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A Semantic Analysis of the Confucian Concept of Way
Shen Shunfu

( Research Center for Zhowyi andAncient Chinese Philosophy, Shandong University, Jinan 250100, China)

Abstract: Way ( i) was one of the core concepts of Confucianism, yet it had extremely rich and diverse
conotations. It was manifested in three forms: a pathway ( JE %) , an ubiquitous heavenly way ( KiH) , and a
specific way of human act ( AjH) . In its original sense, Way was a pathway on which people walked. It was a
product of experience, derived from people’ s accumulated experience of walking or its objectification.
Building upon the concept of pathway, people further developed its extended meaning: an approach ( &4%) or
a method ( /57%) . Way was the means to successfully achieve a certain purpose. This method might serve as
an individual method for individual acts, or as a public method for certain types of public activities. And the
method for public activites was a public way ( ZYiH) . In Chinese, the public way could refer to certain
empirical public notions or to certain transcendental rules, with the latter being “principle” ( #) . Then way
turned out to be an ubiquitous way or a heavenly way. Neo-Confucianists divided way into foundation ( {) and
application ( f]) . The way as the foundation was heavenly way, while the way as the application referred to
specific acts including walking. The objectification of walking formed the concept of pathway. Thus, the
empirical pathway, the ubiquitous heavenly way, and the specific human way constituted the semantic contents
of traditional Confucianist discourse on way. Ultimately, Confucians interpreted way as benevolence ( {7) .
Key words: way; pathway; act; principle
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