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Introduction

This is a written record of my views. I thought writing is good because I have a hard time getting around my emotions while speaking to people. I have found that if I write what I want to expresses, it allows myself to follow through on a thought more completely, than while speaking. It also results a written record about what was said, which allows for follow up questions and credibility.

You could treat this essay as random scribbles of a Sri Lankan during his quest for knowledge of how the world works. Here I am discussing my effort of trying to come to terms with the world with regards to the basics of human existence. We all start our lives with varied initial conditions defined by our family and social background. As we stumble upon knowledge we pick the things which interest us. This is an effort to look back and review the things which I have picked.

I do not consider Random Thoughts itself as a collection of profound subject matter. I like to view it as a collection of pointers to more profound subject matter. Very rarely you will find new ideas/concepts proposed by myself. Most of the time I am just discussing ideas/concepts already at our disposal.

The original aim of this essay was just to lay down my thoughts and to discuss them with my immediate circle of intellectual friends. With time the size of the audience has widened.

I honestly do not believe that someone could use what is mentioned here to guide his / her life. The idea is to initiate some thought processes and create some healthy confusion. I, perhaps wrongfully, believe that this will contribute to our efforts of making a better tomorrow.

What you will find in here are mostly fragments of thought. I did not make any effort to make them closed-ended. Some ideas may seem to just float, disjointed and fragmented.

In this essay I discuss how my views changed with time. The question which naturally follows is that do I think my point of view is essentially static now, and won't it change drastically in the future, as it did during the last fifteen years or so? I honestly do not have any idea. This is what I think that I know now.

I tried to sequence the chapters in an order which makes sense. However, the reader may freely jump between chapters. It is very important to read all footnotes. I strongly advise the reader to go through all footnotes faithfully. Also note that comments from reviewers appear as footnotes. From this point onwards this essay will be referred to as RT (Random Thoughts)

Obviously I am not a good writer in English and I am handicapped by my limited vocabulary. Those of you who reading the first draft of RT are kindly invited to help me with language and improve the content.

Prasad Mapatuna

prasad.mapatuna@gmail.com
July 22, 2004

Audience

I am a layperson with respect to academic philosophy. My background is in information technology. I assume that someone with similar background will be able to appreciate RT more than someone with academic philosophic background.

I am primarily addressing my fellow Sri Lankans. Nevertheless, I believe anyone from any cultural or socioeconomic background could read and appreciate the contents of this essay. In fact, sometimes I have made a special effort to elaborate on things which are so obvious to someone from my own background. However, I’d like to mention that I am referring heavily to the thoughts and the works of people from Sri Lanka. Some of the people and the books mentioned here would appeal and available only to the Sri Lankan community.

I am hoping that RT is going to trigger the curiosity of the reader to learn how the world works. There are several books often quoted in RT and there are several movies mentioned. I would like to recommend all of these books and movies. Those of you who have access to the web could visit the web resources referred to in RT too. Most of the topics I have briefly touched in my random thoughts are huge subject areas by themselves. Further reading is definitely needed to get the full grasp of them. Also I don't think RT can be read as an article at one go. Especially if you are not familiar with the subject matter being discussed. The best way would be to stop and read the external references and come back.

Without the right information, you’re just another person with an opinion.

- Tracey O’Rourke, CEO of Allen Bradley

In RT, I mostly discuss the topic "How science
 describes the world around us". The entire 'Appendix A' is focused on delivering this. I am hoping that the reader will gain knowledge of what science can tell us, what it cannot and, most importantly, 'what science is'.

On a lighter note, I believe that reading RT alone would provide you with enough material to make you a fairly good armchair philosopher. In that sense, RT may be viewed as a beginner's guide for becoming an armchair philosopher.

"You risked your life, but what else have you ever risked? Have you ever risked disapproval? Have you ever risked a belief? I see nothing particularly courageous in risking one's life. So you lose it, you go to your hero's heaven and everything is milk and honey 'til the end of time, right? You get your reward and suffer no earthly consequences. That's not courage. Real courage is risking something that you have to keep on living with, real courage is risking something that might force you to rethink your thoughts and suffer change and stretch consciousness. Real courage is risking one's clichés" -Tom Robbins
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What is knowledge?

Please note that this chapter was added last. You may notice that this chapter is not fully consistent with some of the content in previously written chapters. I am making an effort to re-word all the chapters to make them more consistent. This effort is on going.
Epistemology is the branch of philosophy which discusses the subject of knowledge and attempts to answer the following basic question: "What distinguishes true (adequate) knowledge from false (inadequate) knowledge?" In other words, epistemology is the study of nature of knowledge, its presuppositions and foundations, and its extent and validity. Here I am not going to discuss the matter in an epistemological point of view. I am just looking at the subject much less philosophically. I really don't want to bore people with philosophical jargon. Until I started writing RT and started doing some research I, myself, was not familiar with most of this jargon either. Unfortunately we need to tolerate some philosophical stereotypes in order to get past this chapter.

In different areas of human ‘knowledge’ knowledge is defined is different ways. In information technology, knowledge is said to be what we get after processing information. Information is what we get after processing data or facts. From an epistemological point of view, it will be hard to find demarcation between facts, information and knowledge. For a philosopher ‘facts’ or phenomena do not speak for themselves or exist by themselves. Phenomena or facts are how humans represent their perceptions. Knowledge is involved in the very creation of facts.

RT is all about knowledge! Therefore, before proceeding, we should be clear on what knowledge is. When I first started writing RT I thought that there is a universal agreement (at least among so-called intellectual communities) regarding the definition of 'Knowledge'. However, later on, I learned that this is not really the case. For example, after reading the book "Mage Lokaya" (translates to ‘My Universe’) by Professor Nalin de Silva
, I learned that what I thought of as 'knowledge' is just 'relative knowledge created by Western cultures'.

Different worldviews have their own epistemologies. These epistemologies in tern determine the methodology for creating or acquiring knowledge within that worldview. So it is hard to speak of knowledge without associating it with a particular worldview.

In my world, I like to identify 'useful knowledge' as any concept, which can help us in improving the quality of life of human beings. In other words the purpose of knowledge is to keep people happy. To hold the above viewpoint I have made a few basic unconscious assumptions (now they are conscious after reading Nalin De Silva's book). I do feel that it is a wee bit too philosophical to discuss these assumptions right now. These concepts will be discussed in detail later on. Right now let me just mention the following.

The basic assumptions of RT are

· The existence of a rational beings called humans
.

· The need for keeping these beings happy by way of positive stimuli to their senses. (Five? senses)

· A ground zero or a beginning (Assuming that we started with nothing. The random fluctuations have caused knowledge, which helps us with the above task of finding good stimuli for the senses)

· Evolution (Assuming that we progress
 linearly from ground zero. During this linear progression we gather knowledge which helps us in improving the quality of life of human beings)

Above is a very simple-minded way of looking at the world. I started writing RT with the above unconscious assumptions in mind and, along the way, they became conscious. However, I must say that lots of peripheral ideologies I had formed around these basic assumptions sometimes got refined, and sometimes discarded, because of the widening of my intellectual horizons during the period between the start of writing RT and now.

I'd like to compare and contrast popular philosophical stereotypes in the rest of this section. Let me begin with the philosophy of Prof. Nalin De Silva as depicted in his book 'Mage Lokaya' (My Universe). The basic assumptions in 'Mage Lokaya ' (ML) are rather different from my simplistic worldview described above. Those assumptions in ML are backed by the Buddhist philosophy. Nalin De Silva claims that these are the basic assumptions put forward by Sinhala Buddhism. I really do not know if this is what is agreed as Buddhist philosophy or not. My biggest teacher of Buddhist philosophy is Prof. Nalin De Silva himself (ML); so I have to take his words for granted.

The basic ML assumptions are

· The concept of ‘I’ is just a state of mind (thus there are no rational beings called humans)  

· ‘I’ and everything else (Universe) is a creation of this state of mind. (A make-believe fiction)

· The ‘symbolic knowledge’ of the Universe is an agreed-truth (Sammuthi Sathya) regarding the ‘observer-created reality’ of this set of minds.

· The way to improve the condition the “state of mind” is to reach the absolute-truth (Paramartha Sathva), which is the understanding of above nothingness (Anithya). This state of understanding is called ‘Nirvana’. (This is not a definition of Nirvana)

· There is no ground zero, or beginning, nor is there a linear progression or evolution. If at all, whatever concepts grasped by the human mind are circular in nature, which leads to infinite cycles.

I may be leading the reader to grossly wrong conclusions by the above naïve summary of ML. I invite all of you to read ML. (Unfortunately, this is only possible if you can read in Sinhala and have access to the book.)  The above concepts are neatly depicted in the book.

My viewpoint in RT does not agree with, nor contradict ML
. I believe this is a good starting point for this discussion. According to ML my viewpoints are influenced by the Jewish / Christian philosophies
, which are the dominant philosophies that have shaped the dominant cultures of the world. These dominant cultures of the world, backed by strong power structures, have caused more and more people to embrace their point of view regarding the world without consciously knowing the basic assumptions behind them. According to ML the Western ‘knowledge’ and ‘science’ are now elevated to the status of ‘universal knowledge’ and ‘universal science’ while other sciences and knowledge systems created by other cultures are branded as ‘native’ or ‘alternative’!

At this point it would be interesting to look at the basic assumptions of a scientist with a Christian / Islamic faith. Again I may be leading the reader to the wrong conclusions with my naïve summary. Right now I don’t have a good reference to direct you to for further information. The Christian / Islamic way of thinking revolves around the concept of a mastermind behind the working of the universe.

The basic assumptions are:

· The universe came into being at some finite point in the past
. This was the moment of creation

· The universe is defined by a set of laws (laws of physics as we call them today) purposely devised by 'The Mastermind' behind it (the universe). Humans are at liberty to discover these laws with the help of the 'human's-eye view of nature'.

· However, there is also the ‘God’s eye view of nature’. In other words ‘a reality which lies outside of human perception’. This may or may not be comprehensible to humans by utilizing the usual means of perception.

· The aim of science can be defined as a way to discover the 'God's-eye view of nature' or the 'ultimate truth' or 'ultimate reality'.

· With the advancement of science we converge ever closer to the ultimate equation of God. (This may be a never-ending journey. At least this is the direction of science)

The arguments which support the existence of a higher being (God)

· The cosmological argument: the effect of the universe's existence must have a suitable cause. 

· The teleological argument: the design of the universe (especially, choosing parameters good for the existence of organic life) implies a purpose or direction behind it.

· The rational argument: the operation of the universe, according to order and natural law, implies a mind behind it.

· The ontological argument: man's ideas of God (God-consciousness) imply a God who imprinted such a consciousness.

· The moral argument: man's built-in sense of right and wrong can be accounted for only by an innate awareness of a code of law - an awareness implanted by a higher being. 

For hundreds of years, various philosophers pondered, argued, and fought over the above viewpoints of the existence of a god. For example the Anthropic principal is an argument which counters the second and third points of the above list of arguments that favor the God theory. Anthropic principle suggests that "We see the universe the way it is because we exist." It is pointless to ask the question "Why are conditions in the known universe so perfect for the evolution of life?" The conditions are so perfect because those are the conditions; which is good for the evolution of beings like us who are capable of asking the question "Why are the conditions so perfect?” In fact phenomena of so-called ‘intelligence’ does not have any significance in the cosmological sense. ‘Intelligence’ is yet another phenomena in the known universe like ‘water’. A more easier to comprehend analogy is comparing this with the question “Why the conditions on earth are so prefect and precisely tuned for evolution of intelligent life?” This is a rather silly question. We know that there are billions of planetary systems in the known universe. Life evolved on earth, because it is the only known planet to have the suitable conditions. We are on earth because it is the only possible place we could be. However, with the universe, the problem is that there is nothing we can compare it to. We know of only one universe and we are wondering why that universe is so perfectly tuned for our existence.

To recap my stance towards ‘knowledge’ …

During the effort of researching for RT, I managed to comprehend two different popular worldviews regarding knowledge.

· We ‘discover’ phenomena and then form theories to explain laws of nature which causes these phenomena. So knowledge is ‘the discovery of the laws of nature’

against

· We perceive phenomena (our minds) and then we create knowledge systems which attempts to explain why we perceive such things. In this sense ‘knowledge is a creation of collective minds’. In other words, a set of minds agree on a knowledge system and subscribe to it. Thus Knowledge is created.

Both above worldviews have their own profound implications. I do not want to subscribe to either of them. It pleases me immensely to acknowledge the existence of such profound arguments regarding knowledge - arguments of discovery versus creation - I am not yet (and perhaps never will be) ready to subscribe to any of these views.

In my view, ‘useful knowledge’ is any knowledge that helps us with improving the quality of life of human beings. To me improving the quality of life means improving the well being by way of satisfying the physical and psychological needs
. I hate to go into an analysis of this. We all know what makes us happy and what we need in life, do we not? There is a pattern to this. The majority of humans choose more or less the same path to improve their quality of life regardless of their culture.

Culture or the tribal behavior of humans is the basic hub around which Prof. Nalin De Silva builds his philosophy. According to him we can never give up our tribal identity without becoming a rootless, prideless, and lost entity. Knowledge, which does not have its roots in culture, is useless in his views. For me, I don’t care about the brand name of the philosophy or where it originated. I don't care about the tribe which cultivated the philosophy, just the content. I understand that science is culture-based
. It is humans who developed this knowledge, and their surroundings had a role to play in the knowledge. But this demarcation of culture is now being diminished. (I may not necessarily be talking about  'globalization', a concept driven by the dominant power structures of the world, which is only a partial mechanism. I am just talking about the natural mixing which happens when human social structures are exposed to 'time'. Here I am talking in terms of thousands of years and not mere centuries.) It will be very difficult to identify the culture of a given community and give it a label in a few hundred years from now. With the information age and with all the avenues of access to the world (books, magazines, newspapers, TV, the Internet, PDAs, etc.) the culture a given child grows up with will be a very complex one. It will be very impractical to define a culture by the artifacts
 a community uses, which is the normal means of defining a culture. A few centuries from now a given community won’t be able to hold on to their local cultural pockets unless they totally disconnected themselves and live in hermitically sealed environments with regards to culture (just like the Taliban regime of Afghanistan tried to do)

As I understand, there are five major schools of thought regarding the fundamentals of our existence. Here is a summary of these five ‘hegemonies’:

1. There is no reality outside of human consciousness. (Or at least it does not make sense to speak about any reality outside of human perception) All of the concepts like ‘myself’ and ‘everything else’ are creations of the human mind, and are just symbols given to mechanisms (Theravada Buddhist Philosophy?)

2. There is a single reality divided and symbolized by the human mind. All of the concepts like ‘myself’ and ‘everything else’ are creations of the human mind and are just symbols given to the different manifestations of this undivided wholeness (Hindu Philosophy? And some variants of Mahayana Buddhism?)

3. There is an ultimate reality/master plan/master equation independent of human existence and perception. This reality is put in place for the consumption of humans by a mastermind which exists outside of this reality (Christian/Islamic/Jewish philosophy?)

4. There is an underling reality/master equation, which is independent of human existence and perception. Humans are just part of this reality and may be just one species among many whom tries to model this reality the way they perceive through their senses. This reality is self-contained and is not dependant on other parameters outside of it for the existence of it. The better your model, closer you are to the truth (This, I think, is the school of thought represented by leading scientists like Stephen Hawking)

5. All models and concepts - be it religious or scientific - (including the anti-models and non-concepts of Buddhist philosophy) are man-made. There is no point in subscribing to any of these as inherent limitations make all models and non-models and anything to do with humans, less than perfect. (Postmodernism? Social constructivism?)

I like to be closer to the fifth point of view than any of the others. Right now my philosophical interests end roughly at this point. I am a postponist
 and I believe we could push all these arguments about the fundamentals into the realm of meta-sciences and happily stick to scientific enquiry and logical positivism
 and not worry about answers to the above questions. Those who are interested in more in-depth knowledge about the existing schools of thought regarding these fundamentals could look up and comprehend following academic categorization of worldviews: Dualist, Materialist, Idealist, Social constructionist, Panpsychic and Participatory. Those worldviews could fall in to one or more of the five hegemonies which I have listed above. For example I feel that Participatory worldview could fall in to a slightly different flavor of 4th Hegemony or even a variation of 1st Hegemony. Participatory worldview suggests that there is a reality created by participation of observer and observed. One may argue that this means that there is ‘an underlying reality’ for a given set of observes (4th) or this means that it is the observer whom creates notion of reality (1st).

Below is the introduction to an online publication (http://www.synergeticuniverse.org/su/). This is the kind of introduction I’d like to have for RT as well.

We have an interesting and challenging situation facing us at the frontiers of human knowledge. In spite of its obvious practical success modern physical theory has confounded our conventional worldviews and notions of order. The deeper meaning and significance of the discoveries of modern physics is a widely discussed and hotly debated subject with many viewpoints being offered in the marketplace of ideas. At the risk of adding to the confusion I am herein submitting a brief outline of some of my own thoughts for consideration by others interested in these issues.

In the course of our observation and analysis of the natural world we have created increasingly complex symbolic systems, which have enabled us to coordinate our experience with a remarkable degree of breadth and complexity. One of the cornerstones of this endeavor has been the development of mathematics and geometry and their fusion in the Cartesian spatio-temporal framework. Over the last few centuries this framework and its associated assumptions and methodologies have been elaborated upon and developed to a very high degree of abstraction. It has become the house within which virtually the whole enterprise of physical science is conducted.

- Craig Lloyd Faulkner (On The Foundations of Physics and the Evolution of Consciousness)
The language and the assumptions of RT

I understand that all knowledge is relative. I am satisfied with a world which identifies ‘relative knowledge’ as relative knowledge! Individual cultures can contribute to this global, but relative, knowledge pool and also make it to work for them. Power structures behind this global, relative knowledge pool may not be all that fair. I don’t care! We cannot control the existence of politics. And I am not expecting to see fair play in politics on either a national or international level. I am trying my best not to discuss politics in RT.

We need to agree on a few assumptions in order to discuss anything. For example take the statement “Tens of Thousands of years back, humans dwelled in forests. They lived mainly in the shade of rock caves as a pack. Hunting and gathering was their main source of sustenance.” Most of people would agree with the above statement regardless of their culture and background. This kind of picture is what we get when we extrapolate the archeological evidence we have today. However, if we extrapolate further and propose that humans are a result of what we call a natural evolution process, and humans evolved from non-human like creatures, this statement draws more differences in opinion than the previous one. For me, I don’t see much difference between both statements. Both statements refer to facts that we haven’t had first-hand experience with. Both statements try to model the observation we make today and form a theory. Both statements are equally unreliable and vague.

We have formed so many theories like these to explain the mechanisms around us. In RT I am taking for granted that we agree on most of these theories. For example, I take it for granted that we all agree on the statement “Tens of Thousands of years back humans dwelled in forests. They lived mainly in the shade of rock caves as a pack. Hunting and gathering was their means of survival.”

It is very hard to discuss anything if we are to question fundamental assumptions of the human mind, like the concepts of  “time” and “space”. ML (Nalin De Silva) is a book dedicated to discussing these kinds of topics. In RT, I take a lot of things for granted, including the concepts of “space” and “time”.  RT is a humble discussion focusing on ‘things we should know in order to be happy’.

Purpose of RT redefined with the concept of evolutionary epistemology

A very recent, and perhaps the most radical, approach for defining ‘what is knowledge’ extends this evolutionary view in order to make knowledge actively pursue goals of its own. This approach, which as yet has not had the time to develop a proper epistemology, may be called memetics. It notes that knowledge can be transmitted from one subject to another, and thereby loses its dependence on any single individual. A piece of knowledge that can be transmitted or replicated in such a way is called a 'meme'. The death of an individual carrying a certain meme now no longer implies the elimination of that piece of knowledge, as evolutionary epistemology would assume. As long as a meme can spread to new carriers faster than its carriers can die, the meme will proliferate, even though the knowledge it gives to any individual carrier may be wholly inadequate and even dangerous to survival. In this view a piece of knowledge may be successful (in the sense that it is common or has many carriers), even though its assumptions may be totally wrong, as long as it is sufficiently 'convincing' to new carriers. Here we see a picture where even the subject of knowledge has lost its primacy and knowledge becomes a force of its own with proper goals and ways of developing itself. That this is realistic can be illustrated by the many superstitions, fads, and irrational beliefs that have spread over the globe, sometimes with frightening speed. 

Like social constructivism, memetics attracts the attention to communication and social processes in the development of knowledge, but instead of seeing knowledge as constructed by the social system, it rather sees social systems as constructed by knowledge processes. Indeed, a social group can be defined by the fact that all its members share the same meme (Heylighen, 1992). Even the concept of 'self', that which distinguishes a person as an individual, can be considered as a piece of knowledge, constructed through social processes (HarrŽ, 19), and hence a result of memetic evolution. From a constructivist approach, where knowledge is constructed by individuals or society, we have moved to a memetic approach, which sees society and even individuality as byproducts constructed by an ongoing evolution of independent fragments of knowledge competing for domination. 

- from http://pespmc1.vub.ac.be/EPISTEMI.html (Copyright© 1993 Principia Cybernetica)

Introducing myself

Ethnicity: Sinhalese

Religious Background: Theravada Buddhism

Mother tongue: Sinhala

Speaks/Writes: Sinhala and some English.

Education: Bachelor of Science Degree (in Computer Engineering)

Occupation: Software Engineer

Age: 30 as of year 2000

I consider myself lucky to have been born in the locality of Sri Lanka, which is an ex-colony of Great Britain
. We are brought up in an environment where the native culture and the culture of the ex-colonial masters and the popular culture of the so-called new imperialism compete with each other for dominance. This salad-bowl
 model has given us the opportunity to taste the best of several worlds. Right now this does not taste all that good because of the war and all other prevailing conditions in the country.

Life is a painful process, which is worth enduring for its sweet rewards!

My cultural identity is hard to define. I believe this is the case with anyone who is living in a salad bowl model society. I think I have adopted values from all cultures which I have been exposed to. However, I would like not to promote nor reject any culture. I am a believer in the global community, which is rich with values from many cultures. I also believe that it is possible to be part of the global community and live in harmony while preserving one's own cultural identity
. 

Let me try to give an account of myself in a few sentences. According the common usage of the phrase ‘take for granted’, I would say that I am a very stubborn individual who does not take anything for granted. In a more philosophical sense, there may be many things which I have taken for granted based on my worldview. I support whatever course of actions which would seem to improve the quality of life of the human race in the long run. Being easily irritated is a vulnerable weakness I have, which I am working to mitigate. Apart from this, I have been accused many times of being egocentric, which I like not to agree.

It is little difficult to describe my religious affiliations at this point. It is easier for me to say that I do not have any and elaborate the point later. When it comes to my philosophy of life, again it is hard to define. I have coined a term called ‘Postponism’ to describe my approach towards philosophy. Postponism will be defined later. Fortunately, Karl Popper has coined a term ‘logical positivism’ to describe my kind of attitude towards the scientific enquiry. This saves me a lot of trouble trying to describe it. In summary, a positivist is a person who does not demand to know what is real or what is certain. A positivist seeks knowledge for action, not knowledge for contemplation. A positivist won’t demand to know the ‘God’s eye view’ of nature; the ‘human’s eye view’ of things will do
. Having said that I have to confess half of me secretly believes in determinism and causality as reminiscent of my childhood worldview. If what I wrote above is not very clear, I invite you to read RT. The purpose of RT is to make my views clear.

Positivist Approach proposed by Karl Popper – “Scientific theory is a mathematical model that describes and codifies the observations we make. A good theory will describe a large range of phenomenon on the basis of a few simple postulations and will make definite predictions that can be tested. If the predictions agree with the observation, the theory survives that test, though it can never be proved to be correct. On the other hand if the observations disagree with the predictions, one has to discard or modify the theory. (This is at least what is supposed to happen. In practice, people often question the accuracy of the observations and the reliability and moral character of those making the observations)

Postponism

After taking a dip in the current marketplace of ideas, I realized that many competing viewpoints are being offered to explain the world as we see it. Therefore I thought of introducing a new intellectual practice which I like to call postponism. I am sure that is a new word and cannot be found in the regular dictionaries. Postponism suggest that you learn and comprehend the worldviews at your disposal. However, subscribing or not subscribing to any of the worldviews is postponed! Note that this is different from refusing to subscribe to any of the worldviews. Postponism is slightly different from the stance “I neither accept nor refuse…” because theoretically you keep the options open for either accepting or refusing. However, practically you may keep your options open lifelong. I think my notion of postponism itself is tainted by certain worldviews. For example it suggests, “I cannot come to a conclusion today, because I don’t know today, but tomorrow I might know”. Figuratively speaking “I” here means the human civilization as a whole. I believe that as a civilization we have only just started creating knowledge. To ‘believe’ in such a thing, I have to first subscribe to some sort of a worldview. I don’t know what exactly I have subscribed to. I postpone knowing that for tomorrow!

If I am to approach postponism in another angle; all I am saying here is that we don’t know today and I don’t know if we will ever know. Note the subtle but important difference between postponism and the attitude “we will never know”. I am not agreeable to that. How do we know that we will never know? If you know that, then you know something. It contradicts your original stance.

My Childhood Ideologies

I always seem to have had some sort of philosophy for myself since I was twelve years old. As a kid I read a lot of Russian books. In fact they were translated to Sinhala language by publishers like ‘Raduga’ (Rainbow). My early philosophy of life was greatly influenced by these books. These first versions of my philosophy were bright red with strong communist ideologies. I used to believe that all the problems faced by humankind could simply be remedied by a ‘world government’ practicing Marxism in its purest form. As time passed by, I realized
 that the world works in much more complex manner, and my ideologies were way too romantic to be implemented. Also the Russian communist empire collapsed in front of my very eyes
. It was heartbreaking at first, but then I realized that it happened for very good reasons and there were basic flaws in the way communism was implemented in those countries. My childhood heroes - Carl Marx, V.I. Lenin, Che Guerra, N. M. Perera - started fading away as I reached the latter part of my teenage. However, up to this day, I admire the contributions to humankind by great philosophers and personalities like Marx and Lenin. I believe that the Western democratic ideas were refined and strengthened by the ideologies proposed by the great communist thinkers. I am not at all into the political theories and do not really know what the experts agree upon. However, I think that democracy practiced today by the world is somewhat influenced and refined by Marxism. I am not ashamed of, nor do I regret, my brief flirtation with Marxism as a teenager, though I am not a Marxist by any means now
.

It may be clear already that I have never been a religious person. My parents are Buddhist and I come from a mildly Buddhist background (Theravada Buddhism). I used to be very ‘analytical’, ever since I was about ten years old. I found religion rather contradictory to common sense. Paranormal descriptions always disturbed me. I always thought the world is made out of very tangible matter. Distinction between the mind and the matter never really bothered me. Even as a child I must have thought that mind is a mere projection of matter and never thought of mind as something independent of matter. Most of the world religions looked like mere superstitions to me. (Today I look at religions with little bit more respect) I had some sort of feeling towards my inherited religion Buddhism. Therefore, I was ashamed of tall stories and paranormal descriptions found in the Buddhist literature. At that time, I was not mature enough to admire the profound philosophy put forward by Buddhism. I was very disturbed by passages in Buddhist literature, like the one that says Siddartha Gauthama
 walked seven steps the moment he was born and even chanted a certain verse. However, it was a relief to know that most learned Buddhists agreed that those were just adornments to the literature and not to be taken literally.

I do not know what I may appear to the world; but to myself I seem to have been only like a boy playing on the seashore, and diverting myself in now and then finding a smoother pebble or a prettier shell than ordinary, whilst the great ocean of truth lay all undiscovered before me. 

- Isaac Newton

My Adulthood Ideologies

I started losing interest in world politics a few years ago. Politics play a lower profile in my random thoughts than it used to. Having said that, I cannot forget that the power structures which prevail on this world have a tremendous impact and virtually decide almost everything which happens around me and to me. These days I seem to just take it for granted that democracy and free economy, backed by public welfare schemes, seem to be the best fit for a given decent country. Thinking of ‘world governments’ and central authority to manage the world's resources seem to be very far-fetched. I even feel somewhat ashamed that I dreamed about such a system as a teenager.

The world is much more influenced by Religion, Culture, Racism, Tribalism and Nationalism of individual communities and countries than I thought as a teenager. I simply did not realize that nearly one fifth of the world population is Muslim and nearly one third is Christian. These religions influence the lifestyle and thinking of billions of people around the world.

When we analyze the core concepts of any religion, they seem to have deep-rooted profound philosophical implications as discussed in the chapter ‘What is knowledge’. However, in practice, what matters most is the less intellectually-appealing ideologies of a religion. In my view all major world religions are subjective ideologies
. I don’t have any problem with ideologies as long as they won’t fuel harmful fundamentalism. What I don’t like about religions are the institutionalized views or hegemonies they try to maintain at the cost of public lives. How many lives are taken each year in conflicts based on major world religions
?

There is no point arguing, comparing, or contrasting religious ideologies. Religion is based on faith. I guess it is widely accepted that the ‘faith’ is not something we can argue about.

A poem about the six blind men of Hindustan who wanted to find out what an elephant was like and quarreled over conclusions after meeting one for the first time.

So oft in theologic wars,

The disputes I ween,

Rail on in utter ignorance,
of what each other mean,

And prate about an elephant,

Not one of them has seen!

When I was around 20 years old, I had this notion that science is the ultimate knowledge and ultimate truth. I believed that sufficiently advanced science could explain everything in the known universe. If we cannot explain certain phenomena using scientific models then the reason is that the model is not adequate today; it will become adequate in due course if the human race tries hard enough. That was simply my philosophy and, in fact, I did not have much challenge against this simple viewpoint of looking at the world in those days. Even today, I believe this simple way of looking at things is a good ‘everyday philosophy’ for anyone. However, I could not stick to this simplistic way of looking at life, as things got complicated with time. The biggest complication was the rude awakening to the fact that there is nothing we can call ‘the ultimate truth’
.

My view of science today, at the age of thirty, is rather different. I realize that the aim of science is not to pursue seeking ultimate truth. Science is a tool for making useful models. Based upon experiments and observations, we make theoretical models. Using these models we can make useful predictions about the future and also analyze the past. Using these models we can improve the quality of the lives of human beings. One such application, which improved the quality of the lives of human beings to a great extent, was the discovery of vaccination. Some people may argue that moon landings are such a waste of money. Although space programs seem to be a big waste of resources at first glance, they provide the human race with lots of side benefits. I really don’t consider the moon landings, or space travel and space probing, in general, as a waste of resources. Someday, the human race will venture out to colonize the whole solar system, though it seems a very unlikely prospect in the near future
. (This may be a point to argue. However, it is at least my opinion)

At the age of 18 my universe was strictly three-dimensional
. I had heard about the theory of relativity, where it considers time as just another dimension in the fabric of space-time. However, it did not bother me too much. I thought that science was helping me to figure things out in this vast three-dimensional room (Universe) and also I thought that sufficiently advanced science would shed light on all the corners of this vast three-dimensional space. The notion of the ‘edge’ of the universe was bothering me very much, but then I read that, with the General Theory of Relativity
, this can easily be explained. Just as we have one-dimensional things without edges (circle) in two-dimensional space, and two dimensional things without edges (spherical surface) in three-dimensional space, there could be three dimensional things without edges (hyper sphere!?) in higher-dimensional space. I took comfort in that and never really comprehended how the theory of relativity explains a three-dimensional space without edges (or singularities) until very recently.

Later in my life I gave up these pictures of the universe, and accepted that the Universe only lies in mathematical equations, models and minds of the scientists. There is no tangible three-dimensional (or N-dimensional for that matter) ‘thing’ out there! I like to view the universe as a very elaborate illusion perceived by the human brain. However, going into detail about the universe is not needed to do our day-to-day work and to lead a peaceful happy life. I believe that leading a happy and peaceful life with controlled amounts of adventure is the single most important item in our agenda for existence.
Buddhism

Every iota of everything is just make-believe fiction, and none of it exists in truth. And when this is seen as the way things truly are then that is the end of all anguish and the end of the continuation of what never existed, in truth, to begin with.

- From http://www.fundamentalbuddhism.com

At this point, it will be helpful to describe how Buddhist philosophy has affected my views. I am not sure if I am using the correct sources to study Buddhist philosophy. To date, Mage Lokaya (ML) by Prof. Nalin De Silva is my biggest source of Buddhist philosophy. After reading ML, I understood according to Prof De Silva’s interpretation, the core philosophical argument in Buddhism is the concept, that reality is an illusion (or a creation) of the human mind. There is no reality or truth outside the human perception. (Or, at least, it is meaningless to discuss the existence of  ‘truth’ outside of human perception.) This can be contrasted with the concept of a truth or an absolute existence (God?) outside the human mind.

Before reading the book ML, below was basically my understanding of Buddhism and I still like to keep the same text, as I still like to look at Buddhism in this simplistic way.

I don't know (and IMHO no one will ever know) what Buddha taught. We have so many different interpretations of Buddhism, and people customize Buddhism to the level with which they feel comfortable, and to the level which suites their intellectual needs. For this reason, Buddhism today exists in many different forms. I regarded Theravada Buddhism as a religion roughly ‘based on’ Lord Buddha’s teaching. I use the word ‘roughly’ because the religion may not necessarily be a reflection or a manifestation of the core philosophical argument. Having said that, I do understand that a purpose of a religion is not only to satisfy someone’s intellectual needs and cannot be based purely on philosophy. Buddhism today, as we see it, is a mixture of intellectual and religious aspects.

The philosophical model of Buddhism (here I am referring, more or less, to Theravada Buddhism) is really fascinating. It is based upon s few simple and logical premises. These are the ones which impress me most:

· Craving for sensuality yields suffering (Tanhaya jayathi soko)

· Cause (hetu) and the result (pala) are coupled and thus every action has a reaction (Karma) 

· Human is the supreme being and one is the master and the savior of oneself. One needs courage and wisdom to seek salvation. (in contrast to theism where a supreme being looking upon and having control over humans is assumed)

· Fundamental Buddhism does not advocate following Buddhism, or any aspect of Buddhism, until you have investigated, weighed, analyzed, and tested each part and, then, only follow it because you decide it is worthy of being followed.

I haven’t had much opportunity to investigate concepts like Karma. Other than, of course, the basic definitions and write-ups which are found in entry-level textbooks on Buddhism. When I read those definitions it sounded as if there is an intelligent force governing the mechanism of Karma. This kind of concept falls more into the realm of theism. So all I know now is that my understanding of Buddhist interpretation of how Karma works is not complete.

I am sure the basic conceptual artifacts such as ‘Four Noble Truths’, ‘Eightfold Path’, and ‘Five Precepts’ will fascinate and intellectually stimulate anyone who cares to investigate Buddhism more. However, by definition of Buddhist philosophy, those conceptual artifacts are there to guide the individuals out of the illusionary world they have created for themselves. Once you come out of this illusion - in other words, once you comprehend Nirvana - you are bound to realize that all those conceptual artifacts are also part of your illusion and you no longer need them. Lord Buddha gave the following analogy that is found in Buddhist texts. “Someone gets lost in the wilderness. He comes to a river and he sees a village across the river. He has to cross this river in order to get to the village and he makes a raft for himself. This raft is useful for him to cross the river. But he does not carry the raft to the village. He abandons the raft once he gets across the river.”
The raft analogy mentioned in the above paragraph resulted the following question in my mind. “If Buddhism is a raft – just the means of achieving the end goal – then does fundamentals in Buddhism itself acknowledge the possibility of existence of more than one raft”. In other words, would a different Buddha create an entirely different raft with entirely different theory, which at the end seeks the same end-goal as the goal said to have been achieved by Siddarta Gautama? In my worldview, the answer to the above question is a yes. I do not think a great philosopher like lord Buddha would label his raft the one and only and the ultimate ‘truth’. I am sure raft analogy is given to convey that fact. What I like to hear are the opinions from Buddhist scholars as to what do they think?

Here is an attempt from Nalin De Silva to give the reader a feel for the non-concept of Nirvana(Nibbana):

“It is not death that has to be "defeated" but birth. The Buddha after attaining enlightenment (these phrases are not conceptually correct) said it was his last birth and he would not be born again. One might ask me what is Nibbana. Though there are people who claim that Nibbana could be expressed in words, it is not within Theravada Buddhism to define Nibbana. If Nibbana could be defined or expressed in terms of other concepts then Nibbana itself becomes a concept. Only concepts are expressed in terms of other concepts and if Nibbana is another concept then Nibbana like all the other concepts should be a creation of the minds of the people. Moreover we should be able to know Nibbana the way we know the other concepts and there is no need for an eight-fold path to attain Nibbana. 

These people only claim that Nibbana could be expressed in words but never cite a Sutta where Buddha has either expressed Nibbana in terms of other concepts or said that it is possible to do so. The whole problem of rebirth could be explained in terms of "I" and "mine" and Avidya. It is due to the recognition of a mind when there is no mind and I would say that Nibbana is attained when it is "realized" through the non-mind (Nethi Manasa) that the non-mind is a non-mind.

This is not a definition of Nibbana but an attempt to create a theory (non theory) that is consistent within Sinhala Theravada Buddhism. (Please refer the preface to the third edition of "Mage Lokaya").

As far as I am concerned it is the beauty of the theory or the non-theory of Theravada Buddhism that attracts me towards it though as a Theravada Buddhist I "know" that I should not be attracted to these theories (or non theories).” - Prof. Nalin De Silva

In general, Buddhism is a good religion based upon a very logical philosophy and it is unique among other religions of the world. Lord Buddha is a very admirable philosopher to me. Apart from that I don’t have any special faith in, or devotion to, his views. Among so many subjective ideologies Buddhist philosophy emerges as a beauty. However, for me, it is still a very vague
 and subjective ideology.

Ideas proposed by Buddhism fascinate me in the same way the wonders of science fascinate me. I don’t see much difference! Both are man made models. I consider Buddhist philosophy as knowledge for contemplation. When it comes to science it is knowledge for action. I always prefer knowledge for action to knowledge for contemplation.

I am be looking at the topic of religions again elsewhere in RT.

Sinhala Buddhism

I wrote this paragraph long after the writing of the chapter ‘Buddhism’ (above). In the above text I talked about ‘Theravada Buddhism’. Prof. Nalin De Silva argues that there is nothing as such (and I tend to agree). In the above description I tried to eliminate the cultural aspect of Buddhism and discuss the hypothetical and abstract existence of ‘Theravada Buddhism’ as it appeals to me. I tried to separate theory from practice and one may argue that this is a useless effort. Nalin De Silva further argues that Theravada Buddhism has no elements of becoming an eligible ‘world religion’ as such because there are no objective ‘concepts’ like ‘objective creator’ or ‘objective heaven’ for people to rally around.

“In any event it has to be emphasized that there is no "universal" concept, either in the form of a God, a Nirgun Brahman or a Heaven in Buddhism for Buddhists around the world to rally round. There is no "place" for the Buddhists even after liberation to "get together". Thus from the beginning there is nothing in Buddhism, especially in Theravada Buddhism that makes it a so-called world religion”

“Buddhism, especially Theravada Buddhism, from the beginning has always being a "local" religion(s). In that sense there is no Buddhism or Theravada Buddhist civilization as such and always there have been Sinhala Buddhism, Thai or Siam Buddhism, Myanmar or Ramanna Buddhism etc. People like Toynbee when they say that there is no Theravada Buddhist civilization or that the Theravada Buddhist civilization has been fossilized they may be subconsciously thinking of this aspect of Theravada Buddhism. A civilization first of all gives a sense of belonging to a large set of people and Theravada Buddhism is unable to provide the people with symbols and concepts to come together with some kind of bondage. It is not that Theravada Buddhist civilization is fossilized but Theravada Buddhism cannot create a civilization to begin with. It can only produce "local" cultures such as Sinhala Buddhism” – Prof. Nalin De Silva

However, Prof. Nalin De Silva further argues that Buddhism is in fact a ‘religion’ and not just a ‘way of life’ as pointed out by some scholars.

“The Buddhists and Hindus are reborn because of Avidya and Maya respectively and even the Christians and the Catholics would have to admit that they are either reborn after death or if they are not prepared to admit rebirth, that their souls continue to live after the physical bodies die. In any event it could be said that in general, religions are concerned with (continuation of) life after death (of physical bodies) of Sathva (men and women). They teach (continuation of) life after death and also there are various rituals associated with them and "preach" some form of liberation. So not only Islam and Christianity but also Buddhism and Hinduism are religions. Those who claim that Buddhism and Hinduism are not religions and are only ways of life are to my mind being misled by some Western definition of religion and taken the cultural aspects of a religion to be the most important.

The Buddhists differ from followers of other "world religions" in trying not to be reborn. Their liberation is from birth and not from death. Needles to say that when one is liberated from birth, one is liberated from death as well.” – Prof. Nalin De Silva

Thus it may lead to the argument that: "Can we take a religion, discuss it outside of the cultural aspect and actual practice of the religion, and form universal religious concepts which appeal to any culture?" In my opinion we should be able to. I am supportive of a cultureless society or society where culture is not defined by locality. (This concept will be discussed later in RT.) In such a world we should be able to abstract the concepts of a religion independent of cultures.

In today’s world, and in the past, culture is almost always defined by the locality. Culture is mostly a derivation of a certain geographical region - beliefs, attitudes, values, and customs of group of people living in a given locality. In the future, with the death of distance (due to instantaneous communication, internet, improved long range transportation, migration/immigration), locality will be just one parameter in defining a culture. (This concept will be repeated several times in RT.)

Postmodernism
 – think globally, act locally!

At the age of thirty it seems that I have aligned myself with most of the ideas proposed by ‘postmodernism’. I realized this four months into writing RT after I read an article which explains ‘postmodernism’ in a nutshell. At that time I was unaware of the existence of such a philosophy. However, this only means that my views have some elements of postmodernism and not that it is my philosophy of life.

I have noticed that people shy away and refuse to subscribe to a philosophy simply because it has a brand name and that name has been ridiculed in the past. I have learned that postmodernism is a philosophy being ridiculed by some of the local pundits in Sri Lanka. However, it is very convenient when a set of thinking patterns are formalized and given a name. This saves us from "reinventing the wheel" by way of redefinition of philosophical patterns. I may not fully subscribe to all elements of postmodernism. However, there are some key concepts in postmodernism, which I consider are fundamentally similar to my way of thinking.

When I analyze the changes of my philosophy during the last two decades, it seems that my views were much more influenced by modernism earlier on and they gradually shifted to align with postmodernism. To date (February 2002) I do not know the well-defined terms used to explain subtle philosophic viewpoints. The shift of interest from ‘Grand Narratives’ to ‘Mini-Narratives’ in my view is very obvious. I guess my educational background and Sri Lankan society in general prefer ‘Grand Narratives’. Most of the books I read as a child belonged to the pre-postmodern era. Most people with whom I keep acquaintance are predominately Modernists who use the ‘Order vs. Disorder’ rule in life. Postmodernists, on the contrary, use the ‘Knowledge vs. Noise’ rule.

The first step in any great venture is a dream, dreamt in broad daylight!

The Ultimate Truth!

After so much going back and forth on this topic, my views can be summarized in to following sentence “Perception is the reality and what you believe-in is your version of the truth. There is nothing more and nothing less”. It took a long time for me to come to above stance. Fact that the definition of the truth largely depends on the worldview one entertains, is something which I realized very late in my life. Until very recently I did not know that there are heated debates going on among the intellectual community over the existence of a ‘reality’. It seems that the scientific community got involved and divided over this matter especially after the famous Copenhagen Interpretation of Quantum Theory
 in 1925-1927 (Heisenberg and Max Born). The Copenhagen Interpretation leads to the argument that reality is created by the observer, and without the observer, nothing exists – or at least it is meaningless to speak of a hypothetical ‘existence’ outside of the observations. Observer and observed are tightly coupled to form one system and is indivisible. Einstein never agreed with this proposition! He believed in an underlying reality and a ‘God’s eye view of nature’ or in other words, a reality which ‘just exists’ regardless of whether it is being observed by an organic life form or not.

In science, you won’t get the absolute truth, but only the latest version of the current truth.

In my teenage and early adulthood ideologies, the notion of ‘ultimate truth’ was still there as a final frontier to be reached by way of science
. I did not differentiate between human’s eye view of nature and absolute (or god’s) eye view of nature. Now I believe the fact that we are never going to get any absolute views. The only view we are ever going to have is the human’s view.

If we are to summarize the postmodern view of the ‘truth’ in a lighter vein, we can say that finding the truth is finding the most persuasive rhetoric, to which most number of people would agree on.

Reality
 is something defined entirely by the processing of information we human beings perceive through the five senses. Processing of information by our brain has given identities to space-time and matter. We have a concept called space and we have a notion called time. We have also given identities to ‘matter’, which we perceive through our five senses (trees, stones, Sun, moon, etc.).  The best book I have read so far on this subject is ML and I'd like you to read Prof. Nalin De Silva to understand this advanced concept, which also happens to be the fundamental premise in Buddhist philosophy. I recommend you read this book. In the meantime let me discuss this subject in layperson’s terms to give an intellectually poor-man’s-point-of-view of ultimate truth. You could definitely find more philosophically rich discussions on the same topic elsewhere.

Layperson’s definition of ultimate truth (or the absence of the ultimate truth)

The following chapter is an attempt to introduce the idea of non-existence of an ultimate truth from a scientific standpoint.

We humans are blessed with five basic senses by which we perceive the universe. With the advancement of science we have broadened the reach of these ‘five senses’. We are now capable of converting physical stimulus, which did not originally cause any sensory input to us, to forms of input which we can perceive. For example, we could not ‘feel’ the Earth's magnetic field. We could not find out direction using this phenomenon. However, with the invention of the compass, we can see the magnetic field. The compass converts the magnetic field in to the movement of a needle on a spindle, which we can see and perceive. Likewise, radio-telescopes enable use to ‘see’ far reaches of the universe. It magnifies the minute amounts of radio energy we receive from faraway galaxies and coverts them to visible form so we can see them as if we are seeing them through an optical-telescope. So it seems now we have a whole lot more sensory inputs than just five! But we should not get carried away with this idea. After all we have only one sensory input! We have these neurotransmitters all over our body firing sensory input in the form of electric pulses into our brain and our brain interprets them the way it likes. This is the way we humans function. This is the way it has been; this is the way it will be
. 

In most traditional wisdom philosophies, other then Buddhism, knowledge of reality is seen as largely dependent on a hypothetical 'external reality' or environment. As the radical constructivists Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela argue, the nervous system of an organism cannot in any absolute way, distinguish between a perception (caused by a ‘hypothetical’ external phenomenon) and a hallucination (a purely ‘internal
’ event). The only basic criterion is that different mental entities or processes within or between individuals should reach some kind of equilibrium. The theory of Autopoiesis put forward by Maturana and Varela discuss this point further.

I hope most of you who read RT, have seen or heard about the movie “The Matrix”. This is a sci-fi movie which I really liked because of the fascinating plot. “The Matrix” talks about a future world where artificial intelligence has taken over and human civilization ceases to exist. Humans are ‘grown’ inside glass chambers, with all their sensory input nerves connected to a huge matrix of computer system. The sensory inputs are fed to them by the computer system. The Computer system is so powerful that it processes information relating to each and every human, and feeds that information back to them individually whilst taking into consideration the actions (or the nerve signals corresponding to the actions) of the other humans as well. These humans don’t know anything about what’s happening outside. They live in a world created by these sensory inputs, which is no different form the ‘real’ world (to them). They are born, grown up, educated, employed, fall is love, get married, write fraudulent checks, smoke pot and even hack computer systems in their lives within this matrix. In fact, this kind of arrangement is theoretically possible with sufficiently advanced technology. The moral of the story is that ‘reality’ does not have any meaning. We all could be part of some experiment by some superhuman beings and we don’t have a clue. What makes you think that it could not be the case? It could well be! We cannot truly know who we are and be who we are at the same time without contradicting ourselves.
Nature is a network of happenings that do not unroll like a red carpet into time, but are intertwined with every part of the universe, and we are among those parts. In this nexus, we cannot reach certainty because it is not there to be reached; it goes with the wrong model and ‘certain’ answers ironically are the wrong answers!

Certainty is a demand that is made by philosophers who contemplate the world from outside; and scientific knowledge is the knowledge for action, not contemplation. There is no God’s eye view of nature, in relativity or in any science. ONLY MAN’ EYE VIEW!

- J. Bronowski

My perspective of science changed dramatically after reading the ‘Brief History of Time’(BHT). This is the best book that I have read so far. I am simply amazed by the clear crisp way Stephen Hawking
 thinks and also the witty way, in which he puts those thoughts into a very readable form for us to understand. In this book he suggests that the Ultimate Theory of the Universe should explain the existence of the theory itself, because it is part of the universe it is trying to model. This is a mind-boggling paradox!

Here is what Hawking says in his famous book (BHT):

Now if you believe that the universe is not arbitrary, but is governed by definite laws, you ultimately have to combine all partial theories of the universe into a complete unified theory that will describe everything. But there is a fundamental paradox in the search of such a unified theory. The ideas about scientific theories outlined above assume we are rational beings who are free to observe the universe, as we want to draw logical deductions from what we see.

In such a scheme, it is reasonable to suppose that we might progress ever closer toward the laws that govern our universe. Yet if there really is a complete unified theory, it would also presumably determine our actions. And so the theory itself would determine the outcome of our search for it! And why should it determine that we come to the right conclusions from the evidence? Might it not equally well determine that we draw the wrong conclusions? Or no conclusion at all? – Page 12-13 (BHT)

As the above paragraph clearly indicates, a complete unified scientific theory about the universe contradicts the existence of itself. It leads to the question “can we know who we are without contradicting ourselves”. It seems to boggle the mind of the great thinker Hawking himself. If we take the stance that the universe is an entity which follows a definite set of laws, and humans are mere inhabitants of this universe, then it indicates that humans’ capacity to reason and build knowledge has some extra-universe kind of ‘holy’ meaning
 which is not governed by the same laws which govern the universe. It seems that we have a sort of ‘free will’ which seemingly is so arbitrary that it does not obey any definite law. This notion however will greatly please the religious community as this concept is well inline of their ideologies.

We can circumvent the above paradox if we start from the assumption that the whole of the universe is a creation of the human mind. We are bound to go into ever-increasing and bottomless depths of complexity in the scientific modeling of the universe, because science is merely trying to model the symbols
 which we ourselves created in the first place. (If we follow this argument a little further science, quite interestingly, scientific modeling can be thought of as modeling the human mind itself.) Above is the best answer I have come across to the question of ultimate truth and this is the answer found in the Buddhist philosophy. This makes me quite uncomfortable. Why should the best answer come from my own culture? May be I am seeing this as the best answer, because I am so very biased towards Buddhist philosophy.
One good principle to go by when dealing with ideologies is the rule of modeling the universe is called the Copernican principle: “if a certain model requires you to be in the center of the universe, be suspicious” Most early scientific models of the universe (e.g. Ptolemy 200 AD) had the Earth in the center of it

Evolution of symbolic knowledge

Symbolic knowledge evolved starting from the days that we lived in caves and ate raw meat. Humans must have started the spoken language by forming words for common things that they saw everyday. (mother, father, sky, trees) regardless of the cultures, people identified certain common concepts like ‘space’ and ‘time’. People started forming theories around various phenomena they experienced. These were the early sciences. The early sciences must have been to do with formulating theories regarding generating fire, hunting, gathering, cooking, curing ailments etc.

I am going to use the word ‘science’ in a slightly controversial way from this point onwards. Within different worldviews the word ‘science’ has many meanings. If you believe science originated in Western Europe, during the scientific revolution, following the period of enlightenment, then you may oppose my use of the word ‘science’ outside of that definition. If you believe that any system that is not based on conscious application of scientific method (i.e. trial and error) and methodology of objectivity is not a science, then you may oppose my use of the word. However, if you think that science is all about coming up with useful models, then you would agree with me.

In ML, Nalin De Silva discusses three stages of science called primary, secondary and tertiary. The primary sciences are the knowledge systems each tribe created to fulfill their needs. These sciences were coupled very tightly with their cultures. One such scientific
 theory Sri Lankans had (and still have) goes like this: (This example is directly from the concepts from ML) The theory was formulated to describe and cure certain illness occurring in young, and unmarried, women. When a young women is exposed to the demonic power of “Kalu Kumara Yaka” (a demon) they contract this mental illness. This is a kind of demonic possession. The symptoms are - bursting into violent, hysterical attacks, loss of consciousness, loss of appetite, etc. To cure this illness there is a procedure called “Thovilaya” (exorcism) where certain elaborate dances and offerings to the demons are conducted. Usually after this procedure the woman is cured. Above is a perfectly scientific model based on empirical observations. This is a proven theory, which can be used to improve the quality of life of humans. The mental ailments can be cured using this theory and its practice. However, today we have different theories and procedures to describe and cure mental illnesses. There is a separate field in medical science called psychiatry where we can describe and cure psychological illnesses with better success rate than the previous model ancient Sri Lankans used. However, this does not make the “Kalu Kumara Yaka
” theory less scientific. It is just less accurate and less credible.

In science, we do not discard a model which can do useful work for us, even if we know that the model is inadequate in some specific situations. A good example may be the fact that NASA used Newtonian classical mechanics to calculate the trajectories for the first lunar mission, and not equations put forward by Einstein’s theory of relativity. In the case of moon landings, classical mechanics was adequate to calculate the trajectories of the space probes within the required accuracy. The classical theory of gravity suggests the existence of a hypothetical pulling force between masses. It also suggests the ‘action at a distance’ where this pulling force is ‘felt’ by the masses instantaneously at a distance. Einstein’s theory of relativity rejects both these concepts and it uses entirely different model to explain the motion of bodies through the space-time continuum. One who believes in an underlying reality may ask, “does gravity really exist?”  From a logical positivist perspective the question has no meaning. Gravity is a model to explain why objects seem to fall towards Earth. It exists only in Newtonian classical theory of mechanics. Newtonian theory is a good scientific theory, though it cannot explain things like the peculiar trajectory of planet Mercury around the Sun.

In the schoolbooks, we are taught about our solar system and the arrangement of the planets. We are taught that people in olden days ‘wrongfully’ believed that Sun and all other planets revolve around the Earth but the ‘truth’ is that Earth and all other planets revolve around the Sun. From our childhood we are taught that there is an ultimate truth, which we go on discovering with the advancement of science. This might not be so much of a bad philosophy of looking at the world. At the end of the day, we should not confuse the kids by telling them that everything around them, for which we have given symbolic knowledge, is just a make-believe fiction. However we can still tell them about scientific modeling. We could tell them that solar-centric model is more convenient and credible than the Earth-centric model. And none of these models are either right or wrong. They are just two models to describe the motion of planets we observe in the sky. Moreover it is ‘theoretically’ possible to develop elaborate theory around the Earth-centric model and do a successful moon landing using the mathematical calculations proposed by that theory. If that were to happen, no one would say that Earth centric model is ‘wrong’.

<Talk about the secondary and territory sciences referred by ML

<TBD>

Territory Sciences

· Copenhagen Interpretation of Quantum Theory

· Breaking of Cartesian Wall

· Subject-Object Manifold

· Uncertainty principle and its implications

· The undivided Universe (wholeness)

· Observer and Observed coupling

</TBD>
Where do good new ideas come from? That’s simple! From differences! Creativity comes from unlikely juxtapositions. The best way to maximize differences is to mix ages, cultures and disciplines. - Nicholas Negroponte

Credible models vs. Non-credible models

Today the heated debates between proponents of different knowledge systems (e.g. The Science, Western Medicine, homeopathy, Chinese medicine, Acupuncture, Ayurveda, Astrology, Palmistry, Christian philosophy(ies), Islamic philosophy, Judaism, Buddhist philosophy(ies) etc) are arising from the belief that their knowledge systems are based on some ‘objective truth’. If we are agree that there can be more than one ‘objective truth(s)’ or there is no such thing as ‘objective truth’ then we should be able to do some better evaluation of these different systems and adopt, ignore or reject them based on their usefulness in the intended application and tastes of the individuals. Biggest hurdle most of the people brought up under the framework of ‘The Science’ and taught the ‘rational’ way of thinking have to surmount is the fact that they tend to use the ‘rationality’ as defined in the science as the yardstick for measuring the other systems. Simple ignorance of the existence of different epistemologies leads to very complicated and pointless debates. Common mistake committed is trying to explain a non-scientific system using the epistemological framework of science. Epistemological framework of modern science has gone through a metamorphism beginning from the period of the 18th centaury European Enlightenment to current times. However, it is still dominantly characterized by the subject-object duality and the two-valued logic
. Because of the political power attached to the western science, some proponents of alternate knowledge systems also try to attach their system to the epistemological framework of modern science and shoot themselves in the foot in the process. Prof. Nalin De Silva’s life is dedicated to fight such ignorant behavior and also to give credibility to the alternative epistemologies. However, Prof. Nalin De Silva’s political agenda has somewhat alienated him from this purpose. From what I understand his political agenda is mainly to do with establishing knowledge and political systems based on Sinhalese Buddhist tribal cultural foundation in Sri Lanka. Prof. Nalin’s views are not necessarily rivalry to western science per se. What he is against is the notion that western science is the ultimate science and the tool for the quest of some hypothetical objective ‘truth’ or ‘reality’. He has indicated in more than one occasion that western knowledge should be assimilated to our culture to transform it. However, Prof. Nalin’s work can be easily taken out of context and interpreted as anti-western and even anti-intellectual. Having said that I am not implying that Prof. Nalin De Silva should not entertain a political agenda. It is just that I do not agree with his political agenda as the way to go in solving the problems Sri Lanka faces today. Everybody has their own political views and they have the right to promote such views. What I like to promote is the course of action of embracing western science and assimilating eastern knowledge in to it and make it ‘The Science’ rather than other way around. In fact this process is happening as we speak now. I propose this approach as a workable solution. This is not because I have any special regard towards western knowledge, but simply as a practical approach.

I did the write-up on Astrology (below) sometime back. At that time I used to categorize things as ‘Scientific’ and ‘Non-scientific’. Sometime later, I understood that science is nothing but trying to create theories and models to explain the phenomena we observe. Most of the scientific models that describe disparate phenomena complement each other rather than contradict. When we have models which contradict, or do not complement, other scientific models, we tend to see them as non-scientific. Most of these so-called non-scientific models are associated with some sort of so-called traditional/mystical knowledge system. It will be more correct to say that these models are less credible rather than to say they are non-scientific.

Science offers us credible models! They are tested against the so-called ‘scientific method’. We experiment and gather statistics and then prove that the predictions of the theory and the models are correct to the required accuracy and the null-hypothesis
 is wrong.

Proponents of the non-credible models take advantage of the categorization ‘scientific’ and ‘other’. Their claim is that science is not ‘everything’, and there are phenomena which do not fall into the realm of science, and they claim that there are ‘other’ theories and models which hold in non-scientific realms. I do not agree with this line of thought since I do not make that scientific/non-scientific distinction.

Understanding that nothing is ‘everything’, and all we have are models of various, different sizes and shapes, will make it easy to identify non-credible models from credible models. Understanding that none of these models are any more or less connected to a hypothetical ‘underlying reality’ than the others, will allow us to look at all models as equal and then choose the credible ones from less credible ones. Sometimes, some individuals are more comfortable with less credible mystic models because, to them, science is also a very complex and mystic model because of the overwhelming mathematical complexities and abstraction associated with science.  The average individual looks at science as something they cannot comprehend and fails to see that science is nothing but a set of man-made, credible, simple models. They simply fail to see that science is no different from their favorite pet mystic models, apart from the fact that science offers more credible alternatives.

In my view, theories like Astrology, Palmistry and other mystic practices are all less-credible models people took for granted for millennia. My essay on Astrology (below) was written by me with scientific vs. non-scientific distinction in mind. I would love to re-write it emphasizing the credible vs. non-credible division instead. However, I am leaving it as it is for the time being.

Astrology

Quite surprisingly the majority of Buddhists in Sri Lanka believe in Astrology. In my opinion, what is suggested by Astrology contradicts Buddhist philosophy. In fact, there is a Pali saying ‘Kin Karissathi Taraka’, that means ‘what could stars possibly do?’ which is supposed to be Buddha’s own words. Despite all this, the majority of Buddhists - including some Buddhist monks - practice Astrology. Why? Because, it has been practiced traditionally by the majority for a long time. Most people take comfort in the thought that Astrology can give them guidance and can help them to accomplish what they intend to do. In short, people who believe in Astrology are following exactly the opposite of what is suggested by “Kalama Sutra
”

The human race always wanted to control the future, or at least predict what will happen. That is why Astrology is so popular. Astrology claims that events on Earth are related to motions of the planets across the sky. This is a scientifically testable hypothesis, or would be if astrologers stuck there neck out and made definite predictions that could be tested. However, wisely enough, they make their forecasts so vague that they can apply to any outcome. Statements such as “Personal relations may become intense” or  “You will have a financially rewarding opportunity” can never be proved wrong.

The real reason most scientists don’t believe in Astrology is not scientific evidence or the lack of it, but because it is not consistent with other theories that have been tested by experiment. Why should the positions of other planets against the background sky as seen from Earth have any correlations with the macromolecules on a minor planet that call themselves intelligent life? Yet this is what Astrology would have us believe! There is no more experimental evidence for some of the theories described in this book than there is for Astrology, but we accept those theories to hold because they are consistent with theories that have survived testing

– from “Universe in a Nutshell” by Stephen Hawking page 103
Speaking of Astrology - I always wondered how practice of Astrology began. Who documented the effects that the planets and other celestial bodies exert on life on Earth to the precision they claim?
 Is this information given to us by some divine intervention, or is it something modeled over the time by way of observation, statistics and research? Is astrology evolving even today? If it is something modeled over the time by astrologers, by analyzing statistics, then it is actually a science! I never bothered to find the answers to these questions as I have discarded Astrology as total rubbish without too much thought. However, it would certainly be interesting to find out the origin and the evolution of Astrology. I have not read anything much on this so far. It seems that Astrological practitioners are also divided over this matter according to the worldview they entertain. Some believe that ‘wise-people’ in the past revealed the theory by esoteric methodologies (i.e. based on intuition, mindfulness, mysticism, other disciplines etc.) and some believe that it is built over time by way of analyzing observed patterns in empirical data.

Astrology combines a perfectly scientific mathematical model of planetary motion with all these superstitions attached to the effects caused by particular combinations of planets. I think the inspiration towards trying to predict human fate in the olden days would have been the newly discovered ability to predict heavenly phenomena like Solar and Lunar eclipses and recurring combinations of planets in the nightly sky. Like the human fate, above mention phenomena also would have looked so arbitrary to general public because the recurring patterns are so complex. The mathematicians whom knew the formulae to calculate and predict the occurrence of such phenomena would have looked like prophets to the general public. I think what must have followed was a birth of a quasi-science by those ‘prophets’ whom wanted to live up to the expectation of the public. 

Being a half-science, or pseudo-science, Astrology is sometimes mistaken by people as a science. A graduate student Mr. Senerath from University of Peradeniya whom I knew through a mutual friend, developed an Astrological software package, which calculates the horoscope when the time and the place of birth are entered into the computer. He made this product for a famous Astrology house in Sri Lanka. He used very precise calculations to get the planetary combination by using second-degree differential equations. Without doubt his software must be one of the most accurate horoscope calculators in the world. Mr. Senerath never believed in Astrology and he never will. (I know because I have asked him!) The, the Astrology house, which uses this software for their internal work, advertises their product like this: “We are using precise calculations obtained from computer software to give you scientific readings of your horoscope”. Things, such as this advertisement, serve to make it easier to think Astrology is a "true" science - thus lending validity to it.

Why I have discarded Astrology as rubbish? It clearly contradicts common sense. I might write a chapter on this later on if I have time. To cut it short I am not prepared to alter any plan in my life, which is proposed by scientific reasoning and common sense, just because Astrology proposes something else based on a very suspicious set of rules. And I don’t think anybody in their right mind should make their life’s decisions based on ridiculous pseudo-science of Astrology.

Another reason one should not rely on the Astrology is the fact that one can never be sure of the time one is born. According to Astrology all astrological predictions of one’s life depends on the planetary combination in the havens when one is born. Does Astrology define what exactly this moment of birth is? Is it the moment when your head leaves the birth canal and you take in your first breath? That must be it as it makes the most sense. In Sri Lanka, what happens is that a nurse assisting during the labor takes the time down at that moment. One needs to hope that her watch is correct and that she did not forget to note when you took your first breath amidst all the commotion. A few second error in this figure could give you a birth sign which is actually adjacent to the one which is ‘correct’; or give you a slightly skewed planetary configuration. If an astrologer were to read the above text he/she might start giving a lecture describing how they handle situations where one’s birth time falls on a cusp. (Cusp is the astrological term for this situation.) I have heard such lectures; they are very boring and do not prove anything. I've often wondered about the case of Caesarian sections! One could compile the horoscope beforehand and then make the birth happen at the precise moment with the advancement of medical science.

Someone might ask then why so many billions of people in the world practice and believe in Astrology
? “There should be some truth. If not, will millions of people follow it?”. Well, I am not surprised at all by the fact that millions of people in the world follow such rubbish. Does it surprise you? Muslims will say that 4/5 of the world's population is following rubbish beliefs. Christians will say that 2/3 of the world is in the dark and lost. For Buddhists the vast majority of the world is ignorant because of their belief in an omnipotent god. So the majority being wrong should not be a surprise to anybody, no matter what beliefs you do have. And it’s definitely not a surprise to me.

“There are cases where majority simply means that all the fools are on one side” – Author unknown

And it is interesting to note that Astrology practiced in different parts of the world has entirely different systems. The predictions and ‘auspicious times’ you arrive at when you use these different systems are very different. You can only hope that your local astrologer has the ‘correct’ version out of all these contradictory versions. For some people following Astrology is just an obsession. I know a married couple who used to consult the local astrologers before deciding on any matter of importance when they were in Sri Lanka. Now, after migrating to the USA, they consult the local astrologers there, who follow a completely different system. It does not bother them as long as it is ‘Astrology’.

People tend to get convinced about Astrology, or any other mythical belief, when they hear some facts or when they themselves experience things which they think are supportive of the proposition. Unfortunately, most of the time it is because of a lack of knowledge of how statistics work that causes them to think that those facts are supportive. If we could educate people a little bit on the use of scientific reasoning most of the superstitions could be wiped out and simultaneously this will help keep people from making ignorant assumptions that result in new superstitions. Here is a true story:

It is said, in Astrology, that if a women has a certain planetary combination in her horoscope she will cause her husband to die an early death (if she ever get married). I know a certain woman from my village that has this particular planetary combination and in fact her husband died in his forties. (He died of a coronary heart disease, I guess.) This isolated incident caused a lot of people in my village to be convinced, without question, that Astrology really works. Well, to make things worse, there was another incident a few years back where another early death of the same kind took place; apparently caused by the evil planetary combination. Now, do we need more proof? Even the people who were the most skeptical towards Astrology were shaken as the astrologers in town now had two solid cases to prove their theory.

In fact, to draw any conclusion we need to get the following information (at least) and, if we are do this scientifically, we need to start with the ‘null hypothesis’ that there is no correlation between the planetary combination and the early deaths. Then we should prove that null hypothesis is false by analyzing the statistics.

· Total number of married women in a given area.

· Number of women with this planetary combination.

· Number of early deaths of husbands of these women (of course it is difficult
 to define what really is an ‘early’ death too)

· Number of early deaths of husbands of women with the particular combination.

Let's say that the above four figures were 1000, 10, 100, 2 respectively. That does not say anything about a positive correlation between an early death and the planetary combination.  In fact, from the above statistics, we can even conclude that there is no apparent correlation and the null hypothesis is true. And I am sure what happened in my village was a similar aberration rather than a valid example. People can come to absolutely the wrong conclusion if they have only one parameter in a statistical table where you need three other parameters to come to a conclusion.

Beauty is truth; truth is beauty. That is all ye know on Earth and all ye need to know – John Keats

Alternative Medicine

Prof. Nalin De Silva points out that the mere use of the word ‘alternative medicine’ to refer to anything other than Western medicine suggests that we accept Western knowledge to be universal and all other knowledge systems are ‘alternatives’. I agree with Nalin De Silva here. Having agreed I also like to comment that Western medicine presents me with a more credible model than all the other ‘alternative’ systems, so I like to stick to Western medicine to treat any clinical conditions which I may have.

As mentioned  above ‘Kalu Kumara Yaka’ theory is not any less scientific than Manic-Depression theory. They both are perfectly scientific, but the latter is more credible. I do not see Sinhalese traditional medicine or Ayurvedic medicine or homeopathy any more or less scientific than Western medicine
; they all present theories and models regarding the function of the human body at different levels. Other than the differences in the approach and the models I don’t see any significant difference in an epistemological point of view. For this exact reason I like to choose the most credible system from all of the above when my health is concerned, as I could be dealing with life or death. Invariably, the most credible models and theories are presented by so-called ‘Western’ medicine.

Science and technology

For those who like to think win-loose, ‘Western’ science and technology is a winner! All other sciences and technologies have either died or lost their credibility or identity. Today only one science and technology prevails! The practical truth is that any attempts to build separate knowledge systems will fail due to the lack of political power behind them. I am not thinking win-loose. I am thinking win-win. Today’s Western science is rich with ideas from East and West. All the identities of other knowledge systems have now diffused into the single identity of ‘the’ science and technology. Therefore I will refer to it simply as science and technology and NOT Western science and technology. 

"The 'human factors' affecting the development of society are so unpredictable that a comprehensive forecast of the human future must be intrinsically flawed. At best we can guess some possible scenarios. Beyond ideology, politics, and religion, one other human factor exerts an enormous influence on social evolution in a profound, practically irreversible, and often unpredictable, way. This is the human ability to acquire 'knowledge' about the physical world, and to apply this knowledge to create new things that profoundly affect human life. When this unique feature of human beings is carried out in an organized and methodical way it is called 'science and technology.'" - Marcelo Alonso, Senior Researcher at Florida Institute of Technology

Should science and technology continue to be developed? I have heard some religious individuals and skeptics of science and technology state that science and technology is not taking us anywhere. The more the world develops, the more problems humans face - so they say. I reckon that science and technology is not something artificial! It is part of the human civilization. There have been scientists and technologists in the world since the day that we learned to cook our food using fire; hunt animals using stones; and weave cloths out of tree barks and animal skin. Do these skeptics suggest that we go back to living in caves, take all our clothes off, and eat raw meat? As I understand it atomic energy, genetic engineering, and artificial intelligence are just continuations of the natural process. Someone who happens to be very religious once told me that we have reached a point where we are using science to do more bad than good and we should stop! I don’t understand this. At what point should we have stopped? When we had clothes, and papyrus and ink to write the Bible? Even the Bible and Koran and all the holy books are products of science and technology. (It will upset people when I say that, according to my view, even God is a creation of humans. The concept of God is a natural result of the divinity people attach to the phenomena they can not comprehend. These rough ideas were purified and people carved out fascinating religions like Hinduism, Christianity and Islam. Very impressive works of art, of course. Well, at least that is how I think of it.)

Some Sri Lankans strongly believe that there were golden eras of civilization in Sri Lanka' past when ancient Sinhalese kings ruled. They believe those times were good enough that we could lead better lives by simply going back in time to those ages! This is a very romantic concept but is it really the case? Well, I guess it is true that Sri Lanka and Asia in general had better living standards than many of the contemporary European nations several thousand years ago. However, I am not convinced at all that we can lead better lives by abandoning all the technological advances the world has achieved and going back in time. I have heard this concept of going back to the golden era of Sinhalese kings from several of my fellow countryfolk. I feel this originates from an inferiority complex
 Two-thousand five-hundred years back we had an equal or better technology; irrigation and cultivation; and also political systems compared with that of European nations. Today we are very inferior. They have the atomic bomb and we don’t even have an ingenious method for making a firearm. I know there are a lot of Sri Lankans who share this inferiority complex and who take comfort in thinking about the so-called golden ages of time. According to them science and technology is a ‘Western’ thing. This inferiority complex originates from our tribal mindset. We were a better tribe than European tribes a few thousand years back and now the European tribes are overwhelmingly more powerful than us. As for me, I regard all the technological advances as triumphs of humankind. It’s not a victory of a particular tribe (Anglo-Saxon?) or the ‘Western’ world. The world is becoming ever smaller and it’s high time for everybody to get rid of millenniums of old tribal disputes and tribal mindsets. For some reason science and technological advances were phenomenal in countries outside of the tropics..

What are the reasons behind European nations achieving so much technological superiority over the Asians is a question in most Asian minds
. I have heard theories like: “Maybe this is because people in those areas of the world had to wage a constant struggle for life against nature. Seasonal changes were so malicious that any unprepared tribe could be wiped out during a cold winter, whereas in the tropics the worst that could happen during monsoons, if you were unprepared, was catch a bad cold
. In the tropics the life was, in a way, easy. The sheer struggle for survival during cold winters must have inspired lot of technological advances. This may be one explanation of why science and technology grew faster outside the tropical climate.”

I don’t think I can subscribe to the above “winter” theory. Climate must have played some role but I don’t think it is significant. When we look at world history it seems that ‘Western superiority’ began in the era of Scientific Revolution
 and Enlightenment in the 16th century. This era is characterized by the trend toward ‘scientific reasoning’ over ‘scholastic thinking’ - or in other words science over ideology. The West advanced in leaps and bounds whereas the East seems to have bogged down with scholastic thinking patterns, which hindered their progress in controlling nature. By the time of the Industrial Revolution in the 18th century the power structures of the world were established
 resulting in the outcome we see today where the West has overwhelming technical superiority, which in turn reinforces the power structures they have established for their benefit
.

There may be myriads of other reasons and better explanations
. I don’t know for sure and I don’t really care. Science and technology are inventions of all humans living on this planet and everyone has more or less contributed to the cause of science and technology during the history of mankind. It is interesting to note that Asia seems to be the historical breeding grounds of science and technology and mathematics. However, they grew up and became matured outside of Asia. A very good example to highlight this would be the fact that gunpowder was invented in China but it is in Europe that gunpowder and other explosives were exploited to produce weapons. These weapons in tern gave those nations an edge over Asian civilizations when they sailed to Asia expanding their empires.

With all respect to Professor Nalin De Silva whom I consider as a great teacher; I still like to comment that I simply do not understand the direction he points in terms of adopting Western sciences. Nalin the Silva
 vehemently and stubbornly refuses anything to do with ‘west’. Coming from a background of Buddhist philosophy where even the basic division of ‘myself’ and ‘everything else’ is refused, I don’t understand why should we ever attribute so much of significance to ‘east’, ‘west’ or Anglo-Saxon/Chinese/Indian tribal differences. Professor Silva advocates that we (Sinhalese tribe?) should have our own way of thinking and philosophy and should not be seeking refugee in Western science and technology, which according to him is a result of Western way of thinking. Well, above is a summary of how I understand his philosophy. May be there is something profound, which I don’t understand. But shouldn’t it be more practical to seek the proven ‘Western’ way of improving the quality of life by using science and technology, as we know it? I believe the strategy should be to transform our own cultures by adapting to new technologies as well as adopting values that have proven to work better for others

.

Someone told me the other day that 'we' are bunch of imitators with very little originality and that's why we cannot progress as a country. Well, that wasn't new. I have heard that before. What is original about the guy who told me this is that, he did not know what exactly he meant, he was just imitating! There are Sri Lankans (especially those who live abroad and those who have aspirations of migration) who break into hysterical outbursts of abusive comments whenever the Sri Lankan community is mentioned. Here is one of the best and one of the most interesting I have heard so far. “We are a stupid, egocentric, bunch of nincompoops who have been, used, kicked around, screwed and screwed again throughout history, as well as now”. This is exactly the same attitude I once shared. Now I think differently. Whenever we say ‘we’ why would I want to identify myself with Sri Lankans? True, we were born in Sri Lanka and we have a racial identity. But do we have to carry that racial identity as a burden and get bitter and irritated about what Sri Lankans do and what they are as a community? I have an interest in Sri Lanka for very sentimental reasons. I was born and raised here. I might try doing something useful for my immediate circle (or my ‘sphere’ of influence - if you like to speak in terms of three dimensions) of influence - who happen to be Sri Lankans. That identity 'we' does not always mean Sri Lankans (or Sinhalese, for that matter, in my case). I may identify myself with different groups of people depending on what parameters we used to define ‘we’. When the parameter is ethnic origin then yes 'we' means Sri Lankans. I may identify my self with people who do Software Engineering as 'we' just like I do with Sri Lankans. There is no reason for me to get irritated and bitter about what Software Engineers do as a community. The reason that we get bitter regarding our ethnic origin is the tribal mindset and the notion that ethnicity is a burden that we need to carry throughout our lives.

As a Sri Lankan I would not get bitter and hopeless about what we Sri Lankans do now as a community. At the same time I would not get too excited about the two-thousand five-hundred years of proud, documented history and our historical achievements. All these have some sort of a sentimental value to me. I wouldn’t blow it out of proportions. (If this is advice then it's ok.  If it's not advice then change "would not" to "don't".)

In summary, I never believed there were Golden Eras back in history anywhere in the world. People were suffering from fear of disease, hunger, natural disasters, and tyrannical suppression all the time during the history of human civilization. Things cannot be any better in the past than the present
. It is said that during the regime of King Parakramabahu Sri Lanka was known as the ‘Rice Store Of the East’. The irrigation and cultivation system was so effective that Sri Lanka produced enough harvest to export and trade with other counties in the region. Now some farmers in Sri Lanka are so desperate that we often hear cases of farmers committing suicide because they are not able pay their debts. Does this mean that the quality of life of an average farmer in Polonnaruwa under King Parakramabahu’s regime was better than under the democratic, socialist, republic of Sri Lanka
? I don’t think so! The quality of life
 in general should be much greater for a farmer in our times than two thousand years ago. However, I agree that there are different problems. The difference in the quality of life of the farmer and a rich merchant who buys crop from him must have been marginal in the old days. Today the difference in the quality of life of a rich merchant in Polonnaruwa and a poor farmer is obscenely far apart.

Wealth of a community is measured not by the quantity but by the quality and the variety of the articles it posses for its use and consumption – from “Workshop Technogy” WA Chapman

Shall we talk about religions?

It is interesting to note that the core philosophy of almost all major world religions survived humankind’s relentless pursuit of determinism by way of scientific enquiry. Defenders of these religions always found ways to stay above science or, at least, to be even with the propositions of the scientific modeling of the universe. The origin of the modern, scientific approach is found in cultures with a Judeo-Christian background. In those cultures, most scientists treated their efforts as a pursuit of finding the ultimate equation of God. The theories, like the Big Bang beginning of the universe, in fact, were supportive of the argument of the creation of the universe by a personal God. The laws of nature seem to break down at the Big Bang singularity and scientists agreed that only God knows what happened there. On the other hand, with the Copenhagen interpretation of Quantum theory and modern concepts of subatomic physics, the wisdom traditions of the East found their way into the minds of the scientific community. The concepts, like ‘observer-created-reality’ in quantum theory go hand-in-hand with Buddhist philosophy. Also the modern notion of ‘an undivided universe’ where the observer and the observed are treated as a single system, and every observed phenomenon is treated as manifestations of ‘an underlying wholeness’, goes well with the Hindu philosophy of undivided wholeness of the Brahman Paramaathma. 

Here, in this discussion, when I say ‘religion’ what I mean by that is not the underlying profound philosophical implications of it. Also it is not the words of wisdom supposedly spoken by the creators of those religions. What I refer to by the word ‘religion’ here is religions as they are being practiced by various institutions, which claim to represent those religions
.

There was a time when I thought that science should replace religion. I noticed three useful functions of a religion and thought all of that could be replaced by scientific alternatives. Those functions are

· Providing a set of ethics and a moral code.

· Providing a moral boost or an escape from the frustrations of day-to-day life.

· Providing a glue to create community bonds (cultural aspect)

However, today I accept that there is not much difference between scientific knowledge and religious knowledge. True, we are trying to address different aspects of life with the two. However, all of these are symbolic knowledge systems created by us.

In the case of making better human beings who can live in harmony with other fellow human beings, religions will do a much better job than the M-theory or the Superstring Theory. Therefore we could (and we should, IMHO) continue to use the models proposed by religions. However, with the world becoming ever smaller because of the information age, religions need to be sophisticated enough to survive the challenge.

In my view, a ‘good’ world religion should be able to tolerate the other religions and respect freedom of thought. Whether we like it or not, there are going to be many interpretations of religions by different individuals and different communities - therefore, different flavors of religions. If a certain religion cannot tolerate other beliefs, then that religion simply cannot improve the quality of human life on a global scale. As an isolated religion it might do a good job, but as a world religion it will simply create chaos. Unfortunately, when taken in their raw forms, most religions fall into this category of creating chaos. Some religious institutions have tamed their religions through careful adoptions and refinements and have made them true world religions. Some have unfortunately not. I have my serious doubts on one major world religion Islam. Maybe because of my lack of understanding of Islam and maybe because Islam is given a very bad name by some groups of people which claim to be fundamentalist Islam
.

Religion as a source of wisdom?

Can we take religion as a source of wisdom in defining a universal moral code and set of ethics? One problem with the above is that we get into never-ending circles of discussion and argument because of differences of opinion. The conflicts can be from religion vs. religion and religion vs. non-believers.  Some very religious people I have met say that they are either confused about where to draw a line between spirituality and common sense or they refuse to draw a line at all.

I once had a heated debate with a very pious Catholic friend of mine regarding birth control. This friend is against any artificial forms of birth control 
 (pills, condoms). He insists that the Bible is clearly against this form of birth control as it tries to tamper with God’s creation and God’s will. This makes me very confused for several reasons
. The first reason is that artificial forms of birth control were invented in the 19th century
. Can we simply refer to a book written several thousand years back to find out whether birth control is a good thing or a bad thing? The answer to my question from my friend was, “Yes, we can, because all the knowledge mankind ever needs is written in that book and we can simply interpret it for our day-to-day needs”. He added that sometimes people do commit mistakes in interpreting the Bible, as all of the wisdom in it may not be comprehensible to humans. This is something I cannot argue about. If that is the case then fine! All we need to do is to interpret the Bible in the best possible way we can.

At this point I have to admit that I don’t have much knowledge of Christian philosophy. I don’t know how a learned Christian approaches these kinds of issues. It is worth mentioning at this point that a person with a Buddhist background will be at ease with this kind of issue. The Buddhist philosophy encourages freedom of thought and does not rely on faith and devotion or a holy book. When a whole new problem like ‘should we use birth control or not’ is presented, one has to rely on reasoning and analyzing the problem and then figuring out whether this could be for the better of human beings or not. This is the Buddha’s way, and it happens to coincide with the modern rationality. There is a famous “Kalama Sutra” in Buddhism where it is said that one should not accept something to be true just because something was regarded as true by the masses, and even by learned people; just because it is traditionally regarded as true; just because someone very learned told you; or just because even Lord Buddha himself told you. Above is something I find very neat and attractive in Buddhist philosophy. Lord Buddha always said “Ehi Passiko” meaning ‘come and see for yourself’ together with “Don’t just accept something because I am preaching it. Analyze it and see. My teaching is for intellectuals.”

I realize two major differences between my way of thinking and my pious catholic friend’s way of thinking. I believe this is the difference between a religion, which believes in a God and God’s words in a holy book, versus a philosophy like Buddhism
. My catholic friend believes that some time in the past God has given us sufficient information
, which could be used to make decisions on matters encountered now and in the future, whereas I believe that we are in a continues learning process, and all we could borrow from past is the experience and knowledge from that continues learning process. In other words I do not believe that knowledge could be injected to human mind from nowhere. All the knowledge we have today is a result of a collective continuous learning process by entire human race
.

Assumptions are the things you don’t know you are making, which is why it is so disorienting the first time you take the plug out of wash basin in Australia and see the water spiraling down the hole the other way around. The very laws of physics are telling you how far you are from home.

- From ‘Last Chance to See’ (Douglas Adams)

Lot of religious beliefs and other non-scientific theories stem from the premise that knowledge is injected to us in some form or the other, 
sometimes as words of a prophet or sometimes as a manuscript from heavens. Most of the time the believers won’t realize that they are making above assumption. I don’t see any issue with people making the assumption that knowledge could be ‘injected’ to us. However, its good that people make the assumption and be aware of the fact that they are making such an assumption.

“Create a vision and never let the environment, other people's beliefs, or the limits of what has been done in the past shape your decisions. Ignore conventional wisdom.”

- Anthony Robbins

I like to take the stance that knowledge cannot be ‘injected’ to us till I see enough tangible evidence to prove otherwise. I don’t think there is any historical empirical evidence to say that we have received knowledge as gifts from heaven (or any other second or third party). What I believe and what scientists agree is that knowledge is created and evolved rather than injected
.

If in some cataclysm all scientific knowledge were to be destroyed and only one sentence passed to the next generation of creatures, what statement would contain most information in fewest words? I believe it is the ‘atomic fact’ or ‘atomic hypothesis’.

Atomic Hypothesis: All things are made of atoms – little particles that move around in perpetual motion, attracting each other when they are little distance apart but repelling up on being squeezed in to one another.

- from “Electrons, Phonons, Magnons” by MI Kaganov

One of the burning questions I had in my childhood regarding nature is “how do birds know how to make nests?” Kind of hummingbirds which habitats our neighborhood used to build their nest in the small chandelier of our living room. These creatures were allowed inside our house despite the fact that we had to clean the bird droppings from the living room furniture. The nest they build is quite elaborate piece of work. I knew that chicks were not given lessons from their parents on ‘how to build nests’. And I knew that they couldn’t learn by simple observation, because the nest making is a quite complicated affair. Nevertheless, hummingbirds are always capable of building this very cozy and neat nest, whenever needed. I was puzzled by the question that “How does this knowledge is ‘injected’ to a humming bird?” Few years back I did not know that biology could explain that this knowledge is intuitive to hummingbird and it is carried on to the next generation in terms of genes. Later in RT
, I am planning to discuss the genetic encoding and how information is passed on to the next generation via genes.

Need for a Religion

I don’t think most of the religious people know or care about the core philosophy of the religions they observe. Most of us need a religion to fulfill basic and more fundamental need than intellectual excitement. We all take comfort in the thought that there is something out there, which has power to guide and protect us. Be it God or some other force
. Still we need something to cling to and take comfort. Buddhism teaches that ‘One is the Savior of Oneself’. Buddhism could only guide you. But you need to do it! Well, this is not a very comfortable, is it? I think that Buddhism as it is, is not a very successful religion. Again I am referring to the Theravada or ‘Hinayana’ Buddhism. With my little knowledge about Mahayana (or greater vehicle) Buddhism, I know that Mahayana tradition seeks exactly what is lacking in Hinayana (or lesser vehicle
), which is the concept of some super being, or superpower, which looks up on you. However, most Buddhists I know find some alternative way or the other to satisfy this need. Some believe in Astrology. Some believe in some Hindu god or the other, in addition to being a Buddhist. (God Skanda or ‘Kataragama Devio’ is one such famous god among Sri Lankan Buddhists)

I like to remain a non-religious person as long as I could be. I don’t foresee significant reason that may change my stance in the future. With regard to Buddhist philosophy, there are few points, which I cannot accept fully. Buddhist philosophy regards life as an eternal suffering and advocates on giving up mundane pleasures in order to achieve an end to the eternal suffering. I totally agree that world we see could be modeled that way. This is a good theory. However, I really don’t think that it could be the theory, which will guide me through my life. Like Albert Camus said “"Life is to be enjoyed, not endured”. I like to think that suffering could be avoided or minimized with very mundane remedies like science and technology, law and order and democracy, and simple changes in attitude
. World today is not a good place for billions of people who suffer and whose lives are a continuous painful struggle. But will the world be like this forever? Won’t our science and technology, law and order and democracy finally take us to a utopia?
 

I wrote all this just to make my religious standpoint clear. I don’t know how successful I am in conveying the idea. In summary I do not have any kind of conventional religious affiliation. However, I must say that sometimes in the night, when I lay awake in bed thinking of something happened to me that day, which makes me feel, defeated, saddened or angry; I feel that one can really take comfort in a religion; whatever the religion it be. I still have lot of feelings towards Buddhism, although I want to give them up. When I am feeling blue, I feel lot better by thinking that I am upset because I have lot of cravings towards mundane things. If I can give things up and ‘let go’ as lord Buddha did, things will be lot easier. I have felt more than once to give up all earthy things and go in to oblivion. This however, I consider as a transient thought, which goes away when things are better. Fortunately, for me the things were better most of the time. However, I know the sort of ‘let go’
 lord Buddha suggested is not something like what occurs to me when I lay sleepless in my bed. What comes down up on me is a defeat. What Lord Buddha suggested is ‘a triumph of letting go’, which is different!

I know how deeply the religious ideologies are rooted with in us. For someone who is religious, it is incomprehensible a life without it. Coming from a Buddhist background, my ideologies should be less deeply rooted than if I were a Christian or a Muslim. Yet I found it very difficult to think independently until very recently. Thinking independent of religious ideologies is something very difficult to most people and we should not expect them to be. Especially someone with deeply rooted religious ideologies should not expect someone with different set of ideologies to think in a fair manner with regards to religion.

For centuries, people wondered how to decide upon good and bad, without being religious. This I think is a serious topic. Almost all religions accept the fact that ‘Killing is bad’. But how many times in our lives that we have to favor the killing? How many times we directly or indirectly support killing of human beings? A good portion of my salary I earn in Sri Lanka goes for the ‘Save The Nation’ fund
. I willingly give this amount (in fact I don’t have any option as this is a form of a tax levied by the government), which I know goes in to buying arms and ammunition to kill Tamil Tiger rebels. I am in favor of killing any member of Tamil tiger movement because I think they are bunch of racist psychopaths. Here I directly support killing of human beings. How do I decide if this is good or bad?

If some course of action leads to a betterment of human living conditions in the long run, then I support that course of action despite the fact it violates some basic codes like ‘thou shall not kill’. Here in this particular case of Tamil tiger rebels (known as LTTE
), I am in favor of military action aiming to wipe them out. I believe that it will improve the quality of life of all racial groups including ethnic Tamils in the country. Considering the limited facts at my disposal, I may be horribly wrong in coming in to this conclusion. 

My Religious Affiliation (or the lack of it)

When somebody is said to be ‘religious’ what it means to me is that the individual chooses a set of unsubstantiated subjective ideologies and then confines himself physically and psychologically to live according the set of ideologies of his/her choice. This definition of ‘religiousness’ may sound derogatory. However, my intention was to define the condition of being religious according to the commonly used set of words without being careful of the choice of words. I am not suggesting that being religious is ‘an inferior’ condition as such. 

Having said all this, did I make it clear what my religious affiliations are? I said that I admire Buddhist philosophy but I am not practicing it as a religion. However, I will join Buddhists very enthusiastically in any religious activity they indulge in, which makes sense. And I will join any religious activity of any other religion for that matter, if they satisfy few conditions.

· Should be peaceful and should have breeding of peace and harmony among human beings in the forefront of thoughts

· Should be open to any human regardless of age/sex/race who is willing to participate/observe in a manner accepted by the religious community (with proper dress-code and proper conduct of course)

· Should be a process which enhances inner peace of individuals

· Should not be a process to rally people around an ideology without really addressing them inward in to their minds. Should not be a ‘cult’ formation process.

Most religious practices by Sri Lankan Buddhists easily satisfy above criteria. So I am very comfortable with mingling with the religious Buddhist crowd. I have felt the same in Catholic Churches and unfortunately did not have a chance so far to do the same with Hindu or any other religion. Muslims won’t simply let you in to their religious activities unless you are Muslim. Most of the time Islamic religious activities fail to satisfy above criteria. They will actually never be able to satisfy above criteria as long as they exclude women from religious activities.

I believe a religion should NOT:

· Just a rigid set of laws, which govern every aspect of life. (eat, sleep, sex, business) but a general set of guidelines coherent with a common philosophy

· Treat the followers as the enlightened and privileged ones and discriminate and oppress the non-believers.

· Discriminate between age groups, sexes, and ethnics

· Be part of the governance body. That is to say that legal system, socio-economical system, education, health system etc should be independent of religious beliefs.

I am in favor of anything, which seems to improve quality of human life. You don’t really need to stick to a particular religion to understand that. Killing, theft, fraud, insult, harassment, rape, narcotics, war etc. diminishes the quality of human life. But when thought inside a religion these will have much more bearing. ‘Honest to God’ person won’t commit a bad deed even in secret. A Buddhist who believes in Karma will always be cautious about what he/she does. Be it God’s punishment or the Karma, whatever negative act committed will yield negative outcome to you and the others. Be is God’s blessings or Karma, whatever positive act will yield positive outcome to you and others.

I am convinced that quest for absolute reality is a fruitless effort because there can’t be any absolutes
. There isn’t simply a thing called absolute truth. All we have are models. Humans created all these models. All these models exist only in the minds of those who created them and those who use them (and in the case of religion those who ‘believe’ in them). All religions are man-made, and they all reflect man’s eye view of nature, which essentially is flawed because of our inherent limitations to know it all
.

The Concept of Personal God
Stephen hawking mentions in BHT that in a conversation with the Pope, Vatican agrees that ‘The Big Bang’ is the moment of creation! This shows the desire of the religious community to co-exist with the scientific modeling of the universe.  The notion that universe came in to being in finite time back in the past makes it possible to align this idea of biblical creation. Of course the timelines and the mechanisms mentioned in the bible has to be regarded as just symbolical.

Here is how the advanced concept of personal God goes
:  A higher being with a consciousness initiated the process of creation with set of rules (laws of nature as we discover them in science) of evolution. The universe evolved in to the present state we see it, and as a part of this process, on a small planet orbiting around an insignificant yellow Sun, the life began as a result of very complex chemical reactions. This may seem a very lucky accident to a causal scientist, but this is part of the God’s plan. And God does have a precise plan. God is omnipotent in the sense that he/she had the option to choose the set of laws the universe is going to obey, but he/she may not want to intervene arbitrarily and change the course of action. (Otherwise a loving god would not allow the humans to suffer from innumerable hardships in terms of violence, hunger, diseases, and natural catastrophes?)

Stephan Hawking in his work always tried to eliminate the God factor from Universe. As long as there are Singularities in science, God can fit in. Big bang beginning is a singularity
 in terms of General theory of Relativity. The theory cannot explain beyond certain point in time and space. And the Pope suggests that that point in time and space is the point of Creation. What Stephan Hawking tried in his work is to propose a model where Universe won’t have any singularities. And thus eliminate the God factor. And apparently Pope has told Hawking (he mentions this in the book) not to try this because you cannot eliminate God.

Summary of the general theory of relativity is that curved space-time tells mass-energy how to move and mass-energy tells space-time how to curve.


- Rev. Prof. George Coyne

A Few months after I wrote above paragraph, I read some text on Christian Philosophy and the idea of God in more detail. And the ideas sound very neat! It is more substantial than the ones I read from the promotional material of the Church and my pious catholic friends. Here I am quoting from Dr. Henry "Fritz" Schaefer III.

<Quote from Dr. Henry "Fritz" Schaefer III Appendix C
When I compare Dr. Fritz and Prof. Hawking; the latter appears far more genuine and far more original and creative to me. Dr Fritz is a mere defender of the Church. However, he defends in a very substantially intellectual manner.
Buddhism and the God-concept

I believe the Buddhism does deny the existence of an omnipotent creator God. However, the idea of Gods can be accommodated to Buddhism, in the form of lesser gods as described below by Ven. Nyanaponika Thera.

“As an attempt at explaining the universe, its origin, and man's situation in his world, the God-idea was found entirely unconvincing by the Buddhist thinkers of old. Through the centuries, Buddhist philosophers have formulated detailed arguments refuting the doctrine of a creator god. It should be of interest to compare these with the ways in which Western philosophers have refuted the theological proofs of the existence of God

But for an earnest believer, the God-idea is more than a mere device for explaining external facts like the origin of the world. For him it is an object of faith that can bestow a strong feeling of certainty, not only as to God's existence 'somewhere out there', but as to God's consoling presence and closeness to himself. This feeling of certainty requires close scrutiny. Such scrutiny will reveal that in most cases the God-idea is only the devotee's projection of his ideal - generally a noble one - and of his fervent wish and deeply felt need to believe. These projections are largely conditioned by external influences, such as childhood impressions, education, tradition and social environment. Charged with a strong emotional emphasis, brought to life by man's powerful capacity for image-formation, visualization and the creation of myth, they then come to be identified with the images and concepts of whatever religion the devotee follows. In the case of many of the most sincere believers, a searching analysis would show that their 'God-experience' has no more specific content than this. 

Buddhism does not deny that there are in the universe planes of existence and levels of consciousness which in some ways may be superior to our terrestrial world and to average human consciousness. To deny this would indeed be provincial in this age of space travel. Bertrand Russell rightly says: 'It is improbable that the universe contains nothing better than ourselves.'

Yet, according to Buddhist teachings, such higher planes of existence, like our familiar world, are subject to the law of impermanency and change. The inhabitants of such worlds may well be, in different degrees, more powerful than human beings, happier and longer-lived. Further, it need not be denied that such worlds and such beings may have their lord and ruler. In all probability they do. But like any human ruler, a divine ruler too might be inclined to misjudge his own status and power, until a greater one comes along and points out to him his error, as our texts report of the Buddha.” - by Ven. Nyanaponika Thera

<INCOMPLETE>

In the back of my mind I have the feeling that religions will cease to exist as practices in the distant future. When this is going to happen I have no idea. However, I believe religion is going to take lower and lower profile in the global community and finally they will be a part of history. This I think is going to be part of the natural physiological evolution of human beings, and we don’t have to do anything special to achieve that. (Apart from occasional essays like this one). I may be horribly wrong in the above assumption.

We all live under the same sky. But we don’t have the same horizon.
My own little analogy of science and religion

As described in the chapter on Buddhism, all world religions deal with explaining and finding answers to questions regarding life and death and any afterlife as such. All sciences deal with explaining the nature and its natural laws. Classical mechanics or Newtonian mechanics is how science abstracted and theorized the physical laws in nature in the early era of modern scientific revolution. I like to view theism and the concept of creator God as the classical mechanics of life and afterlife. Buddhism and Hinduism may be more analogues to the quantum mechanics. Buddhism actually goes on theorizing (or more appropriately ‘non-theorizing’) the absolute truth in terms of non-existence of absolute truth.

Well, the point is; just like I am not prepared to accept man made quantum mechanics or man made classical mechanics as the one and only and ‘ultimate’ model which describes the universe, also I am not prepared to accept any man made religious model as the ‘ultimate’! Then again, not accepting something as truth or ‘the ultimate’, does not mean that I refuse to enjoy the benefits of using it. However, I like to confess that it is little difficult to maintain this arrogant stance towards Buddhism, because at the very core of its theory, it does not offer any theory. It is difficult to say to someone whom offers me Buddhism “go away and take your man made model with you”, because it does not offer me any models. For this reason core concepts (or non-concepts) of Buddhism drives me crazy. It challenges the simplistic worldview I like to cling to. For the moment I like to ignore it.

For the time being, I like to take the agnostic point of view that “we don’t know who we are and what the truth is, and we will never be able to know who we are as it contradicts ourselves.”

Why are we born, why do we die, why do we suffer?

Above is the ultimate question of life, which is been asked and sought answers for by numerous theologies and philosophies all throughout the history of mankind. If we are to resort to science to find answers to above questions, we get some simple answers. According to theory of evolution. Complex chemical compounds like DNA, which has the curious feature of reproducing itself, lead to the evolution of life. Given the luxury of billions of years of random walks in the space of DNA choices, natural selection resulted complex bundles of chemical reactions and sensory perceptions, which we now call humans
 (and animals for that matter). Why do we age and die? Well, it is because aging is a positive feature, which goes hand in hand with life forms like animals. Animals, which evolved the feature called ‘death of age’, had had more chances of survival (reproducing and multiplying their own kind) than animals which do not have the feature called ‘ageing and death’. That is why we see ageing and death as a primary feature in almost all animals, which have survived the nature’s ruthless law of natural selection. And it is not hard to explain that ‘pain’, fear of death and numerous inborn fears we have, helps us in survival
. However, it should be noted that although ageing and death-due-to-ageing is a positive criteria for selection of so called intelligent beings like humans; it may not be a criteria for some unintelligent life forms like some bacteria or virus. These life forms basically do not die of aging. They just split and multiply. They die only because of lack of nutrients and accidents like encounters with antiseptics.

It is interesting to note that aging is a disease. Perhaps a curable disease as believed by some of the ‘Life Extensionists’. If a life form has continues supply of nutrients, that life form in theory should be able to live forever, if we can defeat the aging mechanism encoded in to the DNA of those life forms. In such a world where ageing has been cured, death will happen as a result of an accident, execution, suicide or homicide.

Below is extracted from an article by a life extensionist.

Philosophically, one can begin with the question: "What is the purpose of life?" One could even give a standard answer: "To help others." But as the philosopher Charles Schultz once pointed-out, this answer begs the question -- what is the purpose of the lives of others? 

And philosophically, there is a problem with the question. Philosophy distinguishes between facts and values. Facts include things like, "It is raining" and "Water boils at 100 degrees Celsius". Values motivate statements like "I like bananas", "I want to marry you" and "Something should be done to stop the depletion of ozone from the atmosphere". Values are concerned with aesthetics, motivation and emotion -- attributes of living organisms. Questions like "What is the purpose of the Universe?" or "What is the purpose of Life?" are only answerable by intelligent beings, groups of intelligent beings or (perhaps) by supernatural beings. Only living beings have purposes. And ultimately, to ask someone "What is the purpose of life?" in search of an answer, is to surrender self-control and ask "What purpose do you have for my life?" 

Therefore, it makes no sense to ask if the survival of any one person or even the whole of humankind matters in some objective sense. A god-like Being may make judgments concerning the value of humankind, but the physical universe makes no such judgments. It is living beings who make judgments and have purposes -- and rarely with unanimity. 

Given that judgments and purposes are only attributes of living beings, whose purpose is most important? The government's? Your mother's? Your own? The last answer may seem selfish and self-centered, but whether you acknowledge it or not, you have ultimate responsibility for deciding what purposes are most important to you (as opposed to important to someone else -- the only alternative). It isn't hard to consciously or unconsciously delegate this responsibility -- and others often attempt to make delegation easy (if not obligatory) -- but no one can truly take this responsibility from you. 

How important to you is the on-going survival of humankind? How important to you is the on-going survival of your country? How important to you is the on-going survival of your friends and family? And how important is it to you that you remain alive -- and how long would you like to remain alive? 

Suicide counseling is primarily for people who are undecided about the value of life. The suicide counselor can attempt to remind the despairing person of the potential pleasures of life -- or attempt to suggest ways to end pain and depression. The suicide counselor is helpless to change a person who innately experiences life as being something negative. Many (if not most) people will eagerly choose death as a means to stop physical or emotional pain if the pain is intense enough and if the prospect of the pain ending seems bleak. 

I Want to Live. To me, discussing the value of life extension with people uninterested in extending their own lives is a great deal like suicide counseling. I see no easy way of translating my positive attitudes about life into other people having a positive attitude about life. I have come to believe that if a person does not value life, or believes that the value of life has an expiry date, the matter is beyond discussion. And I mean this not in the sense of difficulty of communication, but in the sense that what is of value to me may not be of value for someone else. I like strawberry and she likes vanilla. I want to live to be a thousand years old, and he doesn't care whether he is alive in five years. Personal choices.

- From http://www.benbest.com/lifeext/whylife.html by Ben Best

Ethnic Conflict in Sri Lanka

In a previous chapter, the name of the terrorist organization Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam or ‘LTTE’ was mentioned. Talking of LTTE automatically leads to the discussion of ethnic conflict in Sri Lanka, which has plagued the county for almost two decades. Let me divert from the mainstream topics
 for a moment and discuss the ethnic issue in Sri Lanka. Some say that there is no ethnic conflict in Sri Lanka at all, and all we have is LTTE terrorism, and all the troubles should go away once this group of terrorists is wiped out. Well, I don’t think such an arrogant stance would lead to any solution.

I believe that LTTE’s claim to autonomy and separate state in north is baseless and impractical. This is while agreeing to the fact that Tamils from the north and the east have been discriminated to a certain extent (may be to the same extent that Sinhalese people from remote agricultural areas and far reaches of the country were discriminated). I don’t think it is easy to argue that Tamils are given second-class citizen treatment. It will be very difficult to support that argument because there seems to be no barrier for any given Tamil person to acquire economical or political superiority with competing Sinhalese
. Tamil struggle is mostly to do with ‘Tamil aspirations’ rather than ‘lost Tamil rights’. LTTE represent this Tamil tribalism. However, LTTE struggle is an eye opener for the majority ethnic group Sinhalese. The message is that Tamils should never be ignored and discriminated. However, LTTE tries to find a solution for the Sinhalese chauvinism by way of Tamil racism. In my opinion, this is never going to bring any lasting stability. Rather, what we need to do is to work towards eliminating the factors that force people to organize in to camps based on ethnicity.

LTTE does not have a good track record of honesty and integrity with respect to peace negotiations
. Also it is evident that given the chance, LTTE is willing to ethnically cleanse the country. They already have more or less ethnically cleansed the territory under their control. Fortunately within the ethnic group Sinhalese the racist ideologies are not strong enough to form a militia, which supports ethnic cleansing, which could have lead the country to a nationwide blood bath. There were few isolated attempts to initiate racial riots in Sinhalese dominated areas. However, those did not really spread out, apart from the unfortunate and shameful July 1983 incidents.

There are few elements within the Island nation, which prevent them from enjoying a sustained peace. One is the suspicion and distrust among the ethnic groups resulting from the disputes dating back thousands of years. However, it is comforting to note that during a significant part of the Sri Lankan history, these ethnic groups co-existed with a decent level of understanding. It is not rare to find streets with a Buddhist Temple, a Kovil, Church and a Mosque. People from all major world religions and several different ethnic origins live peacefully together even when the war is going on in north and east. The other main factor preventing us from achieving permanent peace is the pathetic bunch of crooked and corrupt politicians who have been plaguing the island nation ever since independence from the colonial empire. Exploiting of the racism and tribalism has always been one of the keys for gaining and maintaining political power. Latter element is more dangerous and difficult to eliminate.

If we could treat all ethnic groups as equal, and if no ethnic group is given any special favors, then I believe that we have a solution. However, this kind of perfect world cannot be created in a day or two. But the aim should be something towards that, and not having racism as a survival technique against an opposing racism. Tamils may argue about the need of having a so-called ‘traditional homeland’ for the preservation of culture. Well, it is true that in today’s world and in the world in the past, culture is almost always defined by the locality. Today a culture is associated with a geographical region. In future, with the death of distance (due to instantaneous communication, internet, improved long range transportation, migration/immigration) locality will be just one parameter in defining a culture. It won’t make sense have a territorial claim for the sake of culture. 

My ethnic origin is Sinhalese. Sinhalese are supposedly the descendants from Aryans migrated to the Island from North India approximately 2500 years back
. Whether the Sinhalease race descends from these Aryan ‘invaders’ (Prince Vijaya and Co) or not, is a point in debate. The Mahavansa claims that Aryan invaders defeated the natives and established a Kingdom. Most likely the Sinhalease race is a mix of the natives and the invading Aryans.

The Sinhalese are a very proud race with over 2000 years of documented history. Sinhalese kingdoms had its ups and downs during this long period; surviving invasions from Dravidian kingdoms of South India (now called Tamilnadu). Finally Sinhalese kingdom succumbed to the European powers and became a British colony in 1815.

Varies competing theories are offered by Sinhalease and Tamil historians about the origin of the two races and their inheritance
 with respect to the land. Some theories suggest that both Sinhalease and Tamils are descendants of the same tribe (or tribes) which inhabited the island before the Aryan and Dravidian invasions. They became two separate races under Aryan and Dravidan kingdoms.

I don’t see much point in going to the town in tracing the tribal roots other than for entertainment purposes. Few thousand years ago, being ‘unite’ as a tribe or a race would have made sense. It was a survival technique. Tribes with internal conflicts were at the danger of being run over by the neighboring tribes. So if you wanted to survive you should have a strong communal affiliation/commitment and should have taken pride in being a member of the tribe. But do we need all this in 21st century? Can’t we do better than this as the human race? Even in the 21st century we try to settle matters with thousand-year-old tribal mindset on. This is very unfortunate. As I see it, Language is the only immutable barrier which divides the two major ethnic groups in Sri Lanka where a solution is difficult to find. Unfortunately religion and ethnic origin has also become barriers because of the wrong political solutions given to solve the language barrier.

I take pride being Sinhalese, I take more pride being a Sri Lankan, I take pride in being an Asian, and I take pride in being an earthling. However, I do not expect special favors for being any one of these
.

Cultural Evolution

"I do not want my house to be walled in on all sides, and my windows to be closed. Instead, I want the cultures of all lands to be blown about my house as freely as possible. But I refuse to be blown off my feet by any." - Mahathma Ghandhi

Each and every community in the world has some sort of history and heritage, which they could be proud of. And it is generally agreed that the heritage should be preserved! Being Sri Lankans, we inherit around two thousand five hundred years of written history, which we can be proud of. Along with it, there is lot of cultural heritage. Unfortunately we inherit lot of excess cultural baggage too, which makes our journey cumbersome. 

“Our own dilemma is that we hate change and love it at the same time; what we really want is for things to remain the same but get better.” -Sidney J. Harris

Preserving cultural heritage as a museum exhibit and preserving it within the functional society is different. ‘Preserving’ invariably is contradictory to ‘progress’. In order to progress, we must abandon things and adopt others. Therefore some elements in a culture could only be preserved as museum artifacts if we like progress. For example in the times of King Kassapa (Sigiriya), being bare breasted seems to have been the fashion among aristocratic women as depicted by the frescos in the rock fortress ‘Sigiriya’. It is also interesting to note that servant girls of aristocratic women painted in those frescos seem to have some sort of a skinny, which covers their upper body. These dress codes are not practiced by anyone today and it is only a museum artifact. Our colonial masters during 18th and 19th centuries seem to have emphasized the importance of covering the entire body of women (and men) with clothing
, which was the dress code for Western women during those times. Worthy to note that Sri Lankan men did not seem to have covered their upper body in casual social situations before the colonial era. Sri Lankan society seems to have faithfully adopted the colonial dress code in to their cultural values. Ironically, today when descendants of our former colonial masters visit Sri Lanka and want to go in to temple of tooth relic in Kandy, they are in bit of a trouble if they are dressed in shorts or miniskirts. At the gate of the temple of tooth, they are required to cover their physique with a piece of cloth provided.

Some of the customs associated with a wedding ceremony in Sri Lanka (Sinhalese/Tamil) are so embarrassing to be practiced in today’s society. I believe there is no point hanging in to yesterday’s culture, if it embarrasses us today. Just let go or if at all preserve them only as museum artifacts! Enquiring in to the virginity of the bride after the wedding night is one such embarrassing custom, which we should let go. In my opinion, physically keeling in front of people to show respect is also another custom we should let go.

However, based on the assumption that human beings are rational and they adopt practices in to their culture only if these customs actually improve (or seems to improve) their life in someway; we have to conclude that even those customs we like to let go today, used to serve some purpose in improving quality of life in the past.

Once a trend has started, it tends to gain momentum and to continue long after its original driving force has vanished – Author unknown

One thing I believe firmly is that people who have deep rooted cultural ideologies and who show lot of resistance to change, are mistaken is several ways. Most of the cultural ethics held by Sinhalease Buddhist majority is influenced by cultural ‘invasions’ of Hindus and Christians. Value system of some of the hard core Sinhalease Buddhist nationalists are mostly derived from the values system of former colonial masters
, though they won’t realize it.

Classical ways might get you home …late!

One with an open mind and one with proper understanding of the value system of ancient Sri Lankans
, we will be able to look at the changes happening in the world as far as the cultural ethics are concerned in more relaxed manner. It should be noted that debate in the world under the topic ‘human sexuality’ is mostly the debate between hegemony of Church/Mosque and those who challenge it.

"A society that does not recognize that each individual has values of his own which he is entitled to follow can have no respect for the dignity of the individual and cannot really know freedom."

- F.A. Hayek (A Nobel Price Winner)

Laws and Norms on Human sexuality

Human sexuality is one of the famous controversial topics where in any given epoch you are guaranteed to find so many different opinions. These competing opinions are backed by various religious and cultural ideologies. Here am trying to find some common set of ethics, which are likely to be accepted in the future world.

A word of caution: Within the Sri Lanka context, most of the views below may sound very 'western' to some of our nationalists. What they forgot is that today we are dealing with the legacy of Victorian/Christian values, which were thrust upon us by the former colonial rulers.

Marriage / Family – family is the building block of any society. Concept of a family should be strengthened. I support the concept of family very enthusiastically and I support the concept of marriage, which is the base for the concept of family.

However, marriage should not be an institution with predefined gender roles aiming to exploit or oppress members of a certain sex. I am not going to endorse all of the arguments proposed by feminist theory
. However, I agree with feminists to a greater extent with the fact that all throughout the world, females were at the receiving end because of institutionalized viewpoints regarding gender roles within a marriage.

On the other hand, marriage should not be an institution (as the joke goes) where a man looses his bachelor’s degree and woman earns her masters.

I conceder marriage as a very personal matter between two individuals and the immediate families they are in. In Sri Lankan society and in many other societies throughout the world, marriage has lot more stakeholders than that. I am not comfortable with that fact.

Cohabiting – I don’t like to differentiate between marriage and cohabiting. Cohabiting is actually a marriage where two people unite for the love of each other. May be also to have children and raise a family. When a marriage is does not have the legal/social/religious, blessing we call it “cohabiting”. Important implication is that this is not just to have sex with each other. Cohabitation is driven by the desire to share the life and essentially be the partners. There should not be any legal/social/religious barrier for a two adults to live together. It is interesting to note that in ancient Sri Lanka cohabiting was not regarded as a big deal. It was more or less socially accepted.

Men are said to be only reluctantly monogamous by nature. Most women today dislike the constraints and burdens of conventional matrimony. For both these concerned parties, cohabiting provides a satisfactory alternative to marriage, in entertaining their short-term desires of sticking to one faithful partner (at a time)

Divorce – When two people feel that they no longer could be partners in life, the laws should be lenient enough for making the separation a painless process. In most European countries and USA this is the case. However, in Sri Lanka a divorce court case is a pain, and also the social attitude towards divorce is not very healthy. A divorced individual is always looked down upon by the Sri Lankan society. Because of this social stigma attached to a divorce; may men and women end up enduring bad marriages which in tern make their own lives and the lives of their children miserable.

Sex outside the bonds of marriage – In contemporary Sri Lankan culture, sex is regarded as something, which should happen only between two married people. IMO, if you love someone, and if you two trust each other, I don’t see any issue for two people to have sex without being legally or traditionally married. However, this freedom could lead to lot of complications in an environment where people are not mature enough to handle relationships and situations. Therefore the ethic that ‘sex outside the bonds of marriage is bad’ is a good thing to have to discipline a society. Those who are capable of handling the situation may break the ethic. But I would still like to have it as an ethic, which people take pleasure in breaking, rather than having no such ethic at all. At the same time I back the concept of sexual freedom and oppose existence of any laws prohibiting such sexual encounters.

Fidelity - The word fidelity might mean different things to different individuals. To me, the word means being faithful and loyal. In simpler terms, it is the virtue of not doing anything behind the back of your partner (or behind the back of anyone for that matter). Lets be honest with it, most men and women will find it difficult maintain psychological fidelity. However, physiological fidelity is less difficult to maintain. In traditional monogamous societies most men and women make contracts with their partner that they maintain 100% psychological and physiological fidelity, which they break sooner or later. I believe that one should not sign contracts that one cannot deliver. It will be much better to be upfront with it and agree to deliver only that much which you are capable.

Having one-night stands and multiple sex partners while within a marriage – When it comes to this topic it is not the traditional moral values I use to decide upon it. When you do something, which, will give you momentary pleasure, but will make you feel guilty for the rest of your life and will complicate your and someone else’s life, then you better not do it. If having multiple sex partners is not going to complicate the life of yours or somebody else’s, you might as well go for it. It is your own call. The principle I would recommend going by is “Every party involved should be happy at the end”

If you already have a steady partner, then you will get more sexual gratification by staying faithful to that partner than sleeping around, I guess. Well, this is of course true only if ‘staying faithful’ is a virtue in your value system.

Threesomes/Group sex and other alternate practices – Well, having discussed the previous topic, this should be an easy one. Use the same principle “Every party involved should be happy at the end”. I bet it will be very difficult for someone leading a respectable and socially accepted sex life to accommodate threesomes or group sex in to their lives without horribly complicating the matters. If the environment you live lets you do this without complications, hardfeelings, guilt, shame and you could indulge in this with proper privacy and secrecy, then as usual “its your own call”. Do it at your own risk. And it should be no one else’s business.

Well, at this point it will be evident that I don’t treat sex as special topic. Of someone asked about consuming liquor, I will be giving similar answers. Use liquor in appropriate quantities, which will give results that you trying achieve by using it. (Social drinking, getting mildly high, lower the cholesterol levels, etc). Inappropriate liquor consumption could simply complicate your life and the liver. So is sex (with the exception of the liver)

Homosexuality (gays, lesbians and bisexuals)
 – I have special interest in topic ‘social acceptance of homosexuality’ and the reason being not homosexuality per se. This is a good example of a topic which forces people to rethink their fundamental assumptions about the world, and stretch their conscience. The topic challenges the clichés of hard-wired individuals. If progress can be made in convincing them that homosexuality should be socially accepted, that is a big win for social liberalism. That will break the ice and clear the ground for further steps to take out unnecessary prohibitions and inhibitions, which stand in the way of improving human living conditions.

My wife who is a medical student provided me with some interesting facts. It seems that considerable percentage of human population is diabetic (7%). If we are to name these diabetic people sick, then we call 7% of the human population as sick! This is not good news. We have so many sick people around us. Well, it seems that modern medical patricians won’t call diabetic a disease or a sickness. It is a ‘clinical condition’, which needs attention and special care. People may become diabetic due to their genetic makeup and also due to other non-genetically determined factors. Also it is important to note that there is no permanent cure for diabetic as such. Of course these people are different. But we need to accept diabetic patients as they are, and treat them normally. We need to make some special provisions and arrangements to make them lead a normal and happy life just like everybody else. I am sure you now understand where I am going with this. There is a remarkable similarity in being gay and being diabetic, except for the fact that being diabetic is more socially accepted. Researches reveal that overwhelming number of people, either publicly or in secret entertain sexual feelings towards the same sex. This is a condition we have to accept. So we might need to simply accept the real facts and make provisions for those people to lead a normal and happy life, just like everybody else. I am not going to the extent to say that we should approve gay marriages
. What I am suggesting is just letting them to have sex and enjoy their lives and respect them. Homosexuality should not be treated as a social or legal offense. According to Sri Lankan penal code, a legacy from British colonial rulers
 (Article 365), sex between men is punishable by 12 years in jail while the existence of lesbianism is not even acknowledged by the 1883 Penal Code. Though this law is not being properly enforced in the country, its mere existence is enough for the police and anti-gay groups to brand gays and lesbians as "perverts" and lawbreakers. I believe that any sexual activity between two consenting adults - let them be of same sex or different - should not be a legal offense. For example adultery could be a social/moral offense but it should not be a legal offense.

Moreover, researches reveal that most individuals are not 100% heterosexual or 100% homosexual. Most people have certain percentage of both. It seems that an average human is only 70% heterosexual. However, coming up with a realistic figure for this is extremely difficult as statistics are unreliable.

There is a group of people whom, while agreeable to taking off ridicules laws against gays, will still have reservations around open dialog in public media about the gayness
. Discussion around Lifting of legal clauses however will inadvertently bring lot of attention to the subject and the media coverage about the topic will be stepped up. There will be lot of controversy till people get accustom to the idea of acceptance. Yet it will die down and people will get on with their life after a while and gays can live happily without any discriminatory laws against them.

One of the functional doctrines of subatomic physics is “if it is not strictly forbidden then it must occur”. “It” here refers to any quantum process – Murray Gellmann

Unconventional sexual practices (BDSM) – I guess BDSM covers a whole range of sexual practices regarded as weird by convention. For the benefit those who are not familiar with the term; it is an umbrella acronym which combines three acronyms together – B&D, D&S, S&M – which stands for Bondage and Discipline, Domination and Submission, Sadism and Masochism. I dare not go in to analysis of these practices but like to comment that they reflect the hidden perversions of human mind. In my humble opinion, all of us share more or less of these perversions. I guess that the controlled behavior of a pervert is not all that threatening. All of you whom have experienced somewhat naughty and pleasurable sex may agree with me. But I agree that we should not get on the top of the roof and shout about our own little perversions.

Sex with self: As long as you keep your door locked, I don’t have a problem.

Well, to be bit serious about masturbation, I believe that there should be no social or religious taboo on it. This is a 100% natural phenomenon common to all men and women.

Prostitution
 – I do not have a strong opinion on the subject that should prostitution be legalized. I see some good of making it legal, but our social structure in Sri Lanka may not be ready (or mature) to accept the benefits from it
. Sri Lankan society may not even be ready for a public discussion around it. I really don’t know what will improve the quality of Sri Lankan life - whether having it as a legal trade or proscribing it. It is similar to the argument around legalizing marijuana. The argument is that it will prevent lot of drug related crimes and underworld smuggling if the substance is legal. Proponents argue that if tobacco
 and alcohol are legal, then why not marijuana/cannabis/opium etc. Actually USA once tried making alcohol an illegal substance by banning liquor in 1919. And the ban created a hell of a mess. Liquor trade went underground and crime and violence flourished in the underworld associated with illicit alcohol. US government lifted the ban in 1933 and the quality of life in USA actually improved as a result of legalizing alcohol.

There may be a significant number of individuals, both men and women, who does not like to or does not have an opportunity to have a steady sexual partner or partners. It may be good to have a legal way of keeping those people from getting sexually frustrated. However, I will leave this topic without coming in to a conclusion, as I am not too sure what is best. In principle I don’t see a big issue in accepting prostitution as a legal profession for men and women of legal age. It is interesting to note that few thousand years back prostitution was a well accepted and respected profession for women in India. Male prostitution is unheard of in those times though.

Regarding any sexual transaction between two or more consenting adults – I strongly believe no one should go to jail for having sex with consenting adult(s). Having said that, I do not go to the town to endorse the movement to achieve the legal acceptance of gay marriages. If I ever had to vote for this I might vote against it, as it brings in unnecessary complications to the legal system. Letting the gays have sex without being arrested in more than enough at this point in time, I guess.

Having said that, I like to stand till my death, for the right of the gay community to gather and discuss and hold conferences. This is not because I endorse their gayness but as a gesture towards the right of free speech. Government or the legal system should not have any problem with a bunch of harmless people with a common interest, getting together to discuss the matters, which concerns them. If I have got my facts correctly, a few years back there was a court ruling in Sri Lanka banning a Lesbian conference, which was scheduled to be held shortly. Also one of the Cabinet Ministers has commented that those women are lesbian because they have had bad experience or no experience with proper heterosexual sex! Well, may be, and may be not. At any rate it is not up to the honorable minister to decide on what kind of sex those women should have. It is their personal choice.

Birth Control – Imagine a family bordering the poverty line, with two children; parents struggling to make the ends meet. Now add a third child to this equation. The family crosses the line of poverty, and each child becomes 20% poorer, which in tern will take some of their rights and benefits away! I don’t think we need to talk anymore about how important that couples being able to have control over their progeny. I find it quite ridiculous that most religious leaders finding birth control offensive!

Since everything seems to be “God’s will” for our staunch Catholic/Christian/Islamic/Jewish friends, then I would argue that it was God’s will that man invented condoms! – Dharshana Jayawardhana

Abortion
 – In a previous occasion in RT I mentioned the fact that “If some course of action leads to a betterment of human living conditions in the long run, I like to support that course of action despite the fact that it violate some basic codes like ‘thou shall not kill’. Using this premise, I could support a military operation targeting to wipe out a terrorist organization. I also support capital punishment to people who pose a real danger to the society. Here in the case of a terrorists and criminals, I am supporting killing of fully grown human beings. These human beings live, breath and dream. They have right to live despite the fact that the majority despises them. However, in the given circumstances, we don’t have any option but kill for the benefit of a vast peace-loving majority. You may argue that this may not be a good analogy to abortion. In both occasions we do some sort of termination of life
. In the case of terrorist it’s a full-grown human and in the case of abortion it’s a human not yet born.

I am in favor of abortion
 only if following conditions satisfy

· Preferably within three months of pregnancy

· With the full consent of the mother if she is in a physical/metal condition to give consent.

· Birth of the child should prove to cause serious mental or physical trauma to the mother

· Child is going to be a physically or mentally handicapped if it were to be born

In circumstances mentioned in above, there should not be any legal or religious barrier to stop an abortion being conducted. This is my stance towards abortion.

If a child is not welcome by the world, if the child is not welcome by the person who fathered the child, If the child is not welcome by the mother, then that child will not receive love and care it needs. That child’s life will be miserable. It is better not to give birth to that child, as it is not fair by the child or the parents of that child. It is not fair by the society as a whole, since unloved/suffered children have the potential become anti-social. 

Human Cloning and Genetically modifying humans 

(And general tempering with the reproduction process)

Genetic engineering today is powerful enough to ‘play the God’. Scientists have already cloned and genetically modified plants and animals; ‘Dolly’ being the most famous of them all (as of March 05, 2002). However, we should note that cloning is not an unusual phenomenon, which takes place only in high-tech laboratories. Whenever there is asexual
 (as opposed to sexual) reproduction; there is cloning. In fact most plants and most microorganisms and low order life forms does not have any other reproduction mechanism other than cloning. Humans are naturally cloned every day. How? When a fertilized zygote splits and when you get identical twins, what takes place in mother’s womb is natural cloning.

We have been tampering with god’s plan of natural sexual reproduction for decades. This is by way of contraception, artificial insemination, in vitro fertilization (test-tube babies) etc. I don’t see a big issue in adding cloning to the above list of procedures. All are tampering with natural mechanisms at different levels. Only thing is that cloning is more recent and more powerful
.

I don’t see a problem with the advancement of medical science along such paths. We have been understanding and controlling nature from the beginning of civilization. There cannot be any roadblocks to this journey. We have come thus far and we must continue. There is no turning back.

If human cloning proceeds, scientists plan to use somatic cell nuclear transfer, which is the same procedure that was used to create Dolly the sheep. Somatic cell nuclear transfer begins when doctors take the egg from a donor and remove the nucleus of the egg, creating an enucleated egg. A cell, which contains DNA, is then taken from the person who is being cloned. The enucleated egg is then fused together with the cloning subject's cell using electricity. This creates an embryo, which is implanted into a surrogate mother through in vitro fertilization. If the procedure is successful, then the surrogate mother will give birth to a baby that is a clone of the cloning subject at the end of a normal gestation period. Of course, the success rate is only about one or two out of 100 embryos.

Not all cloning would involve creating an entirely new human being. Cloning is seen as a possible way to aid some people who have severe medical problems. One potential use of cloning technology would involve creating a human repair kit. In other words, scientists could clone our cells and fix mutated genes that cause diseases. In January 2001, the British government passed rules to allow cloning of human embryos to combat diseases such as Parkinson's and Alzheimer's. 

While it may take time for cloning to be fully accepted, therapeutic cloning will likely be the first step in that direction. Therapeutic cloning is the process by which a person's DNA is used to grow an embryonic clone. However, instead of inserting this embryo into a surrogate mother, its cells are used to grow stem cells. These stem cells can be used as a human repair kit. They can grow replacement organs, such as hearts, livers and skin. They can also be used to grow neurons to cure those who suffer from Alzheimer's, Parkinson's or Rett Syndrome.

The debate over human cloning is just beginning, but as science advances, it could be the biggest ethical dilemma of the 21st century. 

- From www.howstuffworks.com

All I could say is that something, which could have horrified and shocked someone from Victorian era, is taken for granted by an average person today. It will be true for something, which shocks us today.

Thing that takes least amount of time and causes most amount of trouble is SEX

Information Technology and Urban Legends

Legends like Nostradamus still continue to thrive in the 21st century. Sometimes Internet seems supply lot of fuel to such mythology. Anyone can put up a website with as much false information in it. Also the chain mails seem to spam the net, creating a trail of believers of utter nonsense in their path. However, it is interesting to note that there are so many informative websites, which discuss how urban legends are originated and the psychological, social and cultural conditions, which facilitate the spreading of them. Unfortunately urban legends are still more popular than those sites. Likewise there are so many “skeptic’s” analysis of Nostradamus available in the internet. These web sites explain how the legend of Nostradamus survives the information technology.

These sorts of e-mail stories demonstrate just how deep-rooted urban legends are. No matter how much "information technology" we develop, human beings will always be drawn in by the unsubstantiated rumor. In fact, information technology actually accelerates the spread of tall tales. By definition, urban legends seem to have a life of their own, creeping through a society one person at a time. And like a real life form, they adapt to changing conditions. It will always be human nature to tell bizarre stories, and there will always be an audience waiting to believe them. The urban legend is part of our make-up.

Urban legends also express something about the individual who believes them. You are much more likely to believe and pass on legends that have some resonance with your personal fears or experience.
· From www.howstuffworks.com
<INCOMPLETE>    ………. Being not attached to a particular relegion is the secreat of success of Nosstradamus / Sai Baba

</INCOMPLETE>
Popular Beliefs

The fact that Einstein did very badly in school is a very popular belief. People get some sort of excitement and satisfaction by hearing that this genius is an eccentric and out of the ordinary character. The truth is that he did fairly well in school (a man of his intellectual capacity is bound to do well in school) and he never suffered from amnesia. This rumor that Einstein did bad in mathematics in school days and suffered from amnesia is so established that this is stated even in school textbooks.

I fear such legends as they distort the facts. The whole effort of science to find the order in the chaos is hampered by the rumors of disorder, which actuality does not exist. I fear such legends, as so much information is lost in the presence of such noise.

Preserving the Environment

Preserving environment has always been in the forefronts of my thoughts. Along with this thought comes the idea that we have the power to ‘change’
. We can either self-destruct ourselves by sabotaging the life support system of mother Earth! Or else we could live in harmony with the nature. Talking of this subject we can stick to simple concepts and talk of how one can help preserve the nature. Or else we could go in to the philosophical discussions as to whether the ‘free will’ we humans seems have decides the future or are we just walking in to an already defined future. I like to stick to the simple-minded discussion here as to how we could all help preserve the environment we live, and skip the philosophy.

The laws of science do not distinguish between the forward and backward directions of time. However, there are at least three arrows of time that do distinguish past from the future. They are the thermodynamic arrow, the direction of time in which disorder increases; the psychological arrow, the direction of time which we remember the past but not the future; and the cosmological arrow, the direction of time in which the universe expands rather than contracts.

- BHT chapter “The Arrow of Time”

It is said the reason that we haven’t been contacted by a more advanced extraterrestrial form of intelligence is that all civilizations get wiped out when they reach a certain level of sophistication, and it seems that we humans are getting ever closer to that point. However with regards to this proposition, Hawking says in ‘The Universe in a Nutshell’, “There is a sick joke that the reason why we have not been contacted by extraterrestrials is that when a civilization reaches our stage of development, it becomes unstable and destroys itself. However I am an optimist. I don’t believe that the human race has come so far just to snuff itself out when things are getting interesting”

Be gentle towards our planet. Do not block mother Earth – Author unknown

Destruction of the environment
 is mostly associated with the activities of the industrial giants of the world backed by the powerful political structures. There seems to be very little which can be done by ….<INCOMPLETE>
< Danger of Nuclear holocaust>
<INCOMPLETE>

We could identify little things we could do to preserve the environment in our immediate neighborhood. A plastic candy wrapper tossed in to a woodland could take 500 years to decompose. The message is that the mess you make today will outlive you. We as individuals may not be able to do much. However, we could avoid tossing plastics around, we could repair and tune our car engine so that it does not emit too much of harmful fumes
, use water and electricity with care, plant few trees etc.

We may sometimes not pay directly for the electricity we consume. (Office, hotel rooms, apartments, hostels) However we indirectly pay for all the fossil fuels burnt to produce electricity. Therefore as a gesture of gentleness towards mother Earth, lets turn those extra lights off.

I would have loved to drive a car which runs on fuel cells (Hydrogen) or otherwise battery powered. I am beginning to hate internal combustion engine which leaves a trail of pollution behind me wherever I go!

Endangered Species

The book ‘Last Chance to See’ by Douglas Adams is a semi-documentary on the author’s visits to see the endangered species of the world. In this book, Adams describes why we should make an effort and take pains to let those animals live. He talks about the ecological balance of the world and answer to the famous question, ‘what’s in it for us?’ in this topic.

In Sri Lanka, the flesh of the endangered Sambar (Gona or Cervus uniscolor) is a rare delicacy sold undercover in rural areas. This animal is killed because there is a market for it. A friend of mine bought Gona flesh home and gave the excuse “Animal was already killed!” I did not have my thoughts properly organized back then to counter the argument. Buying the products made of fur, skin, horns, bones and other body parts of endangered species and creating a market for them is a crime! You subscribe to this market and sustain the market so that the killing goes on. Note that the “animal is already killed and what’s wrong in buying it? We did not order the product!” argument is not valid here.

Again the arguments like; “what about the poor people making a living out of this. Should we not think of the people before the animals?” also exist. I know this is also not a valid argument. However, I haven’t yet organized my thoughts to counter the above argument. So I am skipping it for the time being.

Influential People

I think more than anyone else, the authors of the books I read influenced me. There are few names, which stick out. However, there may be hundreds of names, which I am not specifically mentioning here because I haven’t kept track of authors of all the interesting articles I have read.

I was influenced and inspired buy the work of professor Hawking to a great deal. Reading his work was almost like reading my own thoughts. Few years back, I could not agree more with anyone else in the known universe. I used to almost worship this interesting guy, who is suffering from a serious motor neuron disease and is reduced to live in a motorized wheelchair. With more exposure to the world during the exercise of writing RT, I dismantled the shrine I have created for professor Hawking. However, he is still toping my list of ‘All-time Great Guys’

Professor Nalin De Silva is the inspiration to write RT! I never agreed with his politics. I regarded him as an egocentric racist and never bothered to read his articles even. Four months in to writing RT, Dr Pubudu Pathirana suggested talking to Nalin De Silva. I did! And as a result read the book ML. With that I realized that there is lot more depth to Nalin De Silva than I thought before. The most of the RT, which discusses epistemology, religion and ethnic issue, revolves around ML. I do not subscribe to Nalin De Silva’s views regarding religion and ethnic issues. However, I fully subscribe to his views on epistemology. I fully agree with the notion that science is culture based. Nalin De Silva is a great teacher to me, though I do not regard him as a visionary.

Among all these authors, Douglas Adams is a unique character. In his own words he identifies himself as ‘just a science fiction comic writer’. However, he is lot more than just a science fiction comic writer. He definitely has a very unique philosophy of life for himself, and this philosophy is very humorously depicted in his works. A chapter, which touched me very deeply from Hitchhiker’s Trilogy, is when Arthur Dent (the main character or the ‘hero’ of the novel who gets himself in to serious trouble wherever he goes) meets with the ruler of the universe, who lives on a planet in a corner of the milky way in a small shack with corrugated iron roof, and his cat called ‘Lord’.

Outside, he said to her:

"I think the Universe is in pretty good hands, yeah?"

"Very good," said Trillian. They walked off into the rain.

Inside, Zarniwoop continued.

"But don't you understand that people live or die on your word?"

The ruler of the Universe waited for as long as he could. When he heard the faint sound of the ship's engines starting he spoke to cover it.

"It's nothing to do with me," he said, "I am not involved with people. The Lord knows I am not a cruel man."

"Ah!" barked Zarniwoop, "you say  `The Lord’.  You believe in something!"

"My cat," said the man benignly, picking it up and stroking it, "I call him The Lord. I am kind to him."

"Alright," said Zarniwoop, pressing home his point, "How do you know he exists? How do you know he knows you to be kind, or enjoys what he thinks of as your kindness?"

"I don't," said the man with a smile, "I have no idea. It merely pleases me to behave in a certain way to what appears to be a cat. Do you behave any differently? Please, I think I am tired."

Zarniwoop heaved a thoroughly dissatisfied sigh and looked about.

- From ‘The Restaurant at the End of the Universe’

I would like to recommend the famous novel ‘Hitchhikers Guide to Galaxy’ (and its many sequels) to anyone who has some sense of science and sense of humor. Also the book ‘Last Chance to see’ is fantastic. This would appeal to any nature lover with some sense of humor.

The humor is priceless!

Far out in the uncharted backwaters of the unfashionable end of the Western spiral arm of the Galaxy lies a small-unregarded yellow Sun.

Orbiting this at a distance of roughly ninety-two million miles is an utterly insignificant little blue green planet whose ape-descended life forms are so amazingly primitive that they still think digital watches are a pretty neat idea.

This planet has - or rather had - a problem, which was this: most of the people on it were unhappy for pretty much of the time. Many solutions were suggested for this problem, but most of these were largely concerned with the movements of small green pieces of paper, which is odd because on the whole it wasn’t the small green pieces of paper that were unhappy.

And so the problem remained; lots of the people were mean, and most of them were miserable, even the ones with digital watches.

Many were increasingly of the opinion that they'd all made a big mistake in coming down from the trees in the first place. And some said that even the trees had been a bad move, and that no one should ever have left the oceans.

And then, one Thursday, nearly two thousand years after one man had been nailed to a tree for saying how great it would be to be nice to people for a change, one girl sitting on her own in a small cafe in Rickmansworth suddenly realized what it was that had been going wrong all this time, and she finally knew how the world could be made a good and happy place. This time it was right, it would work, and no one would have to get nailed to anything.

Sadly, however, before she could get to a phone to tell anyone about it, a terribly stupid catastrophe occurred, and the idea was lost forever.

This is not her story.

But it is the story of that terrible stupid catastrophe and some of its consequences.

It is also the story of a book, a book called The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy  - not an Earth book, never published on Earth, and until the terrible catastrophe occurred, never seen or heard of by any Earthman.

Nevertheless, a wholly remarkable book.

- Prologue from Hitchhiker’s Guide to Galaxy

I admire Alexander Pushkin as one of the greatest storytellers of all time. Hemmingway has a notably deep-rooted philosophy of life, and critics have even identified this philosophy as ‘Hemingway Code’ of life. His famous novel, “For whom the bell tolls” is one of my favorite fictions. Few other names which I like to mention when world-class writers are concerned are Maxim Gorki, Nicolai Ostthrawski <INCMOMPLETE>
Martin Wickramasinge is a writer with philosophy. I admire his work and have read most of his work. K. Jayathilaka is a storyteller of significance in Sri Lanka who writes in Sinhala. I like his stories but I do not see any deep-rooted philosophy in his work. Anyway I believe that being a philosopher is not a must for a good novelist. Few other names which comes to me when Sinhalese authors are concerned are Gunadasa Amarasekara, Ajith Thilakasena, J.B Dissanayake …< INCOMPLETE>
Other than the authors mentioned above, people whom I keep acquaintance with influenced my philosophy of life, to a lesser degree. However, I cannot remember anyone whom had a considerable impact on shaping my thoughts to its present state other than the people I know from books. I like to mention two individuals whom I remember with respect in teaching me the ways of life. Late Mr. Karawita who was the science teacher and the class teacher for us when I was in grade 9-10 in Royal College and Prof. P.D. Gunathilaka who lectured engineering mathematics in University of Moratuwa. Other than this, there are handful of my colleagues in the campus and the office whom I regard as ……..<INCOMPLETE>
I like to mention few movies, which moved me a lot. I consider ‘Forrest Gump’ as the best movie I have seen so far. (As of 28 January 2002). ‘Matrix’ for its fascinating plot and sci-fi value. ‘Jurassic Park’ for its masterpiece in animation and the great sci-fi plot.

Conclusion.

One of my reviewers told me this “People have done/doing tremendous work on, what is religion, which one is better, why east is less effective in modern technological advancements, what is normal sex, all these subjective ideologies, and try to compare, prove/disprove. What value RT adds to the global community among so many similar material.” And he adds, “Aren’t we indulging ourselves in pointless discussions which takes us in circles”

If RT has at least few bits of information of value (from Megabytes of information in it) than any other similar material done before in time, then that is progress! All of us living beings collect information and pass on information on to the succeeding generations. In primitive life forms this happens only through genetic encoding. Humans could put things in literature. Whichever way it is a very slow and painful process. We have got lot of information now than that first life form appeared few billion years ago. Genetic mutations produce lot of rubbish and some good. Likewise, psychological mutations produce lot of rubbish and few things of value. Is this rubbish I am producing? - I don't know  - I will never know. I still feel it is good to produce something.

I believe that life is not rational. You cannot be rational without contradicting yourself. I know for sure that I contradict myself several times in RT. For example at the point where I mention that I whole of our existence is an illusion defined by the curios chemical reactions in our brain I should have stopped all discussions as all discussions are pointless.

This essay is a part of the human psychological evolutionary process. A random product caused by the external stimuli to a bundle of vague sensory perceptions, which I may call ‘myself’ with your permission.

APPENDIX A

Recall from time’s abysmal chasm,

That piece of primal protoplasm,

The first Amoeba, strangely splendid,

From whom all of us descended.

- Arthur Guiterman

This occurred fifteen billion years ago. And at that extraordinary moment and explosion must have occurred through out all space and time to start the expansion that we observe today. This cosmic event is called the big bang – from “Black Holes” page 151

A Brief History of the universe (as told by the science)

Prelude:

We cannot describe every aspect of the universe using just one theory. Just like we need different kind of maps to describe different aspect of the surface of the Earth, we need different theories to describe different aspects of the universe. Here I am trying to put together a history of Universe as described by those partial theories. I must warn the reader that this is just a story! However, this is a story of significance, as this is the story related by the scientific models we have created.

The general theory of relativity and quantum mechanics might help us to describe how galaxies were formed and how stars were born. And how those nuclear reactions in the very cores of those stars produced heavy atoms, which we are made out of. However, to explain how life was originated and how it evolved, we need theories like ‘Theory of Evolution’ which is a completely a different paradigm of science called biology.

Deep inside massive stars – stars of up 50 or 60 times as massive as the Sun - a host of exotic thermonuclear reactions can occur. Late in the lives of these stars, the tremendous weight of the star’s gases pressing inwards from all sides forces the central temperature to billions of degrees. In these infernos, the heavier elements are forged. We therefore realize that every atom in our bodies, every atom that we touch and breath, was created long ago deep inside a long forgotten star. We are literally made of the dust of stars!! – from ‘Black Holes’ page 20 (William J. Kaufman)

To explain how these life forms interact with each other and to explain how the highest order life form known to us (humans) behave, we need theories of completely different paradigms. Theories of human psychology and general theory of relatively does not seem to have much in common. However, both these try to explain phenomena in known universe
.

As discussed in several places before in RT, the ultimate aim of science is to come up with a single theory, which describes them all. This theory ‘in theory’ should be able to predict how humans behave. However, this seems like very unlikely prospect. We then go in to the paradox where the theory has to explain the existence of the theory itself. Lets not go in to this subject here, as it might have already become boring! Science today is advance enough to tell the story of the universe from its suggested birth called ‘big bang’ up to today when we humans are capable of measuring time back to the birth of the universe and document the history of the universe.

I would like to emphasize again that according to the positivist approach, all we could do in science is to come up with models and these models does not have anything to do with reality (whatever reality means). So the story here says how science has modeled
 the universe. I am really pleased with this model and I don’t see any problem in accepting as a good model. I am happy to only accept the concepts proposed by this scientific model of the universe and discard whatever other propositions, until I see solid evidence to think otherwise. For example questions like ‘is there life after death?’, ‘Do living being have a soul?’, ‘is body defines everything to do with life?’ and topics like “mind over matter” etc. does not interest me (anymore). Those questions are outside my interest area because we can still live happily without answers to those questions. If someone could come up with a theory using scientific reasoning where it says that when we die; something called soul goes in to a parallel universe and if we can use that theory to either predict or control the aspect of death, then it becomes a good scientific theory. Being a nonreligious person I am not interested in any theory, which cannot be used for predicting with proved accuracy and controlling the phenomena we see. As I have mentioned before, I seek knowledge for action and not knowledge for contemplation. Of course I do not deny that we should have religions, I respect any one who thinks different to my views above.

I like to take the stance in assuming that ‘life’ associated with the ‘body’ of a living being is just a set of very complex chemical reactions
. For example an Amoeba in water ‘moves away’ from any hostile drop of chemical – say a drop of salty water - put near it. The movemnt of ameboa is actually casued by movement of water moledules through its cell membrance (semi-………………………..) Ameboa does not actually takes a decicion to move. It is moved by a chemical reaction. It cannot take a ‘decision’ or at least an involuntary action since it does not posses a brain. We humans are made out of same building blocks as an Amoeba; Only we are very complex and also we have a brain. Behavior of an Amoeba could be modeled as a complex set of chemical reactions. There is no much evidence that we cannot model ‘life’ as just a set of chemical reactions. Of course we cannot predict all of what’s going on within human brain using scientific theorems. I guess the most difficult part is modeling the ‘free will’ we seem to have. I like to view ‘free will’ as a manifestation of the quantum uncertainty
. When we think of the complexity of the human brain (or brain of any advance life form) it seems that science will never be able to fully explain what is going on in there! Here I like to comfort myself and think that someday we could come up with models, which explain the complexities of animal brain.

In your brain, the neurons and glial cells are intertwined in a fabulously complex network. A national science foundation spokesman has called it “the most complex and functionally dense mass of matter known in the universe”. – From the article “Brain Storming” by Richard Wolkomiv

Your brain contains 12 trillion neurons, which are connected to anywhere from 3,000 to 100,000 other neurons. This is a lot of interconnections. To calculate how many connections this is, is very interesting. Mathematically, this is known as a "combinatorial explosion" problem because of the large numbers generated…. In practical terms, this means that… your brain is the equivalent of millions of the most powerful computer chips. Your brain is thousands, probably millions, of times more complex than the most powerful computer we can build-- not bad for a blob of "mere matter" that weighs only 3 pounds. – Author Unknown
Anyway I don’t see a big problem in accepting that all of what is going on in our brain could be viewed as a ‘combinational explosion’ of the complexity of Amoeba! Of course above statement is just a metaphysical suggestion and not a scientific theory at all. We cannot test and falsify the above hypothesis with the current knowledge. In other words, above is not a testable hypothesis. Therefore the problem domain is still outside the reach of science, and we can only hope that science could verify above statement someday. Most people will be reluctant to accept that a person breaking away from a romantic relationship with another can be explained as a chemical reaction just like an amoeba moving away from a drop of salt. Whatever going on inside my brain must be mind bogglingly complex anyway, as I simply cannot figure out the reason for me to write down all of these thoughts.

I consider the effort to put down these thoughts is a labor of love towards human evolution. I started to see my work in this way after reading the chapter “Our Future?” in the book “The universe in a nutshell”. What I am doing here is, trying to pass on thoughts of a human being after 30 plus years of existence, on to the next generation. These thoughts may be considered as utter rubbish. However, they have a value just being the thoughts of a human being. As Stephen Hawking points out in the above book, before we invented written language, human evolution had to rely solely on genetic encoding as the means of passing on information on to the next generation. All other organic life forms except for humans are still dependant on genetic encoding to pass-on information to the next generation. This is how birds know how to build their nests. The skill is encoded in to their genes and is triggered by the environmental stimuli. Anyway we humans are still largely dependant on the chemically encoded information in our genes to stay alive. True, that it is not encoded in our genes as to how to drive a car or even how to read the alphabet. However, when we are born we suck the mother’s breast for milk without having to undergo any training. This knowledge is encoded in to our genes.

Because biological evolution is a random walk in the space of all genetic possibilities, it has been very slow. The complexity, or number of bits of information, that is coded in DNA is roughly the number of bases in the molecule. For the first two billion years or so, the rate of increase in complexity must have been of the order of one bit of information every hundred years. The rate of increase of DNA complexity gradually rose to about one bit a year over the last few million years. But then, about six or eight thousand years ago, major new development occurred. We developed written language. This meant that information could be passed from one generation to the next without having to wait for the very slow process of random mutations and natural selection to code it into the DNA sequence. The amount of complexity increased enormously. A single paperback romance could hold as much information as the difference in DNA between apes and humans, and a thirty-volume encyclopedia could describe the entire sequence of human DNA.

- from “The Universe in a Nutshell” by Stephen Hawking

History of Universe (a story)

Cosmology suggests that the beginning of the universe dates back 15 billion years. Universe came in to being with a bang, in an event called ‘big bang’, which is the very first event in the universe. Unlike the later events, which took place within the universe later on, this event is not caused by any previous event of the nature we can describe. Those who believe in a personal God can very happily refer to this moment as the moment of ‘creation’. As far as the science is concerned this moment remains a ‘singularity’. Theoretical physicists like Stephen Hawking have suggested theories like ‘no boundary condition’ to eliminate these singularities and eliminate the God factor from universe. However, so far God still have a role to play in the Universe.

<INCOMPLETE …mention the current development in physics to eliminate the big bang singularity.
Apart from the big bang singularity, laws of science seem to hold for the universe all throughout its time and space. Here is what science suggests that happened after the big bang.

After the big bang universe started expanding at a tremendous rate. Here we should visualize universe as an entity with four dimensions; namely the three spatial or space-like dimensions and one time-like dimension. Universe did not expand in to anything; there was nothing to expand in to. It just expanded in size. Well, we need some reading on theoretical physics to digest this concept.

Few seconds after the big bang matter and energy, which was coupled together in a fiery mass, started to decouple and universe became optically transparent. A few minutes later matter formed in to hydrogen nuclei and the first element in the periodic table appeared. Around one billion years later clusters of matter formed photo-galaxies and heavier nuclei were synthesized in them. (By way of nuclear fusion) Around three billion years in to the history of universe, galaxies bright with shining stars were abundant. Universe, at this point of time contained all sorts of heavier elements, starting from Helium via Sodium to Uranium. The entire periodic table was filled by then.

Eight billion years after the big bang, secondary galaxies like our own milky way with heavier nuclei elements were formed and our solar system with its orbiting planets were formed around 11 billion years since big bang.

12 billion years after the big bang surface of the Earth was oozing with chemically rich oceans. The random molecule interactions in this primordial soup gave birth to extremely complex proteins and other compounds. Some of these compounds had the curious capability of reproducing itself. These curious compounds evolved in to those curious early life forms where the margin of ‘life’ and ‘chemical’ was minimal
. Random mutations in these life forms evolved into much more complex life forms with complex DNA structures.

As a result of continues evolution and natural selection of life forms, early humans appeared on the surface of the Earth 0.0005 billion years ago in the 15 billion years of history of universe
.

Accidentally useful mutations provide the working material for biological evolution -- as, for example, a mutation for melanin in certain moths, which changes their color from white to black. Such moths commonly rest on English birch trees, where their white coloration provides protective camouflage. Under these conditions, the melanin mutation is not an advantage -- the dark moths are starkly visible and are eaten by birds; the mutation is selected against. But when the Industrial Revolution began to cover the birch bark with soot, the situation was reversed, and only moths with the melanin mutation survived. Then the mutation was selected for, and, in time, almost all of the moths are dark, passing this inheritable change on to future generations. There are still occasional reverse mutations eliminating the melanin adaptation, which would be useful for the moths were English industrial pollution to be controlled. Note that in all this interaction between mutation and natural selection, no moth is making a conscious effort to adapt to a changed environment. The process is random and statistical. 

- Carl Sagan (The Dragons of Eden)

<INCOMPLETE>
"Humans are not the end result of predictable evolutionary progress, but rather a fortuitous cosmic afterthought, a tiny little twig on the enormously arborescent bush of life, which if replanted from seed, would almost surely not grow this twig again."   -Stephen J. Gould

<INCOMPLETE>
APPENDIX B - Introducing Philosophers

This appendix lists few philosophers mentioned in RT. Further reading of their work is suggested.

1. Karl Popper

2. Nalin De Silva

3. Stephen Hawking

4. Henry "Fritz" Schaefer III

APPENDIX C – Further reading topics

1. Feminist theory

2. Metaphysics

3. Global Brain

4. Postmodernism

5. Philosophy of Science

6. Definition of Singularity

Abbreviations

BHT – Brief History of Time (Stephen Hawking)

ML – “Mage Lokaya” or My Universe (Nalin De Silva)

RT – Random Thoughts (Prasad Mapatuna)

Web References

http://websyte.com/alan/metamul.htm
http://www.inexpressible.com
http://www.hawking.org.uk
http://www.ul.ie/~philos
http://www.hoaxinfo.com
http://pespmc1.vub.ac.be/TOC.html
� It may be too early for me to use the word ‘western science’ here and introduce the debate to the reader that there is no universal ‘science’ but all we have is western science elevated to the universal status. This debate is coming up soon.


� I think it is important to note that I regard professor Nalin De Silva as a very good teacher but a bad political visionary. I think his problem is that he treats all of his opponents as imitators of western knowledge whom does not understand the relative nature of knowledge.





� Comment From Mohammad Almasian: I do not want to challenge this idea by claiming that humans are totally irrational, but I would like to mention what Jonathan Swift had to say about this: Man is not a rational animal, but an animal capable of reason. Here Swift states that Humans are not rational, but have the potentiality for rationality which seems to me to be nearer reality, as we all know that irrationality plays no small part in human life


� The concept of progress can be a fascinating topic by itself. In my view progress is a never-ending journey – a moving target. Progress will never take you to a utopia. We will still see room to progress and people will be equally unhappy no matter how much progress we have made. The point is that progress would not necessarily leave you happy but wanting more.





� For example, take the concept of ground zero and linear evolution. This can be just two points in a bigger circular entity.





� Comment From Thushara W:  I haven’t read ML as yet. However, without reading it, I can just say that what we do seems to be what we learn from our experience. It is certainly a lot of “fun” to believe that the concept of “self” is an illusion, I for one, would LOVE to believe that. But I must confess that I haven’t had a single experience that led me to believe that. So I would say that the way I think is not necessarily shaped by the West, but rather shaped by the limited senses I have. Now, it is certainly true, if it was not for the rat race that the West initiated, I will be able to more profoundly think on these lines, meditate and maybe realize things I just have not seen so far. Is this what Nalin de Silva is saying?





Having said that, I don’t know how fair it is to say that west or the western science and technology has created the ‘rat race’. In the book “Restoring the American Dream” by Robert J. Ringer, the author claims that in Europe before the industrial revolution, living conditions were so deplorable, lots of disease, death etc. The author mentions people vastly improving their lifestyle afterwards, quite so that they turned around to demand higher wages, reduced working hours etc. So the viewpoint is that the “rat race” or rather the “race for survival” was more acute before the industrial revolution (in Europe).





� I agree with this argument to a certain extent. People, who are educated under western systems and achieved the ‘intellectual’ status of western world, often do not understand that ‘knowledge’ and ‘sciences’ are not universal but relative. However, I like to view the western dominance of knowledge and science as just a matter of natural selection of the best fit. At the same time we should be aware that that it is not the ultimate knowledge or ultimate science.





� The biblical timelines (6000 years) and characters (Adam and Eve) are just symbolical. The modern Christian concept of God goes beyond just the biblical literature.





� It may be difficult to demarcate what is physical and what is psychological. For the ease of discussion, lets say ‘hunger’ is a physical need and ‘to be loved’ is a physiological need. This is a not a good demarcation though, after all this advanced concepts we just discussed.





� I am not planning to go on with the details of how ‘science’ is based on culture. Dr Nalin De Silva is the best source I know whom has taken lot of pains in describing this. I invite you to read Dr. Nalin De Silva.





Comment From Mohammad Almasian: About culture and science: First, I should mention that I believe that if other intelligent creatures existed in this world, their science would be certainly different from ours basically because of their difference in biology and the way they perceive the world and the way they can represent the world. Second, I believe the less objective a science is the more culture-bound it is. So if we refer to the hierarchy of sciences the higher members of the hierarchy (mathematical and physical sciences) are less culture-bound, while the lower members (social sciences) are more affected by culture. Also I guess there is no way to bypass the trial and error used in science (the so called scientific method) even for the aliens. So the methodology of building knowledge will remain as trial and error in any case.





� Language, Religion, Customs, Values, Food, Cloths etc.





� Postponism will be defined later.


� Logical positivism will be discussed later.


� Why do I want to highlight the fact that we are an ex-colony of Britain and not the fact that we have 2500 years of written history as an Independent nation prior to the western colonial powers disturb the local civilization? The reason is that we were under the colonial powers for almost two centuries and that is not trivial. The culture and the mindset of Sri Lankans got transformed during that period, although we may want to think otherwise.





� I borrowed this metaphor ‘salad-bowl’ from an article about America. (http://www.lonelyplanet.com/destinations/north_america/usa/culture.htm) It is said that American system has given way to salad bowl model in which the individual pieces still retain their flavor while contributing to the whole. You could contrast this with the ‘melting-pot’ model where qualities of the individual components are lost when the final alloy is made.


 


� Even within Sri Lanka, the cultural identity varies a lot. My family culture is very different from an upper middle class family with an English spoken household from Colombo, or from a farmer’s family in Polonnaruwa. Although we are from same socioeconomic background, the value system of my family and my wife’s family are also considerably different.





� If I am to elaborate on this: a positivist does not demand, “OK we humans perceive it like that, but what is really happening?” This question has a meaning only in metaphysics. For a positivist ‘real’ does not have any meaning outside of human perception. For example string theory suggests that space-time has many dimensions than just four. The question “Does space-time really have many dimensions?” does not have any meaning in the realm of science. String theory is just a mathematical model for humans to perceive the working of space-time and do math upon. The string theory is a ‘Human’s eye view of nature’ and in my humble opinion that’s all we are ever going to get anyway. Unless of course we could have close encounter with a higher being as theism suggests, or else we are to be enlightened to completely a different dimension as Buddhism suggests. 





� I am using the term ‘realize’ it its loosest sense all throughout this article. In Random Thoughts ‘realize’ simply means ‘Now I think’





� Collapse of Russian communist empire and collapse of Berlin Wall also marked the end of Cold War between the two superpowers. End of Cold War may be relieving to the entire world as one of the implications is a greatly reduced threat of a nuclear holocaust. During the cold war the world was ever in fear of the escalation of the rivalries between the two superpowers in to a mutually destructive all-out nuclear war.





� This is an example of change of my views from favoring “Grand Narratives” to favoring “Mini Narratives”. (Further reading: Postmodernism)


� Siddhartha Gauthama became the Lord Buddha or ‘the Enlightened One’ or the ‘the Awakened One’





� This might give the wrong impression that I am totally against any kind of religion. No I am not. As I will later be discussing in RT; I tolerate the existence of religions.





� E.g. The Israel conflict between Jews and Muslims, Hindu and Muslim issues in Kashmir.





� We will be discussing in detail about the notion ‘the ultimate truth’ later in RT.





� Further reading suggested on ‘Terraforming’





� Later on I learned that this viewpoint towards the environment around as is a very common phenomena called ‘The Cartesian Bias’. We tend to think and visualize in terms of three dimension Cartesian spatial coordinates and a free flowing time coordinate. (Cartesian Spatio-Temporal System) This may be largely due to our natural view of the world, enhanced by things that we learnt in the school.





� Einstein’s general theory of relativity transformed space and time from a passive background in which events took place to active participants in the dynamics of the universe. When a body moves, a force acts, it affects the curvature of space and time--and in turn the structure of space-time affects the way in which bodies move and forces act. Space and time not only affects but also are affected by everything that happens in the universe. Just as one cannot talk about events in the universe without the notions of space and time, so it becomes meaningless to talk about space and time outside the limits of the universe. – From BHT (page 34) 





� Vague may be because of my personal difficulties in grasping the concepts.


� Further reading on postmodernism suggested.


� Quantum theory has so many interpretations and Copenhagen version of it came from the founders of the theory themselves. However, Copenhagen point of view of nature seems to loose its popularity among the scientific community as each year passes. Some bitterly refer to it as the Copenhagen Hegemony of Science!





� It is interesting to note that in ML, Dr Nalin De Silva also speaks of an era in his life where he was in the ‘abysses of reality’. Looking for a reality, which is not there. He writes that he got disillusioned later and fell back to Buddhism.





� Quote from BHT on the subject of ‘reality’: “I shall take the simpleminded view that the theory is just a model of the universe, or a restricted part of it, and set of rules that relate quantities in the model to observations that we make. It exists only in our minds and does not have any other reality (whatever that might mean)” (page 10)





� And talking about this scientific model of our brain where we have neurotransmitters and all, well again this is a model we arrived at using the knowledge gathered from sensory inputs we think we have. (Am I going too far with this?)





� Correctly speaking even the concepts ‘internal’ and ‘external’ is a contradiction, as those concepts are also something perceived by the living organism. We keep coming back to and hitting the fundamental premises of Buddhist philosophy where myself (internal) and everything else (external) is just a state of mind. (Note that someone with a different cultural bias would have gone in a different path in explaining this. However, my cultural bias is towards Buddhism)





� Stephen Hawking is a personality to whom I have a great respect. He is one of my heroes and a role model. ‘Brief History of Time’ is a book I recommend everyone to read. I believe this book could change entirely the way you thought about everything in the universe. In fact so this book is so famous that a copy per every 750 people in the world has been sold by 1996. It has been translated to something like forty languages and people are still buying it. See appendix B to learn more about him.





The book ‘Brief History of Time’ will be referred many times in RT. Lets call it BHT for ease of reference.





� Further reading suggested on the topic ‘Metaphysics’





� Space, Time, Matter, mind are the basic symbols which we (humans minds) have created in order to represent the universe which we perceive through our brain.


� One may argue that it is not correct to call these kinds of theories ‘scientific’ according to the usual philosophy of science. True that I am using the term considering the epistemological implications only, which is not the common usage of the word ‘scientific’





� Note that modern scientific concepts like ‘black hole’, ‘string’, ‘p-brane’, ‘quark’ are not any more tangible than hypothetical ‘Kalu Kumara Yaka’. 


� Null-Hypothesis – the hypothesis which says that the predictions of the model is statistically wrong.





� Kalama Sutra (in Buddhism) - It is said that one should not accept something to be true, just because something was regarded as true by masses and even by learned people, just because it is the traditionally regarded as true, just because someone very learned told you, just because even Lord Buddha himself told you.





� I recently read an article from Lakshman Abeykoon - a proponent of astrology, whom also happens to be a believer of scientific method. There he explains that it is not appropriate to say that celestial bodies exert any effect on humans on earth. He further writes that - however, it has been observed that there is a correlation between what happens to humans and arrangement of celestial bodies in the sky. It is not that stars themselves does anything (He even himself quotes “Kim Karissathi Tharaka”) but it is an indicator or an omen as to the likelihood of things which could happen. ( Refer � HYPERLINK "http://jyotisha.00it.com/Astrology.htm" ��http://jyotisha.00it.com/Astrology.htm�)





� See the definition of evolutionary epistemology in chapter “What is knowledge”.


� Comment From Glenn M: Actually, it is not too hard to define what an early death is.  Take the average age, at death, of all married men in the area then subtract a percentage - we'll say 18% - of years from that average to determine the border between "early" and "normal".  If the avg age is 70 and you subtract 18% you come up with a border of 57.4 years old.  That would be fairly consistent, in my culture (USA), with an early death.  There is probably a medically-based formula for this





� Comment from Glenn M: Well, there are dramatic differences that are readily evident when you compare Western medicine with some "alternative" medicines. Take, for example, acupuncture; I’ve read a book on it and the vast majority of it is radically different in diagnosing, treating, curing, etc., from Western medicine.  Perhaps you have heard of other modalities like Rei Ki (sic?) that involves manipulating the body's energy with your own.  Or what about Reflexology which teaches that you can heal the body's ailments by massaging (quite painfully) the feet.  I've had all three of these used on me and they bear little resemblance to Western techniques that I'm familiar with.


� Comment From Thushara W: When I look at technology today, I see that it is not being used (or invented) for the advancement of humanity. Rather it is used so profits can be made - it can be argued that making profits ensure a good living standard for those willing to make profits, at whatever the cost. It can be further argued that due to the "natural selection", the most competitive of us who make the most "profits" will ultimately replace the weaker. So you really don't need to think of welfare, poverty – just be ruthless, the world will turn out to be better.





Comment From Dharshana J: This is an interesting point of view – but I feel that it entirely rests on the presumption mentioned here, that “It can be further argued that due to the "natural selection", the most competitive of us who make the most "profits" will ultimately replace the weaker” Here it is assumed that the rules of “natural selection” apply to making profits– i.e. people who make the most profit are the fittest and thus the people who don’t make profit (the weaker) will die out. I don’t think you can apply Natural Selection to everything just like that. Not making profits and not having “excellent” living conditions won’t wipe out people as long as they have “basic amenities”. Conversely just because someone makes a “profit” and has better living conditions doesn’t mean that he or she threatens the existence of another. Thus a persons “fitness to live” cannot be quantified in profits.





Additional Comment from Prasad M: Going on about the same lines, Professor Nalin De Silva argues that western way of thinking leads to a vicious cycle of creating artificial needs, and then satisfying them by way of science and technology.





� We being an ex-colony seem to contribute to this inferiority complex. 





� Comment from Pubudu P: I don’t see a point in going to the town to find reasons as to why ‘west’ did better on science and technology.





� Comment from Glenn M: That's a blatant understatement (about catching a cold) of the true facts. The tropics experience flooding during monsoons; some areas have volatile volcanoes or earthquakes.  Sometimes tsunamis (tidal waves) or hurricanes occur.  Many diseases, rare in other areas, are common in the tropics such as dengue fever, malaria, typhoid, yellow fever, polio, etc





� further reading on ‘Scientific Revolution’ suggested.





� Comment from Glenn M: You are neglecting the fact that several countries that were world powers in the 18th century are now relatively unknown and have little power.  Cases in point include Portugal, Spain and Holland.





� Robert Jensen is an American writer who takes efforts in educating his Anglo-American nation about what he calls “Illegitimate and unjust structures of Authority” which prevails in the world (in the form of privileged governments like USA) and need to eliminate the oppression caused by these power structures. In one of his articles called “Critical Hope” he mentions his desire to “change some conditions that appear to me as obviously against the beauty of being human.”





� Alvin Tofler a popular futurist, views the evolution of power structures of the world in a different perspective in his famous books “Third Wave” and “Power Shift”. Instead of viewing the world’s power struggle as one nation/culture trying to dominate and exploit other nations/cultures, he views the process as one civilization trying to gain power over another civilization. He identifies and gives names to three great civilizations - Past, Present and Future. Past civilization being originated with agricultural revolution supposedly 10,000 years back (symbolized by the hoe). Present civilization originated with the industrial revolution (symbolized by assembly line) and the future civilization originating with the knowledge era (symbolized by the computer). In this light, the colonial empire built by the British could be viewed as an Industrial civilization dominating the agrarian civilizations in countries like Sri Lanka. This, Alvin says, happened after Industry winning the local ‘wars’ between the Industrial and agrarian civilizations within their own countries.





� While not agreeing with him regarding this point of view, I still respect Professor Silva for his knowledge and also his efforts to teach general public what science is all about and also what Buddhist philosophy really is.





� Comment from Glenn M: This technique doesn't necessarily work right if the people are not careful about how they make changes and what they introduce.  Contradictory things can produce lots of problems.  Look at Indonesia, torn between its traditional ways and the Western way.  It's being destroyed by the corruption that Westerners introduced, plus cultural differences that people don't understand but still accept.  Indonesia is decaying.  Be careful about this strategy - it can be very bad.  Not all Western things are good.  Western medicine may be very good at some things but it is very poor at preventing problems.  It is designed to "fight fire" whereas Eastern medicine is preventive


� Comment From Dharshana J: What if the farmers were “happier” then, in the olden days, than they were now? If there was peace, if there was food on the table, and if the farmer could live harmoniously with the neighbors? I think you cannot make your claims without evidence!





� Comment from Glenn M: Are you serious?  No wonder Sri Lankans aren't happy!  Those three ideologies contradict each other!





� Now there can be a separate debate on how World Health Organization measures ‘Quality of Life’. Some might argue that Quality of life can be very different to how WHO sees it.


� I am indebted to my friend Thushara for pointing out the need to make the above distinction with the following review comment.





Comment from Thushara W: When question is "What is a religion?” Is it the words of wisdom spoken by the creator of the religion, or is it the possibly distorted excerpts / fabrications made by other institutions to serve their needs? I'm not sure whether you see a distinction between these two. I assume since you're a practical person, you're referring to the way religions are practiced, and not necessarily how it was initially preached. 





� Comment from Thushara W: From talking to people, and reading very general articles that touch upon Islam, it seems that Koran is a great source of wisdom but the institutions that preach the doctrine sometimes takes verses out of context, and when enough such verses are extracted and given prominence, there can be the birth of so-called fundamentalism.





The question I ask is: What forces operate in the Arab countries that make such doctrines survive? They can't exist in a vacuum! Whenever we get into such issues, I find it impossible not to think about certain power structures and what conditions have to be imposed to maintain these structures - in short “politics”. So may I ask you why the subject holds not your interest?





� I don’t know whether this is the stance of the Catholic Church regarding this matter.





� Comment From Dharshana J: Since everything seems to be “God’s will” for our staunch Catholic/Christian friends, then I would argue that it was God’s will that man invented condoms!





� Comment From Glenn M: Some forms of birth control may well predate the 19th century, notably sheepskin condoms. Might want to check on that to make sure, though.





� Here I am not suggesting that a Buddhist is a complete free thinker! No, I don’t think so. That’s why I am not a Buddhist. And do I think that I am a free thinker? No I don’t think so. I am bound by various factors like my knowledge, my IQ, my perspective of things, my ego etc.





� Recently I read a different interpretation of knowledge injection, where it is thought that humans have a ‘god consciousness’ implanted by a super being. According to this suggestion; Regardless of his/her religious affiliations, all humans exhibit this ‘god consciousnesses’ or an awareness of the existence of a super being. Humans thus have an innate ability to decide right from wrong, good vs. evil.





Here one of the question which comes in to my mind is that - At which level in the ladder of species does god implanted this ‘consciousness’? Is it something unique to humans or is it something common to all living creatures? Humans are separated from the rest of the species by a great big margin of intelligence. The reason that we do not have a species on earth even close to the capabilities of human species suggests a plan of god? Or is just a random outcome of evolutionary process (which we going to discuss in detail later on)





� Society can be viewed as a multi-cellular organism, with individuals in the role of the cells. The network of communication channels connecting individuals then plays the role of a nervous system for this super-organism, i.e. a "global brain"





� One interesting ‘sci-fi’ like possibility for knowledge injection is that, we might have had close encounters with extraterrestrial forms of intelligence (visitors from alien civilizations), time traveling visitors from future, etc. However, it is much neater to regard that earth is a self contained entity as far as life and knowledge is concerned. The observations allow us to treat it that way, and why not adopt “innocent until proven guilty” approach here.





� Please, Refer Appendix A





� Comment From Dharshana J: I fully agree. I think God is a symbol of human insecurity. A day will come when men will have control of all the elements around them, thus reducing or eliminating unpredictability in life. On that day men will no longer have any need for personal god.





� Hinayana – or lesser vehicle – is supposed to be derogatory term used by Mahayana (or greater vehicle) tradition.


 


� Comment by Uditha S: Here is a little thought to ponder that came across in my MBA class: The three Great Conflicts that the man has: 1. Man against Nature, 2. Man against Man 3. Man against Himself (mind). It has been advocated that science and religion tries to address the three in different proportions… think through this. It is a whole new dimension of thinking  (nature-natural forces). Think what science has done to address the conflict #3.





� Well, this idea of a utopia and the grand plan to reach such a state does not exactly go with my other views according to the philosophy of postmodernism. Here subconsciously I am in favor of a grand narrative of science and technology, law and order and democracy. I don’t have plan to promote postmodernism, but I just say what I really feel. 


 


� After reading ML, I understand that ‘letting go’ means letting go the clinging and craving to the symbolic concepts we have created called ‘myself’ and everything else (including space, time, matter, mind)





� This paragraph was written in December 2001.





� Since we came to mention the name LTTE, I like to have a separate chapter to discuss the ethnic conflict in Sri Lanka (Please find this chapter below)


� People tend to prefer absolutes. And when there aren’t any they get disoriented. Here is a nice excerpt from the book ‘Universe in a nutshell’ by Stephen Hawking:





“Einstein’s postulate that the laws of nature should appear the same to all freely moving observers was the foundation of the theory of relativity, so called because it implied that only the relative motion was important. Its beauty and simplicity convinced many thinkers, buy there remained a lot of opposition. Einstein had overthrown two of the absolutes of the nineteenth century science: absolute rest, as represented by ether, and absolute or universal time that all clocks would measure. Many people found this an unsettling concept. Did it imply, they asked, that everything is relative, that there were no, for example, absolute moral standards?” – Universe in a nutshell.





� This viewpoint may be considered as ‘Agnosticism’ where one believes that any ultimate reality (as God) is unknown and probably unknowable; broadly - one who is not committed to believing in either the existence or the nonexistence of God or a god.





� Comment From a Believing Reviewer: By definition in Christianity God cannot be "defined". It is a bit presumptuous to assume that God who created the world, the universe (everything!) and "defined" us can be defined by us. However God presented himself to us in the form of Jesus Christ. In my view he is one aspect of God, but one with God (mathematically I think it is like viewing a 1000-dimensional entity from 3 dimensions). Out of interest one of these dimensions is time, which God has full control of (this is a fascinating separate discussion). That is where belief/trust come in. As an example when you go to a doctor with an ailment, you go to him/her in particular because you trust them to give you a remedy, though you do not know in detail what this remedy does (of course if you were me you would research into the drugs as well) In my opinion belief is a bit beyond this, where the remedy is not visible and cannot be measured, rather you "feel it" and are "enlightened" by it.





� We could think of a singularity as a place where the laws of a mathematical system apparently break down due to the occurrence of an infinite quantity in an equation.





Comment From Pubudu P: Although the problem of singularity was there for a long time. Apparently it has been solved by three prominent (yet uncelebrated) theoretical physicists. The idea of string theory was making a valiant attempt during the past few decades. Finally the idea of supergravity have actually contributed in unifying the disturbed string theory by adding an extra 11th dimension and eventually forming the concept of parallel universe with the development of ‘M-theory’. The equation had been solved beyond the big bang and time seems to continue. They are reportedly in the process of forming another universe in laboratory conditions. The collision of ‘P-brains’ in the 11th dimension seems to have forming matter and that accommodate the existence of infinitely many universes.





� If are to assume that human are result of random mutations in genetic possibilities over billions of years then we need to conclude that humans are not any special. Humans are just a random product just like any other life form. (see Appendix A) On a lighter note, humans may be special because we have this so-called conciseness and the ability to make up models, which explain origins of the life itself. Not many animals would be doing this!





It would be interesting discussion; what if we are to re-run the whole evolutionary process from the ground zero. Will it result humans or human like creatures again? Is there an embedded pattern in nature, which will anyway converge to humans no matter what other probabilities exist? Or will it go on to produce something entirely different as the dominant life from on earth. I am not aware of any ongoing discussions on this topic. However, I believe Stephen Wolfram discusses this topic in his book “New Kind of Science” which was published in summer 2002. I am yet to read the book.





� In the book ‘Universe in a nutshell, Stephan Hawking points out that ‘intelligence’ might not have a survival value in some extreme conditions like, man made nuclear holocaust or asteroid hitting the earth. Although all intelligent life forms, including humans, will be wiped off from the face of earth, in such conditions, the bacteria and virus will survive to carry forward another chain of natural selection, which will someday result another bunch of so called intelligent animals on earth (Provided that Sun continues to burn and supply energy! Unfortunately Sun might not have enough fuel to drive another whole new episode of life on earth) 


� To be honest, there is no mainstream topic in RT. At least I am not aware of one.





� This is indicated by the fact that individuals regardless of their ethnic origin populate virtually all professions and positions regarded as privileged. With the exception of perhaps the premiership of the parliament which so far dominated by the Sinhalese, owing to the simple fact that population of majority Sinhalese are most likely to vote for Sinhalese candidates, specially because prevailing distrust between ethnic groups.





� 22nd September 22, 2002: I am apprehensive but optimistic about the new round of peace talks between the LTTE and the government. In this crucial moment, not only the negotiators but also the parties they represent should be aware of a golden rule of negotiation. Rule is: not the ‘positions’ but the ‘interests’ of the two parties should be given thought. The position of the LTTE is that they want Eelam! Position of the majority of Sri Lankans (whom the government claims to represent) is that Eelam can never be given. But what are the underlying interests of the two rival parties?


� Comment by Uditha S: Currently accepted thing as history may well be proved wrong with archaeological evidence. Some excavations in and around Anuradhapura have found strong evidence of a thriving city pre-Wijaya times.





� Comment by Vidhura R: What interests me is how we decide on timelines for cut-off for this ownership. From my understanding, a lot of people migrated to Sri Lanka at various times. After the wars (Ramayana onwards - invasions by various Indian empires, as well as 'assistance' sought by 'Sinhala' kings to fight our wars) soldiers settled down, kings 'imported' brides and entourages, people came to work, people were brought to work, occupiers settled in, tradesmen and travelers settled all at various points of time.


 


Now suddenly we have concepts of ownership of the country, and we claim it is 'owned' by which we infer superior rights, by a subset of people living in the country. And the justification is always a cut-off point in history - people who lived here (and descendents) from this time are rightful heirs and others are excluded. This seems quite an arbitrary choice IMO. Who decides and what rationale for this pseudo ownership date?


 


One result has been the total avoidance of the rights of 'Indian Tamil' (are they still that apart from the ethnic background?) has been suppressed for ages, and we give them their due only after bashing late Mr Thondaman. Although Sinhalese are supposedly a race which takes gratitude very seriously, the three groups who earn the most foreign exchange to the country are the least well treated - the estate workers at the tea plantations, the people who go to middle-east for work and the garment factory employees (remember the term used at uni 'juki kaalla?).


 


So this assertion of 'traditional homelands' is merely issues of cut-off points dependent on the commentator which varies according to the interests and the usage of 'historical facts' (most times selective use at that). The simple matter is one cannot talk of historical homeland for Sinhalese without the same concept originating in Tamils and vise versa (don’t forget other ethnic groups too). And these cut-off points are really arbitrary and subjective.


 


Einstein once remarked the solution to a problem couldn’t be arrived at from the same state of consciousness that generated the problem. We can come to a solution only if we can transcend the state of consciousness. Doesn’t that mean we need to look beyond the issues of 'I came here first' and 'I saw it before you'? We sound more and more like a bunch of pre-school kids playing





� Comment From Dharshana J: I have a point of view, which most people may perhaps find disturbing. I am all for cultural and religious disintegration. For me these are traits that make one human being different from another and cause contention, discrimination and war. The less all of us are different from each other, the fewer problems there will be. In a world that’s getting smaller due to death of distance (instantaneous communication, internet, increased air travel, migration/immigration), cultural decontamination is now in progress. I agree that is rather one sided. The eastern cultures are getting overrun and withering under the western mass media and other influences. Well I don’t care. Perhaps 1000 years from now everyone on earth will speak just one language, have the same accent, dress the same way, and have no religion and even be able to change their skin color through medical innovations. A white person may choose to look black and a black person may choose to be white. No one will care or question. The day will come when there will be no more Singhalese, Tamils, Asians, Americans, British and Japanese. We will all be Earth people.





Unfortunately that may be where our similarities end. By that time we would have colonized the moon, mars, the moons of the major planets. Due to differences in gravity and even atmosphere’s (thanks to terraforming) human beings may actually start to develop marked physical aberrations. The people of the moon will be much taller than us and people living in a high gravity earth like planet could be short and stocky. But perhaps by that time we will be mature enough overcome prejudices. And since similarity may be boring and dull, we may appreciate and cherish differences in a way we have never done before.


� However, I like the fact that Sri Lankan society by and large appreciates the physical beauty of women (and men). Historically, they did not regard bare skin is obscene or offensive.





� Again we cannot forget that we were a British Colony for one and half a centaury – an awfully long time.





� I am not claiming that I have a proper understanding of the value system of ancient Sri Lankans. I probably don’t. I am just making assumptions.





� Further reading on ‘Feminist theory’ is suggested.





� Comment from Pubudu P: The real issue of homosexuality is not the sexual aspect of it. The sexual aspect is as old as heterosexuality. It is the repercussions of social/legal acceptance of it that matters. Sudden emergence of a need for acceptance has created differences in opinion across the world.





� Comment from Erandi W: I would go to the extent that gay and lesbian marriages should be legalized. I feel that it is not fair by the homosexual community not to give the legal and social acceptance. Homosexuality is a natural phenomenon, which was there since beginning of time. Current medical practices won’t identity homosexuality as ‘an abnormal deviation’. Homosexuality cannot be traced in to any physical or physiological pathology.





� To be little fair by the British whom wrote that ridicules law which sentences a gay person to 12 year imprisonment, I think the law is actually against sodomy and not homosexuality per se. Note that there is no law against sodomy in heterosexual context. Also there is no law against lesbianism because the poor girls are not naturally equipped to violate any orifices. So they were totally ignored by law.





� Comment From Dharshana J: This seem to suggest that people “choose” to be homosexual if they see, for example let’s say a movie involving homosexuals. It’s like saying “ Gee, the hero in that movie is a vegetarian so I should also be a vegetarian!” I thought people “are” homosexual and it comes out of them regardless of whether the public promotes it or not. So if there’s no danger of people catching homosexuality like a disease what’s the harm of speaking about it openly and accepting reality? But I agree that it shouldn’t be glorified and “promoted” as normal behavior. I am saying it shouldn’t be made taboo





Additional Comments from Prasad M: My understanding is that current medical sciences cannot trace homosexuality to any physical or physiological pathology. Some people are more prone than others for unknown reasons (See comments (above) from Erandi W). Therefore anyone of us have the ‘potential’ to become a homo! It is said that homosexuality is multifactorial and there are ‘born’, ‘acquired’, and ‘forced’ homosexuals. 





� Comment from Thushara W: This argument in prostitution is dispassionate especially with regard to the woman involved





� Comment From Dharshana J: One argument for prostitution to be legalized is that prostitution being illegal doesn’t make it go away. When prostitution is illegal it goes underground. This provides opportunities for pimps to exploit innocent teenagers and abuse them with impunity. If prostitution was legal (as in Amsterdam) they will get more protection from the government, as well as the government ensuring that it is practiced in a healthy manner (they have health inspections before giving a brothel a license). Also government earns revenue through taxes – which is otherwise lost





� It seems that it has been medically proven that Marijuana is less additive and less harmful than tobacco. It is ironical that tobacco is legal and Marijuana is not.


� Comment from Erandi W: It is interesting to note that Hippocratic oath clearly prohibits Abortion – “I will not give to a woman a peccary to produce abortion” – However, the oath prohibits surgery also – “I will not cut men laboring under the stone, but will leave this to be done by men who are practitioners of this work”. It is evident that Hippocratic oath is not the best source to find modern world medical ethics.   





� Comment from Erandi W: What is the definition of life? 





� Comment from Erandi W: ‘Euthanasia’ or medical termination, which includes assisted suicide, is another similar topic, which surface when discussing abortion. I believe that Euthanasia should also be legalized with well defined/unambiguous conditions to prevent malpractice.





� Asexual reproduction refers to the phenomena where no egg (female component) or sperm (male component) is involved in the reproduction of a new living creature. In fact this is the oldest known reproduction technique. The primitive single celled organisms, which were there since the beginning of the evolutionary chain, still reproduce by simply splitting in to two halves and then growing as two organisms.





� Cloning is powerful because, 1.) We no longer need eggs and sperms to give birth to a new creature. 2). We could chemically modify the gene patterns to produce ‘perfect’ creatures.





However, the cloning and genetic engineering is still in elementary laboratory conditions. Cloning is not yet a viable reproduction method, which can be applied to humans. (as of March 6, 2002)


� Concept of ‘free will’ comes in to play whenever we think that future is undefined and we have the power to change the future. Right now I don’t have a clear idea about how science treats this concept. However, after reading the chapter “The Arrow of Time” in BHT I felt very uneasy. In that chapter Hawking speaks of three ‘arrows’ of time. Namely, ‘Thermodynamic arrow’. ’Cosmological Arrow’, and ‘Psychological arrow’. And the fact that the laws of science do not distinguish between the forward and backward direction of time is what disturbed me most. It looks that ‘past’ and the future has only a psychological significance to the humans. It is just that we cannot ‘remember’ future but can only remember past.





� Global warming/green house effect, ‘punctures’ in the ozone layer, industrial fumes, nuclear waste.





� Note that vehicular emission laws are not yet functional in Sri Lanka (as of March 18, 2002)


� However, Carl Popper suggests that Psychoanalytic theories are not truly scientific in the sense that apparently the chief source of strength of psychoanalysis, and the principal basis on which its claim to scientific status is grounded, viz. its capability to accommodate, and explain, every possible form of human behavior, is in fact a critical weakness, for it entails that it is not, and could not be, genuinely predictive. Psychoanalytic theories by their nature are insufficiently precise to have negative implications, and so are immunized from experiential falsification. Experimental falsification is a fundamental need for any theory to become truly scientific.





� No single model is sufficient. Every nontrivial system is best approached through a small set of nearly independent models – The UML User Guide





� With that particular comment on the definition of life I am walking in to the realm of Metaphysics. This I should not do if I am to claim myself as a logical positivist.





� Heisenburg uncertainty principle – One can never be exactly sure of both the position and the velocity of a particle; the more accurately one knows the one, less accurately one can know the other.


� It is interesting to note that just like the beginning of space-time in big bang is a singularity with regards to general theory of relativity, the beginning of life is a singularity with regards to the theory of evolution. Theory of evolution or the current knowledge of chemistry cannot explain the initiation of the spark of life. However, theory of evolution can explain what happened given that first spark of life.





� Another known hole in the theory of Evolution is that it cannot explain the rate of increase of brain size and complexity of Neanderthals in to the present day humans. This has happened in fairly short period of time (i.e. few million years) according to the archeological evidence. The natural selection process cannot explain the size and complexity increase of the number of neurons in the human brain. The random mutations seem to have evaded the rules of statistics in this case.
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