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Abstract Throughout the history of Chinese philosophy, philosophers have interpreted
humans and the world from different perspectives. Contemporary scholars have proposed
new views and perspectives to deepen our understanding and insight into humans and the
world. Against this background, the concepts of “viewing through affairs” and the “intention
noumenon theory” deal with humans and the world through the lenses of “affairs” and
“intention” respectively. The perspective of “viewing through affairs” marks a progression
from “concrete metaphysics,” and “affairs” are presented as the concrete implementation of
“concrete metaphysics.” “Viewing through affairs” is mainly characterized by “originality,”
“unity,” and “concreteness.” “Originality” serves as the foundation, “unity” represents
the negation of the “division of existence,” and “concreteness” signifies the triumph over
“abstractness.” The “intention noumenon theory” seeks to interpret humans and the world
from the perspective of “intention,” viewing the world from three dimensions: “creation

EEINT3

of intention,” “actualization of intention,” and “generation of the realm of intention.” The
perspectives of “intention” and “affairs” have something in common in understanding humans
and the world, allowing them to blend with each other. “Intention” initiates the understanding
of humans and the world, while “affairs” represent the specific implementation; intention
catalyzes the generation of affairs, and in turn, affairs embody intentional actualization.
Through diverse perspectives, we can get a more profound and comprehensive understanding

of humans and the world.

Keywords understanding humans and the world; affairs; viewing through affairs; intention;

intention noumenon theory

“Understanding humans and the world” can serve as an important start and access for
philosophical research. Different perspectives offer varied forms and contents for interpreting
humans and the world. Different perspectives for understanding humans and the world lead
to multiple dimensions through which we can explore tradition Chinese Philosophy. Many
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contemporary scholars have proposed new philosophical angles. This article, based on the
different perspectives proposed by ancient and contemporary scholars, revolves around the
fundamental concepts of “viewing through affairs” (yi shi guan zhi LLZ5 W22 ) and “intention
noumenon theory” (yi ben lun 7 A%1) for research. By comparing the particularities and
commonalities of different perspectives, it argues that embracing a comprehensive horizon
enables a deeper understanding of humans and the world.

1 Understanding Humans and the World: An Investigation of the History of
Thought

Yang Guorong states: “There can be different approaches to understanding humans and

the world. This book deals with ‘affairs’ as the perspective for examination” (Yang 2021,

1). This sentence points out that there are diverse perspectives and different approaches

to understanding humans and the world, and that “viewing through affairs” is to examine

humans and the world from the perspective of “affairs.”

The concept “viewing through affairs” draws inspiration from Zhuangzi’s “viewing through
the Dao” (vi Dao guan zhi VITEWZ ) and “viewing through things” (yi wu guan zhi LI
2 ) in understanding humans and the world. In Chapter “The Floods of Autumn” in Zhuangzi
FET- - #kJK, he states that “Viewing through the Dao, there is no distinction of value among
things; viewing through things, each considers itself valuable and others worthless; viewing
through the common world, value is not inherent in oneself.” Zhuangzi believes that the world
presents itself in different forms when observed and understood from different perspectives.
Views such as “viewing through things” and “viewing through the common world” and the
like are one-sided. Only through “viewing through the Dao” can we understand the world in
an integral, unified manner. In the unique way of “viewing,” Zhuangzi concluds that “there is
no distinction of value among things.” Yang Guorong affirms the inherent qualities of seeking
thorough understanding and holism in “viewing through the Dao,” and points out that: “This
view ... resorts to a unified way as the perspective, abandons and overcomes one-sidedness,
and constantly achieves the wisdom of the Dao” (Yang 2010, 40-48). In terms of content,
“viewing through affairs” is different from, yet carries forward to a certain extent the spirit of
“viewing through the Dao.” That is, it rejects the separation between humans and the world
and understands them as a whole, stressing the holistic and unified relationship between the
two. This ideological feature is also reflected in other perspectives of understanding humans
and the world in Chinese philosophy.

Chinese philosophers have proposed a multitude of perspectives to explore the relationship
between humans and the world. Especially, philosophical categories centered around
originality and noumenon offer different interpretations. The Book of Changes Ji| % states
that “in the system of the Yi 5 there is the Taiji K# (Great Ultimate), which produced
the two forms Pi{¥ (Yin and Yang). Those two Forms produced the four emblematic symbols,
which produced the eight trigrams. The eight trigrams served to determine fortune and
misfortune, and from this determination produced the great business of life.” The Book
of Changes holds a generative view of the world with the Taiji as the origin. Zhou Dunyi
further elaborates on this, especially by adding the dimension of human beings to the
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generation of the world. After the Taiji produced Yin and Yang, five types of ¢i /<, and
all things, “only humans receive its essence and are the most spiritual” (7aiji Diagram
Explanation XA% &4 ). Thus, the relationship between humans and the world is rendered
clearer. Laozi, by saying that “The Dao produced One; One produced Two; Two produced
Three; Three produced All things” (Chapter 42 of Dao De Jing {545 ), puts forward a
theory about the generation of the universe with the Dao at the core and nature as the basic
state of existence. On this basis, Laozi furtherproposes his view on the relationship between
humans and the world: “Human takes his law from the Earth; the Earth takes its law from
Heaven; Heaven takes its law from the Dao. The law of the Dao is its being what it is”
(Chapter 25 of Dao De Jing). The relationship between humans and the world is manifested
as human taking his law from the world, and it is natural for human to return to the world.
Yang Guorong believes that the logic of cosmic generation, with the 7aiji or the Dao at
the center, deals with humans and the world based on a certain idea or concept preset by
humans themselves. He regards the nature and existence of the world as abstract and ineffable
concepts like the Taiji or the Dao. Therefore, the world built upon that logic can hardly be
verified and tends to be abstract, which actually eliminates the real existence of the world.

This characteristic is also evident in Zhu Xi’s and Wang Yangming’s explorations of
humans and the world through the concepts of Li ¥ (principle) and Xin .» (heart/mind)
respectively. Zhu Xi starts with Li and considers it the essence of all things. Based on which,
he proposes the concept of “unity in principle, diversity in manifestations” (Li yi fen shu B
—/15% ) to deal with the relationship between humans and the world: “unity in principle,
diversity in manifestations: in terms of Heaven, Earth, and all things, there is only one
principle; in terms of human, each has his own principle” (Zhu 2010, 114). The relationship
between humans and the world is summarized as Li, and humans and all things share Li.
It demonstrates the unity of the relationship between humans and the world at the level of
ultimate noumenon, but fails to reveal what the true relationship is. The relationship between
humans and the world thus becomes abstract, so do the changes based on the relationship.
This is also the case with Wang Yangming’s concept of Xin. Yang Guorong believes that
understanding humans and the world from the perspective of ultimate noumenon, to some
extent, “dissolves the substantiality of the world and endows the changing world with a
speculative and abstract nature” (Yang 2021, 2), which are the shortcomings of traditional
Chinese philosophy in understanding humans and the world.

Although there are many shortcomings across various schools of thought throughout the
history of philosophy when exploring the relationship between humans and the world, they
still mirror human’s understanding and reflection on the world in different dimensions and
highlight human’s status and value within it. For example, Laozi advocates for a return
to a natural state and regards it as the guiding principle for human affairs. Zhou Dunyi
views humans as the most delicate and inspirational embodiments of Heaven and Earth,
so he emphasizes human’s unique role in the generation of the universe (7aiji Diagram
Explanation). These different perspectives constitute the basis for understanding of humans
and the world. Understanding humans and the world at a certain level or from a certain aspect
may not necessarily lead to a whole picture of it, but their combination helps promote a
comprehensive understanding of them. Therefore, only by integrating the thoughts of various
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schools can humans understand the world in a comprehensive manner.

Many contemporary scholars explain the relationship between humans and the world
from different perspectives, and interpret Chinese philosophy and its history with different
concepts. The relationship between humans and the world has become a key topic in
contemporary Chinese philosophy, presenting various perspectives for understanding the
history of Chinese philosophy and constructing its framework. For example, Chen Lai
constructs the theory of “benevolance noumenon” from the perspective of benevolance (ren
{7). He critically absorbs Feng Youlan’s New Neo-Confucianism, Xiong Shili’s treatise on
reality and function (tiyong lun & F1i£ ), and Li Zehou’s theory of emotion noumenon.
He returns to the Neo-Confucian exploration of benevolence in the Song and Ming dynasties,
and constructs the theory of “benevolence noumenon” with “benevolence is the integration
of Heaven, Earth, and all things” at the core (Chen 2014, 36). In the face of a universal crisis
of in contemporary society, Zhang Liwen returns to the exploration of “harmony” in tradition
Chinese Philosophy. He constructs a “theory of harmony” (Hehexue F152# ) featuring “harmonious
living,” “harmonious existence,” “harmonious establishment,” “harmonious accomplishment”
and “harmonious love” (Zhang 1996). Roger Ames believes that Chinese philosophy does not
“distinguish One from Many,” which means that “a ‘thing’ can be both ‘One’ and ‘Many’”
(Ames 2017, 74). This view is based on the understanding of humans and the world as a
whole in traditional Chinese Philosophy. With reflection on the basic theories of Chinese
philosophy, Yang Lihua constructs a system for understanding Chinese philosophy and the
relationship between humans and the world from the perspective of “monism of principle.”
This system is based on axioms and principles such as “nothing is unique, but has its
counterpart, and the shengsheng 4=/ (perpetual growth and change) have no beginning or
end, and are constant and unchanging” (Yang 2018, 18, 174). There are other scholars who
interpret the history of Chinese philosophy and build corresponding research frameworks
from different perspectives, such as Huang Yushun who proposes “life Confucianism,” Gong
Huanan who examines Chinese philosophy from the perspective of weidao H:iH (taste), and Ding
Yun who analyzes and constructs the theory of “Daoti-logy.” “Today, the study of Chinese
philosophy cannot be separated from the reference to Western philosophy, and even more
so, from the ‘Chinese philosophical consciousness’ itself” (Wen 2022, 4). These different
perspectives are based on inheriting from and criticizing various perspectives in the historical
development of philosophy. They try to start with traditional Chinese philosophy within the
theoretical background of Western philosophy, aiming to construct a deeper understanding of
the relationship between humans and the world and make new advances.

These different perspectives not only interpret the history of Chinese philosophy but also
offer different insights into humans and the world, revealing the real state of the world and
presenting different forms of humans and the world. Against such an ideological background,
this paper is based on the elaboration of the history of Chinese philosophy and its theoretical
background in the contemporary era. It holds that “viewing through affairs” and “intention
noumenon theory” are two different perspectives for understanding humans and the world,
each having its unique implications. “Viewing through affairs” is constantly improved
and clarified during the theoretical construction of “concrete metaphysics.” “Concrete
metaphysics” is ground in the vision of “world philosophy,” studies and interprets Chinese
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philosophy from the perspective of “affairs” and highlights their features. Yang Guorong
follows and improves on Jin Yuelin’s epistemology and Feng Qi’s theory of wisdom,
providing a new perspective for understanding the world, knowing oneself. “Concrete
metaphysics” emphasizes concreteness, which is centered on “human existence” and can
be examined from different angles. “Viewing through affairs” is a further development of
“concrete metaphysics.” Starting from the perspective of “intention,” “intention noumenon
theory” is committed to constructing the consciousness of Chinese philosophy in light of
comparative philosophy between China and the West. Based on the interpretation of classical
texts such as the Book of Changes, Dao De Jing, Altar Sutra $74%, and The Seal of the Unity
of the Three, in Accordance with the Book of Changes J&| 5y2%:[f %2, it regards “intention” as
noumenon and the source of origin for people to understand and be related with the world.
It revolves around such key concepts as “intentional creativity” (vixiang chuangsheng J2.|v)
f]4: ) and “intentional actualization” (yinian shihua 7524k ), and thereby explores the
characteristics of Chinese philosophy. The intention noumenon theory emphasizes “mind-
thing integration” in its understanding of humans and the world. It believes that people’s
intention (mind) engage with the Dao of Heaven and Earth (things), and the transformation
of the mind synchronizes with that of the world to achieve mind-thing integration. There are
commonalities between “affairs” and “intention.” Based on the analysis and comprehensive
elaboration of these two perspectives, this article demonstrates the varied understandings
of humans and the world, and proposes that only a comprehensive perspective can obtain a
comprehensive and in-depth understanding of humans and the world.

2 “Affairs” and “Intention”: Different Perspectives on Understanding Humans
and the World

2.1 Understanding Centered on “Affairs”

For “viewing through affairs,” affairs lie at the core. Yang Guorong first criticizes the three

typical perspectives for understanding humans and the world in the history of philosophy,
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namely “viewing through things,” “viewing through mind,” and “viewing through words.”
He believes that there are two dimensions in understanding the relationship between humans
and the world— “understanding and illustrating the true form of the world” and “changing
the world according to people’s value ideals” (Yang 2021, 1). Based on that, Yang Guorong
believes: “viewing through things is mainly about reflecting on and interpreting the world,
rather than changing the world. The approach based on ‘mind’ not only tends to dissolve the
real existence of the world, but also adds a speculative and abstract nature to the process of
changing” (Yang 2021, 1-2). “Viewing through words ... transform existence into language,
and the real world is undoubtedly obscured” (Yang 2021, 3). The three typical dimensions
provide an approach to understanding humans and the world in the history of philosophy.
The perspective of “viewing through affairs” is introduced through the criticism of the three
perspectives.

“Affairs” is an important category in tradition Chinese Philosophy. Different from the
concepts of Taiji, Li, and Xin which are characterized by noumenon, “affairs” are specific and
closely related to people’s daily life and practice. “Viewing through affairs” with “affairs”
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at the core carries out a multi-dimensional investigation of the relationship between “real
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world,” “human existence and generation,” “mind, things, knowledge, and action,” and
“affairs, principles, and history.” The concept of “viewing through affairs” is constantly
improved and clarified in the process of constructing the theory of “concrete metaphysics.”
By responding to the issues of “separation of existence” and “abstractness of metaphysics” in
Western philosophy (Yang 2011a, 4), “viewing through affairs” rejects the abstract form of
“metaphysics” and “post-metaphysics,” leading to the philosophical viewpoint of “concrete
metaphysics.” “Concrete metaphysics” emphasizes concreteness, which is centered on “human
existence” and can be examined from different angles.

EENT3

Based on “concrete metaphysics,” “viewing through affairs” embodies three characteristics,

2 G

including “originality,” “unity,” and “concreteness,” each possessing unique implications.
“Originality” is reflected in the fact that all activities in the world of meaning can be of
concrete and realistic significance only with the ultimate realization of “affairs.” “Originality”
is the ontological premise for “viewing through affairs.” “Unity” is mirrored in “affairs”
as people’s real-life activities. Philosophical views such as “division of existence” and
“separation of Taoist techniques” can be overcome in the dimension of “affairs” and their
unity thus manifested. “Concreteness” reflects the theoretical improvement and assurance of
the “concreteness™ as in “concrete metaphysics,” and also a negation of the abstractness of
previous philosophical theories. In terms of the relationship between the three, “originality”
is the premise of “unity,” and “unity” is the concrete development of “originality.” Because
“affairs” have “origin,” it is possible to examine the realization of “unity” at different
dimensions and from various viewpoints. Both the “originality” and “unity” of “affairs” show
“concreteness,” and “concreteness” is where “originality” and “unity” are implemented, and
specifically refers to “concrete affairs.” The three characteristics collectively demonstrate the
uniqueness and enhanced depth of “viewing through affairs” in understanding humans and
the world.

In terms of the originality of “affairs,” “in the relationship between humans and the world
and their interactions, ‘affairs’ have original significance. Using ‘affairs’ as the perspective
for research means understanding humans and the real world from the dimension of origin”
(Yang 2021, 4). “Originality” assures the macroscopic perspective for “viewing through
affairs” in the face of “humans and the world.” The “originality” has something in common
with “noumenon,” both of which demonstrate the basic vision and essential exploration
for understanding humans and the world. To “view through affairs,” it is believed that the
understanding and transformation of the world cannot be kept at the abstract theoretical level;
instead, the concrete implementation of abstract construction must be explored. Only when
the abstract theory building is truly implemented in the development of “affairs” “done by
humans” will the abstract construction of philosophy be endued with practical significance.
Both the construction of philosophy and the reality of the world and humans need to be
achieved in the development of “affairs.” “As an integrated form of humanized existence or
‘reality,” the real world is generated from ‘affairs’” (Yang 2021, 36). “The subject’s body
and mind, principle and emotion, knowledge and action are also integrated with each other
in the development of ‘affairs,” and humans themselves are becoming a real and concrete
existence in this unity” (Yang 2021, 21). Therefore, the “originality” of “affairs” shows the
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true realization of the understanding of humans and the world, and this “originality” is also
the premise for achieving “viewing through affairs.”

“Originality” is the premise of “unity.” The uniqueness of the “unity” of “viewing through
affairs” lies in the fact that “affairs” do not depend on theoretical premise or the origin of
the world, and do not require the basis of “unity” and “integrity”” from the origin of humans
and the world. Instead, they emphasize the true implementation of “unity” and provide a
holistic understanding and explanation of the existence of humans and the world. All things
and affairs will ultimately unfold within the framework of “affairs” “done by humans,”
culminating in unity in the dimension of “affairs.” Specifically, the “unity” of “affairs” can
be understood into two dimensions: the unity of the concept of “affairs” themselves and
the unity achieved from the perspective of “affairs.” The “unity” of the former refers to the
implication of the concept of “affairs,” that is, the unity of knowledge and action, and that
of practice and knowledge. The latter refers to the perspective of “viewing through affairs,”
which is specifically manifested as the unity of “human existence and generation,” “human
and human,” and “humans and the world.” The “unity” of the former ensures the unity of
the implication of “viewing through affairs,” and the “unity” of the latter is the focal point of
“affairs” exploration and analyzation. Ultimately, the relationship between humans and the
world removes the divergence on existence and achieves unity in the dimension of “affairs.”

The concept of “affairs” implies many other related concepts and domains in the histories
of Chinese and Western philosophies, such as zhi Al (knowledge) and xing 17 (action),
cognition and practice, which can be included and unified in the connotation of “affairs.”
“In line with ‘affairs’ with an integrated nature, zAi and xing separately stress cognition and
practice, which are first presented as an integration in ‘affairs.” The development of ‘affairs’
is about xing including sensory activities, and zAi involving conceptual activities, and is thus a
process of zhi and xing” (Yang 2021, 162). Whether it is in terms of zAi and xing or cognition
and practice, they are all closely related to “affairs.” The development of “affairs” is reflected
in the unified process of zAi and xing, and practice and cognition. The unity of zAi and xing
and “practice and knowledge” is specific to “affairs” in terms of implication and feature.
Based on this implication, to interpret “humans and the world” and their relationship from the
perspective of “affairs” with “human” as the core lies at three dimensions: “human’s existence
and generation,” “human-to-human interaction,” and “human-to-world relationship.” These
three dimensions can be included in the unified perspective of “affairs,” while simultaneously
offering distinct arenas for understanding humans and the world.

“Unity” is an important feature of “viewing through affairs.” Its essence lies in the
relationship between human existence and the world they inhabit, and the “affairs” “done by
humans” are the arena where people establish connections with the world. The relationship
between humans and the world is real and concrete. The real nature is reflected in human’s
daily life. Either for planning in the field of consciousness and doing things in the sense of
action, or emotional feelings, interpersonal communication, and hard work in the sense of
value, they are all concrete developments of “affairs” and continuous confirmation of human
existence, and they all show the authenticity of human and realistic nature of the world. In a
broad sense, human existence and generation, mind-body relationship and other aspects are
unified and concretely manifested in the dimension of “affairs.” Furthermore, the originality
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of “affairs” themselves is reflected in the development of “affairs” in daily life. Therefore,
concrete metaphysics is a concrete interpretation and examination of many abstract concepts
in philosophy. In addition, concrete metaphysics conducts a metaphysical examination
of what humans do specifically. At the same time, the metaphysical examination aims at
concreteness, and is ultimately implemented in the development of affairs. Therefore, whether
it is the concretization of abstract theories or the metaphysicition of specific affairs, concrete
metaphysics ultimately aims at concreteness, with “affairs” as the implementation and
guarantee of concreteness. If “noumenon” and “unity” are embodied at different dimensions
from different perspectives of various scholars, the concreteness of the “affairs” is what
characterizes Yang Guorong’s concept of “viewing through affairs” under the perspective of
“concrete metaphysics.”

In short, “viewing through affairs” enhances the understanding of humans and the world
through the unfolding of concrete “affairs,” surpasses the abstractness, pluralistic separation,
and other characteristics of many perspectives in ancient philosophy. By offering an arena
of “affairs” for the implementation of the transformation of the world, it further reveals the
authenticity and concreteness of humans and the world and provides a new perspective for
understanding the real existence of humans and the world.

2.2 Understanding Centered on “Intention”

The construction of “intention noumenon theory” revolves around “intention” and provides
another perspective for understanding humans and the world. “Intention” is an important
concept in tradition Chinese Philosophy and manifests in different forms. For instance, “the
debate between words and intention,” can be reflected in the text: “There is more that I want
to say but cannot. Words cannot express all one intends to say” in The Commentary to The
Book of Changes % 1%. The relationship between z/i and intention is addressed by Mencius,
who proposes “We must try with our intentions to meet the author’s intention, then we
shall apprehend the author” (Mencius 5A.4). The relationships between and “intention and
affairs” are shown in Wang Yangming’s view that “Where intention resides, there exists
affairs” (Wang 2015, 7). Liu Zongzhou establishes intention as the noumenon of morality,
and believes that “intention is what it is originally, but not that of cheng J§ (sincerity).
Returning intention to its true essence is called sincerity, thus knowing that intention is the
master of the heart, not merely for the sake of focus” (Liu 2012, 389). Many discussions in
the history of philosophy suggest “intention” as “consciousness, will, and idea.” The “intention
noumenon theory” gives more play to the ontological meaning of “intention” and elevates it
to the noumenon of all things and all affairs. It holds that: “The universe originates from the
Dao, and the essential meaning of the Dao initiates into the humans consciousness. Without
the origin or start for the connection between intention and things, the world cannot be
understood, time and space cannot begin, and the value system has no basis. Only through the
communication between intention and all things can noumenon of the world be generated and
applied” (Wen 2019, 61). This theory shows the ontological significance of “intention.” If
viewed as the noumenon, “intention” also emerges as the access and basis for understanding
the world and the relationship between humans and the world.
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The “intention noumenon theory” delves into humans and the world in three dimensions:
creation of intention, actualization of intention, and generation of the realm of intention.
The three complements each other and are inseparable, and together they constitute a world
schema centered around “intention.” First of all, “intention” is the start of understanding
the relationship between humans and the world, and the access for humans to contact and
communicate with the world. Based on that, the creation of the world of meaning is created
by intention. It is human intention that gives the real meaning to the original world. However,
the creation of intention is abstract, and the understanding of the original world and the
creation of the world of meaning by intention can only become truly concrete through the
process of actualization of intention. The creation and actualization of intention jointly build
the realm of intention, and everything in the external world where people live and feel is
the realm of intention. The simultaneous generation of humans’ intention and the world’s
conceptions serves to uphold humans and the world. This underscores the uniqueness of the
“intention noumenon theory” in its understanding of humans and the world.

Separately, “creativity of intention” is the start to build the intention noumenon theory,
while “intention” is the start to connect humans and the world. “The body moves along with
the mind; when the mind and intention arise, thoughts and ideas emerge; when the intention
interacts with objects, the intention becomes objects. In this sense, intention is both subjective
and objective, and is a continuum between mind and the external world” (Wen 2020, 48).
“Intention” as the continuum is not only the origin of the relationship between humans and
the world, but also that of the interaction among humans: “In the process of interacting with
others, human constantly initiates and renews the moment of ‘origin’ of his kind. Such a
moment is constantly generated, based on human’s awareness of the existence of the world ...
It can be said that the relationship between humans and the world is the metaphysical basis
of that between human and others” (Wen 2014, 9). On this basis, creation of intention
points the way for understanding and changing the intentional relationship between humans
and the world, and for communication and interaction among humans. In this process, the
understanding of the world is constantly unfolding.

Creation of intention, connected with external objects and all things, remains within the
internal consciousness and needs to be developed in specific practice. The development
process is about the actualization of intention. “The creative power of intention emphasizes
human’s actualization of their consciousness” (Wen 2020, 50). If intentional creativity is the
start of a world based on intention, then actualization of intention is the concrete development
in the process of understanding humans and the world. On the one hand, the process of
actualization directs towards the understanding and transformation of the world. “Through the
‘actualization of intention’ between humans and the world, humans and the world shape each
other, and intention is constantly actualized, and situations constantly influence intention”
(Wen 2014, 17). On the other hand, the actualization of intention is about the shaping of
the individual. “all things that arise spontaneously from human existence involve situation-
dependent intention. Therefore, individuals fulfill themselves through the concrete form of
intention” (Wen 2020, 51). During the processes of creation and actualization of intention,
the interactions between humans and the world, communication among humans, and self-
fulfillment unfold.
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Creation and actualization of intention unfold the meaning of the real world while
constructing the realm of intention. The realm of intention is part of the real world. “The
world is the actualization of intention in ‘realm’. Intention cannot exist without ‘realm’;
this is a way to understand the unity of oneself and others, and of humans and the world”
(Wen 2020, 48-49). On the one hand, human intention shape the realm of intention through
creativity and actualization. “Human intention is flexible enough to get responses from
the environment, which does not mean they are passive. On the contrary, humans and the
world are creating each other” (Wen 2020, 58). On the other hand, the realm of intention
itself becomes the background for the creation and actualization of intention. The situation
is created by humans and human lives in this situation. “‘Creating with the world’ means
that people change with the changing things. Humans have their ‘body’ in the ‘realm’ and
creating together with the ‘realm’ ... the process by which intention is constantly created and
materialized together with their realms” (Wen 2014, 10). Therefore, the intention noumenon
theory understands the world in which people live as the realm of intention, where humans

EEINT3

and the world mutually enhance each other better. “Creation,” “actualization of intention,”
and “generation by the realm of intention” jointly construct a unique perspective for

understanding humans and the world with “intention” as the core.

3 “Between Affairs and Intention”: A New Philosophical Perspective for
Understanding Humans and the World
As mentioned above, understanding humans and the world and their relationship from

EEINT3

different perspectives, whether by “viewing through things,” “viewing through mind,”

LEINT3

and “viewing through words,” or “viewing through affairs,” “viewing through taste,” and
“viewing through Li,” reveals different angles and dimensions. The perspectives of “viewing
through affairs” and “intention noumenon theory” have been compared and analyzed above
in understanding humans and the world. By comparing their differences, we can discover
the similarities and connections between them, thereby presenting a new perspective of
understanding humans and the world.

The comparison between “viewing through intention” and “viewing through affairs” is
based on their commonness in understanding humans and the world, that is, their pursuit of
“unity” and “integrity.” The relationship between “affairs” and “intention” can be detected
in the history of philosophy. For example, Wang Yangming (2015) mentions the connection
between “affairs” and “intention,” which proves that intention and affairs are comparable in
terms of logic and content. For example, “zhi is the essence of intention, and things where
intention lies” (Wang 2015, 7). “Where intention is used, there must be things, and things
are affairs” (Wang 2015, 58). The connection between “affairs” and “intention” is presented
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in the logical progression among “intention,” “affairs,” and “things.” On the one hand,
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regarding the relationship between “intention” and “things,” “only when there is an intention
can there be a corresponding things (an object that conveys a certain meaning)” (Yang 2018,
98-99). This is what Wang Yangming calls “where there is no intention, there are no things.”
“Intention” is the premise of “things,” and this view recognizes the original characteristics of

“intention” to a certain extent. On the other hand, there is consistency between “objects” and
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“affairs”—"“things are affairs.” Regarding the consistency between “things and affairs,” Yang
Guorong believes that: “In Wang Yangming’s view, there is no boundary between affairs and
things; things are often considered affairs” (Yang 1997, 99). The dissolution of the boundary
between affairs and things does not mean that things are equal to affairs, but rather, from
the perspective of the world of meaning, there is a mutual dependence between affairs and
things. Things are given meanings based on affairs, and affairs are possible to develop based
on things. In the communication between intention and things and between things and affairs,
intention and affairs are closely related. The relationship between intention and things, and
between intention and affairs can be unified as that between intention and affairs or between
intention and things. This paper analyzes it from the perspective of “intention-affairs.”

3.1 Conceptual Distinction between Affairs and Intention

Concerning the distinction between affairs and intention, the perspective of “viewing through
affairs” deals with the “intention-affair relationship” from the standpoint of “affairs.” The
meaning of “affairs” has been discussed earlier. Yang Guorong primarily interprets “intention”
as “will” and “spirit.” He interprets “intention” as “mind” and believes that “intention” is
the mind’s consciousness (Yang 1997, 96-101). “Intention” is “the manifestation of the
mind in the process of externalization” (Yang 2018, 97); that is, “intention” is the concrete
representation of “mind.” In terms of the “relationship between intention and affairs,” “the
process in which intention directs towards an object is a practice of serving one’s parents and
one’s king” (Yang 1997, 99). The transition from “intention” to concrete “affairs” of “serving
parents” and “serving the king” shows the implementation of “intention” in “affairs” and
highlights the dimension of “intentional actualization” specific to “intention.”

“Viewing through intention” emphasizes the important role of “intention” in understanding
humans and the world, but “intention” and “affairs” are positioned differently. “Intention
points to the original things, and actualization is the object in the world of meaning with
original existence, but at this stage, the world of meaning still largely exists in consciousness.
Only through the process of practice can the world of meaning be endowed with a real
nature. Thus, there is an intrinsic the connection between intention and actual practice”
(Yang 2018, 99). Yang Guorong has not yet clearly proposed the original status of “affairs,”
but demonstrated the concrete characteristics of “affairs” and presented it in the form of
“actual practice.” Therefore, regarding the distinction between “intention” and “affairs,” the
originality of “affairs” is where humans and the world are actually understood. It is the arena
where the world of meaning is generated, and the original world is transformed into the world
of meaning. “Intention” refers to the process of transformation from the “original world”
to the “world of meaning” in the dimension of consciousness, while “affairs” refers to the
implementation of this process. “Intention” and “affairs” present the shift from the original
world to the world of meaning from different dimensions, while they are also internally
associated in this process.

The “intention noumenon theory” interprets the “intention-affairs relationship” from the
perspective of “intention.” “The power of ‘creativity of interpersonal relationships’ derives from
the ‘actualization’ of ‘intention,” meaning to maximize the sincerity of ‘intention’ in one’s heart



204 WEN Haiming, YUAN Chuanzhi

until it reaches a state of connection with ‘affairs.” That is the state of ‘actualization’” (Wen
2014, 18). “Intention” is the start of “creativity of interpersonal relationships.” The “creativity of
interpersonal relationships™ is the starting point for humans to have actual connections with the
world. The so-called “intentional creativity” is not only a process of the generation of intention,
but also one of intention promoting and planning for humans’ practice. “Intention,” with its
extremely sincere creativity, is associated with “affairs.” “Affairs” spring forth from “intention,”
and “intention” is actualized in “affairs.” It can be seen that “intention” is the basis and start for the
actualization of previously only possible “affairs,” while “affairs” are the “intention” realized, and
concrete and realistic as converted from the abstract “intention.”

In the intention noumenon theory, “intention,” which initiates connection with the world,
and “affairs,” which actualize the relationship between humans and the world, are two sides
of the same coin. “Intention is upon affairs, and intention is in affairs. Intention and affairs
are generated and change together. They are not seperated” (Wen 2014, 18). In the process of
understanding humans and the world, intention and affairs are generated and evolve together,
promoting the cognition and understanding, and demonstrating their close, inseparable
relationship. “Intention and affairs” complement each other, “the initiation and generation of
affairs are from ‘intention’ and the efforts of continuous materialization. The understanding
and comprehension of ‘intention’ helps regulate affairs” (Wen 2014, 18). The development of
affairs also requires the reflection on, control over and regulation of intention. This reflection
helps promote the development of affairs. “The generation of situations and intention is
inseparable. “Intention” not only “reflects,” but also “responds” to and integrated with
things” (Wen 2014, 18). “Affairs-intention” is characterized by mutual integration and unity.
“Intention” marks the beginning of the relationship between humans and the world, while
“affairs” the materialization of the connection. Through the process from the generation of
“Intention” to the implementation of “affairs,” the relationship between humans and the world
is unfolded.

3.2 Integration of the Perspectives of Affairs and Intention

Given the unity of affairs and intention, the relationship between them can be examined from
the perspective of understanding humans and the world. The examination of the relationship
between humans and the world is centered on people, with either “affairs” or “intention”
as the core. Human instills meaning into the original world, transforming it into a world
of meaning. In this process, “viewing through affairs” summarizes it as “transforming the
Heaven of Heaven into the Heaven of humans” (Yang 2011b, 203), while “the intention
noumenon theory” summarizes it as “a process from apriority to posteriority.” This means
that the original world is “the Heaven of Heaven” or “a priori,” while the world of meaning
related to human is “the Heaven of humans” or “a posteriori.” Human’s intention is the start
to transform the original world into a world of meaning and from apriority to posteriority.
The physical birth of a person can be regarded as a priori, an original state that is no different
from all other things. When people possess subjective consciousness and spirit, the external,
original world begins to subject to their intention, connecting with them, and generating
meaning, hence creating the world of meaning.
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Whether philosophers conceive the human world of meaning as “viewed through affairs”
or based on “intention” depends on their own perspectives. Human activities cannot be
limited to intention and desire, as intention is the start for human to grasp the world and the
world of meaning. However, the realization of conscious activities requires specific actions,
which become “affairs.” It can be seen that “affairs” are the way to “actualize intention,”
transforming the original world into a world of meaning. Only through the development of
concrete “affairs,” along with specific knowledge, practice, cognition, and daily life, can
human intention, consciousness, and desire be realized. Therefore, “affairs” are the “intention”
materialized during the generation of the world of meaning. According to the intention
noumenon theory, the specific implementation of intention in the development of “affairs” is
referred to as “intentional action” (Wen 2019, 22).

The relationship between “intention” and “affairs” demonstrates the relationship between
beginning and implementation. During the generation of the world of meaning and the
progress from apriority to posteriority, the two are actually indistinguishable, and “intention
and affairs” are integrated and unified. The concept of “viewing through affairs” affirms the
unity between “intention” and “affairs,” while the intention noumenon theory interprets the
relationship from the perspective of “emotion-situation harmony.” “Whenever a person’s
intention merges with a situation, affairs come alive in the ever-changing process.” “The
process by which human and their intention work together to create affairs is the generation
of related intention” (Wen 2014, 24). Intention merges with situations, or actually with
concrete affairs. From a conceptual perspective, distinguishing between “intention and
affairs” as beginning and implementation may make sense, but in terms of specific unfolding,
the two are inseparable. The connection between humans and the world, the process of
completing oneself and completing other men and things, and the transformation from
apriority to posteriority are present and immediate. They are both affairs and intention. The
generation of intention means that affairs begin to be generated. When created, the intention
points to concrete affairs and objects; the dimension of affairs unfolds at the same time, and
intention turns into specific actions of practical significance. When humans intend to do
things, things appear as intention materialized, that is, intentional actions. The distinction
and transformation are manifested in different perspectives philosophically, but in the
specific process of germination, it is impossible to make a distinction in time and logic. Real
intention leads to affairs, and affairs represent intentional actions. The situation that faces
consciousness is the world of things and affairs; in the process of doing things is the concrete
actualization of humans’ intention and consciousness. In a nutshell, the consciousness
situation and the process of doing things occur at the same time. Intention is the beginning
of the connection between humans and the world, and affairs the implementation of the
relationship between humans and the world. Both are original. “Affairs” are what humans do,
and “intention” what humans come up with. “Affairs” are the actualization of intention, and
originate from the generation of intention. The two show different facets of understanding
humans and the world.

Therefore, the contrast and integration between “intention and affairs” reflect the diversity
in humans’ perspective for understanding humans, the world, and their relationship. Either
for “intention” and “affairs,” ren and “taste,” or “things” and “mind,” they represent different
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facets of understanding humans and the world, offering different viewpoints and different
emphases. Only by examining from a comprehensive perspective can we understand humans
and the world in an all-sided and profound manner.

4 Conclusion

In contemporary Chinese philosophy, there are many perspectives for understanding humans
and the world, among which “affairs” and “intention” stand out with distinct characteristics.
From the perspective of “understanding humans and the world,” this article revolves around
“viewing through affairs” and the “intention noumenon theory.” It holds the view that
the interpretation systems and philosophical systems by Chinese philosophical schools
are all built from the perspective of understanding humans and the world. It proposes that
only by integrating different perspectives can we continuously deepen our philosophical
understanding of humans and the world. Ancient philosophers tried to understand humans
and the world from different perspectives, thereby building their philosophical systems.
Contemporary scholars have put forward new viewpoints to gain insight into humans and the
world, enabling a deeper interpretation of “Chinese philosophical consciousness,” and the
unveiling of the deepest philosophical implications in Chinese philosophy. Against such an
ideological background, both “viewing through affairs” and the “intention noumenon theory”
strive to understand the world philosophically and make a philosophically creative grasp of
the relationship between humans and the world. The perspective of “viewing through affairs”
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is characterized by “originality,” “unity,” and “concreteness,” while the “intention noumenon
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theory” involves the three dimensions, including “creation of intention,” “generation of the
realm of intention,” and “actualization of intention.” It can be thought that “intention” and
“affairs” are actually two sides of the same coin in the philosophical context. They constitute
a unity and are inseparable. If “intention” marks the start for philosophers to understand
and transform the world, then “affairs” are the approach to intentional actualization. By
comparing the concept of “viewing through affairs” and the “intention noumenon theory,”
and considering the many different philosophical perspectives for understanding humans and
the world in contemporary times, we see various approaches to the construct of metaphysics
in traditional Chinese philosophy, involving multiple angles, levels and facets. However,
they can only be developed and promoted within the framework of Chinese and Western

comparative philosophy.
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