who sought to demonstrate the superiority of  the golden rule as promulgated 
by Jesus over its Confucian counterpart.2 Prior to the 19th century, East Asian intellectuals 
also discussed the meaning of  the Confucian golden rule, often through glosses on texts 
such as  4.153 and  9.4 These two much-discussed passages are most 
frequently cited when modern scholars discuss the true meaning of  .

The Confucian concept of   is a  which requires continuous reinterpretation in 
response to changing circumstances. This means that the supposedly universal concept of   
is open to diverging interpretations. A comparison of  

with the approach of  Zhu Xi 

the seeming universality of  the 
ways that limn some of  the salient features of  universality and particularity in historical 
understandings of  the Confucian golden rule in East Asia.

Shu As An Essential Principle For Conducting The Confucian Way

 Analects 4.15

 is a principle that plays a decisive role in a variety of  Confucian texts, in particular the 
( (  (

(
texts, particularly  4.15:

1 

2 James Legge, , 

3 James Legge, trans. 

4 Legge, 
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 and 

: “ ! : “ , : “ : “ , 

 
  together constitute one thread (  5

 by itself  is the one thread.6 In particular, discussions on this issue centered on what “one 
. In this section, I will 

In a comment on 

essential rituals, and three thousand detailed rituals—are uniformly practiced through 
the one principle, . It resembles a string that links together hundreds or thousands of  

, . , . , . , 
, , , , .7

. In support of  this claim, he 
presented a passage from  15.23 in which only  is mentioned, not : 

Zi Gong asked, “Is there one word which may serve as a rule of  practice for all one’s 

5 Paul W. Kroll, 
6 

, ed. 

,

of  the ,

7 , vol. 2, in , vol. 8, ed. Song Chaeso
The 

53



 such a word? What you do not want done to yourself, 

: “ : “ ! , 

As I understand, given that it says “[
all occasions in which people form relationships—including those of  serving one’s 
parents, serving one’s lord, dealing with brothers, mingling with friends, nurturing the 

“

, , , 
, ? , , .8 

 rather than . In contrast, in his gloss on  
 

That the one principle of  our Master is everywhere and yet is broadly responsive and 
minutely sensitive, is analogous to heaven and earth being perfectly true and unceasing 
even as each of  the myriad things attains its own place. There really is no rule beyond 

function of  the Way and the reason for the myriad differences in the one foundation. 

, . , , 
, , , , 

, . , , .9

This interpretation is related to Zhu’s metaphysical belief  that every person shares a complete 
endowment of    with all other people, creatures, and things, which establishes a kind of  

8 , vol. 2, in , vol. 2, 190b. Translation by the author.
9 Zhu Xi, 

 (New York: 
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identity or solidarity between the individual and the world.10 In the above passage, he quotes 
 

.11 , while Zhu Xi 
interpreted it as  by relating it to the principle of  .

(   derived from his theory of  oneness, his 

principle of   and the principle of   were separate, meaning that the one thread of  the 
teachings of  the Master was literally a single word, .

These contrasting views of  the one thread raise the question as to what role  plays 
 in implementing the Way. 

 played a much less important role. However, he 
did not devalue the importance of  .

 is interpreted not only as loyalty (  

12  as loyalty. In support of  this, he 
cited two sources, 

  (Correct meaning of  the 13 The 
, reads “  In the 

second, in , Xing Bing  means to do all 
that is within the center of  o  was a 
combination of  these two ideas.

Zhu Xi, for his part, interpreted 
philosophers agreed on the basic meaning of  . However, they differed in the role they 

 as a condition for practicing  
 rather than :

 , and that putting 
oneself  in someone else’s place [  . However,  and  are not parallel 
concepts because the latter is foundational whereas the former is something that helps 
practicing .  properly exists only after one has served others. One cannot 

10 
between the self  and others. This idea was developed by the Northern Song neo-Confucians under the 

neo-Confucians. It provided the foundation for their other ideas, including a very extensive and demanding 

 (New York: Oxford University 

11 Zhu Xi, , vol. 23, 72–73.
12 

13 , vol. 2, in , vol. 2, 191a.
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accomplish 
will have no place to start. Today, in their pursuit of  the Way, people tend to think that 
one should practice —they have been greatly 
led astray. Whenever one practices , one already has practiced  for a long time.

, . , , . 
, , , . , . 

, .14

 and  and that  
can only be called  after 

is nothing more than 
carrying out , 15 
and that “One carries out  with 
subsequently connects with , , 16 What 

is not really part of  , which is the principle of  putting 
oneself  in another’s shoes. Although it is a very important part of  carrying out the Way, it is 
not part of  the sympathetic understanding of  others.

In contrast, Zhu Xi saw  as a prerequisite for carrying out the Way. In his view, 
perfect  could only be achieved through ’ must be discussed in 

 is doing 
one’s best, and doing one’s best before conducting , . . 

, 17 Zhu argued that  is the fundamental condition for implementing 
the Way and an essential step for ,18  as foundational for carrying 
out the Way.19 Both considered  to play a role in implementing , but differed in 
terms of  what this role was. Zhu deemed  to be a prerequisite for conveying the Way, 

 was of  more 
importance in carrying out the Way.

, and  is the 
only means of  conducting the Way, while for Zhu Xi, the two concepts of   and  

14 , vol. 2, in , vol. 2, 191b. Translation from Hongkyung Kim, The 
, vol. 2, 37.

15 , in 

16 , vol. 2, in , vol. 2, 191a.
17 Zhu Xi, 
18 Zhu Xi, 
19 Zhu took  to mean “doing one’s best in 

latter described primarily in terms of  the rites. An individual then applies
rites.
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one thread that penetrates all is , and  is not passive or auxiliary but the proper way 
to carry it out. 

Shu as All-Encompassing

 not only encompassed  but was also central to the moral virtues 
 does not constitute being 

benevolent (   is only a means of  practicing . He quoted a passage from 
 7A4:

Mencius said, “If  one acts with enthusiasm in applying when seeking to implement 
20  is the way of  

conducting benevolence.

, . .21

Contrary to Zhu Xi’s metaphysical interpretation, “  is the virtue of  the heart-mind and the 
, , 22  as a relationship between 

23 He also discussed 
its implementation more deeply than Zhu, saying that  only after 
putting it into practice.24  focused more on action than 
on thinking or meditation. 

principle of  practicing  can exist 

20 

21 , vol. 1, in 

22 Zhu Xi, 
23 , vol. 1, in , vol. 2, 159a.
24 , vol. 1, in 

25 (

of  the original text as proof. This method of  interpreting the classics is often found in the philological school 
(  
school (  
between  and  by means of  , it differed markedly from the philological intellectuals of  the 

 12.2 ( , 
and  on an equal 
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only after moving to action using . As such, the ultimate meaning of   is achieved by 
putting into practice. Zhu Xi, on the other hand, insisted that is not because in 
acting according to , one must still make a conscious effort to be . or Zhu, was not 

, but only the way to cultivate .
If  one accepts the premise that the way to achieving  has several paths, then  is 

certainly one of  them. It is generally accepted in Confucian tradition that  is the way of  
practicing  had unique connotations compared 
with other Confucian thinkers. He stated:

To serve one’s parents with  is loyalty, and 
to shepherd one’s people with  is kindness. This is the way of  acting benevolence.

, , , .26

By claiming that  is the only essential way to practice  

father and child, and brotherhood applies only to the relationship between elder brother 
and younger brother,  permeates the universal relationship between people.  differs 

 was the only 
essential principle for achieving .

In a similar vein, C to constitute , meaning that if  one 
acts according to , this is what it is to be . He employed the analogy of  a bamboo shoot 
and bamboo tree to express the relationship between  and :

 is the supreme virtue of  the human moral order, and  is the means to achieve 
. The assertions that  refers to a full-blown virtue and that when it is not fully 

developed, it turns out to be  might be wrong. The relationship between  and  
is analogous to that between a bamboo shoot and a bamboo tree or that between a lotus 

 from  and assign them to two different dimensions.

, . , . , . , 
. , . , , , .27

footing as . Ogyu Sorai  12.22 ( , 
for his concept   as an essential principle for implementing  is therefore not 
simply the result of  a philological hermeneutic approach, but rather offers a unique insight into his thoughts 
and ethical philosophy.

26 , in , vol. 2, 46a. Translation by the author.
27 , vol. 2, in 

Hongkyung Kim, , vol. 2, 76.
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 as a principle that permeates not only  but also 
all things and affairs:

Whoever wants to practice the way of  the Mean [  
so without . The single word “
demand my son serve me, the way to serve my father would depend on me. If  I demand 
my retainer serve me, the way to serve my king would depend on me. If  I ask my 
brother to serve me, the way to serve my brother would depend on me.

, . , , . 
, . , .28

The examples here show how  applies to all human relations such as older and younger 

does not deviate from human relations. By means of  one word, “
humankind or Heaven. Why would we take  for granted?

, , , “ , , . 
?29

30 and 
went so far as to declare  the way of  oneness between the self  and others. He claimed, 
“This is what Confucius called one thread, which means that even if  all things are intertwined, 
I can penetrate them with the single word , , 

31 This idea contrasts sharply with Zhu Xi’s view that  limits oneness between the self  
and others.32

28 , vol. 1, in 

29 , vol. 7, in 

30 , vol. 2, in , vol. 2, 191b.
31 , vol. 2, in , vol. 2, 147b. Translation by the author.
32 Tiwald argues, “In the , Zhu Xi makes it clear that he thinks only  and 

of  the discussion focuses on his reading of  an intriguing passage in the , which Zhu takes to suggest a 

, 
.
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: Ideal Or Not

Coping with the Downside of Reciprocity: Ch ng Yagyong’s Ideal Concept of Shu, Ch’us  

 is an ethical concept that represents the Confucian golden rule. In Confucian tradition, 
 or “What you do 

,  or “inferring from 
 The 

33

their mind and that of  others since the minds of  any two people may not match each other. 
There may also be cases where the consequence of  putting  into practice is immoral, for 
instance, forgiving the evils of  others because of  a desire to avoid punishment.

, the 
individual enacting reciprocity should hold on to his or her morality. However, while Zhu 
suggested performing  with  and proposed 
stronger belief  in the concept of  . He considered it to be the ideal reciprocity and negated 
its subtle but far-reaching drawbacks.

In their readings of  the term   (Principle of  measuring with a ruler 

failures of  Confucian reciprocity. Chapter 9 of  states:

On this account, the ruler must himself  be possessed of  good qualities, and then 
he may require them in the people. He must not have bad qualities in himself, and 
then he may require that they shall not be in the people. Never has there been a man, 
who, not having reference to his character and wishes in dealing with others, was able 
effectually to instruct them. Thus, we see how the government of  the state depends on 
the regulation of  the family.

, , , . 
34

There are two kinds of  . One is  [inferring what others feel by looking at 

33 

, ed. Chienkuo 

,
34 
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 [accepting the behavior of  

is only  but no , and what Zhu Xi mentions is usually . The 
35 and this 

is . Zi Gong says, “What I do not wish others to do to me, I also wish not to do to 
. The  says, “What a man dislikes in his superiors, 

. Confucius says, “What you 
.  encourages 

the law of  when he seeks to implement benevolence, nothing can be closer than his 
36 which means that the only key for people to interconnect with 

others is . Whenever the ancient sage refers to , he means The so-called 
is, the 

 of  the 
 of  the 

. Though and seem identical, the distance between them is a thousand 
miles.

. , . , , , , . 
“ , . “ , 

. “ , , , . 
“ , . , . “ , 

. , . , 
’, ’, ’, . , 

, .37

In his  (  
: 

evilness of  others only after I myself  am not bad. All are inferring the self  and 
expanding to the others, so it is so-called .

, . , . , .38 

35 
36 
37 , vol. 3, in 

38 Translation by the author.
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—  
 (inferring what others feel by looking at  

39

interpretation of   as , claiming that  in the original texts is not mere tolerance or 
misuse of  reciprocity. He gives the examples of   and  from the Confucian texts, 
arguing that there is only a representation of   in the original texts, not of  .

: 

 
focuses on managing others and is the means by which one accommodates their 

bad behavior. How could these be regarded as the same?

, , , , , . ?40 

, is not ruling 
others but cultivating the self, so as to develop the self ’s moral potential to the utmost degree 

in another’s shoes.41 The downside of  this self-focused 

feelings and thoughts of  others. The former implies that the individual should not demand 

individual should overlook the misbehavior of  others and not encourage them to be better 
than they are.

reprimand someone who bathes with you for being naked, and you can’t reprimand someone 
( , 42 His 

39 Ivanhoe translates  as “accommodating sympathetic 

 as “inferring 
 as “accepting the behavior of  others 

40 , vol. 3, in , vol. 2, 20a. Translation by the author.
41 Tiwald outlines the morally salient differences between self- and other-focused empathy considering their 

implications for the virtue of  

, ed. 

42 , vol. 3, in , vol. 2, 20a. Translation by the author.
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the same thing at the same time. 
, so-called “

of  Zhu Xi. He depicted the features of   as follows:

others and blame them for immorality, then it is not but the opposite of  . 
What the ancient sages say 
good myself  and I can only correct others once I have eliminated what is bad within 
myself.43 If, however, the 

this put what is outside on the inside and exchange the branch tip for the root? Zhu Xi’s 
reading nevertheless warns against , not  What this passage says is that if  

  [  is the way 
of    [a principle with which, as with a measuring square, one may regulate his 

seems to make the same point, the words must be in order.

, , . , 
, . , , , 

 , , , , , 
, . , . , , . , , 

. , .44

, the ideal 
reciprocity. The cognitive mechanism of  is “inferring what others feel by looking at 

stated his  formulation clearly as “serving others in accordance with one’s mind [  
 

, , , 45 This concept of   is 
similar to Zhu’s concept of  in terms of  both being other-focused.46

According to Zhu Xi’s reading of   in the , it is logical that if  someone is 

43 , vol. 3, in , vol. 2, 19b–20a.
44 , vol. 3, in , vol. 2, 20a.
45 , vol. 2, in , vol. 2, 191b.
46 According to Tiwald, Zhu Xi interpreted 
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immoral, he or she can tolerate the deviousness of  others and not demand virtuous behavior. 

righteousness from others by means of  inferring the feelings or thoughts that he or she 

this other-focused perspective   
The merit of  this formulation of   is that it promotes fully developing one’s own 

potential morality rather than trying to control others.47 If  I measure my feelings and thoughts 
from the perspective of  what I want others to do to me, I can have a proper ideal and grasp 
what moral mindset/behavior I should have toward others. In doing so, I can rectify my 
morally wrong mind and doings by means of  modeling the thoughts and actions that I want 
others to have toward me.48

 
of  .49

Gateway of the True Shu and Keji 

was the perfect way to make proper whereas was not. He disagreed 
with the Cheng-Zhu School’s reading of   as corresponding to , and insisted that 

contended that only the former appeared in the classics.
 failed to connect with the primary method of  self-cultivation 

advocated by classical Confucians. Moreover, his reading of  entailed both understanding 
how to treat others by consulting one’s feelings and actually behaving toward them in this 
way. It also required one to adjust one’s treatment in light of  a more complete understanding 
of  how one’s feelings accord with the feelings of  others. 
as a guide to action He highlighted the need to treat others as it suggests and that this helps 
to extend one’s moral feelings and develop virtue. He rejected on the grounds that it 
did not encourage behavior that developed virtue. Moreover, it urged leniency towards others 
and eventually the self.

This other-oriented formulation of  
behavior in human relationships.  cannot be implemented if  others do not exist, so 
formulated  in terms of  human relations.50

Zhu’s concept of  
the subject in conducting  was not mere tolerance or reversibility, with 

47 , vol. 3, in , vol. 2, 20a.
48 , vol. 3, in , vol. 2, 20a-20b.
49 , in , vol. 6 

50 , vol. 8, in 
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both highlighting its morally appropriate consequences. They differed, however, in the 
implementation of  
interactions with others. 

 of   performs a role in moral discernment so that only after  meets
does it works as an ideal form of  reciprocity in the way that Zhu’s concept 
concept of  true , on the other hand, was another type of  empathy consulting feelings 
or thoughts which I ask others to have toward me and then requiring them from others. In 
his sense, the virtue of  the subject develops and practices virtue by means of  interaction 
with others, prompting the cognitive and moral capacity to place the other at the center 

 in human 
relationships, such as between father and son or ruler and ruled.51

True  seeks to practice moral good. The moral agent needs to judge his or her instinctual 
understanding of  a moral issue on every occasion, and implementing  requires a process 
of    52 To 
know what others want without asking them, one must restrain self-interest and infer what 

linked the concepts of   and  
.
In  12.1, Yan Yuan  asks about benevolence. Confucius replies: 

To subdue one’s self  and return to propriety, is benevolence. If  a man can for one day 
subdue himself  and return to propriety, all under heaven will ascribe benevolence to 
him. Is the practice of  benevolence from a man himself, or is it from others?

. , . , ? 

In interpreting  in  12.1,  53

51 , in 
the sages of  early Confucianism, which was based on more humanistic values. The main feature of  early 

extend the application of   beyond human beings.
52 

ability to make moral judgments, in his words,  
functions of  the heart-mind to be the ability to judge good and evil on an ethical level—so-called  

and evaluating our instinctual sentiments and intuitive understanding of  a moral issue. Baek states, “In my view, 
 as a deliberative faculty holds a meaning similar to that of   as a cogitative and determinative 

 
, see Mark Setton, 

, in , vol. 6 

53 
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that. When the not-doing wins, it is called  [ , Kor. 

, . , . , , , .54

  as oneself  (  
. Zhu interpreted  (

Han dynasty and Ruan Yuan  (  as  

humankind has two heart-minds—the human mind (
55 In light of  this theory 

of  the human mind and the moral mind (   56

“when the moral mind wins, it is called 
the most virtuous way by following the moral mind.57

divided into two types—  and —and suggested that  stems from the moral 
mind, while arises from the human mind. His idea that one can naturally move to  

 inevitably results in moral consequences.58 is a prerequisite for 
, since acting in accordance with the moral mind produces the true .

 as a method of  practicing His gloss on  12.2 expresses 
, 

 and was a method 
of  acting .59  indicate , 
though 12.2 does not contain the word .60 He further suggested that “one who wishes to 

54 , vol. 6, in , vol. 9, 2b.
55 , vol. 6, in , vol. 9, 1b.
56  This theory deviates from a statement in the  (  

 (  

, . , . 
, vol. 4 (Hong Kong: Hong Kong 

57  , vol. 4, in 

58 

59 Zhu Xi, , vol. 23, 132. “ , , . , 
60 , vol. 6, in , vol. 9, 5a.
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conduct , must practice  ( , .61

differentiate between a moral good and a tempting alternative and guide them toward a moral 
decision in practicing . People have the ability to infer (  
exceptional moral perception and by using others as moral exemplars. As such, people can 
control their feelings/thoughts in a virtuous way while conducting  so that even without 

, 
cardinal Confucian virtue . In terms of  the relationship between  and ,  is the 
means to the true  - .

Conclusion

of  Zhu Xi, his main criticism being the lack of  practicality in the latter’s ethical theories. 
Zhu’s conception of  reciprocity consisted of  the two concepts of   and . This, for 

 
and reformulated to make it more applicable to everyday life. He sought to make  
independent of  , dividing it into  and , and presenting  as the ideal form 
of  reciprocity. This entailed “consulting feelings or thoughts which I ask others to have 

 as forgiveness, Zhu also had a 

 and Zhu’s  entail 
searching for the true feelings or thoughts of  others. Not coincidentally, both highlighted  
as way of  acting or 
roles had to focus on moral results.

Zhu Xi interpreted  from the perspective of  his own philosophical framework. Based 
on the idea that is the expression and application (  of  as the ontic (   
Zhu formulated a clear conception of   that balanced the incompleteness of   in his 

 were both other-
focused empathy. However, they differed with regard to the concepts they chose to highlight 
in their ethical theories.

the practicality of  Confucianism, he sought to develop the ideas of  the Cheng-Zhu school 
of  thought by adding sophisticated cognitive meanings to the key concepts in the Confucian 

61 , vol. 8, in , vol. 9, 21a.
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divide  into  and .
The aim of  this article was not to determine the validity of  the philosophical arguments 

important interpretations of  . It would be illuminating if  future studies expanded their 
focus from Chinese and Korean thinkers to Japanese or Vietnamese interpretations of  the 
Confucian concept of  . This would help shed light on the endless fascination of  the 
Confucian tradition in Asia.
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