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An Examination of the Traditional
Confucian Concepts of
Righteousness and Benefit’

Shen Shunfu**

Abstract: In Confucianism, righteousness is conceptualized as a moral standard that
governs the behavior of individuals, which means that it is used to shape the mind. Actions
motivated by the mind that accepts regulation from moral righteousness can form an
orderly whole, enabling its members to pursue greater benefits. This is the essence of the
concepts of righteousness and benefit, whereby the group’s objective is indeed to realize
benefits as rights. Rights are the product of human awareness of a certain objective existence,
which can be categorized into two types: material benefits and abstract existence. The
former can be defined as “benefits,” and the latter as “abstract rights.” The ultimate goal of
the Confucian theory of moral righteousness is the pursuit of material benefits. This view of
rights stems from natural human instincts, and, due to its exclusivity, can lead to internal
struggles within groups. When individual subjects act based on their own purposes, they
can indeed enjoy some abstract rights. However, it is also imperative that their actions are
normative and conform to order, thus avoiding strife.

Keywords: Confucianism, righteousness, benefit, the Way, group

Compared with Westerners, Chinese people spend a great deal of time and energy on internal
strife. In our opinion, the main reason for this lies in the concepts of yi X (righteousness) and
li #| (benefit) in Chinese tradition. Traditional Confucianism advocates that righteousness
outweighs benefit, but its final destination is still benefit. It believes that an orderly whole
formed by means of moral righteousness can ultimately bring greater benefit to its members.
However, material benefits constitute the main standard for evaluation. There is nothing
wrong in itself with seeking benefit through righteousness, but the rights or benefits that
a group of people ultimately pursue should not be limited to material benefits alone, for

*  This paper presents preliminary results of the project A Study of the General History of the Confucian Philosophy of
Mind [ Z 5 %38 % #F 57 ], supported by the 2024 Foundation for Key Subjects of Philosophy and Social Sciences of
the Chinese Ministry of Education (Project No. 24]ZD008).

*% Shen Shunfu is professor and doctoral supervisor in the Center for Zhouyi and Ancient Chinese Philosophy and the
Advanced Institute for Confucian Studies at Shandong University. E-mail: ssf@sdu.edu.cn
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they also include abstract rights. Abstract rights not only are objective but also consist
in concepts formed by the consciousness of subjects. Therefore, they must be moral and
orderly, and not give rise to conflicts or internal strife. The pursuit of rights driven by
material benefits may undermine social or moral order and cause internal strife. Shifting or
expanding people’s pursuit from limited material benefits to abstract rights may help them
get out of the quagmire of internal strife.

nghteousness IS the Way [Refer to page 38 for Chinese. Similarly hereinafter]

The Chinese character yi 3 was originally an adjective, descriptive of the nature of a
righteous action; and its opposite, buyi 1~ X, referred to those actions devoid of such nature.
Confucius elevated the term to an abstract concept, referring to an action or phenomenon of
a certain nature. As recorded in Analects 4:16, Confucius said, “The man of noble character
understands righteousness, whereas the lesser man understands benefit.”* “Righteousness”
here means a concept of guiding people’s correct actions. “How, then, can one discard the
righteousness that obtains between ruler and subject? . . . The man of noble character takes
office in order to put his righteousness into effect” (18:7). Here, the “righteousness that
obtains between ruler and subject” refers to the rules of interaction between the two sides.
“Working to ensure righteousness among the common people means respecting ghosts and
spirits while keeping them at a distance” (6:22). This concerns the principle with which the
common people should treat the spiritual.

Righteousness means the Way (dao i#). This concept is expressed particularly in
many paragraphs of the Mencius. “Humanity (ren =) is the secure habitation of man, and
righteousness is his correct path.”? Such a path as is able to lead to the destination is the
Way. “Those who labor with their minds govern others; those who labor with their strength
are governed by others. . . . This is the righteousness common to the world under Heaven”
(Mencius 3A:4). Righteousness represents the criterion for human actions, and it is the Way
acknowledged by Confucianism. “A man of noble character does not lose righteousness
even when he is impoverished, nor does he leave the Way when he is successful” (7A:9).
“If he dwells in humanity and follows righteousness, the task of a great man is complete”
(7A:33). The Way cherished by Confucianism consists in humanity and righteousness,
which mean the best way by which one achieves one’s ideal life.

Xunzi regarded righteousness as the subjective representation of the objective Way.

The man of noble character carefully scrutinizes the Way of the later kings before
arranging in their proper grades the various kings of earlier times, as though he were
deliberating in court robes with arms folded in a formal stance. He derives guidelines
from ritual and moral principles, makes sharp the division between right and wrong,
binds together the essentials of the world, and governs the multitude within the seas, as
though in the service of a single man.’

Humanity and righteousness constitute the guiding principle and also the criterion for all
human actions, that is, the Way.

Righteousness means that which regulates the person within and the myriad things
without. Above it produces security for the ruler, and below it creates a fine-tuned balance

1 The English translations of the citations from the Analects in the text are based on Edward Slingerland’s version, with
some alterations.

2 Mencius 4A:10. The English translations of the citations from the Mencius in the text are based on Bryan W. Van
Norden’s version, with some alterations.

3 “Nothing Indecorous” [~ %], in Xunzi. The English translations of the citations from the Xunzi in the text are based
on John Knoblock’s version, with some alterations.
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for the people. Within and without, above and below, regulation is the essential quality of
righteousness. (Xunzi, “Strengthening the State” [5# [ ])
Therefore, righteousness as the Way has a subjective quality. Xunzi refers to righteousness
as “tongyi 1 X ” (universal righteousness) in the sense of universal principles or concepts,
or as “gongyi /X" (common righteousness) in the sense of semantic reference to some
kind of common existence. Righteousness states the universal Way, and this statement itself
also conveys a sense of the Way, that is, righteousness as the concept of the Way.

The “Commentary on the Trigrams” [t #}] in the Book of Changes says,

In the distant past, the way the sages made the [Book of] Changes was as follows: It was to

be used as a means to accord with the principles of inherent nature (xing %) and destiny

(ming #v). It was for this reason that they determined what the Way of Heaven was,

which they defined in terms of yin [fl and yang [H; what the Way of Earth was, which

they defined in terms of softness and hardness; and what the Way of Humanity was,

which they defined in terms of humanity and righteousness.*
Dong Zhongshu % {f 47 (179-104 BCE), who connected the Way of Humanity and the
Way of Heaven, believed that the sage-king was a god-like man who connects Heaven, Earth,
and humanity,’ and that the sage could convey the will or Way of Heaven with names and
designations he created by examining deeply the will of Heaven and Earth (i.e., the Way of
Heaven).® “The Spring and Autumn Annals distinguishes the inner principles of things to
rectify their names. A name and its referent must each accord with what is true: true to its
meaning, and true to its character. Only then is it considered a correct name.” Righteousness
possesses true and objective content, and humanity and righteousness as the Way of
Humanity are a representation of the objective Way of Heaven. When righteousness acts on
the subject, it is the subjective form of the objective Way, that is, the Way of subjectivity.

The Way, as it dwells in the mind, is righteousness. “A student should understand the
substance of humanity and make it concretely part of his own self. Then all that is necessary
is to nourish it with moral principles. All such things as seeking the yi of the classics are
meant to nourish it.”® From the viewpoint of linguistics, the yi here refers to meaning,
and the yi of the classics concerns the so-called content of the Confucian classics. This
content, from the perspective of practical philosophy, is also known as Ii #£ (principle)
or the Way. On the one hand, the Way consists in the content which yi refers to, and
righteousness means the objective Way and principle. “What man and things receive from
Heaven is called endowment. What is inherent in righteousness is called principle. What
is endowed in man is called inherent nature. And as the master of the body, it is called
the mind. In reality, they are all one.”™ On the other hand, righteousness is the subjective
form of the objective Way and the mind’s reception of or reflection on the Way; principle

4 The English translations of the citations from the Book of Changes in the text are based on Richard John Lynn’s
version, with some alterations.

5 See Su Yu 7 i, “The Kingly Way Penetrates the Three Powers” [E 34 i = ], in vol. 11 of Evidenced Meanings of
the Luxuriant Gems of the Spring and Autumn Annals [ % Fk % % 3 i ] (Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 2015),
320-321. The English translations of the citations from the Luxuriant Gems of the Spring and Autumn Annals [ & X
% 7% in this paper are based on Sarah A. Queen and John S. Major’s version, with some alterations.

6 See Su, “Deeply Examining Names and Designations” [i£ % 4% 5], in vol. 10 of Evidenced Meanings of the Luxuriant
Gems of the Spring and Autumn Annals, 278.

7 Su, “Substantiating Human Nature” [ 52 4], in vol. 10 of Evidenced Meanings of the Luxuriant Gems of the Spring and
Autumn Annals, 304.

8 Cheng Hao #2 %l and Cheng Yi 42 i, “Surviving Works of the Cheng Brothers of Henan” [/ ¥ 2 [X % 47 ], vol. 2, pt. 1,
in Collected Works of the Cheng Brothers [ — 42 %], ed. Wang Xiaoyu F 2 # (Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 2004),
15. The English translations of the first two citations from Cheng Hao and Cheng Yi respectively here are based on
Wing-tsit Chan’s version, with slight alterations.

9 Cheng and Cheng, “Surviving Works of the Cheng Brothers of Henan,” vol. 18, 204.
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dwells in the mind, and when it acts on the mind, it indicates its “function.” “Humanity
is the substance, and righteousness is the function. When someone understands that the
function of righteousness does not take place externally, one can talk with him about the
Way.”!? Righteousness consists in the activity of the mind, which is the subjective form of
the objective Way, and it is the most appropriate principle. Combined, the two characters
yi and li for righteousness and principle make the word yili X #£, or moral principle. Wang
Yangming F [H ¥ (Wang Shouren F <F 1=, 1472-1529) said, “The mind is one, and that is
all. In terms of its total sympathys, it is called humanity. In terms of its attainment of what
is proper, it is called righteousness. And in terms of its orderliness or patterns, it is called
principle.”'! It is because there is a principle that there is properness. This properness refers
to righteousness, and also to principle. Thus, righteousness is principle or the Way.

The Way, Principle, and Order

The Chinese character dao originally means “road” or “path,” that is, something that
helps people reach a certain destination smoothly. Ancient Chinese people objectified
and conceptualized their experience of walking and developed a certain experiential
consciousness and the concept of dao. Thus, their experience of walking on a road turned
into a conceptual experience. Later, the concept was extended to refer metaphorically to
all the means, methods, and approaches that could help people realize their goals. Today,
“dao” can be defined as “the right way of life, the way of governing, the ideal way of human
existence, the way of the Cosmos, among others.””* The Way means correct (objective)
ways of action and (experiential) principles of action. The former refers to objective laws,
such as the Way of Heaven, while the latter refers to experiential rules, such as the Way of
Humanity. Confucius said, “Having in the morning heard that the Way was being put into
practice, I could die that evening without regret” (Analects 4:8). The Way of Humanity is a
concept that can be heard, and it refers to humankind’s correct way of action. The way of
action or concept advocated by Confucius was “dutifulness tempered by forbearance” (4:15).
The Way of Heaven refers to the working way of the natural world. In early ancient times,
when trying to tame floods, Yu & relied on “the Way of water” (Mencius 6B:11), that is, the
way or principle of water flowing, and he was successful in the end. The Way is the guiding
principle for governing the world, which is universally applicable.

The concept of the Way, which possesses both objectivity and subjectivity (the present
author refers to the former as “faze % l|” [law] and the latter as “guize #.0|” [rule]), was
rigorously distinguished into two concepts in the Song dynasty (960-1279). The dao, or the
Way of Heaven, began to mean only the objective and transcendental law. For example,
Cheng Yi #£ 1 (1032-1085) said, “The doings of highest Heaven have neither sound nor
smell to speak of. Its substance is called change, and its principle is called the dao.”** The dao
is principle, an objective entity that cannot be perceived. Zhu Xi %k & (1130-1200) regarded
it as “the common path that all people follow,”* representing a certain common principle,

10  Cheng and Cheng, “Surviving Works of the Cheng Brothers of Henan,” vol. 4, 74.

11 Wang Shouren, Instructions for Practical Living II [ 3] 3& #], vol. 2 of Complete Works of Wang Yangming [ F [H
4 %], eds. Wu Guang % ¢, et al. (Shanghai: Shanghai Classics Publishing House, 1992), 43. The English translation
of the citation from Wang Yangming here is based on Wing-tsit Chan’s version.

12 Herbert Fingarette, Confucius: The Secular as Sacred (New York: Harper & Row, 1972), 19.

13 Cheng and Cheng, “Pure Discourses of the Cheng Brothers from Henan” [ 7§ /2 [ # & ], vol. 1, in Collected Works
of the Cheng Brothers, 1170.

14  LiJingde 3% 44, ed., Classified Conversations of Master Zhu [ %k -F & 2£], vol. 6, annotated by Wang Xingxian F 2 %
(Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1986), 99.
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which possesses objective reality and takes universal effect on things and the self. As Lu
Jiuyuan [ /LI (1139-1193) said, “The dao pursued by us Confucians is the constant Way
under heaven, so how can there be any other mysterious Way?”'* And as Wang Yangming
said, “The dao is the common Way under heaven.”'® They all believed that the Confucian
Way of humanity and righteousness is the common Way which has a universal effect on all
things in the cosmos, and thus possesses objectivity and reality.

The common Way is also called li (principle). The Chinese character li #£ was a verb
originally, meaning “to produce jade from stone.”” Li means the correct way of managing
or dealing with something. As the chapter “Nothing Indecorous” [~ %] ] of the Xunzi states,
“If morality is upheld with sincerity of mind, there will be li; where there is i, there will be
numinous clarity; where there is numinous clarity, there can be transformation.” Here, “Ii”
refers to governance and administration. Management or administration has its objective
necessity, and thus the Way or principle, as a noun, means laws that transcend human
experience. As Zhu Xi said, “principle means pattern,”'® and this refers to the inevitable
basis for survival or action. Action resulting from complying with principle means that,
whenever used to handle things, it is a rational existence. For example, “Working between
a father and his son is the principle of father and son, and working between a ruler and his
minister is the principle of ruler and minister.”"”

The Way or principle is an objective law. From the viewpoint of epistemology, a law
reflects a certain necessary connection. The chapter “Discourse on Heaven” [ X i£] of
the Xunzi says, “The myriad things constitute one aspect of the Way, and a single thing
constitutes one aspect of the myriad things.” As far as the specific myriad things go, the
Way means a universal principle, which is the “common Way” spoken of in the chapter
“The Way of a Ruler” [ i ]. It can integrate the cosmos and the myriad things into one
whole. That is, “Humanity means that all heaven, earth, and the myriad things are one body
and nothing is not contained in it.”* This humanity, which penetrates all as one body, is
principle itself, and humanity as principle is the basis on which all things in the cosmos exist
as one body.

From the viewpoint of the survival of humankind, the Way means the method of “making
a group live together in harmony and unity” (Xunzi, “Honor and Disgrace” [Z% %&]). In a
group, every member performs his or her own functions, and this is based on righteousness
or the Way. The Way integrates all relevant parties into a harmonious group. The survival
of a state hinges on whether its ruler can govern it in light of the Way, and when a ruler can,
then its governance will be carried out well. Zhu Xi said,

The so-called Way is only indicative of the principles over daily life as a matter of course.

When waiting on his parents, one should be filial; when serving his ruler, one should be

loyal; when attending on his elder brother, one should be respectful; and when associating

with a friend, one should be faithful. All these manifest the Way.*!
The relationship between ruler and minister, between father and son, and between
brothers must be governed by the Way and principle, as only in this way can a harmonious
relationship be formed among people, and an orderly whole thereby be developed. The Way

15  LuJiuyuan [ JUIH, Complete Works of Lu Xiangshan [[# % \l; & %] (Beijing: Cathy Bookshop, 1992), 13.

16 ~ Wang Shouren, Instructions for Practical Living II, 78.

17  Xu Shen #1#, Explaining Graphs and Analyzing Characters (Annotated Version) [t X fift % ( 5 A ) ], ed. Tao
Shengkui [4 4 # (Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company), 60.

18  Li, Classified Conversations of Master Zhu, vol. 64, 1595.

19  Li, Classified Conversations of Master Zhu, vol. 5, 82.

20  Cheng and Cheng, “Surviving Works of the Cheng Brothers of Henan,” vol. 2, 15.

21  Li, Classified Conversations of Master Zhu, vol. 34, 863.
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is “the common path that all people follow,”* and a certain type of common principle. The
Confucian Way of humanity and righteousness is the common Way under heaven and the
universal principle of action, which can ensure the orderliness and peacefulness of society.

Order and Benefits 2

The so-called “common Way” refers to common rules or laws. These rules or laws usually
mean certain relationships. For example, the law of cause and effect reveals the necessary
connection between an existing entity as cause and an existing entity as effect, thus
rendering the cause and the effect into a whole. This is what is meant by law. A degree of
order often arises from the fact that the individuals act according to certain rules.” As far
as humankind is concerned, only the Way of humanity and righteousness can ensure the
order of human society.

Through acting on people’s minds, these laws enable them to perform obligatory actions.
Immanuel Kant said, “Obligation is the necessity of an action out of respect for the laws.”**
As a member of the natural world in reality, humankind is a limited existence and must be
bound by institutions. This is also the nature of righteousness. As a law, righteousness can
regulate the minds of actors and generate actions that conform to social laws, and thereby
form an orderly group. Order depends on laws, such as the Way and principle.

Then, why does humankind need to construct orderly groups and accept the constraints
of their laws? This is where the practical significance of the group lies: an orderly group
can bring benefits to its people. The common purpose of judicial regulations and moral
laws is to maintain the overall order, that is, to form a stable relationship among the group
members through norms. And obligations are the cost that people pay in order to obtain the
corresponding rights. In a group, rights and obligations are equal and consistent. To regulate
obligations is to safeguard rights, which is a requirement for the group or the meaning of its
existence. From this, it can be determined that the meaning or function of a group is benefit.

This benefit was called li | by the ancient Chinese. As noted in the “Special
Explanation of the Words of the Text” [ X & ] for the “Qian” [#7] of the Book of Changes,
“Benefit is the harmony of all that is right.” Between benefit and righteousness, there is not
only conflict, but also the possibility of mutual promotion.

Virtue (de f£) and righteousness are the basis of benefit.”

When a ruler gives out his command, it is a righteous action which he discharges, and
when a minister receives that command, he is bound in fidelity to fulfil it. The faithful
fulfillment of the righteous command brings benefit to the state, and he who lays his plans
so that that benefit shall be secured for the defence of the altars is the people’s master. (Zuo’s
Commentary on the Spring and Autumn Annals, “Fifteenth Year of Duke Xuan” [ & A

+HAF])

In this sense, only righteous actions can benefit the state and its people. If righteousness is
regarded as a law, then Confucianism can also be defined as rule-based utilitarianism, that

22 Li, Classified Conversations of Master Zhu, vol. 6, 99.

23 See Friedrich A. Hayek, “Law, Commands, and Order,” chap. 10 of The Constitution of Liberty (Beijing: China Social
Science Publishing House, 1999), 148-161.

24  Immanuel Kant, Grundlegung zur Metaphysik der Sitten, in bk. IV of Kant’s Gesammelte Schriften (Berlin: Druck und
Verlag von Georg Reimer, 1911), 400.

25  “Twenty-Seventh Year of Duke Xi” [{2 /A =+ -£4F], in Zuo’s Commentary on the Spring and Autumn Annals. The
English translations of the first two citations from Zuo’s Commentary on the Spring and Autumn Annals here are
based on James Legge’s version, with slight alterations.
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is, “there is some other specifiable set of rules, . . . which would maximize welfare.”* In this
ethical system, the guideline of acting rationally is to facilitate the generation of a series of
consequences rather than any other series of results in a long-term procedure, that is, in a
procedure fitted to maximize the satisfaction of desires.” Benefit is the ultimate pursuit of a
group’s rules (i.e., guidelines), and the purpose of righteousness is to gain benefits.

Benefits constitute the purpose with which people make a group, and the common
benefit is the group’s benefit. In classical Chinese, the character gong /A (common) is a
pictograph, which consists of the upper component /\ and the lower component /., which
meant distribute and property, respectively. This means that distributing property equally
is what was originally meant by the character.”® This so-called distributing property equally
means that, in theory, everyone has a share of the property, and in essence, the property is
not a certain person’s private benefit but the whole group’s benefit. However, the common
benefit, which is not a private benefit, does not exist in reality, and the so-called common
benefit is in essence the benefit of the ruling class.

In the Song and Ming (1368-1644) dynasties, Neo-Confucians believed that the cosmos
and all things are integrated into one body and abide by the same unified Way. Zhang
Zai 5K 2 (1020-1077) said, “All people are my brothers and sisters, and all things are my
companions.” The state when all things are integrated and interconnected is humanity,
and the mutual perception and interpenetration of brothers and sisters is love. Humanity
and love constitute the Way of the cosmos. Or rather, adhering to the Way enables all things
to form a single body, and coexist in harmony as components of this “living organism,” akin
to brothers and sisters.

Humanity and love create a harmonious whole, and this harmonious whole brings
benefits. “Only by establishing a just and fair order and good relationships among people
can benefits be better pursued. This is an inspiration that Mencius gave us over two thousand
years ago.”* Although it cannot be asserted that benefit is the sole pursuit of righteousness,
it is certain that benefit is one of the purposes of righteousness. This is also the essence of
the traditional Confucian concepts of righteousness and benefit, that is, the main purpose
for people to follow common laws and form one harmonious body is to pursue benefits.
Righteousness means common benefit, that is, “to seek for the common benefit or the benefit
of others is to perform righteousness.”"

Benefits and Rights s

People build groups or communities to pursue benefits, which modern philosophy calls
“rights.” Locke said of “a state also of equality, wherein all the power and jurisdiction is
reciprocal, no one having more than another.”** “Power” here refers first to the right to

26  Richard B. Brandt, A Theory of the Good and the Right (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979), 295.

27 Ibid, 154.

28  See Xu, Explaining Graphs and Analyzing Characters (Annotated Version), 36.

29  Zhang Zai 7k #, “Correcting Youthful Ignorance” [iE %], in Collected Works of Zhang Zai [5k # %], ed. Zhang
Xichen 3 45 (Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1978), 62. The English translation of the citation from Zhang
Zai here is based on Wing-tsit Chan’s version.

30 Liang Tao # %, “Three Dimensions of Mencius’s Theory of Righteousness and Benefit” [ ¥ X f| Z ## 8y = A~ E W],
Academic Monthly [% K A F|], no. 3 (2024): 39.

31 Feng Youlan Y% & 2, New Inquiry into the Way: The Spirit of Chinese Philosophy [ J& 34 . [E] 4 2 2 45 #¥] (Beijing:
SDX Joint Publishing Company, 2007), 7.

32 John Locke, “Two Treatises of Government” and “A Letter Concerning Toleration” (New Haven, CT: Yale University
Press, 2003), 101.
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life and second to the right to property. These rights are like what is meant by “benefit” in
traditional Chinese thought. The ultimate purpose of establishing a state, forming a judicial
system, and maintaining social order is to safeguard people’s rights.

Rights pursued as objects are realistic, and they possess definition. As Kant said,

The concept of right, insofar as it is related to an obligation corresponding to it (i.e.,
the moral concept of right), has to do, first, only with the external and indeed practical
relation of one person to another, insofar as their actions, as deeds, can have (direct or
indirect) influence on each other.>
Compared with an infinite obligation, a right is an external and actual thing. It is different from
an indefinite intention, for it is explicit and definite. Such a definite right imposes limitations
on legal activities; that is, no law can infringe upon the rights of the group members.

This kind of right that can be regulated and has a definition is a concept that unifies
subjectivity and objectivity, and is people’s awareness and consciousness of some objective
reality. Only when people become conscious of a certain objective existence, and this
consciousness is acknowledged by others, can their possession of that objective existence
form their right. Simply put, a right is a kind of consciousness and is only subjective. This
is also the original meaning of the word “right”: correct. “Correct” as the concept of right
consists of two elements: one is subjective perception, consciousness, and acknowledgment,
while the other is objective existence. Only when people become conscious of and jointly
acknowledge some objective existence does a right come into being.

Among these, objective existence, as one of the foundations of rights, is divided into
two categories: one is a natural and directly observable material existence, while the other is
an abstract or transcendent existence that cannot be directly observed. On the basis of these
two different objective foundations, two different types of views on rights can be conceived.
Of the two, the right formed on the basis of material existence is mainly manifested in
the Confucian concept of “benefit.” In classical Chinese, the character i F| refers to the
sharpness of a blade.** As noted in “Appended Remarks I” [ % & ] of the Book of Changes,
“two persons sharing mind and heart produce a sharpness which severs metal,” which means
that when two people are of one mind and heart, this can produce such an intense effect as
being like a blade sharp enough to cut metal. Later, this semantic relationship was extended
to mean usefulness and functionality. Thus, the character also means material gain.

Such material gains possess natural perceptibility and are knowable. This “benefit”
means “in general, material benefits,”*> which are visible and tangible things. Dong
Zhongshu said, “Righteousness is the nourishment of the mind, and benefit is the nourishment
of the body.”*® Such benefits as can satisfy human physiological needs can only be material
benefits. “I have heard that when gentlemen talk together, they discuss humanity and
righteousness. When merchants talk together, they discuss wealth and benefits. So much
for his wealth! So much for his wealth!” said Yang Xiong 3 #£ (53 BCE-18 CE),” who

33  Immanuel Kant, Die Metaphysik der Sitten, in bk. VI of Kant’s Sesammelte Schriften (Berlin: Druck und Verlag
von Georg Reimer, 1914), 230. Translated into English by Mary Gregor as The Metaphysics of Morals (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1991), 56.

34 See Xu, Explaining Graphs and Analyzing Characters (Annotated Version), 139.

35 Ge Rongjin # 7%, “Theory of Mind as the Master: A Contemporary Interpretation of Confucian View of
Righteousness and Benefit” [\ & & 2 i 15 K UL 89 31X & ], Journal of the Party School of the Central
Committee of the C.P.C. [ ¥ 2t 1 3 5 42 % 4], no. 3 (2010): 21-25.

36  Su, “For Nurturing the Self, Nothing Is More Important than Righteousness” [ & = 35 & - X, in vol. 9 of Evidenced
Meanings of the Luxuriant Gems of the Spring and Autumn Annals, 257.

37  Wang Rongbao 7T 7 %, Explaining the Meaning of the Model Sayings [i% & X #], ed. Chen Zhongfu [ f % (Beijing:
Zhonghua Book Company, 1987), 35. The English translation of the citation from Yang Xiong here is based on
Jeffrey S. Bullock’s version.
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mentioned “benefits” here as a word referring to material wealth that can be directly
perceived. This is where the true content of benefit lies: a consciousness developed on the
basis of visible physical existence.

In addition to this kind of consciousness based on concrete existence, there exists
another type of consciousness formed on the basis of abstract existence, that is, abstract
rights. In the view of Western tradition, whenever doing anything, a person, as a rational
being, must have some end. Aristotle said, “In every action and rational choice the end is
the good, since it is for the sake of the end that everyone does everything else.”*® The end of
an action is its destination, “to which the movement is.”*°* An end, as Aristotle saw it, has
two forms: one is the end as means and the other, the end as end, that is, self-purpose. Self-
purposed action has two further aspects in content. One of them is a kind of consciousness
or concept, that is, this or that which people always pursue. This pursuit indicates a kind of
consciousness. Furthermore, this consciousness constitutes their consciousness of existence.
In other words, the end of doing something is its own end, and this end itself is the ultimate
pursuit. This pursuit constitutes a certain consciousness of right, that is, this is the result
expected by the actor and belongs to the actor’s right.

This ultimate pursuit, though it is the subject’s pursuit, is distinct from natural
emotions and realistic interests. It is the self-initiated action of the subject, which is, as
Aristotle put it, “Happiness . . . as an activity of the soul.” This action, dominated by the
rational soul, is self-contained; that is, it is the end of its own existence. Self-contained moral
behavior itself has value, is an object or objective worth pursuing, and is self-actualization. It
is not driven by natural emotions, nor by narrow considerations of benefit, but is a pure and
free action.

Kant called the basis of this self-purposed action the categorical imperative: “The
categorical imperative would be that which represented an action as necessary of itself
without reference to another end, that is, as objectively necessary.”*' The categorical
imperative is the absolute and self-contained a priori imperative. It stems from the
autonomy of the subject, and when people act just because they are willing to do so, this
doing itself is its end. The actors, probably because they are involved in social competition,
have to endure either success or failure, but this does not hamper them from displaying
their own excellence, that is, “more excellent, but defeated.”* The consciousness of the
subject toward a certain pursuit activity that has nothing to do with emotions and practical
benefits is an abstract right. Abstract right is the free action of the self and can also be
interpreted as self-actualization. Free self-actualization is the abstract right of the subject.

Closing Remarks: Between Two Kinds of Right (s

A right is the recognition, demand, or consciousness of the subject toward some objective
reality. This kind of demand and recognition is not only a subjective awareness but also
relies on objective existence. First of all, the concept of right arises from the awareness of
the subject. The subject can either form an awareness of rights, such as property rights, by

38  Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, trans. and ed. Roger Crisp (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 10.

39  Aristotle, Metaphysics, trans. W. D. Ross, in vol. 1 of The Works of Aristotle (Chicago: Encyclopaedia Britain, 1952), 543.

40  Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 20.

41 Immanuel Kant, Grundlegung zur Metaphysik der Sitten, 414. Translated by Thomas K. Abbott into Fundamental
Principles of the Metaphysics of Morals (Indianapolis, IN: Bobbs-Merrill Educational Publishing, 1949), 31.

42 Alasdair MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality? (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1988),
27-28.
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relying on objective entities observed directly, or form an abstract concept of right about
actions not directly observable through self-reflection. In fact, even natural and material
benefits cannot do without consciousness. The concept of “benefit” spoken of in ancient
China is also inseparable from subjectivity. Benefits or rights are people’s awareness or
consciousness of a certain relationship.

Second, the consciousness of right is not only subjective but also depends on certain
objective bases. Two different objective bases can give rise to two different kinds of
consciousness of right. A right formed on the basis of observing objective and tangible
material benefits is characterized by two features. The first is relativity, that is, consciousness
of visible and objective materials, or the relationship between such materials, has a relative
definition. These relatively defined objects and the consciousness of these objects are both
exclusive. This constitutes the possibility of conflict among actors. The second is naturalness,
that is, forming consciousness in the face of relations with objective and visible objects is
a natural human response. Liking benefits is a natural instinctive response of humankind,
distinct from humankind’s unique reflective action. In the pursuit of material benefits,
human beings may degenerate into natural living things because they lose their subjectivity
in their actions. At this point, they are the subjects of their selfish intentions, and everyone
intends to safeguard their own benefits. Under natural conditions, people’s responses to
material benefits conflict with each other. In this case, if there is no law and order is lost, the
relationship between people will fall into the natural relationship of the law of the jungle.
Moreover, even if there are laws to regulate it, the pursuit of benefits will keep the group
members in a state of constant struggle.

Abstract rights belong to another type of right; that is, only when someone is conscious
of the substantiality of existence in this aspect can they possibly form the consciousness of
right in this aspect. These rights exist in the consciousness of the subject itself. It can even be
said that such rights arise from one’s own self-consciousness; without consciousness, there
would be no rights. The consciousness of an individual’s dignity and right of free behavior is
entirely based on the subject’s consciousness.

More importantly, this consciousness of right developed by the subject has no
exclusivity. Everyone can independently pursue such a right or interest as is formed on the
basis of their self-consciousness. This is precisely a self-purposed action. To achieve this
purpose, the rational subject must act under the guidance of the “correct” concept. This
“correct” concept must conform to the law of the group and thus inevitably gives rise to the
concept of obligation. The right arising from such a concept of obligation or the objective
reality “given” by it must also be orderly and harmonious. Therefore, a self-purposed
action under the guidance of a rational concept is an orderly action. In this kind of orderly
action, on the one hand, the actor can achieve his own purpose and obtain his own right by
completing a certain activity; on the other hand, such activities guided by a rational concept
are bound to be orderly and will not conflict with others.

This kind of self-purposed action is an action with a “mentality of play.” Chinese
people usually believe that playing with things leads to a loss of ambition, and thus deny
the positive significance of play. In fact, play more reflects an individual’s free pursuits
and ideals. That is to say, when one works with a mentality of play, or regards one’s work
as a form of enjoyable play, one will naturally not haggle over the gains and losses of the
mundane world, and thus will not fall into internal struggles. Instead, one can attain the
unity of moral obligation and individual freedom.
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