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Beyond Subject and Spirit: Mencius’s Discourse of the Threefold
Level of the Mind

HE Bohong
(Department of Philosophy, Peking University, Beijing 100871, China)

Abstract: Since the nineteenth century, some local Chinese scholars influenced by Western philosophy,
especially Kant’ s moral metaphysics, have tended to interpret the “mind” (.0>) in Mencius’ s texts as a
dynamic thinking subject or a self-disciplined moral spirit. These interpretations, in capturing the superficial
features of the “mind” in Mencius’s texts and attempting to conceptualize it, ignore Mencius’s high vigi-
lance and explicit rejection of the formalized tendencies of thought. That is to say, Mencius was not
unaware of the possibility of the mind being abstracted into “spirituality” through self-isolation, yet he con-
sciously avoided this path of understanding and appealed to the concrete and universal “revelation” of the
inherent nature of human beings. Through this revelation, he led man out of his stubbornness to the form of
thought and realized the invention and expansion of the “mind” representing the self-evident nature of man at
the level of “action”. In the end, the practice and expansion of the mind did not bring about a "world spirit"
that stood above reality. It is the erasure of the limiting “self” and the consequent connection and complete-
ness of all things in Heaven and Earth.
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