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PREFACE

This work seeks to build upon a constellation of ideas found in a
number of East Asian philosophical traditions that is formed around
conceptions of oneness: the idea that human beings are intricately
and inextricably intertwined and share a common destiny with the
other people, creatures, and things of this world. It draws upon the
writings of specific traditional East Asian thinkers to make clear and
illustrate the concept of oneness, but its larger purpose is to show
how these traditional views can inspire modern ideas of oneness
that can serve as foundations for related, viable, contemporary con-

ceptions of the self, the virtues, and human happiness.
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CONVENTIONS

For the first occurrence of Chinese names, I provide the
Romanization followed by the Chinese characters, for example,
Wang Yangming FF%BH. For first occurrence of important terms
of art, phrases, or sentences I provide a translation followed by the
Pinyin Romanization and the original Chinese characters in paren-
theses, for example, “happiness” (le 4%).

Qi &, yin f% and yang F%5, which are the names of different
kinds of fundamental constituents of the phenomenal world, are
Romanized in Pinyin and left untranslated, since there is no help-
ful English word corresponding to their meaning and because
these words, like Sanskrit karma, are becoming parts of the English
lexicon.

I translate the character X as “Heaven” when it refers to a con-
scious moral agent acting intentionally in governing the universe
and “heaven” when it refers to the heavens or sky or the natural
realm more generally.

Unless otherwise noted, all translations are my own.
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Introduction

The title of this book, Oneness: East Asian Conceptions of Virtue,
Happiness, and How We Are All Connected, offers a good preliminary
sketch of its content and focus, which I will endeavor to elaborate
and fill out in this introduction. At the core of this work lies the one-
ness hypothesis and its implications for theories of virtue and human
flourishing.' The oneness hypothesis is not a single theory but a family
of views—more a genus than a species—that can be found in differ-
ent forms in a wide variety of disciplines (Ivanhoe 201S; Ivanhoe
et al,, forthcoming). The oneness hypothesis is a view about the
nature of the world; its primary moral aspect concerns the nature
of the relationship between the self and the other people, creatures,
and things of the world; its core assertion is the claim that we—and
in particular our personal welfare or happiness—are inextricably
intertwined with other people, creatures, and things.

The oneness hypothesis entails more than the simple claim of
connection between ourselves and the rest of the world, for while
such connection is an obvious truth, it is practically and mor-
ally ambiguous. At times we find ourselves connected with other
parts of the world, for example, malignant bacteria, tumors, cor-
rupt institutions, very bad people, and so on, to which we would

strongly prefer not to be connected and have no good reason or



INTRODUCTION

plausible obligation to be so united. The connections the oneness
hypothesis advocates are those that conduce to the health, bene-
fit, and improvement of both individuals and the larger wholes of
which they are parts. One of the goods that such connections sup-
ply is the satisfaction of a deep need that human beings and many
other animals have to belong to larger communities (Baumeister
and Leary 1995). An example of this kind of connection and rela-
tionship is an individual dog and the pack to which it belongs. In
its natural environment, in order for a dog to fare well it must be
a member of a pack, and being well-integrated into such a group
not only conduces to the individual dog’s well-being but that of the
pack as well.> The well-being of the dog in this example is broadly
construed and extends well beyond mere survival, though it surely
includes that too. Being a member of a pack enables the dog to do
all the things dogs like to do, and this includes enjoying the com-
plex social relations that define and regulate a dog’s life and that of
its pack. The particular sense of connection seen in this example
explains and helps us understand why the ideal of oneness often
gets expressed by metaphors of natural organic unity, for example,
about how a healthy person is connected to the various parts of her
own well-functioning body or how the good state is analogized to
such a well-functioning body. This aspect of the oneness hypoth-
esis explains why it carries the particular practical implications it
does: since the kinds of connections it concerns are integral to the
health and well-being of both the individual and the larger wholes
of which she is a part, it tends to imply certain obligations to
endorse and extend care beyond the strict limits of individuals and
to see and feel common cause and a shared identity and destiny
between self and others. Chapter 1 introduces the oneness hypoth-
esis, offers several examples of East Asian thinkers who have advo-

cated particular versions of such a view, and explores how these



INTRODUCTION

can guide us in constructing contemporary versions of the oneness
hypothesis.

What has been said up to this point makes clear that the one-
ness hypothesis entails a new, relational view about the nature of
the self, which offers an alternative to more individualistic accounts.
Some claim that relational views of the self or the idea of oneness
involve a “loss” of independence, self, or autonomy, but the idea
of organic unity that we have noted shows this to be mistaken or
at best misleading; the relationships involved and the conception
of oneness that serve as the ideal are more accurately and helpfully
understood as ways to achieve a more expansive conception of the
self, a self that is seen as intimately connected with other people,
creatures, and things in ways that typically conduce to the greater
advantage, well-being, and happiness of all concerned. In contem-
porary analytic philosophy, psychology, and cognitive science, this
general issue is more commonly discussed in terms of the “bound-
aries of the self” (Russell 2012), and versions of this idea are found
in views such as epigenetics and process ontology for organisms in
biology (Dupré 2014). Eric Scerri draws upon a notion of oneness
that he rightly sees as an “aspect of Eastern philosophy” to propose
an alternative account of the history of science in which “the devel-
opment of science should be regarded as one organic flow in which
the individual worker bees are all contributing to the good of the
hive” (Scerri 2016: xxiv, xix). Recent work in the field of extended
cognition challenges traditional views that presume that the proper
scope of the mind stops at the boundaries of the skin and skull
(Chemero 2009; Menary 2010). One prominent neuroscientist
argues that “losing oneself” or “blurring” the identity between self
and other is a neurologically efficient and effective capacity, gener-
ated through natural selection, that enables human beings and some

other animals to achieve “a virtually endless repertoire of ethically



INTRODUCTION

acceptable behavioral choices” (Pfaff 2007: 62). On more expansive
conceptions of the self, being cut off or alienated from the greater
wholes which in part constitute the self is seen and felt as a loss and
an impediment to a full sense of self and the possibility of flourish-
ing. The relational conception of the self that lies at the heart of the
oneness hypothesis is the subject of chapter 2.

The more expansive view of the self that is part of the oneness
hypothesis challenges widespread and uncritically accepted views
about the strong (some would say hyper-) individualism that char-
acterizes many contemporary Western theories and conceptions of
the self, but it also has direct and profound implications for a range
of practical concerns such as how we conceive of and might seek
to develop greater care for the people, creatures, and things of the
world. How would our view of ourselves change, and how would our
approach to and views about ethical, social, and spiritual life change,
if we begin with the belief that we all are deeply and inextricably
interconnected with other people, creatures, and things and that
our own flourishing and happiness is bound up with the well-being
and happiness of at least large parts of the rest of the world? Much
contemporary philosophical, economic, and social theory assumes,
without evidence or argument, hyper-individualistic conceptions of
the self. Roughly, such a self is thought to be a self-centered max-
imizer of its own best interests. Even though this model has been
shown to be extremely poor at predicting how people actually
behave (Sen 1977) and even less reliable as a guide for success-
fully tracking one’s best interests and attaining personal happiness
(Haybron 2008: 225-51)—an issue we return to in chapter 6 of
this work—it is still widely employed and largely regarded not only
as the best way to be but also as simply the way people are. The first
of these claims is highly dubious, and the last is patently false. Many

cultures around the world and especially in South and East Asia



