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Ants and Humans 

�  Ants have about 250,000 neurons 

�  Humans have about 100 billion neurons (+/- a few 
billion) 

�  Humans have about 1,000 trillion synaptic 
connections 

�  What are the differences between ants and humans 
in their respective perceptions and understandings 
of themselves and the universe around them? 



Human Brain Capacity 
to ask Big Questions 

1.  Asking questions about human existence (人的存在) 

2.  Asking questions about their places in the universe (宇宙) 

3.  Asking about the meanings of various evils (惡), sufferings (痛
苦), and deaths (死亡) 

4.  Asking about possible solutions to evils, sufferings, and deaths 

5.  Asking about various ideal worlds, such as 天人合一, 與道合一, 
Heaven (天堂), Pure Land (淨土), Nirvana (涅槃), etc. 

6.  Asking about “ultimate reality” (終極存在), such as God (神), 
Tao (道), Buddha-nature (佛性), Brahman (梵性), etc. 



Which Question do We Start? 

�  One may start with any question in quest for a philosophy 
of life. 

�  Some people are more curious about the intellectual issues 
of human nature and the universe.  They may start from 
one or more of those questions. 

�  Some people are more concerned with evils, sufferings, 
and deaths.  They may decide to deal with those issues 
first. 

�  In the end, one may find close connections among all the 
big questions. 



Questions and Answers 

�  It may be said that all religions or philosophies are a 
system of answers to some or all of the basic questions 
listed above. 

�  A religion was normally started by a very influential 
person.  When his philosophy of life was later widely 
accepted and practiced, it became a religion. 

�  When a religion was spread to another society or 
culture, it went through many changes. 



Our Family, Society, and 
Culture 

�  Since no one has any choice about where he was born, a 
person must start with the philosophy of life found in his 
family, society, or culture. 

�  Humans have a long process of growth.  He would 
inevitably encounter different philosophies of life in his 
later life. 

�  In the traditional Chinese culture, there are mainly 
Confucian, Taoist, and Buddhist philosophies of life. 

�  One could be a Confucian when young, a Taoist at old 
age, and a Buddhist when facing death. 



Philosophy of Life (人生觀) 

�  A philosophy of life may be defined as a person’s 
reflection of his past life, his current life situation, 
and his plan for the future. 

�  His reflection is normally in terms of some of the 
basic questions listed earlier. 

�  A person will inevitably go through many periods 
of confusion, struggle, or conflict about his 
philosophy of life. 

�  The confusion, struggle, or conflict is normal and 
even necessary for growth. 



Challenges in the Modern 
World 

�  The Chinese culture has encountered the modern 
challenges of Christianity, science, democracy, and 
Communism. 

�  Hu Shih’s (胡適) philosophy of life serves as a good 
example of facing all the challenges in China. 

�  According to Hu Shih, the two most important questions 
and answers are about the scientific investigation of the 
universe and the democratic ideal for human society. 

�  Many traditional answers to the basic human questions 
have to be re-evaluated and sometimes overthrown. 



Building a Philosophy of 
Life for Oneself 

�  In the modern democratic society where each person is 
guaranteed freedom of thought, belief, and religion, one is 
free to build a philosophy of life for oneself. 

�  One can expand, change, or re-create his philosophy of 
life.  

�  Sometimes, a person may have to risk his life in order to 
defend his philosophy of life. 

�  The makeup of different philosophies of life in a given 
society determines the society’s culture. 



Taiwan’s New Culture 

�  Taiwan is in the process of creating a new culture. 

�  The new culture will be made up of many philosophies of 
life held by the people in Taiwan.  共識? 

�  When the people’s philosophies of life are not good, 
Taiwan’s culture cannot be good. 

�  How to improve people’s philosophies of life and thus 
improve Taiwan’s culture? 

�  What kind of new culture 柯文哲 is promoting? 



The Question of Human 
Existence 

�  Who are we?  Who am I?  These are the perennial 
questions in all religions, philosophies, and sciences. 

�  Socrates said, “Know thyself.” 

�  What is human race, body, mind, or soul? 

�  Is it true that all religions, philosophies, and sciences are 
the products of our brains? 

�  Thanks to 蔡秀英, 鄭昭任, 游宏仁, and 陳⽂文彥 for their 
presentations on DNA, brain, and psychology 

 



Sung-Peng Hsu according 
to DNA tests 

�  According to the test performed by National 
Geographic Geno 2.0, Sung-Peng Hsu’s DNA 
contains 1.3% Neanderthal, 2.7% Denisovan, 31% 
Southeast Asian, and 69% Northeast Asian. 

�  His ancestors migrated out of Africa about 50,000 
years ago. 

�  All humans are related to one another. 

 



The Question about the 
Universe 

�  Modern sciences have made great contributions to a better 
understanding of the universe in which we live. 

�  Many traditional views of the universe have been 
drastically challenged and even overthrown. 

�  Though still incomplete, we are more or less persuaded 
that the known universe was born about 14 billion years 
ago and that we live in one of the billions of galaxies. 

�  Thanks to 陳育仁, 方榮震, 游蔚文, and several professors 
of the Great Courses for their contributions in the various 
TASS and LE meetings. 



The Question about Evils, 
Sufferings, and Deaths 

�  It may be safe to say that all major world religions were 
created primarily to solve the various problems of evils, 
sufferings, and deaths. 

�  Their answers were based on their diagnoses of these 
problems in terms of their beliefs about human existence, 
the universe, and/or the ultimate reality. 

�  Religions differ largely due to different diagnoses of the 
problems. 

�  What is evil? Moral evil? Non-moral evil? Natural 
suffering?  Man-made suffering?  Sin?  惡業?  Death? 



Question about Solutions to 
Evils, Sufferings, and Deaths 

�  Different religions may be regarded as different paths to 
“salvation” (拯救). 

�  A philosophy of life may also serve as a personal method 
for solving various evils, sufferings, and deaths. 

�  What are the functions of medicine, technology, morality, 
society, and political system?  Are they also methods for 
solving evils, sufferings, and deaths? 

�  The solutions may be for living in this world or for the life 
after death (if there is life after death) 



Question about the  
Ideal World 

�  Human beings are always in search of a better 
world.  What is it? 

�  Is it a world without evils, sufferings, or deaths? 

�  Is it a great democratic society? 

�  Is it some place we can enjoy eternal happiness? 

�  What is 天人合一, 與道合一, Heaven (天堂), Pure 
Land (淨土), or Nirvana (涅槃)? 



Question about the 
Ultimate Reality (1) 

�  The term “ultimate reality”(終極存在) is used here to 
cover such beliefs about God (神), Tao (道), Buddha-
nature (佛性), Brahman (梵性), or equivalent beliefs. 

�  Such beliefs are central to major world religions, but in 
modern scientific world, they have become suspects, 
mainly because it is not ease to define them in such a way 
that they can be tested or verified scientifically. 

�  Ultimate reality may be defined in many ways.  One way 
is to define it as some existence that is equal to or greater 
than the universe.  The other way is to define it as the 
“unity” that holds everything together as a whole. 



Question about the 
Ultimate Reality (2) 

�  Many scientists, including Albert Einstein, have tried to find 
some energy or force or principle that unifies the universe as a 
whole.  In a sense, it is some kind of ultimate reality to them. 

�  Human brains cannot resist asking all kinds of questions. We 
yearn to find the final unity or the source of all things. 

�  As long as the search for ultimate reality is not flatly in conflict 
with the answers to other basic questions, this search may not 
be bad.  On the contrary, it may encourage continuous human 
adventures into the unknown. 

�  The ultimate reality, if it exists, should be as mysterious as the 
universe itself, if not more. 



Question about the 
Ultimate Reality (3) 

�  Since the ultimate reality is the most mysterious question, 
it is very important to avoid any dogmatic claim. 

�  People often use the name of ultimate reality to assert 
their own authorities.  They have often used it to kill 
other people who do not agree.  Many wars were also 
started because some people claimed that they had heard 
the voices of the ultimate reality. 

�   There are thousands of ideas or beliefs about ultimate 
reality, even within a given religion.  It is very important 
not to accept any belief dogmatically without careful 
investigation with evidence and reason.   



Question about the 
Ultimate Reality (4) 

�  “Oh, my God!” “我的天呀!”  Do they say anything about the 
ultimate reality? 

�  To avoid any dogmatic assertion about the ultimate reality, 
Ch’an (禪) or Zen masters often use the method of 公䅁 
(paradoxical sayings) for attaining enlightenment or Buddha-
nature (佛性).  If a student identifies a concrete image of a 
Buddha as Buddha-nature, the masters would hit his head 
(brain?) and ask the student to kill the image of the Buddha. 

�  The most important passage in the book of Lao Tzu (老子) or 
Tao Te Ching (道德經) says, “The Tao that can be talked about 
is not the ultimate or absolute Tao” (道可道非常道). 



Can a Philosophy of Life be 
Complete or Perfect? (1) 

�  The simple answer to this question is no. 

�  The six basic questions raised in a philosophy of life are all 
so huge and complex that no one can claim that he/she 
has the the complete or perfect answers. 

�  The building of a philosophy of life is essentially an 
adventure, an exploration into the unknown.  It is also a 
group adventure. 

�  A person can start from one of the big questions that 
fascinates him.  Neuroscience? Geology? Astronomy? 

�  From one question we can move to other questions. 

 



Can a Philosophy of Life be 
Complete or Perfect? (2) 

�  Many philosophers or teachers of religion have attempted 
to build a system of answers to all the big questions. 

�  These systems should be taken more like hypotheses. 
They should not be taken as the absolute truth. 

�  Many religions and philosophies can be illusory, 
delusional, or hallucinatory. 

�  We hope to improve our philosophy of life by finding 
better answers to the basic questions.  Each question can 
have its criteria of truth, goodness, or beauty. 

�  No human system is complete.  Not even a mathematical 
system. 

 



Can a Philosophy of Life be 
Complete or Perfect? (3) 

�  According to recent research, scientists know only about 
4.9% of our universe.  We know very little or nothing 
about “dark matter” (about 26.8%) and “dark 
energy” (about 68.3%). 

�  The major result of the Human Genome Project was 
announced in 2000 by Bill Clinton.  Scientists are still 
trying to understand the details how our DNA works. 

�  In 2013, Barack Obama announced the Brain Initiative to 
map our brain. 

�  We are still very far from fully understanding the 
universe. 



Can a Philosophy of Life be 
Complete or Perfect? (4) 

�  Nevertheless, humans have discovered many things about 
our universe and ourselves.  They are unknown to 
humans until a few years or decades ago. 

�  Dr. Alex Philippenko, a professor of astronomy, marveled, 
“It is almost as though the Universe has developed a way 
to know itself, through us – the explorers, brains, and the 
conscience of the Universe.” 

�  Albert Einstein also said, “The most incomprehensive 
thing about the Universe is that it’s comprehensive.” 



Can a Philosophy of Life be 
Complete or Perfect? (5) 

�  Human beings are consciously and unconsciously in a 
journey to find themselves and the universe, possibly also 
the ultimate reality. 

�  There are many driving forces in human nature in the 
adventure:  curiosity for truth, compassion for other living 
beings, sense of beauty in the universe, and feeling of 
unity with the ultimate reality. 

�  Even though the answers may not be complete or perfect, 
humans can use their creative powers to propose 
hypotheses, create myths, compose stories, poems, and 
music, and produce dreams. 

 



Programming a 
Philosophy of Life? 

�  Let us assume that we can develop a computer program 
(or game) so that it can help a person pick an answer from 
many possible options for each basic question. 

�  A person may create a system of beliefs with the six 
answers for the basic questions.  He can repeat the process 
until a system of beliefs is acceptable to him. 

�  If there are 10 possible answers for each question, there 
could be one million possible combinations. 

�  Throughout human history, there could have been billions 
of philosophies of life!  However, we could classify them 
into a few basic types of philosophy of life J 
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