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From “All Things Being One Body” to

“Universal Interconnection”:
The New Form of Chinese Culture in the Construction

Zhang Shiying

Abstract: Before the Opium War at mid-19* Century, the various forms of Chinese culture can be broadly generalized
as “the oneness of heaven and man” or “all things being one body.” The primitiveness of “all things being one body”
lies in that: (1) there is no distinction between oneself and other things, nor between oneself and people; self is
submerged in the “one-body” with physical things, and more importantly, with feudal social groups so much so that
one'’s individuality and independence are lost, democracy and freedom are suppressed, and one is overwhelmed by
nature; (2) inter-personal connections, communications or understandings hardly exist among people, and the same

is true of their knowledge of nature.

One disadvantage of such a situation is that there 1s a mutual disconnection between man and man, and between
man and thing; therefore, although in modern China there is considerable progress in overcoming the traditional
submergence of the individual man in the whole of nature, the way to the achievement of this goal is still long. It is
proposed that future Chinese culture move from the traditional and primitive “the oneness of heaven and man” or “all

things being one body” to a realm of “universal interconnection.”

“All things being one body” means equality but disconnection; by contrast, “universal interconnection” means
difference but connection. The contemporary meaning of “universal interconnection” is totally different from the
primitive concept “oneness of heaven and man”: (1) Self is liberated from one’s “one-body” with nature or the
feudal social community, hence certain developments of his individuality and independence. (2) Self and others
understandcommunicate and deal with each other more and more, so that individual and independent people are
closely interconnected and interdependent to make up a closely related holistic network, a whole that is not “chaotic”

in the sense of heaven-man oneness, but “spiritual” in the sense of universal interconnection.

Highly developed modern science and technology achieve a deep-level connection between man and nature; it is
also one of the conditions for man to communicate with each other at a deep level. “Universal interconnection” is a
philosophy that calls for attention to the distinctive individuality of all things; at the same time, it advocates integration,
symbiosis and equal dialogues among all things; it claims to both promote and transcend self. This kind of philosophy
has presented itself to a certain extent in various aspects of contemporary Chinese culture; however, as a form of
culture, it is still taking shape.
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