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Between Heaven’s Will in Portentology and
Mencian Idea of Benevolence and Righteousness:
A Double Layers of Thoughts in the Historical Records of the
Three Kingdoms, an Official Dynastic Record of Korean History

Masayuki Sato

School of Philosophy, National Taiwan University
Taibei 10617, China
E-mail:msato@ntu.edu.tw

Abstract: This article, based upon the history of ideas approach, aims to elucidate several characteristics
of thought appeared in The Historical Records of the Three Kingdoms (hereafter, HRTK) with close focus
upon its argumentative styles in which various ideas and arguments constitute its multi-layers of thoughts.
The discussion of this article is proceeded on the following the three sub-topics: (1) By what kind of
concepts and terms did the authors (including scribers of Koryo Dynasty and Kim Bu-shik) of HRTK
understand the states and politics during the Period of the Three Kingdoms? (2) What were the Porten-
tology and Mencian ideas of benevolence and righteousness, which have become the two main backbones
of the content of HRTK? And (3) How did these two thoughts influence the textual formation and argu-
mentative structure in it?

This article attempts to demonstrate that the arguments of HRTK are constructed upon the double
structure of Portentology and Mencian ideas of benevolence and righteousness, and this kind of textual for-
mation implies that the compilation of present text of HRTK has been made through two steps: the early
Koryo Dyasty and that when Kim Bu-shik lived. When Kim Bu-shik recompiled HRTK, what he witnessed
was the fact that the whole records and descriptions of the history of the three kingdoms have been fully
penetrated by Portentology in which many historical events were believed to be controlled by the will of
heaven with natural disasters and unusual phenomena. Kim Bu-shik has transformed such an argumenta-
tive frame work into another one in which the rise and fall of all the countries were decided by whether
those rulers practiced the Mencian idea of benevolence and righteousness, or not. Here, the virtue of
benevolence and righteousness were indeed not only one of the cardinal moral values for Korean intel-
lectuals onward, but also were considered to be the rule that would dominate the Korean dynastic history
from the past to the future.

Keywords: The Historical Records of the Three Kingdoms; Kim Bu-shik; Mencius; ideas of ren (benevol-

ece) and yi (righteousness); Koryo dynasty; portentology; Korean confucianism
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