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Abstract

This paper takes Feng Youlan’s theory of the Four Realms of Life as its theoretical framework, fo-
cusing on the phenomenon of “strategic regression” that emerges in its practical application. Feng
Youlan proposes four ascending realms—the Natural Realm, the Utilitarian Realm, the Moral Realm,
and the Transcendent Realm—emphasizing a spiritual ascent from lower to higher levels through
“enlightened awareness” (juejie). However, in reality, there exists a type of situation: individuals,
despite possessing a high degree of enlightened awareness and moral consciousness, are compelled
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by factors such as social structures, survival pressures, or institutional constraints to prioritize be-
havioral strategies belonging to the Utilitarian or even the Natural Realm. Through an analysis of
cases such as the dilemmas faced by idealistic practitioners, this paper argues that such “strategic
regression” is not simply a retrogression of realms, but rather a manifestation of the tension be-
tween ideals and reality. It also reveals the limitations of Feng Youlan'’s theory of realms with re-
spect to social structure and material conditions. True adherence to a higher realm does not consist
in permanently residing at a high level, but in maintaining an aspiration toward and capacity for
reflection on higher realms amidst the pull of reality. This very process constitutes a form of moral
practice in the modern context.
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