Transdisciplinary Thinking
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A Talk Given by Dr. Raymond Yeh in the Online Sunday Evening Lecture Series on September 6, 2020
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What I'm going to talk about now is a quite popular topic in
nowadays, however, some 25 or 40 years ago, it was not so popular. I
remember that the present University of Harvard tried to put together a
multi-disciplinary program.

My talk is on a note on transdisciplinary thinking and its applications.
This topic was not so popular many years ago. When I was teaching
at UT Austin, some 40 years ago, I was offering a new course called,
“Software engineering” in the computer science department. Then I got
a notice from the engineering college that science colleges cannot offer
engineering courses. Fortunately, I was an engineering professor as well so
they couldn’t do much about it.

But today, the notion of transdisciplinary is very, very popular now all
over the world. The essence of transdisciplinary thinking is the notion of

wholeness. So you can see in this picture, it’s like Tai Chi diagram that I

am in you and you are in me.

The

to my knowledge in the Western
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world is Leonardo da Vinci. In
his lifetime, he was a designer, an
: artist, and a scientist. And what
‘ N he did was that to understand the
phenomena; he connected different
~ .~ kinds of theories and knowledge
and tried putting them together to
understand their similar patterns.
Sometimes he would work on
several projects together. When
he reached some progress on one
project, he would then update
all the others. Unfortunately, we
EXHFMA
"The Graphic Work of

Leonardo Da Vinci

don’t know much about this work,
because his notes were recorded in a

notebook and very difficult to read.
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If all the scientists like Newton and others had known about
da Vinci’s work, then the world would have been different.

Until only a few years ago, the key to transdisciplinary
thinking is wholeness; (it’s not apart from Da Vinci’s work).
Let’s discuss this further. In general, almost everyone has self-
limiting assumptions.

Once the inventor of the steam engine went to see Mr.
Napoleon and told him that he has a way to beat the British
Navy. “If you just put my steam engine in your boat, then you
will have a boat that’s faster than any of the British Navy’s and
you can beat them.” Napoleon did not accept his suggestion,
because he had a self-limiting assumption that steam engine
could not put in boat. Later Napoleon was beaten by British
Navy.

Before while I was doing consulting work, I usually would
ask participants to draw a self-portrait. What people drew was
their impression of themselves. After everybody drew their
picture, we hung them on the wall for all to see, and we had
an art show. From the pictures, I think 85% of people see what
they are tied up by. Everybody’s tied to different things: some
are tied by their houses, some by family, some by location, and
so on and forth.

Irene is one of our friends. Originally she was a very healthy
and optimistic young lady. One time she came to our house in
tears because the doctors had just diagnosed her with cancer.
It was a very aggressive skin cancer, growing in her anus. Pretty
soon she moved into our house and we were trying to help her
to recover. As part of the recovery process, we asked her to talk
about her shortcomings.

She was a very happy person before she got married, but
after she moved to Austin, she lived in a family with all PhDs,
except herself. Everybody looked down on her, besides her
husband, so gradually over 30 years she developed severe
depression.

One day we sat down with her and let her write down
20 or so points why she thinks she isnt good enough.
Then we asked her to link all of them together and
discover that the root cause of that whole thing was her
thought of “I am not good enough,” because over 30
years, she was told she is not good enough.

The way we tried to help her was to think about her
positives. We found out that she is a good mom, a good

daughter, and a good employee. Her initial surgery was
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not cleaned up well, so she needed to have another one.
So Priscilla accompanied her to Houston, the cancer center,
and after almost two months of resting at our house, and
she became happier again. When she went to the doctor,
she said, “When you do the surgery, could you just cut a
little bit first to see if there’s cancer, instead of cutting off
the whole thing right away, or else I might then be left with
an artificial anus.”

After waiting at the hospital for a couple of hours, the
report came back. There were no more cancer cells. Then
the doctor also told her: “I don’t know what you have done
over the last almost two months, but just keep on doing it,
because it’s not something we can help you.” So the lessons
from Irene’s story is that if you break your self-limiting
assumptions, you will perceive the world differently.

In 1979, I was working at Fujitsu Research Institute, so
I got to know a lot of high-tech people then. Mr. Kobayashi
was chairman and president of the Nippon Electric. Once
when I had lunch with him in Washington DC, T asked
him, “What's the most important thing you did when
you became depressed?”It was when he knew that Nippon
Electric Company’s current situation would not hold for
a long time. He decided to travel the world for a couple
of months. When he came back, he decided to change the
direction of Nippon Electric from an energy sector into
computer and communication one. His company then
put together a 30-year roadmap and changed the entire
competitive space of NEC.

They studied how Southwest Airlines started their

business, their ground and airline system, and how they

NECH # & /N E I8
Mr. Kobayashi, the former
chairman and president

of the Nippon Electric.
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ran their management. For example, airlines provide lunches, but
buses don’t. The point I'm making is if you use transdisciplinary
thinking, you can borrow from other disciplines and use them to
your advantage.

In the future, we'll have a lot of tough problems, from hunger
to weather, all of that, even the pandemic.When converged
together, how do you deal with these top problems? In my mind,
you need to use transdisciplinary thinking because each problem
consists of different factors, so you cannot solve a problem with
one discipline.

I'm going to share the great South African experiment. In
1993 when the South Africa was going to have an election, the
whole world did not have good hope, because they thought a civil
war would break out. However, nothing like that happened. They
had a smooth election and transition from a white government to
a black leader. They were successful because they engaged in deep
dialogue from resignation to possibilities. Klerk was the white
president who stepped down and Nelson Mandela was the first
black president. Here is a picture showing them both receiving
the Nobel Peace Prize.

The reason for their success was that a year before the election,
one group of people invited all the leaders from both white and
black categories, in all businesses and professions, to have a one-
week workshop. They wanted to look at what are the possibilities
for the future of South Africa, no matter which government was
in charge. They had four scenarios.

One was the ostrich: the white segregationist government that
just sticks its head in the sand and doesn’t care what happens. The
second is the lame duck, the transitional government whod be
paralyzed. The third one is Icarus: It’s a Greek story about an artist
father who created wings out of wax for his son Icarus so they
could fly out of the surrounded city. Icarus flew too high, despite
warnings from his father, and his waxwings melted from the sun.
In this case, Icarus symbolizes the black government taking over
with a big spending program that would not sustain and which
would make the whole country go down.

The last scenario is the flamingo. A key characteristic of
flamingos is they take off slowly but take off together. This means
forming a participatory coalition in order to get the whole country
out of stalemate.

The nice thing about this workshop is they repeated it
throughout the country for a hundred times. Most of the

people in the country understood what they were talking about



V& T A BEASCHR Y S S O = B T B3R
AWM BRI EREME - BERRBABUNFRE T

J&F - EFTRRMRERAYET AN D 4Ry - BRIzt
NEAE NI
A& — TR K ERFR R - KGR — {8 B 25

WUERERERENS - (B M BEHEETR - EEIRE
R F[E S FHSE— bR - SRR B 55 LU
B -

B e RERH T e 2R 2
T T —EHREK - 2EZBAEREH A AR
IR RN - EEERHERD) - HHE
e HIEE M ¢ BRI SIRE R E] T E X
B~ EENBEERE - cEEF2AME > RS
AENTRROEENE RS H T WETT EEH5AR
e B2 TRA TR o ST AR
E(EE g S o

EEmEIFE R G IR OSE - BRI E
IRFFRITE S - AARTIRLE > HRE 2 O ARAFAY
U —RESOKEIRE ~ SRR R (RIS SRS 4 -

B F(EAYE —BE > PSRV AR ERE I N E
PR - HETTE B —(E e S fE n gE PRV 5 - L
g L AGRHY > THIRRIEIE - FERgRAR - 5 A
Iy AR > BT AR R —#E o fEIREVARIR
o FREEEERE > BB —PE > sl
FCEA RS ] AEZE H it -

T T IRE]  AEEEE R 2 1R o SRR
—(EEs SR - TR e s TS
A Fofthsfe " — Ul LiE , - #

in their transition. This experiment was successful
because it was transdisciplinary: the scenarios took
into consideration social, political, economic and
international matters. It was also participatory because
it involved all leaders from all walks of life. They had
gone through ita hundred times. Thirdly, it’s emergent,
because if they didn’t do anything, the whole country
would collapse.

The lesson from the South African experiment was

to embrace the interdependent worldview.
The basic key is to embrace an interdependent
worldview. We need to broaden out from our bottom-
level thinking of everything is about me to one that
works with others—a transdisciplinary thinking which
talks about oneness, cooperation and partnership.

Going back to my first point, the essence of
transdisciplinary thinking basically is letting go of
self-limiting assumptions in order to see a world of
possibilities. Like the Master said, “The faults of others
are my own, to be one with all living beings is great
compassion.” [Don’t differentiate others and be one
with everyone]. On your journey, you might hit dead
ends, but when you take a step back and look, you'll
see that there’s actually a path to get to your goals.

I forgot to mention that I was looking at who
was the first transdisciplinary thinker after I've gone
through this discussion, and I think Buddha is the first
transdisciplinary thinker because he said everything is

created by the mind. &
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The flu season is not yet over in San Francisco. It is best that everyone not drink cold water or consume raw
foods, such as salads. For those that drink milt, it would be better to boil it before drinking. Consume more
porridge and water as they will dissolve toxins. The medicine from China Yin Qiao Jié Di Pian is very effective.
The recommended dosage is four pills at a time, but your condition is more serious, you can take eight pills at a
time. The maximum dosage is twelve pills at a time. This will lessen the symptoms.

—An Excerpt from “Chapter 1—The Wondrous Adornments of World Rulers” of 7he Avatamsaka Sutra with Commentary by
Venerable Master Hsuan Hua * English Translated by Shramanerika Jin Ben
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