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Necessity of New Identities for Korean Companies

Since the 1960s, Korean companies have continued to
strive to increase exports. In the 1970s and 1980s, they
relied on developing and exporting goods by imitating
quality foreign products. Today, however, they have
become global manufacturers of mobile devices, auto-
motive products, home appliances, online games and
other items, and are solidifying their position in the
global market.

Therefore, they now need to shed their existing images
and develop new corporate identities that are more
suitable for global use and that embody a more pro-
gressive image. In fact, this necessity is widely recog-
nized by industries.

Nevertheless, some companies still believe developing
a corporate identity means simply adding design ele-
ments to symbols, logos, advertising and products or
applying a consistent design. They tend to understand
the formative aspect only. Identities are also some-
times developed and used only as a means to express a
strategic image rather than symbolizing a company’s
culture and personality.

However, just as a person who speaks or behaves in a
way that is incongruous with his or her personality or
image is regarded as duplicitous, if a company misun-
derstands or mismanages its identity, it may degrade
its corporate image. Therefore, a company needs to
properly understand what corporate identity is and
adopt a wise management strategy. Developing and
applying a proper corporate identity often gives rise to
a number of challenges. Deciding on an “identity devel-
opment direction”- choosing whe-ther to focus on the
company’s current image, to depict a company’s aspi-
rations, to differentiate it from other companies or to
make it more homogeneous —and selecting “the sub-
stance of an identity”— what kind of image, content and
message is not easy.

It is likewise complicated to establish the “scope of
identity application”; that is, to what extent the identity
might be applied(corporate philosophy, image, prod-
ucts, PR, advertising and displays) and whether the
same identity would be applied to entire product lines
or whether sub-identities would be developed for each
product category. The issue of how long the current
identity would be used and the development and man-
agement of a corporate identity also present a number
of difficulties and challenges.

Park Yeong-mog: Identity from a Confucian Perspective

Interpretation of Corporate Identity from a Confucian
Perspective

In this paper, the definition of identity and the method
for its development will be explained from the perspec-
tive of Confucianism in order to assist Korean compa-
nies in developing and managing their identity. Identity
is one’s particular set of characteristics and is strongly
influenced by the environment to which an individual
belongs. Since Confucianism is a philosophy that has
had a profound influence on Korean culture, spirituality
and society, the Confucian interpretation of identity is a
likely source for an appropriate direction for the devel-
opment and management of a corporate identity befit-
ting Korean culture.

The following indicates for how long and how pro-
foundly Confucianism has affected Korean culture.

During the Three Kingdom period(57BC-918AD)
and in the Goryo Dynasty(918AD-1392AD) as well,
Confucianism played a major role in creating the
spiritual world of the Korean people. Confucianism
was particularly central in providing leaders who
ruled state affairs with a governing philosophy and
principles of civilization. From the days of the Three
Kingdom period, Korea used Confucian writings as
manuals for the education future of administrative
leaders at learning institutions, and candidates’
understanding of Confucian texts was a selection
criterion in the appointment of government offi-
cials. Therefore, leaders who had been cultivated
through this process led society at that time accord-
ing to the teachings of Confucianism, which was
their knowledge base. As a result, Korean society is

deeply rooted in the Confucian view of humankind
and social life.(National Culture Research Center of Korea Uni-
versity 2001, 381)

As this passage suggests, Confucianism is a philoso-
phy that strongly and consistently influenced Korean
culture, spirituality and society for some two thousand
years from the Three Kingdom Period through the
Joseon Dynasty, shortly before modernization. Particu-
larly from the founding of the Joseon Kingdom in 1393
up to the end of the Joseon Dynasty in 1905, that is,
until immediately before Korean modernization, Confu-
cianism had positioned itself as a powerful and sole
principle underpinning the nation’s politics, culture,
society and education. It cannot be denied that Confu-
cianism is significantly influential even today, as
respect for elders, fulfilling filial duties and being
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courteous to others are considered important virtues.

The Meaning of Identity

Identity(Yahoo! English Dictionary) js understood as a collec-
tive description of the independent characteristics of an
individual, such as individuality and subjectivity, the
quality of sharing the characteristics of a group to
which an individual be-longs, and the manifestation of
such characteristics in the form of behaviors, attitudes
and styles.

Therefore, corporate identity is a term describing
both qualities that differentiate a company from others
and qualities it shares in common with other compa-
nies, in addition to an image created through corporate
activities such as products, logos, symbols, advertising
and service approach.

As described, identity is not simple; it is a very com-
plex concept. It is not easy to be homogeneous with a
group to which the individual belongs while assuring
the uniqueness of the individual. If a distinctive feature
of an individual becomes prominent, it may surpass
the level of individuality and uniqueness and be regard-
ed as self-righteousness and conspicuousness. On the
other hand, when homogeneity with a group to which
an individual belongs is stressed, it becomes mundane
and collective. Correlations between characteristics
(meaning) and manifestation(format) need to be well
balanced.

Identity in Confucianism

In Confucianism, there is a conceptual model that cor-
responds to identity. In fact, it has a structure that is
astonishingly similar to the concept of identity. In this
paper, the Confucian concept of identity is illustrated in
the figure below.

It has already been established that a corporate philos-
ophy, in addition to its manifestation, is a critical factor
in deciding on a corporate identity. It was also con-
firmed that a corporate philosophy has qualities that
are shared with as well as differentiated from other
companies. In Confucianism, this corporate philosophy
can be explained by “nature”(1%). Nature is perhaps the
most fundamental concept in Confucianism. The fol-
lowing describes this concept.

According to Confucius and Mencius, a human
being has two aspects, body and mind, of which
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A human being has

two aspects, body and
mind, of which mind is the
more essential. The
source of mind is one’s
nature, and thus

“nature” is the essence
of human existence.

The Chinese character
nature(f#) is composed
of a combination of
“mind”(.:) and “life” (%),
which can be interpreted
as “a mind to live” or

“a will to live.”
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mind is the more essential. The source of mind is
one’s nature, and thus “nature” is the essence of
human existence. The Chinese character nature(%)
is composed of a combination of “mind”(.(;) and
“life”(4), which can be interpreted as “a mind to
live” or “a will to live.” By doing so, we can under-
stand that the most fundamental being guiding our
physical bodies to sustain life is the “will to live.” It
is my will to live that makes my heart continue beat-
ing and keeps me breathing constantly and guides
me to eat when | am hungry and rest when | am
tired. When examined carefully, it seems a very rea-
sonable explanation. Until now, | was under the illu-
sion that my body is myself; | am dead when my
body is dead. However, if | reflect enough, | can see
that my body did not appear how it is today in the
beginning. A small object created by my parents
has grown bigger by absorbing other objects one
after another. Therefore, when | return substances |
have borrowed from other objects, nothing remains.
Nevertheless, | mistakenly believed that substances |
had borrowed from others are myself. Once | per-
ceive these facts correctly, | can clearly understand
that my real being is not my body, but a “driving
force” or “will to live” that enabled my body to
grow this big. However, my will to live is the same
as the will to live that acting on other people’s bod-
ies and on animals and plants. That is, the exact
same thing as my will to live, the essence of myself,
exists within you. When this will to live is under-
stood as my true existence, and this true self is you
as well as all creatures. The essence of myself is not
confined to me as a limited person, which is under-
stood through my physical body and distinguished
from others.(Lee 1991, 21-22)

| can clearly understand that “I” as a subject that
engages in the life of my “body” is none other than
“the principle of nature.” The principle of natural is
a subject that carries on the life in my “body” as
well as life in others’ “bodies.” It is a subject that
engages in the life of all creatures. Therefore, when
you understand the principle of nature as a true
existence of myself, my true being becomes your
true being and the existence of all creatures. As far
as a true being is concerned, all creatures become
one. The principle of nature provides the conditions
for the lives of all creatures, such as letting the sun
shine and cycling through the four seasons, and, at
the same time, serves as a driving force that pro-
duces and nurtures every creature. In Confucian-
ism, a distinction if made between the two aspects

Park Yeong-mog: Identity from a Confucian Perspective

of the principle of nature. The former is called fate
or the will of the heavens, and the latter is called
nature. The term heaven’s will comes from the
sense that it gives orders for every creature to be
born and grown. “Nature” originates from an
understanding that the driving force of creation and

growth that is innate in every creature is the “will to
live."” (Lee 1992, Lectures on the Analect of Confucius, 40)

To summarize, in Confucianism, this “will to live”
exists in all living organisms. Every living organism has
a nature that is in accordance with its own characteris-
tics(individuality). Each individual’s full realization of
heaven’s will and survival is the realization of the
nature of each individual. In other words, the above
advocates an awareness of a shared “will to survive,”
and teaches that a cow should live like a cow, a dog
should live like a dog and a human being should live
like a human being because this is the natural order.

Corporate Philosophy as a Corporate Identity, and
Nature as an Identity

Corporate philosophy as identity in the concept above
will be explained. Every company exists to survive and
prosper. Therefore, the “will to survive,” that is the
growth and prosperity of a company, is a nature com-
mon to all companies. Meanwhile, all companies vary
in their organization, members, products and con-
sumers. Therefore, while companies share a common
nature —survival and prosperity—they possess “indi-
viduality” in how they achieve survival and prosperity.
In other words, in a corporate identity, a corporate phi-
losophy is “respecting the survival and prosperity of
companies, which are the common goals of every com-
pany, and achieving these common goals by making
good use of one’s own special qualities.

This description satisfies the condition that for a
corporate philosophy to become an element of corpo-
rate identity, qualities common toand differentiated
from other companies need to be duly secured. Howev-
er, such a way of thinking may be not be so easily
accepted in today’s environment where companies
take part in a cutthroat competition in order to survive.
Moreover, when other companies are prospering while
one’s own company is collapsing because it failed to
make good use of “individuality,” no entrepreneur
would be excited by the realization of the “common
nature.”

Confucianism is often accepted as the thinking of an
idealist who claimed peace in the Age of Warring
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States in Chinese history, when several states waged
war against each other. Moreover, although the theo-
ries of Confucius were stressed, “righteous ruling” was
not realized as proclaimed by Confucius and a peaceful
reign was never achieved. Therefore, some historians
and philosophers regard Confucius’ theories as
impracticable propositions or idealism. What is inter-
esting, however, is that this philosophy continued to
evolve in China and in Korea. It was applied as a philos-
ophy in the governing of state affairs and as learning
material for advanced scholars. For over two thousand
years, it exerted powerful and continuous influence in
East Asia. If Confucius’ ideas were truly idealist and
unrealistic, they would not have persisted and devel-
oped over such a long period of time. Therefore,
although the ideal state proposed by Confucianism
may be somewhat distant from reality, it certainly sug-
gested the ideological orientation of Koreans. In addi-
tion, in Confucianism, the survival and death of individ-
uals and competition between individuals are explained
in the following manner, which allows the prediction of
the success and collapse of companies and their com-

In Confucianism,
this “will to live” exists in
all living organismes.

Every living organism has

petition from the perspective of Confucianism. a nature that is in

The “Survival and Death” of a Company and “Survival accordance with its own
and Death” in Confucianism

An example describing survival and death among indi- characteristics(individuality).
viduals is provided. It would be a problem if there were

many heads of cattle when meadowland is scarce. That Each individual’s full

is, when there are too many individuals with a certain

nature, competition between the individuals intensi- realization of heaven’s will

fies. Cattle will compete to feed on limited grass. The
strong cattle will chase away the weak or consume
much more grass before others have a chance to get at
it. In the end, the weak cattle may perish.

and survival is the
realization of the nature of

Borr B : each individual. In other
In Confucianism, this is also explained as the “mandate

of heaven.” In Confucianism, the “will to live” exists in
all living organisms, and since the lifespan of an organ-
ism and environmental resources are limited, the death
of an individual may have the effect of keeping many

words, the above advocates

an awareness of a shared

other individuals alive. For instance, a tree cannot “will to survive,” and

thrive unless its fruit ripen and drops. When its fruit

drops, it does not mean the “death” of the fruit; it signi- teaches that a cow should
fies the prosperity and growth of a tree. Once this prin-

ciple is understood, even when one faces his or her own live like a cow, a dog should
death, the person will be aware that he or she is fulfill-

ing the mandate of heaven and accept death calmly. live like a dog and

However, in the present age, companies attack other a human being should

companies in order to survive in a certain market or to

excessively expand their market. This is the same as live like a human

being because this is the

natural order.

ﬁ
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cattle preventing other cattle from grazing or intention-
ally eating more to prevent other cattle from eating,
and in an extreme case, killing other cattle by attacking
them with its horns.

Nature constitutes the realization that other individ-
uals have a will to live just as | have the will to live.
Therefore, intentionally impeding other individuals’
“will to live” is unacceptable behavior and contravenes
the mandate of heaven.

“Competition” Among Companies and “Competition”
in Confucianism

Then, the following aphorisms describe how the con-
cept of competition is perceived in Confucianism.

Confucius says, “Men of virtue do not quarrel, but
they always compete in archery. They bow and
stoop politely before stepping up to a platform and

share a drink after stepping down. They compete
like gentlemen.”(The Analects of Confucius, Book 3 Pa Yih,

Chapter 7)

Confucius says, “Archery is comparable to men of
virtue. If you don't hit the bull’s-eye, you look back
into your own body(for a cause).” (The Great Learning,
Chapter 14)

As described, competition in Confucianism is not com-
petition against other individuals. It is a reflection of to
what extent one has disciplined or trained oneself and
to compare the reality of oneself against a completed
self. Therefore, from the perspective of Confucianism,
when companies compete against each other in a limit-
ed environment and if a company consumes and
secures resources to an extent beyond the “survival”
of itself and impedes the “will to live” of other compa-
nies, it is viewed as a company not understanding the
mandate of heaven or having a wrongful corporate phi-
losophy.

Furthermore, if a company recklessly seeks imita-
tion or differentiation rather than seeking a means of
survival suited to the company’s special qualities, it is
akin to “cattle imitating a human being” or “cattle not
behaving like cattle.” This is an undesirable image for a
company. The desirable company competition is com-
petition between the company’s current image and the
“aspirations pursued through a corporate philosophy”
defined by the company itself.

The Ideal Company Image: The Superior Man is Not a
Utensil(& ¥ F28: junzi bu gi)
Although “survival and death” and “competition” as
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envisioned in Confucianism appear idealistic, there are
still doubts regarding whether a human being or a
company can actually behave in such a way. In fact, it is
difficult to imagine what such a state is like.

In Confucianism, there are a few examples that
describe states in which complete harmony with a
whole is achieved while the characteristics of an indi-
vidual are preserved. One of them is “junzi bu gi"(BF

4 23: The Superior Man is Not a Utensil)(Analects of Confu-
cius. Chapter 12),

This means that a gentleman is not fixed like a tool.
That is, a gentleman changes his tool according to the
given situation. At a glance, it may be interpreted as
“altering oneself depending on the situation” and
viewed as not having an identity. However, there is the
example of how a man of high learning always
assumes the same mindset whether he is addressing a
child, a person of low status, or a senior government
official, but he adjusts himself to engage in conversa-
tions with all those with whom he interacts and makes
them feel comfortable. In order to do so, a person’s
essential identity does not change, but he or she under-
stands and realizes that the identity of the other is the
same as his or her own identity and behaves accord-
ingly. In such a case, harmony with a whole and the
person’s own constant nature (special qualities) are
assured.

How is the Perception of Homogeneity With and Differ-
ences From Other Individuals Possible?: Form and Use,
Shape and Substance

In order to establish a corporate philosophy to create a
rightful identity, one’s own special nature needs to be
secured while realizing that one’s nature is the same as
that of all other individuals(companies). But is this pos-
sible? When sameness is stressed, distinctiveness is
usually overshadowed; when special nature is high-
lighted, sameness is obscured.

However, this is possible because distinctiveness from
and homogeneity with other individuals are not of the
same dimension; they are different dimensions. In Con-
fucianism or Oriental philosophy, this is explained in
“form” (#8) and “use”(F) or “shape”(J) and “substance”
(). “Form” or “shape” is a form, image, shape, struc-
ture or material that constitutes an individual. “Use” or
“substance” represent property, uses and characteris-
tics of an individual. While coal and oil are different in
terms of “shape” or “form” because one is solid while
the other is liquid, they are the same in “use” or
“substance” as they both can be used to ignite a fire.
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A person’s essential
identity does not change,
but he or she understands
and realizes that the
identity of the other is the
same as his or her own

identity and behaves

accordingly. In such a case,

harmony with a whole
and the person’s own
constant nature(special

qualities) are assured.
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As described earlier, this is a way to preserve the differ-
ent characteristics of individuals while sharing an
essential nature. It is realizing that “shape”(form) may
differ while “substance”(use) is the same.

Companies need to perceive that the “will to live” and
the “will to survive and prosper as a company” are
comparable to “use,” while “forms” vary among com-
panies. Once this is realized, a state where competition
in “use” disappears and difference in “shape” is recog-
nized can be attained.

Developing a Corporate Philosophy as a Corporate
Identity: “Investigation of Objects”(Gewu: 4§4) and
“Extension of Knowledge” (Zhizhi: E%0)

Thus far, it has been explained that in order to establish
a corporate identity, the “will to live,” which is shared
by all companies, and the “will to live in a way appro-
priate to the special qualities of one’s own company”
need to be realized. Identity, then, needs to envision the
company’s pure corporate philosophy.

We will now discuss how to establish a corporate
philosophy. In order to define a corporate direction or
philosophy, methods for discovering “substance”
common to other companies and “shapes” that differ
from other companies will be examined from a Confu-
cian perspective.

In Confucianism, there is a method for perceiving oth-
ers and self. This is called “gewu” (¥4) and “zhizhi" (¥
#0)[In The Great Learning, three ultimate objectives(the
three principles) of learning and policies and eight
approaches to the process and effects(the eight arti-
cles) of learning are explained, Gewu and zhizhi are
steps one and two of the eight articles]. Gewu is the
investigation of things / objects and zhizhi is the exten-
sion of knowledge. It means that through observation
of other things or situations, you gain knowledge about
yourself as well as others. If there is only “I” on this
earth, there can be no concept of “you.” The statement
“I am tall” is established only when | am compared
with someone else who is shorter than | am. The
proposition “I am a man” is possible only when its
opposite concept, “female,” is understood. Therefore,
observing others is not simply understanding others
but understanding oneself as well at the same time and
understanding things that are common and different
between the self and others. In Confucianism, through
gewu, the common na-ture between self and others is
understood and individualities that set one apart from
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others(the means of survival and forms that differ
among individuals) are comprehended. From the
standpoint. of a company, gewu is the observation of
other companies, the observation of consumers and
the observation of the company environment, such as
social changes. At the same time, it is the observation
of the environment where one is situated. However, if
observation(gewu) is not properly performed, a corpo-
rate identity will not be properly formulated(zhizhi).

One erroneous gewu is forgetting that the purpose
of observation is to understand commonalities(man-
date of heaven) and differences(individual qualities)
between self and others, and observing either others or
the inner self alone. In order to prevent this mistake,
there is an aphorism in the Analects of Confucius:
“Learning without thought is useless; thought without
learning is perilous.”(The Analects of Confucius, Book 2 Wei
Chang, Chapter 15) This can be interpreted as meaning that
solely observing others without reflecting upon oneself
is useless, while disregarding others in the belief that
one’s own thinking is correct is risky. If a company
responds too sensitively to the actions of other compa-
nies, social change and consumer trends without con-
sidering its own situation or special nature and makes
an investment or excessively increases production as a
result of a hasty prediction that a certain business area
or product demand will increase, the company is very
likely to fail due to financial pressure from excessive
investment or slow turnover. Even if a huge profit is
reaped once or twice, if such a business practice contin-
ues, the company may be alienated by peers and con-
sumers and branded a company that goes after money
alone by seizing market opportunities without having
an identity. In the case of corporate design identity as
well, if an entrepreneur thinks, “That company'’s design
identity looks great” and seeks to apply it to his own
company without much consideration, the company
may be perceived by peers and consumers as a compa-
ny with no unique personality or a company whose
products and image are incompatible. In fact, a design
identity developed after extensive efforts may produce
an adverse effect.

Moreover, if a company believes that it is in good
shape so long as it does well regardless of the external
environment and blindly focuses only on improving its
internal capabilities, its products may be rejected by
consumers because market demand has changed or
the company may face a major crisis because of exter-
nal factors such as a sharp rise in raw material costs or
the disappearance of a customer segment. Also on the
subject of design identity, if a company is overly
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focused on its own design identity and fails to respond
to environmental changes, it will inevitably end up hav-
ing an outdated, old-fashioned corporate image.

While a company should always observe trends
among consumers and other companies and elements
that affect the company, the purpose of this observa-
tion should be grasping the direction in which compa-
nies should generally push ahead and the common
goals of companies. At the same time, it should be sur-
veying the special nature of the company itself and
identifying a position(individual qualities, individuality)
that is appropriate to the current situation.

The second type of mistake is trying to understand
oneself or others with very limited information. The
reason for observing others or oneself is to understand
the common nature among these. Therefore, the
essence(nature) shared by others as a common denomi-
nator may become more evident when the target of
observation is composed of as many individuals as
possible. In addition, in terms of observation of inner
self, one’s own individuality will be better understood
through a comparison with the observations of many
different others. However, if a company observes only
a few and misunderstands them as being a majority or
distorts a fragmented part of one’s characteristics as
overall characteristics, “extending one’s knowledge
through investigation of things” cannot be properly
practiced.

Expression of a Corporate Image From a Corporate
Philosophy Applied as a Corporate Identity

Expression of a Corporate Image from a Corporate
Philosophy: Expression of Sentiments from Nature
Thus far, from overall identity, which consists of a cor-
porate philosophy and its expression, corporate philos-
ophy and its defining methods have been explained
from a Confucian conception. However, corporate
identity signifies an outcome expressed through the
evolution of a corporate spirit or philosophy. That is, it
is a whole that has been applied consistently to all cor-
porate activities, ranging from a visual corporate identi-
ty and product identity to advertising, PR and product
sales. The expression of a corporate philosophy, estab-
lished as described above, will now be examined from
a Confucian viewpoint.

“cai”(F: ability or talent) is a function of the mind
such as thought, discretion or judgement. When a
mind is likened to spring water, there lies its nature -
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which corresponds to subterranean water at the bot-
tom of a spring - at the underneath of the mind. The
mind is filled with sentiments expressed from
nature, which is equivalent to water springing up
from the subterranean reservoir. “Ability,” a func-
tion of the mind, serves as a spring that controls the
gushing subterranean water; it controls the expres-
sion of sentiments from nature. Since nature is the
essence of the mind that is common to others and
oneself, sentiments manifested from nature are
expressed in a direction that is beneficial to oneself
as well as to others. However, if a selfish thought
surfaces when nature is expressed in sentiments, it
will appear to take on a direction that is hostile to
others. Therefore, people become vicious when
“ability,” a function of the mind or thought, works in
a selfish way. However, viciousness is not attribut-
able solely to “ability” because although everyone
possesses “ability,” it is up to the individual whether
it is used in a selfish way or not. Although “ability”
is a function of the mind, it is governed by physical
elements. The more corrupted by greed the body is,
the more likely “ability” will work in a negative
direction. That is why we need to carefully discipline
ourselves.(Lee 1992, Lecture on the Works of Mencius, 453)

An ability to realize nature is called “virtue”(f).
“virthe" (f#) was originally written as “J&"”, a combi-
nation of “zhi”({&: straight or honest) and “xin” (.(>:
mind). Accordingly, the meaning of “virtue” is the
ability of a mind to express nature honestly...
(omitted)

...There are two ways to explain virtue: one is a
strengthening of one’s will to share with others, and
the other is not having a selfish thought of eating by
one’s self. Between these two, the former is
“singji” (& sincerity) and the latter is “chijing” (%
i maintaining respect). “sing” () without discon-
nection or distortion and “Yi”(#&) means exercising
nature(f%). Nature is the essence of a mind, and this
is exercised and manifested as sentiments. There-
fore, “yi”(#& : intention) is the state of a mind in
which nature has been exercised but yet to be man-
ifested as sentiments. In short, it is in the process of
being transformed into sentiments from nature.
Therefore, “singji”(3 & : sincerity) means having
the nature of being straight without disconnection
or distortion in the process of being manifested as
sentiments.

“Maintaining respect” (¥4%) refers to suspension of
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the function of the mind that deliberates and calcu- Moderation within an individual
lates, and maintaining reverence. When respect is TR o S ety

& i & 5 & and its expression)
maintained, there will be no resistance against the
expression of nature.(Lee 1992, Lecture on the Analects of

A corporate Expression of

a corporate

Confucius, Excerpts from Book I: Learning, 43-44) philosophy phioeSby

Correct Ways to Express a Corporate Identity:

Sincerity(5# &) and Maintaining Respect(}i) A

As illustrated in Figure. 2, if a corporate philosophy is

referred to as “nature” or “a mandate of heaven,” Moderation of time

(moderation of the past, present and future)

“sentiments”(1#) is an expression of corporate spirit.
“Ability”(ZF), then, is the process of developing a cor-
porate identity. As seen in Figure. 2, when “nature,” a

corporate philosophy, is manifested without distortion, ‘;:;’{?é’:n"t?{;’ ,,i.‘;:"n’l‘i’éi"nﬁ; by ilz’i:?t,i'tsy
it will be expressed in a state of “pure sentiments” (i

1#) and the company can be respected by others. How-

ever, if the process of manifesting a corporate spirit is A

distorted by selfish thought and the expression is in a
state of “vice” or “greed,” the company will be brand-
ed as “vicious” or “greedy.”

The transformation of a pure corporate spirit into

Moderation of space
(Moderation of company and its external environment)

specific business activities - general development and (Moderation of the scope of a company
production activities, including sales - may then be - ok and the scope of the external environment) Social

sy & % ! environment
referred to as “ability” (=¥). It was mentioned previously identity as E
that vice cannot be attributable to “ability” because e environment
even if the corporate spirit is honorable, in order to pre- ~ 1denityas R

a private company environment

vent it from being distorted during a company’s devel-
opment activities(7¥), the company needs to cultivate
“virtue” - an ability to express an honorable corporate
spirit without distortion. If a company lacks virtue, A
although it may ordinarily advocate a “righteous cor-
porate spirit,” it is likely to distort its corporate spirit
(nature) if the company’s profits diminish or if a strong
competitor emerges, and express it in a “vicious” way.

Companies therefore need to cultivate “virtue,”
which can be attained through two possible means:
“sincerity” and “maintaining respect.” Within a com-
pany, “sincerity” means strengthening one’s will to
share one’s fate with other companies and with con-
sumers, while “maintaining respect” means preserv-
ing an honorable and ideal corporate philosophy and
adhering to a code of conduct at all times, and not hav-
ing selfish thoughts.

B PR VU
Extension of knowledge"

Figure 3. Corporate Identity

Effects of a Well-Defined Corporate Identity

So far, it has been confirmed that from a Confucian per-
spective, a good corporate identity should consider not
only oneself, but others as well, and is a set of corpo-
rate activities expressed from a pure mind. Then what
is the ultimate objective of establishing and managing
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a corporate identity? Perhaps most companies will aim
to shape themselves into global companies. The goal
would be to make their company known to all the world
and to become a company whose products and ser-
vices are favored and enthusiastically received by users
worldwide.

In The Great Learning, there is a saying which means
that a person who disciplines oneself({% &), has a fami-
ly(#%5X) and runs a country(j4&) can create world peace
(PETF): {ggﬁi}é@qﬁf}‘ﬁhe Great Learning, Chapter1)

From a business standpoint, when an entrepreneur
manages his corporate philosophy and business prop-
erly({& &), his employees will be loyal to him and the
company will be well-managed(Z85). When the com-
pany is managed well, it can become a leading compa-
ny in the nation (74@). When it is managed well as a
leader in the nation, in the end, it will become a world
leader(Z: X F). The aphorism also implies that an un-
disciplined entrepreneur will never build a company
capable of ruling the world, and that unless its internal
affairs are well managed, a company will never be able
to successfully engage in business activities.

However, the meaning of “making world peace” (%
F), which appears in The Great Learning must be prop-
erly interpreted. There is a passage in The Discourse of
Mencius that explains:

If you administer politics benignly like King Tang,
although his state may have been founded on land
spanning only 70ri(28,000 meters) all around, it will
attract and be looked upon by people around the
world. You will ultimately reign over the entire
world. There is nothing to fear when you administer
benevolent ruling. The Book of Documents says,
“When Tang began his first conquest at Gal, all peo-
ple believed in and supported its cause. When he
conquered toward the east, northern people repri-
manded him for conquering them later. When he
moved to the south, people in the west resented
that he came to them later.” This is because people
waited for the arrival of King Tang just as they

yearned for clouds or a rainbow during a prolonged
drought.(Lee 1992, Lecture on the Works of Mencius, 103)

Here, “making world peace” is not invading or con-
quering states with armed forces. It effectively reflects
the sentiments of neighboring countries that wished to
become a part of King Tang's state, where ideal politics
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were administered although the state spanned a mere
70 ri in total.

In other words, “making world peace” on the part of a
company means no dominating the entire world mar-
ket and monopolizing interests. The true image of a
company that has “made world peace” is a company
that is envied by all of its peers and fully trusted by con-
sumers, who therefore purchase its products. Without
such an ultimate goal, it would be quite challenging for
a company to realize and practice a corporate identity
as earlier described from a Confucian perspective. In
fact, it is very rare for a single company to monopolize
the entire world market or continuously gain unlimited
profits. However, if there were a company that truly
“made world peace” in a literal sense, the company
would exist eternally and be respected by other compa-
nies and by consumers.

Zhongyong(Mean or Moderation) and Identity

So far, corporate identity and the effects of well-defined
and well-practiced corporate identity have been
explained from a Confucian perspective.

In short, this concept can be described as “Zhongy-
ong”(# J#: The Doctrine of the Mean) (One of the Four
Books and Three Classics). Its meaning is as follows.

In Zhongyong(# Ji#), zhong(H) means the “inside”
of an object. It also means the “center” of a surface
or a line. Third, as a verb, it is used to describe
“hitting a mark.” Zhong(t#) in the sense of the
“inside” of an object is modified again to refer to
the “inner thought” of a person. Zhong as in the
“center” of a surface or a line is not simply a fixed
spot in the middle, but a point that maintains bal-
ance and can raise up the whole. In this context,
zhong(H) is again applied to human affairs and
transformed into the marriage of two contrary posi-
tions, such as progress and setback, life and death,
altruism and selfishness, producer and consumer,
buyer and seller and employer and employee - in
balance and without bias...(omitted)

Zhong(H) ultimately represents a state of harmony
where all these three elements are incorporated;
that is, a state where “inner thought” is expressed
outwardly and takes a “neutral position” that can
embrace two conflicting ones. Then, yong(J&) means
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“the most universal truth that never changes.” Thus,
zhong(t) becomes yong(Ji)(Lee 1991, 103)

In this concept, identity is the moderation of one’s
thinking and behaviors(the moderation of properties
and forms of individuals), the moderation of various
images of the self existing in diverse places, the moder-
ation of the self and the whole(the moderation of a
space) and the moderation of the past, present and
future(the mean of time).

Moderation of the Various Images of a Company,
Moderation of my Company and the Entire Industry:
Moderation of Space

“I” may be “I” as an individual, as a member of a fami-
ly or as a member of society. Furthermore, | may be “I"”
as a member of mankind. Likewise, the identities of “|”
viewed from various perspectives will vary. “I” as an
individual will have qualities in common with and dif-
ferent from “you” as an individual. “I” as a family
member will represent the particular nature of my fam-
ily and distinguish it from other families. “I” as a mem-
ber of a country will be “1” as a citizen of the Republic of
Korea, and look for homogeneity and distinctiveness as
compared to “you” who is a member of a foreign coun-
try. Various identities of “I,” ranging from an individual
to a member of mankind, should have homogeneity
and distinctiveness. That is, demonstrating the identity
of “I” as an individual in a situation where one’s identi-
ty as a citizen is more appropriate is a mistake. Claim-
ing “an identity for a nation and a people” in a situation
when the identity of “I” as an individual should be
demonstrated is likewise incorrect. Always approach-
ing various situations with the same identity is an
improper response, too.

The same applies in the case of companies. There may
be a corporate identity as an individual company, as a
company within a particular country or as a member of
an industry. The company’s identity needs to be select-
ed according to the given situation.

Nevertheless, these identities of “I,” which vary
depending on the scale of the site where | am posi-
tioned, must have a common nature.

It is inconsistent for a company to pursue profits
alone when situated as a private company but to seek
to contribute to the interests of a country when posi-
tioned as a national company. This concept can be
explained through moderation of various images rep-

Park Yeong-mog: Identity from a Confucian Perspective

resented by companies.

There is a moderation of “the will to live”(a nature of
the whole) that is found in everybody and “the will to
live that originates from one’s special qualities” (indi-
viduality). If the nature of the whole is too highly val-
ued, one’s special qualities will be overshadowed. On
the other hand, if only one’s special qualities are
stressed, the nature of the whole may be tarnished.
Likewise, moderation of “1” and the whole is crucial.

Moderation of the Past, Present and Future of a
Company: Moderation of Time

A company is founded with the intention for it to grow.
Therefore, over time, a company projects different
appearances. A company engages in business activi-
ties along a time axis of the past, present and future.
The profile of a company in its early years may be dif-
ferent from that of the company at present. Its appear-
ance in the future may also differ from how it is pre-
sented today or was presented in the past. Moderation
is also important in a company’s image, which changes
along a timeline-the past, present and future.

People also change over time. If a change was for the
better, it is great; if it was for the worse, it is bad. How-
ever, if the change has no alignment or connection with
a former state, it is difficult to label it “good” or “bad.”
The majority of comments will be that he or she
“seems like a different person.” It will be difficult, then,
to ascertain a particular identity of that person. It is the
same for future image. A future image that has no con-
nection at all to the present profile is unlikely to be suc-
cessful. If a person yearns for a future image that has
no relevance whatsoever to hi or her current image, the
person will be labelled a “phony” person with no true
identity.

Likewise, a company will have images that change over
time as well as images that remain the same, regard-
less of the passing of time. As described earlier, it is
important to share “the will to live,” which is a com-
mon nature, while maintaining “the will to live” that
incorporates the special nature of each individual.
Much in the same way, the “will to live” that is shared
despite the passage of time and the “will to live” that
acclimatizes to the changing environment over time
are both important. This is referred to as moderation of
time.
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Conclusion

Thus far, corporate identity has been reviewed from a
Confucian perspective. Indeed, such a perspective can-
not be pointed to as the best possible method for defin-
ing and managing corporate identity. However, as stat-
ed at the beginning of this paper, if we admit that com-
panies are affected by the culture to which they belong,
it is meaningful to be able to examine a direction for
and possibilities in practicing corporate identity from
the perspective of Confucianism, which is a part of
Korean traditional culture. Since Confucianism tends to
emphasize self-discipline, this interpretation may seem
irrelevant to companies that need to pay close attention
to a rapidly changing business environment and seize
opportunities as they arise.

However, in business activities, a lack of harmony
means an imbalance, and an imbalance indicates that
moderation has not been maintained. As mentioned
above, an identity needs to incorporate moderation
between one’s philosophy and behaviors, between |
and others and among the past, present and future.
Therefore, if a company is obsessed with production
and sales activities alone, if a company is overly sensi-
tive to the external environment and neglects internal
affairs, or if a company is too future-oriented, modera-
tion may be worth considering. El
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Definition of ‘identity’
.The collective aspect of the set
of characteristics by which
a thing is definitively recogni-
zable or known: “If the broad-
cast group is the financial guts
of the company, the news divi-
sion is its public identity”
(Bill Powell).
2.The set of behavioral or per-
sonal characteristics by which
an individual is recognizable
as a member of a group.
3.The quality or condition of
being the same as something
else.

i

. 4.The distinct personality of an

individual regarded as a persist-
ing entity; individuality.
(http://kr.dic.yahoo.com)
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In the field of product design,
is not simply originality of
form and function, but instead

a language that describes the total
relationship between maker and
consumer.

In recent years all kinds of products
have been fated to patterns of

high speed cyclical consumption;
but even under such circumstances
products backed by strong product
identity manage to seize the

hearts of consumers.



Thus, | would define the term
‘Identity’ not simply as a system for
generating aesthetically pleasing
design solutions, but as a method of
“enriching” the quality of life.
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