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One System, Three Paths of Entry:

On Tang Junyi’s Interpretation of Neo-Confucianism

YU Teng Ta

Tang Junyi (1909-1978) is commonly regarded as one of the most important
exponents of Neo-Confucianism in the twentieth century. Scholars disagree,
however, as to how his views should be characterized, especially as they relate to
the development of Neo-Confucianism during the Song and Ming dynasties. Some
scholars, for instance, argue that Tang was mainly interested in advocating a “two-
circles theory,” while others claim that he was advancing a “three-systems theory”
revolving around /i ¥, xin /[, and gi 5&. The present paper attempts to adjudicate
among these various views by focusing closely on Chapter Nineteen of Tang’s
Principles of Chinese Philosophy: The Origins and Development of Cultivation. From
the discussion it becomes clear that Tang considered Neo-Confucianism to be a “one-
system theory,” one that progressively manifests the metaphysical substance of mind.
It is insufficient, however, to claim that Tang was only advocating a one-system theory;
for, as this paper goes on to make clear, he also believed that there are “three paths of
entry,” via either reason/principles (/i), or the heart-mind (xin), or feelings (ging [f).
The paper concludes that it is best to sum up Tang’s main views on Neo-Confucianism
as “one-system, three paths of entry.”

Keywords: Neo-Confucianism theory of genealogical differentiation
Tang Junyi  the metaphysical substance of mind
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