
Cultivating a Philosophy of Life 
With Truth, Goodness and Beauty 

漫談真善美的人生觀  
Taiwanese American Senior Society 

Sung-Peng Hsu (徐頌鵬) 
May 16, 2017 



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 questions about the nature of sufferings (痛苦), 
evils (惡), and deaths (死亡) 

4.  Asking questions about solutions to sufferings, evils, and 
deaths (解救方法) 

5.  Asking questions about ideal worlds (理想世界) 

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



Philosophy of life 
人生觀 

� Humans have tried to cultivate a 
philosophy of life by answering the big 
questions. 

� 亂談? 膨風? 啟⽰? 

�  I have tried to develop a methodology to 
develop a philosophy of life for myself. 

� Please allow me to share the methodology 
and some of my stories. 



Only humans have 
attempted to find answers 

1.  Different world religions have provided answers to some 
or all of the big questions. 

2.  In my teaching of world religions, I have always used the 
six basic questions to analyze each religion. 

3.  In my talk today I will assume that none of the world 
religions have provided absolute or perfect answers. 

4.  The cultivation of a philosophy of life is a long process of 
adventure for each individual as well as for a society or 
nation or humankind. 



Truth, Goodness and Beauty 
(1)   

�  In answering the big questions, humans have in 
one way or another dealing with truth, goodness 
and beauty. 

�  There are no absolute definitions of truth, 
goodness and beauty. 

�  Humans find some stories or definitions during 
the process of finding them. 

�  Humans often combine truth, goodness, and 
beauty in some way for life enrichment. 



Truth, Goodness and Beauty 
(2)  

�  Truth is mainly dealing with questions about facts, 
including the nature of the universe, human existence, 
history, evil, suffering, death, etc. 

�  Goodness deals with how humans responds to evil, 
suffering, and death, and how to live in the world. 

�  Beauty deals mainly with how humans feel with their 
brain or mind in response to the world. 

�  Humans have kept inventing stories and meanings about 
truth, goodness and beauty. 



Power, Wealth and Sex 

�  What would it be like if we cultivate a philosophy of life 
with stories about power, wealth and sex? 

�  According to the story of biological evolution, the primary 
forces driving all lives on earth are the needs for food and 
sex, the two forces required for survival and reproduction. 

�  Power and wealth are important for both survival and 
reproduction. 

�  What have truth, good and beauty to do with survival and 
reproduction? 

�  What are the functions of morality, laws, and politics? 



Human History 

�  Yuval Noah Harari has recently published two 
famous books about human history: (1) “Sapiens: A 
Short History of Humankind” and (2) “Homo Deus: 
A Short History of Tomorrow” 

�  Humans as hunter-gathers (since 200,000 years ago?) 

�  Cognitive Revolution (about 80,000 years ago?) 

�  Agrarian Revolution (about 10,000 years ago) 

�  Industrial Revolution (since 1500 AD) 

�  Artificial Intelligence Revolution (going on) 



Stories (1) 

�  Different stories have been told by people in different 
stages of human history. 

�  Without the invention of languages, there could be no 
stories. 

�  “Stories” in the broad sense may include myths, 
fictions, poems, plays, paintings, photos, narratives, 
hypotheses and theories. 

�  Stories have been invented by human creative 
imaginations with various methods. 

�  A philosophy of life may be regarded as a giant story 
consisting of many small stories. 



Stories (2) 
�  It is critically important for everyone today to 

distinguish different kinds of stories.  In the past, the 
distinctions may not be clear. 

�  Without distinguishing the different kinds of stories, 
one could become very confused. 

�  The Bible, Quran, Buddhist Canon, or Confucian 
Classics have been regarded as the only sources of 
truth, goodness and beauty by different peoples. 

�  Today, the Internet has become the most popular 
sources, reliable or unreliable, true or fake. 



Stories (3) 

�  Scientific stories are usually called hypotheses or theories, 
often expressed in mathematics, but they can also be told 
as non-mathematical stories for non-experts. 

�  Since science deals with facts about the universe, the body 
of scientific knowledge can or should be the starting point 
for understanding other kinds of stories by comparison. 

�  Goodness and beauty are not the same as truth, but they 
can be discussed with reference to truth or science. 

�  Some fictions could be useful, such as money and fame. 

�  Scientific knowledge is not perfect, but it could be 
improved.  It is not everything. 



Stories (4) 

�  Moral and political issues should be discussed in terms 
of the principle of science, evidence, reason, and basic 
human values (such as liberty, equality, and justice). 

�  When there is no agreement about values, such as in 
politics, voting could be used, instead of violence. 

�  The ideal world is often expressed as some kind of 
harmony among truth, goodness, and beauty. 

�  The ultimate reality could be imagined as something 
that harmonizes truth, goodness and beauty.  Whether 
it exists or not is another matter. 



Our Family, Society, and 
Culture 

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

�  Humans have a long process of growth. 
Everyone would inevitably encounter different 
stories in his life. 

�  One can weave a philosophy of life with one’s 
favorite stories. 



Philosophy of life: Examples 

� Cave paintings of the Neanderthals 

� 胡適 on science and Democracy in the 
20th Century 

� Our grandchildren in the 21st Century 
with smart phones roaming on the 
Internet 



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 six answers 
for the six 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 



Questions and Methodology 

�  In my talk today, I plan to emphasize five points: 

1.  Raise a few big questions. 

2.  Suggest a methodology. 

3.  Share some of my humble opinions. 

4.  Encourage everyone to take an adventure to 
reflect and cultivate a philosophy of life. 

5.  It could be fun (𣈱樂). 



TASS, Life Enrichment Club and 
Photo Club 

�  I would like to thank TASS for the environment in which I have 
learned a lot of stories that have become important parts of my life. 

�  The Life Enrichment Club (𣈱樂會) from 2009 to 2015 is essentially 
a club in which we explored many topics and stories related to 
cultivating a philosophy of life. 

�  From the Photo Club I have learned to use a camera to explore the 
universe in which we live, including the Milky Way, geological 
landscapes, plants, animals, and human activities. 

�  I gave a talk at TASS on August 26, 2014, on “Building a 
Philosophy of Life” (漫談人生觀的建立).  



Science and Democracy 
(1) 

�  One big difference between the East and the West is that 
science and democracy have been developed in the West. 

�  Science and democracy have made America strong and 
great. 

�  Many people have come to the US for science and 
democracy. 

�  Science and democracy have developed many new 
convincing stories about truth, goodness and beauty for 
the development of a new philosophy of life. 



Science and Democracy 
(2) 

�  For me, science and democracy are two most important 
pieces for weaving a philosophy of life. 

�  For me, science has helped me better understand the 
universe in which we live, how all things have evolved in 
it, who I am, and how humans have developed cultures, 
religions, philosophies, and sciences. 

�  For me, democracy is the culmination of humanistic 
politics.  It may help establish peace and happiness within 
a nation and among nations. 

�  Science and democracy can help us find great answers for 
basic questions about our life. 

 



Milky Way above the MacDonald Observatory at Fort Davis, Texas 
Part of University of Texas at Austin 

   







        





Who Am I ? 

After many DNA tests, I am told: 

1.  My paternal ancestor left Africa about 50,000 years ago and 
migrated through the Middle East to the northern part of Asia 

2.  My maternal ancestor left Africa about 60,000 years ago and 
migrated through Southern India and Southeast Asia. 

3.  Somehow my father and mother met in Taiwan and I was 
born there. 

4.  I am 1.3% Neanderthal and 2.7% Denisovan. 

5.  I am 69% Northeast Asian and 31% Southeast Asian. 



My Paternal Lineage: M122 and O-F871 



My Maternal Lineage: M7 and M7b5 























Our Current Human 
Conditions (1) 

� Through the agrarian and industrial 
revolutions, humans have become the 
masters of the earth. 

� Humans have domesticated and modified 
plants and animals.  Wild plants and 
animals have become very rare. 

� Humans have dramatically altered our 
climate and ecosystem. 



Our Current Human 
Conditions (2) 

�  Modern sciences and technologies have effectively 
eliminated starvation, epidemics, and even violence. 

�  More people commit suicide or die from eating too 
much than those who die from starvation or violence. 

�  Humans have lived longer than ever before.  There 
are too many people on earth. 

�  Humans have become smarter.  They are transferring 
their intelligence to machines with  artificial 
intelligence.  These machines could become smarter 
than humans soon. 



Our Current Human 
Conditions (3) 

�  In the past, humans have prayed to gods to avoid 
starvation, epidemics and violence.  Now, in many ways,  
humans have solved these disasters better than the gods 
they worship.  It appears that humans do not need gods 
anymore.  They, or some of them, have almost become gods. 

�  If artificial machines become smarter than humans, could 
the machines become gods and enslave humans? 

�  長生不老? 長生不死? 成仙? 

�  Could powerful people and/or intelligent machines destroy 
the earth and themselves? 



Our Current Human 
Conditions (4) 

�  When robots and software algorithms take over 
agricultural, manufacturing, service, and financial 
jobs away from humans, there could be as many 
as 90% or more of humans out of employment. 
They could be called economically “useless 
people.”  What should we do with these “useless 
people”?  

�  What should we do to control our future with 
truth, goodness and beauty? 

 



Our Current Human 
Conditions (5) 

� The historian Harari deals with these 
questions in his second book “Homo Deus: A 
Brief History of Tomorrow.”  “Homo deus” 
means “divine humans.” 

� The following books by Ray Kurzweil also 
deal with similar issues but with a more 
optimistic perspective: “The Age of 
Intelligent Machines,” “The Age of Spiritual 
Machines,” and “The Singularity is Near.” 



Our Current Human 
Conditions (6) 

�  In my opinion, we need to defend and develop 
good democracy. 

�  Democracy should be built on the basis of true 
understanding of the universe in which we live. 

�  Democracy should be built with goodness and 
beauty, including the values of liberty, equality, and 
justice. 

�  I joined the “March for Science” on April 22 and the 
“March for Climate Change” on April 29. 
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