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Introduction 

“Existential intelligence has been valued in every known human culture. Cultures devise religious, mystical, or metaphysical 

systems for dealing with existential issues; and in modern times or in secular settings, aesthetic, philosophical, and scient ific 

works and systems also speak to this ensemble of human needs.” —Howard Gardner 

 

 

 

Existential Intelligence is one of the intelligences in Howard Gardener’s taxonomy of multiple 

intelligences. It is the intelligence ascribed to those who think philosophically and involves an 

individual's ability to contemplate values and intuition to understand themselves and the world 

around them. People who possess this intelligence are able to see the big picture and ask the big 

questions. They are able to see the interconnectedness of different aspects of life and wonder about 

the complexity and diversity of the universe. 

 

Howard Gardner is an American developmental psychologist and Professor of Cognition and 

Education at Harvard University. He is best known for his Theory of Multiple Intelligences, which he 

proposed in 1983 to analyse and better describe the concept of intelligence. His theory also addresses 

the question whether traditional IQ tests are truly reliable indicators of intelligence. 

 

Multiple Intelligences 

 

The theory of multiple intelligences suggests that there are a number of distinct forms of intelligence 

that each individual possesses in varying degrees. There are different ways of being intelligent. In its 

essence, MI theory considers the ability to sing and dance, to play music and sports, to sympathize 

and empathize, to reflect and introspect, to role-play and emote… all as different ways of being 

intelligent.  
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(Prodigies and Savants are individuals who are exceptionally gifted in one intelligence – whether it is 

music or art or mathematics or memory recall.) 

 

For too long, parents and educators have focused their attention only on linguistic and mathematical 

skills. The child good at playing the guitar, or football, or art was considered talented, but not 

necessarily intelligent. The theory of multiple Intelligences allows for a broader understanding of the 

word “intelligent.”  

 

Thankfully, the theory of multiple intelligences now enjoys considerable popularity with educators. 

Many teachers utilize multiple intelligences in their teaching philosophy and work to integrate 

Gardner’s theory into the classroom. 

 

Gardner's pluralistic view of intelligence suggests that all people possess at least eight different 

intelligences that operate in varying degrees, depending upon each individual: 

 

Linguistic intelligence ("word smart") 

Logical-mathematical intelligence ("number/reasoning smart") 

Spatial intelligence ("picture smart") 

Bodily-Kinaesthetic intelligence ("body smart") 

Musical intelligence ("music smart") 

Interpersonal intelligence ("people smart") 

Intrapersonal intelligence ("self smart") 

Naturalist intelligence ("nature smart") 
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Prior to his proposal, schools were predominantly emphasizing two of the eight intelligences cited by 

Gardner – the Linguistic and Logical-Mathematical. If we consider the traditional teaching styles 

practiced in the classroom and the tests that are given to measure the knowledge gained by an 

individual student, it is clear that those students who are naturally strong in the Linguistic and Logical-

Mathematical intelligences will perform well on standardized tests. 

 

Gardner says, “It is of the utmost importance that we recognise and nurture all of the varied human 

intelligences, and all of the combination of intelligences. We are all so different largely because we all 

have different combinations of intelligences. If we recognise this, I think we will have at least a better 

chance of dealing with the many problems we face in the world.” 

 

Multiple Intelligences and Neuroscience 

 

In his book, Frames of Mind: The Theory of Multiple Intelligences, Howard Gardner points out that “in 

contrast to IQ scores and labels such as smart, average, or dumb, the theory of multiple intelligences 

enables educators to look at the diverse ways children problem solve and apply what they have 

learned.” He also emphasizes that different areas of the brain work in complex ways and in concert 

to help students solve problems or figure out solutions. He goes on to list the different parts of the 

brain involved in processing the different intelligences: 
 

Kinesthetic: 

- cerebral motor strip 

- thalamus 

- basal ganglia 

- cerebellum 

 

Musical: 

- right anterior temporal 

- frontal lobes 

 

Spatial: 

- right hemisphere, parietal 

- posterior 

- occipital lobe 

 

Logical-mathematical: 

- left parietal lobes  

- adjacent temporal & occipital association 

areas 

- left hemisphere for verbal naming 

- right hemisphere for spatial organisation 

- frontal system for planning and goal-setting 

 

Linguistic: 

- left hemisphere, temporal & frontal lobes 

 

Intra and Interpersonal: 

- frontal lobes as integrating station between 

internal and external states 

 

Naturalist: 

- left parietal lobe (discriminating living from 

non-living things) 
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The eight criteria used to identify the intelligences are: 

 

1. Identifiable cerebral systems 

2. Evolutionary history and plausibility 

3. Identifiable core operation or set of operations 

4. Meaning that can be encoded in a symbol system 

5. A distinct developmental history and mastery or “expert” levels 

6. Existence of savants, prodigies and exceptional people 

7. Evidence from experimental psychological tasks 

8. Psychometric findings 

 

It’s important to note, that the evidence from neuroscience for the validity of M.I. is not as 

open and shut as we’d like it to be. Dave J Hayes PhD, a neuroscientist at Toronto Western 

Hospital, University of Toronto makes the following points in his blog Neurosphere: 

 
Though some regions of the brain are more involved in processing semantic (e.g. hippocampus) vs. 

motor (e.g. cerebellum) memories, all types of memory processing are distributed across intricate brain 

networks. However, this applies to a fundamental principle of brain function like learning or memory 

and cannot necessarily be mapped one-to-one onto broader psychological concepts (which can be 

confusing because we often use terms like memory as a catch-all for every process related to the basic 

principles). 

 

So the idea, for instance, that musical intelligence is contained within a brain network is tantamount to 

a category error. There is no evidence that the disruption of processing in any brain region (due, for 

instance, to some sort of brain damage) will cause a direct and predictable change/loss in ‘musical 

intelligence’. Of course, there are case studies which describe the loss of musical abilities or 

characteristics following distinct brain lesions – such as the loss of emotional connection/enjoyment 

associated with listening to music following a stroke affecting a region of the right parietal cortex. 

However, this should not be confused with implicating the right parietal lobe as being a key component 

of the ‘musical intelligence’ network. 

 

Nonetheless, along this same line of thought, the idea that damage to the right parietal lobe can impair 

musical ability in some specific way is consistent with the idea that a global measure of musical ability 

(or musical intelligence) will also be affected. Research into the neural basis of music-related emotions 

is still in its infancy, but we’re beginning to learn more about which circuits might be involved in 

regulating associated aspects such as emotional contagion, expectancy, and memories by exploring this 

relationship. 

 

So, in both a metaphorical sense as well as in an attempt to measure global musical ability (as well as 

the other purported intelligences), the theory of MI can be useful. It may be particularly useful at the 

early stages of development, for instance, where early childhood educators can use MI as a rough guide 

for how to engage children in all aspects of learning through their particular interests and learning styles.  

 

The key point to remember is that the brain works in complex ways and when one part of the brain 

that was used to performing a certain function is damaged, another part of the brain can take over 

that function. 
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What is Intelligence? 

 

The big question is how do we define “Intelligence”? 

 

One definition is to say intelligence is the ability to think in abstract terms: This is what separates us 

from animals. Polar bears, walruses, otters etc. are mammals endowed with marvelous abilities to 

survive in their habitat. But “intelligent” isn’t a word that leaps to mind when we describe them. It is 

humans who have the ability to think in abstract terms – to use metaphors, to devise calculus, to 

convert music to notes, to associate color with emotions, to use logic, to think about thinking, to 

moralize, to contemplate eternity… 

 

Another definition is to say intelligence is what the intelligence tests test: Most people associate 

intelligence with IQ Test scores. IQ tests focus mainly on language and logical-mathematical skills.  

 

Howard Gardner’s says, “Intelligence is the ability to find and solve problems and create products of 

value in one's own culture.”          

 

Intelligence and its value varies from culture to culture. A New York stockbroker would be considered 

supremely intelligent in his urban world. He knows how to hail a cab, navigate the streets and metros 

of Manhattan and use computers and other technologies to sell stocks and shares. An Amazonian 

Indian would perform poorly in an IQ test. But that doesn’t mean the Amazonian tribesman is not 

intelligent. He shows an excellent understanding of his habitat: he knows which plants to avoid, how 

to deal with poisonous bites, how to make spears and hunt… this knowledge would make him 

intelligent in his world. The NY stock broker’s urban intelligence is of little use to him in the Amazonian 

habitat.  

 

So, intelligence may be considered the ability to find and solve problems and create products of value 

in one’s own culture.  

 

Intelligences work in complex ways 

 

MI theory is not a theory of exclusion but of inclusion. The average person will possess all the eight 

intelligences – but in varying degrees. A person may not be able to read but that doesn’t mean they 

don’t have linguistic skills. They may be an excellent story teller.  

 

Most people can develop each intelligence to an adequate level of competence. Not everyone is an 

author – but they can certainly read and write. Not everyone can play a musical instrument, but they 

can hum a tune. Not everyone may be good at Maths, but they know how much change they should 

expect at the supermarket.  

 

Intelligences work together in complex ways. An actor uses not just bodily-kinaesthetic skills when he 

acts, but linguistic skills when he reads and recites his lines, interpersonal skills to gauge the 

effectiveness of his performance, inter-personal skills to be able to empathize with his role and 

character.  
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When a child tells a lie, for instance, they use a whole range of intelligences: they obviously use 

linguistic intelligence when they speak. But they also use bodily-kinaesthetic intelligence to make their 

gestures and facial expressions seem believable. They use inter-personal skills to judge how their 

teacher is responding to their lie and thus modify their words accordingly. They use intra-personal 

intelligence to keep track of the sequence of their lies and why they are doing it and how far they can 

go on and to decide what they hope to get out of the lie. 

 

There are many ways to be intelligent within each category: Linguistic intelligence involves speaking, 

reading, and writing abilities. Musical Intelligences involves being able to sing, or play an instrument, 

or tell if a song is off key, or whistle, or hum a tune, or keep beats, or identify different notes… 

 

A pure intelligence is rarely seen. A person with only one intelligence is usually considered autistic and 

wouldn’t be able to function in the normal world. (There are people who can do fantastic calculations 

in their head but couldn’t tell you what day it is or wouldn’t know how to cross a street.) 

 

Multiple Intelligence and Education 

 

Gardner’s theory is extremely important for the future of education. It’s important to realise that each 

person possesses all intelligences and the education system should be catering to all the varied 

intelligences in the class? Why? – Because “Intelligence is the ability to find and solve problems and 

create products of value in one's own culture.”          

 

Existential intelligence was not included in the original seven intelligences that Gardner listed in his 

original list of Multiple Intelligences. However, Gardner has always been a stickler for research, and 

after an additional two decades of research, he decided to include existential intelligence but not 

officially (probably because he wisely realised how problematic it would be to claim a seat of the 

numinous or existential wonder in the brain). He did, however, say, "This candidate for intelligence is 

based on the human proclivity to ponder the most fundamental questions of existence. Why do we 

live? Why do we die? Where do we come from? What is going to happen to us? I sometimes say that 

these are questions that transcend perception; they concern issues that are too big or small to be 

perceived by our five sensory systems." 

 

In his book, Multiple Intelligences in the Classroom, Thomas Armstrong points, out that “Gardner 

defines existential intelligence as "a concern with ultimate life issues" and describes it as "the capacity 

to locate oneself with respect to the furthest reaches of the cosmos—the infinite and the 

infinitesimal—and the related capacity to locate oneself with respect to such existential features of 

the human condition as the significance of life, the meaning of death, the ultimate fate of the physical 

and the psychological worlds, and such profound experiences as love of another person or total 

immersion in a work of art.” Gardner explicitly states that he is not proposing here a spiritual, religious, 

or moral intelligence based upon any specific "truths" that have been advanced by different 

individuals, groups, or institutions. Instead, he is suggesting that any rendering of the spectrum of 

human intelligences should probably address humanity's long-standing efforts to come to grips with 

such ultimate questions of life as "Who are we?" "What's it all about?" "Why is there evil?" "Where is 

humanity heading?" and "Is there meaning in life?"  There is room in this inclusive definition for 

explicitly religious or spiritual roles (theologians, pastors, rabbis, shamans, ministers, priests, yogis, 

lamas, imams) as well as nonreligious or nonspiritual roles (philosophers, writers, artists, scientists, 

and others who are grappling with these deeper questions as a part of their creative work). 
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Unfortunately, Existential Intelligence is the one intelligence that is least catered to in many schools. 

This is probably because most teachers do not possess this intelligence in any great degree, which in 

turn is because it was not nurtured in them when they were young.  

 

A way to promote existential intelligence in the 

classroom is to give students the opportunity to 

contemplate the universe they live in. An 

understanding of the scale and mystery of the cosmos 

we live in never fails to arouse deep existential feelings 

in many people. Encouraging students to adopt 

different perspectives, take part in Socratic dialogue, 

ask profound questions, and explore their inner self 

are a few ways to promote Existential Intelligence in 

class. These are questions most young kids ask 

anyway. They are naturally curious about these 

matters. Unfortunately, the conventional school 

system systematically distracts them from this interest 

and forces them to focus on the curriculum and on 

exam grades.  

 

It is important for us to consider reality in shades of 

grey and perceive things in duality. Balance is key. We 

must endeavour to take a yin-yang approach to life: 

pragmatism and spirituality, skepticism and belief, 

reason and emotion, the Apollonian and the Dionysian, 

the literal and the metaphorical, the masculine and the 

feminine, the organic and the mechanistic, empiricism and mysticism, rationality and intuition, 

Aristotle and Buddha, logos and mythos, linear and lateral thinking, induction and deduction, 

investigation and insight, synthesis and analysis, experimentation and imagination, intellect and 

instinct, science and the arts, technology and philosophy, sobriety and psychedelia, agency and 

meditation… 

 

It is the ability to harmoniously use all these tools of action and cognition that will allow us to 

develop into a well-rounded individual and attain mental peace and a deeper, more fulfilling 

conception of Reality and the Self.  

As Christopher Hitchens famously said, “I want to live my life taking the risk all the time that I don't 

know anything like enough yet. That I haven't understood enough, that I can't know enough, that I'm 

always hungrily operating on the margins of a potentially great harvest of future knowledge and 

wisdom. I wouldn't have it any other way.”  
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“Think of an exciting, ecstatic, desirable future 

and pull the present forward to meet it.” 

 – The Imaginary Foundation. 
 

Brief Overview: 

The Adjacent Possible is a concept that emphasizes the power of ideas, the potential limits of 

innovation, and the creative extent of change.   

 

More Details: 

In 2002, Stuart Kauffman introduced the “adjacent possible” theory which proposes that biological 

systems are able to morph into more complex systems by making gradual, energy-efficient changes 

in their genetic makeup. Later, in 2010, Steven Johnson uses this concept in his book Where Good 

Ideas Come from: The Natural History of Innovation to describe how new insights can be generated 

in previously unexplored areas. 

 

Johnson describes the Adjacent Possible as “a kind of shadow future, hovering on the edges of the 

present state of things. It is a map of all the ways in which the present can reinvent itself.” 

 

The Adjacent Possible is a theoretical and imaginative space that allows us to contemplate possibilities 

that don’t currently exist, but could exist under the right set of circumstances. Johnson points out that 

“the strange and beautiful truth about the adjacent possible is that its boundaries grow as you explore 

them. Each new combination opens up the possibility of other new combinations.”  
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The concept of the adjacent possible allows us to grapple with and explore what is probable, what is 

possible, and what is preferable in any given domain of ideas or sphere of knowledge.  

 

An example of the adjacent possible manifesting itself into reality is the iPhone. Before 2007, the 

phone was primarily a device to communicate. But after the iPhone, we saw a transition of mobile 

phones into smartphones. The original iPhone was a game changer because it integrated apps, maps, 

cameras, music, internet browsing, and social media into a phone – thus transforming it into much 

more than just a phone and more into a kind of supercomputer.  

 

However, for this to have happened it required the genius of Steve Jobs to explore the adjacent 

possible – that theoretical space of the imagination where he conceived of alternatives to the then 

current possibilities of what a phone could do. Today, Apple is the first trillion-dollar company in the 

world. 

 

As Terence McKenna says, “we live in condensations of our imaginations.” The world is replete with 

examples of what once existed in someone’s mind but now exists in reality. If we took a series of 

snapshots of the 20th century, we would see images of jumbo jets, moon rockets, space satellites and 

much more – examples of ideas that once existed in the realm of the adjacent possible but were then 

made manifest in the real world.  

 

Richard Doyle points out that “Dreams do not lack reality – they are real patterns of information.” In 

this sense, exploring the adjacent possible is not a fool’s errand. It is an urgent endeavour and 

important enterprise if we wish to create a better world.  

 

 

Key Figures 

Richard Doyle, David Deutsch, Steve Johnson, Stuart Kaufmann, Oliver Burkeman 

 

Related Ideas 

Natural Selection, Cultural Progress, Metamorphosis 

 

Points to Ponder 

 What are the adjacent possible areas in your own life? 

 What are the adjacent possible areas for planet earth? 

 What are the adjacent possible areas for the Universe? 

 If you could change, reform, or revitalize one aspect of the human condition, what would it 

be? 

 In what ways could the universe be different? 

 In what ways could you be different if you weren’t doing what you are doing now?  

 How has organic life been exploring the adjacent possible through evolution, natural selection, 

and sexual selection? 

 What could life be like in other parts of the universe?  

 How is the story of culture a story of one door leading to another leading to another? 

 What is the role of the imagination in exploring the adjacent possible? 

 How are reading and boredom connected with the idea of the adjacent possible?  

 How has exploring the adjacent possible been an integral part of human progress?  
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“The greatness of a nation and its moral 

progress can be judged by the way in which its 

animals are treated.”  

– Mahatma Gandhi 

 

Brief Overview: 

Animal rights is the concept that animals are entitled to certain fundamental rights such as the right 

to be spared undue suffering 

 

More Details: 

Animal rights is the belief that animals deserve consideration of what is in their best interests 

independent of whether they are cute, endangered or useful to humans.  

 

In most western societies (until recent times) animals were accorded a very low moral status. 

Abrahamic religions (Judaism, Islam and Christianity) gave human beings dominion over all non-

human creatures.  

 

Some philosophers like Rene Descartes, considered animals as machines, like clocks. They move and 

make sounds but they have no feelings. Modern science has proved conclusively that animals do, 

indeed, have feelings, and feel pain. In fact, many animals have the same neural pathways and 

neurochemicals associated with pain as humans do.  

 

In the 1970s, Peter Singer coined the term Speciesism (assigning different values or rights to beings 

on the basis of their species membership, esp. involving human superiority) and argued that there is 

no good reason for refusing certain basic principles of equality to non-human animals. He compared 
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speciesism to sexism and racism and said excluding animals from our circle of morality because they 

belong to a different species is morally no different from the slave owners excluding African slaves 

from their circle of morality simply because they were of a different race.  

 

Contemporary philosophers like Tom Reagan have argued that animals (at least mammals) are 

‘subjects of life’ and therefore have certain rights. Eating animals and experimenting on them is a 

violation of those rights.  

 

Other philosophers don’t believe in Animal Rights. They aver there can be no rights without 

responsibilities and without the ability for animals to enter into a social contract. Instead, they believe 

there are certain rights humans don’t have:  

 

We don’t have the right to imprison animals in cages. 

We don’t have the right to torture or torment animals in any way. 

We don’t have the right to treat the great apes as anything but persons.  

 

Admittedly, eating animals for food and using animals in experiments are two difficult areas – but our 

views on that are evolving all the time.  It could very well be that future generations will look back on 

us with horror at the thought that we kill entire animals for food and experimentation; the same kind 

horror with which we currently look back on slave owners of the past. 

 

Key Figures 

Jeremy Bentham, John Stuart Mill, Peter Singer, Tom Reagan, Roger Scruton 

 

Related Ideas 

Animal upliftment, Speciesism, Animal liberation, Personhood, Consciousness, Anthropomorphism,  

 

Points to Ponder 

 In what ways are human and non-human animals similar? 

 How are humans different from other animals? 

 We know animals can suffer. How should this influence how we treat them? 

 Should we treat all animals the same? (Is there a difference between chimpanzees and 

dolphins on the one hand and ants and wasps on the other?) 

 A human infant is less aware, less conscious, and less intelligent than an adult chimp. How 

should this knowledge influence our thinking about animal rights? 

 How do we decide which animals to eat and which to keep as pets? 

 Many countries have laws against animal cruelty. Do you think these laws go far enough to 

protect animals?  

 Do you believe animals should be kept in zoos and birds in cages? 

 Should animals be used in experimentation? 

 Are there any animals that should not be used in experiments? 

 What are the moral implications of Veganism? 

In science fiction, uplift is a developmental process to transform a certain species of animals into 

more intelligent beings by other, already-intelligent beings. Do you think humans should do this for 

animals if we could?  



18 
 

 

“We are part of the universe that has 

developed a remarkable ability: We can 

hold an image of the world in our minds. 

We are matter contemplating itself.” 
—   Sean Carroll  

 

Brief Overview: 

Seeing the big picture involves taking a large-scale wider-angle perspective on human affairs. 

 

More Details: 

Seeing the big picture involves zooming out and refocusing the lens of perception to take a broader 

view of reality, life, consciousness, and the universe we live in. The pixelated dots of a newspaper 

photograph are meaningless blurs of ink. But when you step back and view it from a distance, the 

dots merge, patterns form, and the picture starts to make sense. What was once a collection of black 

and grey dots is now a meaningful image.  

From a philosophical perspective, seeing the big picture involves contemplating questions such as the 

meaning of life: who are we? Where do we come from? Where are we headed? What do we want to 

become? How does it all end? 

A deeper understanding of the big picture involves insight from astronomy, physics, chemistry, 

biology, sociology, ethology, anthropology, and all branches of philosophy – including, metaphysics 

(which deals with the fundamental questions of reality), Epistemology (which deals with our concept 
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of knowledge, how we learn and what we can know), Logic (which studies the rules of valid reasoning 

and argumentation), Ethics, (or moral philosophy, which is concerned with human values and how 

individuals should act) and Aesthetics (which deals with the notion of beauty and the philosophy of 

art.) 

It involves gaining a deeper understanding of the universe we live in and making enquiries into the 

nature of consciousness. In essence, exploring the outer world and the inner world. Seeing the big 

picture clearly involves using the tools of both art and science, reason and emotion, logic and insight, 

empiricism and mysticism. A seeker of the big picture would value the Apollonian and the Dionysian 

aspects of human nature and realise that there are insights to be gained by a study of Aristotle, 

Einstein, and Darwin, as much as from a study of Confucius, Buddha, and Nietzsche.  

At its core, an investigation into the big picture is an inquiry into how our desire to matter fits with the 

nature of reality at its deepest levels – a contemplation of the human condition in a vast and strange 

universe.  

Key Figures 

Sean Carroll, Jiddu Krishnamurti, Chris Hadfield  

 

Related Ideas 

The Overview Effect, Cosmic Perspective, Blue Marble, Pale Blue Dot, Scale of the Universe  

 

Points to Ponder 

 What are your biggest fears? 

 How do you cope with anxiety? 

 What are you biggest hopes and dreams? 

 What are your greatest ambitions? 

 What impact do you want to have on humanity? 

 Horace Mann once said, “Be ashamed to die until you have won some victory for humanity.” What 

do you think he meant? Do you agree with him?  
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“Love of beauty is taste. 

The creation of beauty is art.”  

– Ralph Waldo Emerson 
 

Brief Overview: 

Beauty is a quality that gives pleasure to the senses. It is a general concept of human aesthetic value.   

 

More Details: 

The branch of philosophy dealing with beauty and taste is known as aesthetics.  

 

Thomas Aquinas describes beauty as “that which pleases in the very apprehension of it.” But it is 

important to note that “that which pleases” will widely vary from culture to culture and from milieu to 

milieu.  

 

It may be said that beauty is nothing more than that which is aesthetically pleasing; that which draws 

praise or admiration. On some levels, this notion grapples with the semantic problem of using the 

word “beautiful.” For then, to say a painting was beautiful, or to say it was fascinating or captivating, 

would mean more or less the same thing. The meaning would be interchangeable. 

 

However, this would undoubtedly leave many dissatisfied. Surely, beauty is much more than that 

which is merely fascinating, or interesting, or wonderful. Or is something beautiful precisely because 

it fascinates or captivates? Does one derive from the other? 

 

But that raises the possibility of something ugly and hideous being fascinating and therefore beautiful, 

albeit in an unconventional sense. A painting that portrays the decapitation of a little girl or a photo 
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that depicts the genocide of a people may be harrowing and wrenching, but at the same time if it were 

artfully and aesthetically presented, would it be unfair to refer to it as beautiful? Can something be 

ugly but beautiful? A strange paradox, but one that has to be contended with in any philosophical 

contemplation of beauty. 

 

Another issue that draws attention to itself is whether beauty has to be necessarily apprehended by 

the five senses. We are all cognizant of things that are commonly construed as being beautiful: a 

painting, a symphony, a statue, a young maiden, a flower… But what about ideas? Can something as 

abstract as an idea be considered beautiful? Can a thought be beautiful? Can an emotion be 

considered beautiful? There are those who might say communism is a beautiful idea; or, that empathy 

and euphoria are beautiful feelings; or, that string theory is a beautiful concept. However, it must be 

admitted that perceiving a work of art is not really that different from perceiving an idea. To put it 

colloquially, it’s all in the head. So, it doesn’t matter if something exists physically in the external world 

or psychically in the mental world. The pertinent point is that the brain comprehends both: it is the 

brain’s perception of both that allows us to be cognizant of that which exists in the physical world and 

the mental world. 

 

Gary Martin points out that “the experience of beauty often involves an interpretation of some entity 

as being in balance and harmony with nature, which may lead to feelings of attraction and emotional 

well-being.” But these emotions are aroused in the brain. So, if it is all about how the brain 

comprehends, then beauty is subjective and does indeed lie in the eyes of the beholder—or rather, 

the comprehender.  

 

Much of why we find beauty appealing lies in the fact that it gives us pleasure. But this pleasure doesn’t 

derive from the object perceived as being beautiful but rather from the power of the brain to generate 

and associate pleasure with that object. 

 

Conceptions of beauty are closely associated with brain states. A change in the neurochemical balance 

of a person’s brain (under the influence of alcohol or psychedelic substances) can change their 

estimation of what they consider beautiful.  

 

Key Figures 

Guy Martin, Charles Darwin, Tomohiro Ishizu 

 

Related Ideas 

Ugliness, Glamor, Success, Aesthetics 

 

Points to Ponder 

 How does beauty lie in the eye of the beholder?  

 Do the objects of the universe have an inherent beauty that lies beyond the need for human 

apprehension?  

 To what extent are we genetically predisposed to consider something beautiful? Do we truly 

have free will in our apprehension of beauty? 

 Can something ugly be beautiful? 

 Is there such a thing as “ideal beauty”? 

 What do you think animals find beautiful?  
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“Burning Man is a magical place. The only place 

on Earth where the Spirit World and the Physical 

World intersect and play with each other.”  
– Anonymous 

 

Brief Overview: 

Burning Man is an annual gathering that takes place at Black Rock City—a temporary community 

erected in the Black Rock Desert in Nevada. 

 

More Details: 

Burning Man is described as “an experiment in community and art, influenced by 10 main principles, 

including ‘radical’ inclusion, self-reliance and self-expression, as well as community cooperation, civic 

responsibility, gifting, decommodification, participation, immediacy and leaving no trace. 

 

“At Burning Man the community explores various forms of artistic self-expression, created in 

celebration for the pleasure of all participants. Participation is a key precept for the community – 

selfless giving of one’s unique talents for the enjoyment of all is encouraged and actively reinforced. 

Some of these generous outpourings of creativity can include experimental and interactive sculpture, 

building, performance, and art cars among other mediums, often inspired by the yearly theme, chosen 

by organisers. The event takes its name from its culmination, the symbolic ritual burning of a large 

wooden effigy (‘the Man’) that traditionally occurs on the Saturday evening of the event.” 

 

At its core, Burning Man is an experiment in alternative living where you witness an outpouring of 

generosity. It is a celebration of the human spirit, human imagination, and human ingenuity and that 

experiencing it is like being slingshot through a wormhole to the center of the universe only to emerge 
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into an alien world where the kindest, most ingenious, creative, playful, innovative, warm, generous, 

ridiculous, and preposterous people live. It is a place where art is elevated to civic responsibility and 

gift-giving is a core principle. It is a place where the random flotsam and jetsam of human society and 

global cultures wash up for one week then wash out, as participants return to the default world 

physically drained, spiritually cleansed, and emotionally inspired. 

 

Erik Davis says it best: 

 

“One often hears Burning Man dismissed as a theme park, but what’s more important is that it 

contains thousands of theme parks: little pocket universes butting heads. Space-time itself seems to 

morph into a flea market, a masquerade of memes, or the Mos Eisley spaceport from Star Wars. 

Burning man is a promiscuous carnival of souls, a metaphysical flea-market, a demolition derby of 

reality constructs colliding in a parched void.” 

 

People refer to BM as technopaganism, or neotribalism, or modern primitivism. But BM is, 

quintessentially, a postindustrial liminoid event, where we see a transgressive, marginal, and 

otherworldly space for counterculture resistance where we see the possibilities of what human society 

could look like when we have abundance for all. BM is a laboratory — a testing ground — a blueprint —

 for what we could do together as a species in a post-A.I. world of UBI where everyone is freed up to 

play, create, and have fun. 

 

Burning Man is at once sacred and profane, and spiritual and irreverent. Burning Man themes, as Lee 

Gilmore puts it, include “spirituality absented from religion; ritual absented from dogma; 

performativity, ideology, and ethos; multicultural and hybrid religious symbols; immediacy and 

transformation; anticommodification sentiments; and utopian discourses of social protest.” 

 

Key Figures 

Larry Harvey, John Law, Michael Mikel, Marianne Goodell  

 

Related Ideas 

Decommodification, Radical Inclusion, Heterotopia, Liminality, Hero’s Journey 

 

Points to Ponder 

 What are the ten principles of Burning Man? 

 What principle would you add to Burning Man? 

 If humans didn’t have to work for their survival what would they do? 

 Does tolerance include tolerance of the intolerant? 

 What would heaven on earth be like? 

 How can something be both sacred and profane? 

 Are humans essentially peaceful at heart or violent? 

 What are the tribal aspects of human beings? 

 How important are the arts to human wellbeing? 

 How important is communion and connection in promoting human wellbeing?  

  



24 
 

 
 

“Civilization is like a thin layer of ice upon a 

deep ocean of chaos and darkness.” 
– Werner Herzog 

 

Brief Overview: 

Civilization refers to a society in an advanced state of social development (e.g., with complex legal and 

political and religious organizations) 

 

More Details: 

Civilization is the social process whereby societies achieve an advanced stage of development and 

organization.  

 

Ronald Wright, William Haviland, Josep Llobera and others describe civilization as “any complex society 

characterized by urban development, social stratification imposed by a cultural elite, symbolic 

systems of communication (for example, writing systems), and a perceived separation from and 

domination over the natural environment. Civilizations are intimately associated with and often 

further defined by other socio-politico-economic characteristics, including centralization, the 

domestication of both humans and other organisms, specialization of labor, culturally ingrained 

ideologies of progress and supremacism, monumental architecture, taxation, societal dependence 

upon farming and expansionism.”  

 

The word civilization is connected etymologically with cities and urban dwelling. Thus, civilizations 

emerge from the growth of cities in which people live more or less permanently in one place in high 

enough densities as to require trade, commerce and general import, export and creation of goods 

and services.   



25 
 

In the TV series Civilisation, Kenneth Clark makes the following points: 

 
Civilization, however complex and solid it seems, it is actually quite fragile. It can be destroyed.  

 

What are its enemies? Well, first of all, fear — fear of war, fear of invasion, fear of plague and famine, that make it 

simply not worthwhile constructing things, or planting trees or even planning next year’s crops. And fear of the 

supernatural, which means that you daren’t question anything or change anything.  

 

The late antique world was full of meaningless rituals, mystery religions, that destroyed self-confidence. And then 

exhaustion, the feeling of hopelessness which can overtake people even with a high degree of material prosperity.  

 

Of course, civilization requires a modicum of material prosperity—What civilization needs: confidence in the society 

in which one lives, belief in its philosophy, belief in its laws, and confidence in one’s own mental powers. The way in 

which the stones of the Pont du Gard are laid is not only a triumph of technical skill, but shows a vigorous belief in 

law and discipline.  

 

Vigor, energy, vitality: all the civilizations—or civilizing epochs—have had a weight of energy behind them. People 

sometimes think that civilisation consists in fine sensibilities and good conversations and all that. These can be among 

the agreeable results of civilisation, but they are not what make a civilisation, and a society can have these amenities 

and yet be dead and rigid.” 

 

In his book, Collapse, Jared Diamond suggests five major reasons for the collapse of 41 studied 

cultures: environmental damage, such as deforestation and soil erosion; climate change; dependence 

upon long-distance trade for needed resources; increasing levels of internal and external violence, 

such as war or invasion; and societal responses to internal and environmental problems. 

 

Cultural critic and author Derrick Jensen argues that modern civilization is directed towards the 

domination of the environment and humanity itself in an intrinsically harmful, unsustainable, and self-

destructive fashion.  

 

Wanting to bring about positive civilization-level change involves solving our global grand challenges, 

creating abundance for all, ushering in large-scale economic reform, eradicating superstition, 

elevating art as civic responsibility, promoting scientific literacy, reason, and compassion, upholding 

the values of the Enlightenment, and perhaps what’s most exciting: preparing to be a multi-planetary 

species. 

 

Key Figures 

Kenneth Clark, Jared Diamond, Samuel Huntington  

 

Related Ideas 

Axial Age, Agriculture, The Oecumene, The Kardashev Scale, Neolithic Revolution, The Golden Age 

 

Points to Ponder 

 Does the number of people matter when describing a society as a civilization? 

 What are some famous civilizations from history? 

 What is the difference between a civilized society and a barbaric society? 

 What are the characteristics of modern civilizations? 

 What would the hallmarks of future civilizations be? 

 How are our current civilizations different from historical ones? 

 What influence does religion have on civilization? 

 What are the hallmarks of a great civilization? 
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“Remember your humanity and forget the rest.” 
– Bertrand Russell 

 
 

Brief Overview:  

Compassion is a deep awareness of and sympathy for another's suffering. 

 

More Details: 

Compassion is the humane quality of understanding the suffering of others and wanting to do 

something about it. It is the emotion that drives people to alleviate the suffering of other sentient 

creatures. 

Compassion involves a sensitivity to the discomfort or pain of others. But it is also associated with 

such abstract ideas as fairness, justice, and mutual aid. In social contexts, compassion manifests itself 

as altruism (the quality of unselfish concern for the welfare of others). 

Like all other emotions, compassion is rooted in the neuro-chemistry and physical structure of the 

brain. Different brain states and different neurochemical states will lead to different degrees of 

compassion in any given person.  

In his book, The Compassionate Mind: A New Approach to Life's Challenges, Paul Gilbert makes the 

point that compassion is an evolved function from the harmony of a three grid internal system: 

contentment-and-peace system, goals-and-drives system and threat-and-safety system. 

The ancient Greeks had various words for “love.” Agape was a word they used to describe the selfless 

love of one person for another without sexual implications (especially love that is spiritual in nature). 
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In Buddhist and Jain tradition, the ancient Sanskrit word Karuna is usually translated to mean 

compassion and is one of the four reflections of universal friendship.  

Experiments done with children and animals seem to indicate that compassion is part of our default 

mode – which means we are wired to care for members of our tribe. Primates and many animals have 

in their brain a collection of mirror neurons. A mirror neuron is a neuron that fires both when an 

animal acts and when the animal observes the same action performed by another. Thus, the neuron 

"mirrors" the behavior of the other, as though the observer were itself acting. This could be one 

neurological basis of compassion.  

Some researchers, such as V. S. Ramachandran, M. Dapretto, M.S. Davies and others claim there may 

be a link between mirror neuron deficiency and individuals with autism spectrum disorder. These 

individuals have varying degrees of social impairments and may lack an intuition about others that 

many people take for granted. 

Psychopaths are individuals lacking in compassion. According to the Society for the Study of 

Psychopathy, psychopathic traits include narcissism, superficial charm, dishonesty, manipulativeness, 

lack of guilt or remorse, lack of empathy, and lack of deep emotional attachments.  

Key Figures 

Karen Armstrong, Dalai Lama, Alan Watts  

 

Related Ideas 

Mirror Neurons, Ahimsa, Karuna, Empathy 

 

Points to Ponder 

 Is it possible for everyone to be compassionate? 

 Can there be such a thing as “too much” compassion? 

 How far should our compassion extend beyond humans? To animals? To plants? To insects? 

To rocks and minerals? 

 Can one feel compassion for planet earth? (What about for other planets and the rest of the 

universe?) 

 What is the best way to spread compassion among the population? 

 Why is it important to be compassionate? 

 Who is the most compassionate person you know and why? 

 How is compassion different from pity? 

 How can you tell if someone is pretending to be compassionate?  

 How important is self-compassion? 

 What would a charter of compassion look like?  

 What is compassion fatigue? Have you ever experienced it? 

 Some people think that compassion is simply a variation of love or sadness, and not a distinct 

emotion. Do you agree? 

 What is the opposite of compassion? Is it hate or indifference? Neither or both?  
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“Our greatest human adventure is the evolution of 

consciousness. We are in this life to enlarge the 

soul, liberate the spirit, and light up the brain.” 
– Tom Robbins 

 

Brief Overview: 

Consciousness is a sensation that involves experience or awareness.   

 

More Details: 

Consciousness is the state of having awareness of one's surroundings. So, in this sense, we could 

argue that "unconscious" humans are conscious. Animals are conscious. Plants and bacteria are 

conscious. And perhaps even atoms and photons are conscious. Consciousness may be viewed as a 

spectrum – humans, dolphins, chimps on one end – plants, viruses, stones at the other end. In the 

future, it is not inconceivable that Super AIs will experience new and transcendental states of 

consciousness that we just cannot even begin to fathom. 

 

If by “mind” we mean an information processing system in a feedback loop between brain and body 

and environment, then an argument could be made that since plants don’t have a brain they don’t 

have a mind. Atoms and photons don’t have a brain, so, by extension, they don’t have a mind.   

 

Consciousness is often confused with “self-awareness.” For purposes of philosophical discussions, it 

will be useful to identify consciousness as separate from self-awareness. “Sense of self” may be 

considered the ability of the mind to recognise or perceive itself."  Chimps and gorillas have a sense 

of self, but baboons and zebras don't - as they cannot recognise themselves in a mirror. Even among 
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humans, babies don't have a sense of self, but adults do. So, it would seem that sense of self or self-

awareness also exists on a spectrum.  

 

In a description of what may be described as higher consciousness, Cosmologist Sean Carroll says, 

“consciousness is not a single brain organ or even a single activity. It is a complex interplay of many 

processes acting on multiple levels. It involves wakefulness, receiving and responding to sensory 

inputs, imagination, inner experience, and volition.”  

 

Consciousness may be seen as an emergent property and an example of a phase transition (the 

beginning of a new way for matter behave based on a new organization of its parts). For instance, one 

water molecule is not wet. Neither are two nor ten. However, at some point, a phase transition occurs 

and water seems to possess the quality of wetness. In the same way, one neuron does not have 

consciousness, neither do two nor ten. However, at some point as the number of neurons increases 

and the complexity of their connections increases a phase transition occurs and consciousness arises.  

 

Australian philosopher David Chalmers speaks about the Easy Problems and the Hard Problems of 

consciousness. The former include explaining the difference between sleep and wakefulness; how 

brains sense, store, process, and integrate information; how we recall the past and predict the future 

etc. The hard problem of consciousness is explaining qualia -  that ineffable, subjective, first-person. 

conscious experience, as distinct from any physical or computational process. An example of a quale 

would be the redness of red as experienced by an individual.  

 

Like entropy and heat, the concept of consciousness is something we have invented to give ourselves 

a deeper understanding of the world.  

 

Key Figures 

Dan Dennet, Susan Blackmore, Anil Seth, V.S. Ramachandran, Oliver Sacks, Antonio Damasio  

 

Related Ideas 

Ideaesthesia, Qualia, Ego, Merkwelt, Sentience, Turing Test, Phenomenology, Solipsism, Quantum 

Mind 

 

Points to Ponder 

 How do you know other people feel the same or similar sensations as you do? 

 Are photons conscious? What about bacteria, viruses, and plants? 

 What are the connections between language and consciousness? 

 Is self-awareness the same as consciousness? 

 In what way is a sleeping person conscious?  

 How does the Glasgow Coma Scale aim to give a reliable and objective way of recording a 

person’s conscious state? 

 How is the consciousness of a bat (that “sees” using sound) different from yours? 
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“We are stardust brought to life, then empowered by the 

universe to figure itself out—and we have only just begun.”  
― Neil deGrasse Tyson 

 

Brief Overview: 

A cosmic citizen is one who is aware of their connection biologically with all human beings in society, 

chemically with all life on the planet, and atomically with all matter in the universe.  

 

More Details: 

A cosmic citizen is anyone who recognizes our place in the universe, the fragility of our planet, and 

the unimaginable potential we have as a species. Becoming a cosmic citizen is a powerful awakening 

of the mind and a fundamental redefinition of what it means to be human. It upgrades our 

consciousness, our values, and the kind of ambitions that we set forward for ourselves, both as 

individuals and as a species. 

 

At its core, the cosmic perspective is about zooming out and seeing the big picture. It involves 

acknowledging our place in the cosmos and stepping back and contemplating our purpose in the 

grand scheme of things. Taking a cosmic perspective is about being aware of just how cold, dark, and 

empty the universe is, and being aware of how incredibly lucky we are to be alive, and how precious 

sentience and intelligence are. 

 

Cosmologist Neil deGrasse Tyson says, “I want people to see that the cosmic perspective is 

simultaneously honest about the universe we live in and uplifting when we realize how far we have 

come and how wonderful is this world of ours.”   
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Broadly speaking, a few of the characteristics of cosmic citizenship may include the following:  

 

1. Moving beyond being merely a global citizen and thinking of oneself as a citizen of the 

universe.  

2. Seeking knowledge about the cosmos. 

3. Being future ambassadors for planet Earth. 

4. Being aware of our connection with the rest of the universe biologically, chemically, and 

atomically. 

5. Taking a larger, cosmic perspective about life. 

6. Being aware of the existential threats facing our species. 

 

In his book, Human Accomplishment, Charles Murray says the reason why having a higher cosmic 

perspective pays off is that, “Human beings have been most magnificently productive and reached 

their highest cultural peaks in the times and places where humans have thought most deeply about 

their place in the universe and been most convinced they have one. What does that tell us? It is not a 

question to be answered with a quip.” 

 

Key Figures 

Carl Sagan, Neil deGasse Tyson, David Deutsch, Sean Carroll, Alan Watts  

 

Related Ideas 

Infinity, Cosmology, Self, Unity 

 

Points to Ponder 

 What are the differences between a global citizen and a cosmic citizen? 

 Once we start to colonize other planets what mistakes should we look to avoid? 

 What are the dangers of exploring space? 

 Why is it important to be aware of the scale of the universe? 

 What are some of the mysteries of the universe? 

 Why is it important to zoom out, see the big picture, and take a long term view of things? 

 Why is it important to realise the interconnectedness of everything? 

 What does it mean to say “we don’t live in the universe, the universe lives in us”? 

 What is Carl Sagan’s Cosmic Calendar? 

 How much time is ahead of us? 

 What are the existential threats facing our species? 
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“Culture is the arts elevated 

to a set of beliefs.” 
 – Thomas Wolfe 

 

Brief Overview: 

Culture refers to the tastes in art and manners that are favored by a social group.  

 

More Details: 

Culture is the arts and other manifestations of human intellectual achievement regarded collectively. 

It is the ideas, customs, and social behaviour of a particular people or society. In the narrow sense, 

the study of culture falls within the domain of the humanities, whose aim is to interpret and transmit 

to future generations the value systems that current or previous individuals of a society have found 

meaning and purpose in. 

 

Cultural universals are found in all human societies; these include expressive forms like art, music, 

dance, ritual, religion, and technologies like tool usage, cooking, shelter, and clothing. 

 

John Macionis points out that the concept of material culture covers the physical expressions of 

culture, such as technology, architecture and art, whereas the immaterial aspects of culture such as 

principles of social organization (including practices of political organization and social institutions), 

mythology, philosophy, literature (both written and oral), and science comprise the intangible cultural 

heritage of a society. 
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In his book, Primitive Culture, anthropologist E.B. Tylor says culture is "that complex whole which 

includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom and any other capabilities and habits acquired by 

man as a member of society.” 

 

Culture is spread through memes. The word meme is a neologism coined by Richard Dawkins. A 

meme is an idea that replicates and spreads (it is the non-biological equivalent of a gene). Gordon 

Graham, in his book Genes, describe a meme as “an idea, behavior, or style that spreads from person 

to person within a culture—often with the aim of conveying a particular phenomenon, theme, or 

meaning represented by the meme. A meme acts as a unit for carrying cultural ideas, symbols, or 

practices, that can be transmitted from one mind to another through writing, speech, gestures, rituals, 

or other imitable phenomena with a mimicked theme.” 

 

Matt Ridley points out that, “Trade and exchange of ideas plays the same role in cultural evolution 

that sex plays in biological evolution. Sex brings together genetic innovations made in different bodies; 

trade brings together cultural innovations made in different tribes. As soon as humans had symbolic 

communication, the cumulative ratchet of culture could begin to turn: more culture demanded bigger 

brains; bigger brains allowed more culture.”  

 

The Human Project says, “Cultural transmission of knowledge is a big new idea in our universe. It sets 

us apart from purely physical and biological ways of being. Now we need to get good at it. In biological 

evolution, “wisdom” accumulated over billions of years is embedded into every life form. It’s in our 

genes. Genetic errors aside, we all “know” how to breathe and how to convert food into energy.  

 

“We can breathe without understanding how our lungs actually work. We are competent without 

comprehension. Cultural evolution is different. The carriers of our knowledge are memes. Unlike 

genes, our memes don’t come pre-installed. None of us is born knowing the laws of physics, let alone 

knowing how to use them to build a space rocket. This is something we must learn.” 

 

Key Figures 

Sir Edward Taylor, Franz Boas, Margaret Mead 

 

Related Ideas 

Cultural Relativity, Cultural Studies, Memes, Anthropology 

 

Points to Ponder 

 How much influence does culture have on the human mind? 

 What aspects of your behaviour and personality are the result of culture? 

 Are some cultures better than others? How would we decide? 

 In what way are cultures different and in what way are they similar? 

 If you could exchange your current culture for another which one would it be and why? 

 What role does religion play in influencing culture? 

 How will cultures of the future be different from our own? 

 If there are aliens, how might their cultures be different from our own? 

 What role does politics play in influencing culture? Or, should the question be put vice versa?  

 What do you do to “fit in” with the rest of the members of your culture? 

 What are some of the symbols associated with different cultures? 

 Do animals have culture?  
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“Where I am death is not,  

where death is I am not.” 
― Epicurus 

 

Brief Overview: 

Death is the cessation of life. 

 

More Details: 

Death is the permanent end of all life functions in an organism or part of an organism.  

 

When exactly death occurs for a human is an interesting question. If a person is attacked and rendered 

permanently unconscious might he be considered “dead”? If I am decapitated, but science finds a way 

of sewing on someone else’s head onto my body – am I dead or alive? Was I brought back from the 

dead? Or did I never die? These questions are intricately tied with personal identity which in turn is 

connected to memory. (If John meets with an accident and consequently suffers from permanent 

amnesia may John be considered “dead”?) 

 

Total Locked-in syndrome, also known as pseudocoma, is a condition in which a patient is aware but 

cannot move or communicate verbally due to complete paralysis of nearly all voluntary muscles in the 

body. Such a person is alive internally but dead to the outside world for all practical purposes.  

 

Viruses are molecules made of proteins and nucleic acids. On their own they cannot reproduce. But 

when they infect a host cell they hijack its genetic machinery to procreate.  So, viruses are examples 

of entities that are both alive and dead – depending on their circumstances.  
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Humans are singular creatures in that we alone have been afflicted with the knowledge, indeed, the 

certainty, of our own death. Elephants seem to mourn their dead, Neanderthals had proto-burial 

ceremonies, chimps seem to have some vague and shadowy conception of death and most mammals 

have – to varying degrees – the same biochemical and neurological pathways for experiencing the 

pain of losing a loved one as humans do. But nowhere in the animal world do we find any creature 

that is fully aware of its impending non-existence. 

 

In his book, Denial of Death, Ernest Becker points out that we have two selves: a physical self and a 

symbolic self. When we die, we know our physical self decays. However, we sublimate this with ideas 

related to reincarnation, heaven and hell, and other aspects of an after-life. But in our heart of hearts, 

we don’t really believe this. There is a subconscious awareness of the finality of death. So, instead, we 

seek to preserve our symbolic self: we achieve pseudo-immortality by identifying with a nation, or 

supporting a sporting team, or being part of an army, or fighting a great cause, or by creating works 

of art, or accumulating a fortune, or establishing a family… This is the essential job of culture: to 

provide intricate symbolic systems that allows its members to transcend the fear of death. 

 

He says, “Man has a symbolic identity that brings him sharply out of nature. He is a symbolic self, a 

creature with a name, a life history. He is a creator with a mind that soars out to speculate about 

atoms and infinity, who can place himself imaginatively at a point in space and contemplate 

bemusedly his own planet. This immense expansion, this dexterity, this ethereality, this self-

consciousness gives to man literally the status of a small god in nature, as the Renaissance thinkers 

knew. Yet, at the same time, as the Eastern sages also knew, man is a worm and food for worms. This 

is the paradox: he is out of nature and hopelessly in it; he is dual: up in the stars and yet housed in a 

heart-pumping, breath-gasping body.” 

 

Key Figures 

Ernest Becker, Alan Harrington, Aubrey de Grey 

 

Related Ideas 

Necrosis, Ageing, Senescence, Cryonics, Reperfusion, Extinction, De-extinction, Thanatology 

 

Points to Ponder 

 Should we feel sad or happy at the thought of death? 

 Are computer viruses alive or dead? 

 If someone is permanently unconscious are they “dead”? 

 Could deep sleep be considered a form of death? 

 Is death a disease? 

 We preserve the works of great poets and writers. Should we look to preserve their physical 

bodies as well – and everyone else’s? 

 If you could choose to know when you’d die, would you like to know? 

 If you had a choice, how would you choose to die? 

 Is death an engineering problem? Should we engineer our way out of it and fashion our own 

immortality? 

 Should committing suicide be considered a crime? 

 Should euthanasia be legalized?  
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“Imaginary time is a new dimension, at 

right angles to ordinary, real time.” 
― Stephen Hawking 

 

Brief Overview: 

Dimension is a construct whereby objects or individuals can be distinguished. 

 

More Details: 

A dimension is the magnitude of something in a particular direction (especially length, width or 

height). 

 

In physics and mathematics, the dimension of an object is the minimum number of coordinates 

needed to specify any point within it. A line has a dimension of one because only one coordinate is 

needed to specify a point on it. The surface of a sheet of paper has two dimensions because two 

coordinates are needed to specify a point on it. The inside of a cylinder is three-dimensional because 

three coordinates are needed to locate a point within these spaces. These are referred to as the three 

spatial dimensions. 

 

In terms of vectors, Time is not a dimension – neither is it in Euclidian geometry. But we use the word 

dimension to describe the position of an object. To do this we not only need the three dimensions of 

space but also the fourth dimension of time. Einstein proved that time is also a dimension – referred 

to as a temporal dimension. The same object can be perceived as being at two different locations by 

two separate observers if the dimension of time is not stipulated. This is absolutely beyond contest 
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and has to do with the finite speed of light. Because to identify an object in the universe you need to 

know not just where it is but also when it is.  

 

A square is two-dimensional. A cube is a three-dimensional version of a square. A tesseract is a four-

dimensional version of a cube. It doesn’t exist in reality, but it would exist if there were an additional 

fourth spatial dimension.  

 

The idea of additional spatial dimensions comes from String Theory, the only self-consistent quantum 

theory of gravity so far. It turns out that for a consistent description of gravity, we need more than 

3+1 dimensions, and the world around us could have up to 11 spatial dimensions! These extra 

dimensions are usually thought to be curled into tight circles only 10-35 meters around—far smaller 

than the radius of a proton.  

 

But could some of these extra dimensions be a lot larger—or even infinite—like our familiar space 

and time? The basic idea of braneworlds and higher dimensions is that our universe is folded over 

many times. Light from distant objects has to travel along the brane and so would take billions of 

years to reach us, but gravity could take a short cut through a higher dimension and trick us into 

thinking that there’s unseen matter around us. 

 

In his book Republic, Plato asks us to imagine a cave with a ‘shadow gallery’ in which people are 

chained so that they may only look forward at their own shadows cast on the cave wall. Living their 

whole lives like this, the viewers come to believe that the two-dimensional shadows are actually 

themselves. The lesson is that we may be similarly restricted in our world-view of three spatial 

dimensions and one temporal dimension. It is hard, practically impossible, to envisage these higher 

dimensions as entities accustomed to only three dimensions. 

 

Key Figures 

Immanuel Kant, Edwin Abbot, Albert Einstein, Brian Greene, Rene Descartes 

 

Related Ideas 

Spacetime, Calibu-yau shape, String Theory, M-Theory, Hyperspace, Cartesian coordinates, Fractals  

 

Points to Ponder 

 Can memory be considered a dimension? 

 What space does digital information inhabit?  

 If the internet exists in hyperspace, what coordinates would we need to navigate this space?  

 Imagine you lived in a world of only two dimensions. What would you and everything else look 

like? 

 Imagine you existed in a two-dimensional world. How would you prove that a three-

dimensional world exists? 

 Could life exist in higher dimensions? How would we communicate with it? 

 Could we ever manipulate and control space-time? What would this look like? 

 What dimensions exist in Virtual Reality?   

 In what way is an object that exists in a virtual world “real”?  

 What if exotic universes made of forms of matter that we don't know about exist all around 

us, right here at our fingertips?  
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“DMT is a bungee jump into the 

unknown.” 
― Anonymous 

 

Brief Overview: 

Dimethyltryptamine (DMT) is the most powerful hallucinogen known to man.  

 

More Details: 

Dimethyltryptamine is a tryptamine molecule which occurs naturally in many plants and animals. 

Structurally, it is similar to compounds like Serotonin (a neurotransmitter in the brain that produces 

feelings of well-being and happiness) and psilocybin (the active hallucinogenic compound in magic 

mushrooms). For generations, Amazonian tribes have been consuming DMT in Ayahuasca, a 

shamanistic brew or religious sacrament used for divinatory and healing purposes. Rick Strassman 

has labeled it "the spirit molecule". DMT is illegal in most countries. 

 

Terence McKenna describes a DMT experience as follows: 

 

“Under the influence of DMT, the world becomes an Arabian labyrinth, a palace, a more-than-possible 

Martian jewel, vast with motifs that flood the gaping mind with complex and wordless awe. Color and 

the sense of a reality-unlocking secret nearby pervade the experience. There is a sense of other times, 

and of one’s own infancy, and of wonder, wonder and more wonder. It is an audience with the alien 

nuncio. One has the impression of entering into an ecology of souls that lies beyond the portals of 

what we naively call death. Are they the synesthetic embodiment of ourselves as the Other, or of the 
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Other as ourselves? Here is a tremendum barely to be told, an epiphany beyond our wildest dreams. 

Here is the realm of that which is stranger than we can suppose.” 

 
The therapeutic value of DMT alone has not been explored to the extent that other psychedelic 

substances have. However, the DMT-containing brew Ayahuasca used by Amazonian tribes has long 

been used traditionally to treat various psychological maladies, including mood disorders and 

addiction. Ayahuasca has seen an increase in use in the modern world as a potential treatment of 

depression and addiction. 

 

Anecdotal reports suggest that greater self-awareness and spiritual connection to the world can be 

gained from the proper use of DMT under supervised guidance. Ayahuasca ceremonies have provided 

new perspectives on inner emotional realities to people with mental and addictive disorders, and new 

perspectives in one’s spiritual life.  

DMT has been described as a powerful tool by which people experience a sense of 

interconnectedness and a sense of belonging to something greater than themselves.   

 

Key Figures 

Rick Strassman, Joe Rogan, Alexander Shulgin 

 

Related Ideas 

Entheogens, Psychedelics, Meditation, Hallucinogens, Neurotransmitters  

 

Points to Ponder 

 Can we ever communicate telepathically?  

 Could it be possible to access higher dimensions through the power of thought?  

 What if there are other entities in these dimensions of thought? 

 How do we decide which substances should be made illegal? 

 In what way have various cultures throughout history used psychedelic and psychotropic 

substances? 

 Why do humans crave alternate states of reality? 

 If we could design and manufacture substances that give us new insights into reality and 

ourselves should we do it?  

 How do we decide who can and can’t use such substances?  

 If we can use substances like DMT to treat criminals and improve their behaviour and outlook 

to life should we do it?  

 DMT has been described as the “Spirit Molecule.” What do you think that means or could 

mean? 
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“Education is what remains after one has 

forgotten what one has learned in school.” 
― Albert Einstein 

 

Brief Overview: 

Education is a set of activities that impart knowledge or skill. 

 

More Details: 

Education is different from learning and schooling. Learning is the cognitive process of acquiring new 

skills or knowledge. Education is knowledge acquired by formal learning and instruction. And 

Schooling is the process of being formally educated in a school (as opposed to self-study, online 

learning, private tutorship etc.) 

 

Many people confuse schooling with education. They incorrectly believe an individual can only be 

educated if they’ve been to school. Many people also confuse education with learning. They do not 

see that while one may stop being educated one may continue learning in various different ways.  

 

In his 1971 book, Deschooling Society, Ivan Illich says, “Many students, especially those who are poor, 

intuitively know what the schools do for them. They school them to confuse process and substance. 

Once these become blurred, a new logic is assumed: the more treatment there is, the better are the 

results; or, escalation leads to success. The pupil is thereby "schooled" to confuse teaching with 

learning, grade advancement with education, a diploma with competence, and fluency with the ability 

to say something new. His imagination is "schooled" to accept service in place of value. Medical 

treatment is mistaken for health care, social work for the improvement of community life, police 
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protection for safety, military poise for national security, the rat race for productive work. Health, 

learning, dignity, independence, and creative endeavour are defined as little more than the 

performance of the institutions which claim to serve these ends, and their improvement is made to 

depend on allocating more resources to the management of hospitals, schools, and other agencies in 

question.” 

 

One of the many points Illich makes is that more education does not necessarily translate into more 

good. Unfortunately, most – if not all – modern economies have reached a point where “School” is 

thought of as something that is indispensable. We have raised generations of people (parents, 

educators, students, bureaucrats) to believe that without schools and conventional education society 

will collapse. Illich makes a compelling case to “deschool” society, wean our citizens off 

institutionalized factory-style pointless education, and start thinking of alternatives. 

 

We have been indoctrinated to believe the notion that only schools can offer education and that skills 

and knowledge acquisition are only reliable if it is done formally in a traditional school. In the words 

of Ken Robinson “Schools kill creativity.” And in the words of Ivan Illich, “Schools pervert the natural 

inclination to learn.” 

 

Key Figures 

Ken Robinson, Ivan Illich, Bertrand Russell, Alan Watts, Marc Prensky 

 

Related Ideas 

Bildung, Unschooling, Dialectic 

 

Points to Ponder 

 What are some of the problems in modern-day education? 

 Where else can education take place in addition to schools? 

 What are the things we should be educating people about but don’t? 

 What is the importance of education? 

 In what way is education becoming a science? 

 Who should decide what young people should be educated about? 

 What should the purpose of education be? 

 Why do people confuse education, learning and schooling? 

 What role should technology play in education? 
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“Energy is liberated matter, matter is energy 

waiting to happen.” 
― Bill Bryson 

 

Brief Overview: 

Energy is the capacity of a physical system to do work.  

 

More Details: 

Additionally, energy is forceful exertion, enterprising or ambitious drive, an imaginative lively style, or 

any source of usable power.  

 

In Physics, energy is the ability of a physical system to do work on another physical system. Work is 

associated with force. There are four fundamental forces of nature: 

 

The first law of thermodynamics states that energy can neither be created nor destroyed. Einstein 

proved that matter and energy are one and the same. Matter can be converted to energy and vice 

versa.  

 

Energy comes in different forms: Heat (thermal) Light (radiant) Motion (kinetic). 

 

Besides its scientific connotations, the word energy is used in a range of contexts. Many people speak 

of good and bad energy. Such usage is meaningless from a scientific perspective. However, people 
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use the word energy in this context as a synonym for “vibe”—a distinctive emotional sensation 

experienced instinctively.  

 

Various proponents of esoteric practices use the word energy in a highly vague and pseudoscientific 

manner. They use the word energy to describe hidden forces, indiscernible vibrations, and unseen 

presences. There is no evidence for the existence of any of this outside of the mind of the individual 

who claims it exists.  

 

People often ask what happens to the energy in the body after we die. The answer to this is the same 

as what happens to the energy in a battery. It gradually dissipates and disappears after it gets 

consumed, decomposed, or converted from one form to another. The energy we “carry around” takes 

the form of chemical energy like fats and sugars.  When our nervous system creates electrical energy 

we lose an equal amount of chemical energy.  So, rather than being energy itself, life is all about 

moving energy around from one form to another. 

Key Figures 

Albert Einstein, Neils Bohr, Nikola Tesla, Elon Musk, Max Plank 

 

Related Ideas 

Gravity, Thermodynamics, Mattergy, Quantum Mechanics,  

 

Points to Ponder 

 What could we do if we had cheap and abundant energy? 

 What are the different sources of energy we currently have? 

 Given the right technology from where else could we get energy in the future? 

 How did we derive energy in pre-industrial societies? 

 What sort of energy is found in the inside of stars? 

 What does it mean to say matter and energy are one and the same? 

 Why is renewable energy important? 

 What is wrong with energy from carbon-based fuels? 

 What is the similarity or difference between “energy” and “motivation”? 

 Could there be forms of energy that we unaware of? 

 What evidence exists for esoteric forms of energy such as “qi” “chakras” “prana” and “auras”?  
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“Entheogens have now been recognized as the mother of 

our Western ecology, the conservation movements, 

transpersonal psychology, and our desire to return to a 

firsthand spiritual-mystical understanding of the divine.” 
 ― James Oroc 

 

 

Brief Overview: 

An entheogen is psychoactive plant or substance, esp. when taken for spiritual or religious purposes. 

 

More Details: 

An entheogen is a class of psychoactive substances that induce any type of existential experience 

aimed at personal development and spiritual improvement The term entheogen is often chosen to 

describe the use of these substances under ritualistic conditions or for spiritual purposes as opposed 

to purely recreational use of the same substance. 

 

Entheogenic substances arouse mystical feelings and sensations of ecstasy and enlightenment used 

for divination in a religious or shamanic context.  

 

The word originated from Greek and means to become one with god. Theodore Godlaski, in his book 

“The God Within” points out that the term is derived from two words of Ancient Greek, éntheos 

(meaning "full of the god, inspired, possessed") and genésthai. (meaning "to come into being.") Thus, 

an entheogen is a substance that causes one to become inspired or to experience feelings of awe, 

wonder, transcendence, inspiration, or the numinous often in a religious or "spiritual" manner. 
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Entheogenic substances include: mushrooms containing Psilocybin, roots containing Ibogaine, cacti 

such as peyote containing Mescaline, seeds such as Ololiuqui containing LSA, and brews such as 

Ayahuasca made out of vines containing DMT.  

 

“Entheogens have traditionally been used to supplement many diverse practices geared towards 

achieving transcendence, including white and black magic, sensory deprivation, divinatory, 

meditation, yoga, prayer, trance, rituals, chanting, hymns like peyote songs, and drumming. In the 

1960s the hippie movement escalated its use to psychedelic art, binaural beats, sensory deprivation 

tanks, music, and rave parties.”  

 

The word “hallucinogenic” has often been used for these substances, but the word is problematic 

because it has connotations of psychosis, delirium, and illness. The word “psychedelic” has also been 

used to describe these substances but they would be more appropriate if they were consumed for 

recreational reasons in non-spiritual settings. 

 

The Gnostic Christians had a novel interpretation of the Garden of Eden story. They understood the 

consumption of the fruit of the tree of knowledge as being necessary for mystical enlightenment and 

made use of a variety of visionary plants, roots, and fungi to attain communion with the divine. 

 

Many entheogens are classified as drugs in most countries of the world. They are, however, not to be 

confused with class A drugs like heroin, cocaine, and crystal meth that are highly dangerous, highly 

addictive, and highly undesirable substances.  

 

Key Figures 

Timothy Leary, Stanislav Grof, Rick Strassman, Alex Shulgin, Terence McKenna, Aldous Huxley 

 

Related Ideas 

Gaia, Numinous, Psychedelic  

 

Points to Ponder 

 Besides entheogens, in what other ways do people experience mystical states? 

 Should entheogens be legalized? 

 How should we decide which substances should be legal and which shouldn’t? What factors 

should we take into account? 

 In what way have various cultures throughout history used psychedelic and psychotropic 

substances? 

 Why do humans crave alternate states of reality? 

 If we could design and manufacture substances that give us new insights into reality and 

ourselves should we do it?  

 How can we use entheogenic substances to treat people with depression and criminal 

tendencies?  

 Which cultures throughout history have used entheogens as part of their religious, spiritual, 

or mystical practices?  

 How can entheogens be used to promote a more spiritual/existential world view of humanity 

and our purpose?  
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“Envy is the basis of democracy.” 
― Bertrand Russell 

 

Brief Overview: 

Envy is strongly wanting someone else's position, advantages or possessions. 

 

More Details: 

Envy is often confused with jealousy but there is a difference between the two emotions. Envy is what 

we feel when we desire something that someone else has. Jealousy is what we feel when we fear 

someone else has taken what you believe belongs to you. To illustrate the difference: you might envy 

your friend who has a yacht because you would like that for yourself too. But if you feel your partner 

is cheating on you with someone else, you feel a sense of jealousy because you believe they are taking 

something that belongs to you or you are afraid of losing what you believe to be yours. 

 

You can feel envy about something you don't have but want, but you feel jealousy over something 

you already have but are afraid of losing.  

 

Both emotions are unpleasant and are generally viewed by society negatively. Envy could occasionally 

be slightly positive as when one has a feeling of grudging admiration and desire to have something 

that is possessed by another. And envy could be more negative when one feels a sense of spite and 

resentment at seeing the success of another. 

 

Envy comes from the Latin word invidere, which literally means “look upon.” The British philosopher, 

Alain de Botton, says, “It’s a real taboo to mention envy, but if there is one dominant emotion in 

modern society, that is envy.”  
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This is why it’s important for us to reflect on this taboo emotion and bring it under our conscious 

control. Bertrand Russell points out that, “Merely to realize the causes of one's own envious feelings 

is to take a long step towards curing them. The habit of thinking in terms of comparison is a fatal one.”  

 

It would be useful to realise that envy consists in seeing things never in themselves, but only in their 

relations. Since this is the case, it would be also useful to pay attention to what makes us envious and 

remind ourselves that envy is our brain’s way of telling us what we want for ourselves. John may feel 

a sense of envy when he sees his friend’s fancy new sports car. This is John’s brain’s way of saying this 

is what he’d like for himself. Mary, on the other hand, may not feel any envy at all when she sees her 

friend’s sports car. However, she does feel a twinge of envy when she sees her friend’s travel holiday 

pictures. If she paid attention to what she was feeling, she’d realise this was her brain’s way of telling 

her she wants this for herself. 

 

Instead of feeling envy and resenting others it would be enormously useful if we acknowledged the 

feeling of envy and then made the effort to secure the object of our envy for ourselves. For instance, 

instead of envying her friend, Mary could take the conscious decision to travel more—because her 

brain is telling her that that’s what she wants for herself.  

 

Bertrand Russell goes on to point out that “Envy is, of course, closely connected with competition. We 

do not envy a good fortune which we conceive as quite hopelessly out of our reach. In an age when 

the social hierarchy is fixed, the lowest classes do not envy the upper classes so long as the division 

between rich and poor is thought to be ordained by God. Beggars do not envy millionaires; though, 

of course, they will envy other beggars who are more successful.   

 

“While it is true that envy is the chief motive force leading to justice as between different classes, 

different nations, and different sexes, it is at the same time true that the kind of justice to be expected 

as a result of envy is likely to be the worst possible kind; namely, that which consists rather in 

diminishing the pleasures of the fortunate than in increasing those of the unfortunate.” 

 

‘Schadenfreude’ is the German term which refers to a feeling of delight at another’s misfortune. Often 

it is used to specify a form of malicious envy. The literal English translation is ‘harm-joy’ 

 

Key Figures 

Bertrand Russell, Alain de Botton, Aristotle, Immanuel Kant 

 

Related Ideas 

Schadenfreude, Narcissism, Self-envy, Imposter Syndrome, Seven Deadly Sins, Social status 

 

Points to Ponder 

 Can envy be a form of motivation? 

 When have you experienced envy? 

 Have you ever used a negative emotion to accomplish something?  

 What role does status play in experiencing envy? 

 Have you ever experienced schadenfreude?  

 Do you agree with Bertrand Russell’s view that envy is the most potent cause of unhappiness 

in people?  

 What are most people envious of?  
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“Ethics is in origin the art of 

recommending to others the sacrifices 

required for cooperation with oneself.” 
― Bertrand Russell 

 

Brief Overview: 

Ethics is the philosophical study of moral values and rules. 

 

More Details: 

Ethics is a branch of philosophy that deals with the study of right and wrong, good and bad, moral 

and immoral.  It is an attempt to formulate codes and principles of morally desirable behavior.  

 

The term is derived from the Greek word ethos which means custom, habit, character or disposition. 

 

The first systematic attempt to study moral conduct and why morality exists was conducted by the 

Sophists of ancient Greece in about the fifth century B.C.  

 

There are broadly three approaches to a study of moral conduct. One is ethical relativism which says 

morality depends on the culture and milieu of a people; that there isn’t a single fixed and immutable 

moral code. The other is ethical universality which says morality is universal and that moral truths are 

absolute and decided by a divinity. And the third is ethical naturalism which looks to nature as the 

foundation of moral beliefs, independent of any religious framework.  
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A study of ethics focuses on the following areas: 

 

 how to live a good life 

 our rights and responsibilities 

 the language of right and wrong 

 moral decisions - what is good and bad 

 

Broadly speaking, there are three areas covered under ethical theory: 

 

Meta-ethics deals with the nature of moral judgement and meaning of moral propositions. It looks at 

the origins and meaning of ethical principles. 

 

Normative ethics is concerned with the content of moral judgements and the practical criteria for 

determining what is right or wrong in deciding a course of action. 

 

Applied ethics looks at what one ought or ought not to do and focuses on such areas as war, animal 

rights, civil rights, abortion, euthanasia, stem cell research, and capital punishment. 

 

In Eastern philosophies (including Buddhism, Vedanta, and Taoism) the word Dharma is vaguely 

associated with laws, conduct, virtues and "right way of living".  

 

Key Figures 

Jeremy Bentham, Peter Singer, John Stuart Mill, Bertrand Russell,  

 

Related Ideas 

Utilitarianism, Virtuous Agent, Dharma, Humanism 

 

Points to Ponder 

 Of what use is Ethics? 

 At what age should children start discussing Ethics? 

 How can a study of Ethics help prevent personal and global conflicts? 

 Can a study of Ethics give us a better sense of our own morality? 

 A study of Ethics can give us several answers to questions of morality. Is this problematic? 

 How can Ethics be used in a negative way? 

 What do you think is the source of our morality? 

 In what ways can we prove a moral statement? 

 Murder is condemned within society but condoned during war. Is there any moral code that 

is universal and absolute? 

 Why do different societies have different moralities? 

 In what way have our ideas of right and wrong changed since primitive time?  

 How should a multicultural, multi-religious society create its moral laws? 

 What do you make of the idea of separation of Church and State?  
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“I've learned a lot about good and evil. They 

are not always what they appear to be.” 
― Charles Van Doren 

 

Brief Overview: 

Evil is the quality of being morally wrong in principle or practice.  

 

More Details: 

Evil is the suffering which results from morally wrong human choices. It is an action that is profoundly 

immoral and wicked. Simply put, evil may be considered the absence of good.  

 

Human evil may be contrasted with natural evil such as tsunamis, earthquakes, and floods.  

 

In Western tradition, the source of evil is attributed to entities like the Devil or other demons. Evil is 

seen as a supernatural force. 

 

In Eastern traditions, evil is seen as the polar opposite of good and part of the same duality. Evil is 

associated with human shortcomings and with emotions such as suffering and strife.  

 

In his book, Ethics, the philosopher Benedict Spinoza takes a more pragmatic approach to good and 

evil. He describes good as that which we certainly know is useful to us. And evil as that which we know 

prevents us from possessing what is good.  

 

Of course, needless to say, good and evil are a matter of personal opinion. What one group believes 

to be evil may not be what another group believes to be evil. 
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Consider the issue of abortion. Those against it believe it is evil. Those not against it think no such 

thing. Believers in Islam consider the eating of pork evil. Others who are not of the Islamic persuasion 

do not consider eating pork to be evil.  

 

There are those who view evil from a more metaphoric perspective. They associate evil with chaos, 

disorder, and lack of harmony. Others believe there are no evil people only evil actions.  

 

Contrary to this, the American psychiatrist, M. Scott Peck does believe a person can be evil. An evil 

person exhibits what he describes as militant ignorance (the willful and deliberate ignorance of one’s 

conscience or internal morality often through self-deception).   

 

The Stanford psychologist, Philip Zimbardo defines evil as exercising power to intentionally harm 

(psychologically), hurt (physically), destroy, or commit crimes against humanity. But he also believes 

that the line between good and evil is blurred and that good people can do evil things and vice versa. 

Oftentimes, the context of a situation determines whether a person’s action will be good or evil.  

 

In theology, the problem of evil is this: If God created everything then he must have created evil. But 

how could a good God create evil? Furthermore, how could a good God permit the suffering of 

innocent children and babies over so many centuries?  

 

In his novel, The Black Company, Glen Cook says, “Evil is relative. You can’t hang a sign on it. You can’t 

touch it or taste it or cut it with a sword. Evil depends on where you are standing, pointing your 

indicting finger.” 

 

Key Figures 

Dante Alighieri, Thomas Aquinas, Philip Zimbardo, Lucifer 

 

Related Ideas 

Tao, Dharma, Devil, Akrasia, Banality of Evil, Villain, Sin, Ponerology, The Lucifer Effect 

 

Points to Ponder 

 Are there any acts that are universally considered evil – by all people in different time periods? 

 Can a little evil sometimes be good? 

 Genghis Khan and Hitler killed (commanded the killing of) millions of people. Could they be 

considered evil? 

 Owning slaves was legal in the past in almost all human societies. Were slave-owners evil? 

 Can you think of actions that are considered good by some people and evil by others? 

 Where does evil come from?  

 Do you agree that natural disasters are evil? Can you think of circumstances when they are 

not evil? 

 Some people pray in response to evil. Do you believe this is useful? 

 How do you respond to evil in your life or in your society? 

 How can we reduce the amount of evil in the world? 
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“To the dumb question ‘Why me?’ the cosmos 

barely bothers to return the reply: why not?” 
― Christopher Hitchens 

 

Brief Overview: 

Fate is an event (or a course of events) that will inevitably happen in the future. 

 

More Details: 

Fate is the ultimate agency regarded as predetermining the course of events (often personified as a 

woman). To put it simply, fate (from the Latin fatum meaning Destiny) is a predetermined course of 

events.  

 

In philosophy, fatalism is the belief that thought or action are futile because the future will be the 

same regardless of what we do. Thus, all actions are considered ‘idle’ because they cannot affect the 

future.  

 

From a quantum mechanical perspective, time (and therefore events in time) does not happen, it just 

is. Seen this way, the universe is laid out in time as surely as it is laid out in space. In Quantum physics 

past and future don’t exist in the way we understand it. A particle of matter moving forward in time 

may be construed as the same as its antiparticle moving backwards in time. (See entry on ‘Time’ for 

more details). 

 

At the quantum level, and under certain specific circumstances, events in the future effect events in 

the past (the effect is termed ‘retrocausality’). This does not happen at the macro scale. It’s hard to say 

what all this implies for the issue of ‘fate’, but we can say that quantum mechanics blurs the line 



53 
 

between ignorance and knowledge, and therefore between future and past. However, Heisenberg’s 

uncertainty principle implies that at the quantum level there is an inherent uncertainty in the 

behaviour of subatomic particles. There is no consensus or conclusive scientific evidence whether the 

universe is pre-determined or not.  

 

Related to fate is the notion of free will – how much freedom do we have in influencing the outcomes 

of our decisions. Are human choices and actions causally determined or are we free? (See entry on 

‘Free Will.’) 

 

If fate (destiny) is fixed, then it implies that the future is fixed and we have no free will (because our 

actions are predetermined and so are the outcomes of those actions).  

 

There are those who believe our destiny is written in the stars. However, astrology is now universally 

viewed by the scientific community as a pseudoscience, filled with Barnum statements and bereft of 

any basis in evidence-based reasoning. Astrology is a relic from a time in the past when people didn't 

know the earth was round, had no idea how many planets there were, hadn't the faintest clue what 

stars really were, had zero knowledge of other galaxies, and thought the sun went round the earth. 

 

Related to Fate is the idea of Determinism (a philosophical theory holding that all events are inevitable 

consequences of antecedent sufficient causes). It can be broadly divided into five types: 

 

Psychological Determinism: we act according to our strongest drives and impulses 

Linguistic Determinism: we are constrained by language as to what we can think and express 

Biological Determinism: we are influenced by nature and our genes  

Cultural Determinism: we are influenced by nurture and society 

Environmental Determinism: we are influenced by the geography of where we have evolved 

 

Our actions and behaviors are constrained (or determined) by numerous other constraints imposed 

by the political and economic systems we have and by the technological resources we possess.  

 

Key Figures 

Sam Harris, Albert Einstein, Alan Watts, Arthur Schopenhauer, Werner Heisenberg  

 

Related Ideas 

Coincidence, Karma, Destiny, Determinism, Akashic records, Free Will, Chaos Theory, Luck 

 

Points to Ponder 

 Do you ever wonder why things have to turn out the way they do? 

 Do you believe you control your own fate and destiny? 

 Do you think the future is fixed? 

 Can the future influence the past? 

 In what way are your choices limited by biological, environmental, cultural, linguistic, and 

psychological factors? 

 Why do bad things happen to good people and vice versa? 

 Do you believe in luck? 

 Do you believe nature or nurture has a bigger influence on your behaviour? What is the 

evidence?  
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“Flow is being completely involved in an activity for its own sake. The 

ego falls away. Time flies. Every action, movement, and thought 

follows inevitably from the previous one, like playing jazz. Your whole 

being is involved, and you're using your skills to the utmost." 
― Mihaly Csíkszentmihályi 

 

Brief Overview: 

Flow is a state of mind of being fully in the present and performing at optimal capacity.  

 

More Details: 

Flow is a mental state of heightened awareness and increased focus that results in peak performance. 

Colloquially, it’s referred to as “being in the zone.” This state has also been referred to as ecstasis 

(loosely from the Greek, meaning “to get outside of oneself.”) It’s those moments when we’re “in the 

zone”, when we’re fully focused, when the self dissolves, when we transcend ourselves, when 

temporal existence vanishes, and when action and awareness merge.   

 

Flow is a state of concentration or complete absorption with the activity at hand and the situation. It 

is a state in which people are so involved in an activity that nothing else seems to matter. The idea of 

flow is similar to the feeling of being in the zone or in the groove. Sports enthusiasts, writers, business 

executives, motivational speakers, musicians, scientists, researchers, all experience it. The flow state 

is an optimal state of intrinsic motivation, where the person is fully immersed in what they are doing. 

This is a feeling most of us have had at some point in our lives – when we feel a great sense of 

absorption, when we are fully engaged in what we are doing, when we experience fulfillment, when 

we make optimal use of our skills…. It is a state when temporal concerns (time, food, ego-self, etc.) are 

inconsequential. 
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Mihaly Csíkszentmihályi, the Hungarian psychologist who introduced the concept of flow says, “The 

best moments in our lives are not the passive, receptive, relaxing times… The best moments usually 

occur if a person’s body or mind is stretched to its limits in a voluntary effort to accomplish something 

difficult and worthwhile.” 

 

When people are in their flow they can be outdoors in nature, some place quiet and reflective, or in a 

crowd of friends. Being in a flow state allows us to solve problems creatively, feel like we are one with 

everything, allows us to share amazing experiences, and helps us see our connection with the rest of 

the planet and the rest of humanity. It allows us to see the big picture.  

 

Flow states may be divided into three specific categories: “In-the-zone” moments experienced by ace 

athletes and elite commandos; contemplative mystical states achieved through chanting, music, 

dance, meditation, sexuality and wearable technologies; and finally, psychotropic states achieved 

through a range of psychedelic and consciousness-altering substances. 

 

According to writer Steve Kotler, the four signature characteristics of these states are identified by the 

acronym STER: Selflessness, Timelessness, Effortlessness, and information-Richness. And the four 

forces of ecstasis are Psychology, Neurobiology, Pharmacology, and Technology.  These can then help 

us to better understand myriad consciousness-altering techniques we’ve developed over the ages, 

including, yoga, martial arts, tantric sex, isolation tanks, drugs, chanting, fasting etc. 

 

According to Kotler, “Flow carries within it delicious possibility. In this state, we are aligned with our 

core passion and, because of flow’s incredible impact on performance, expressing that passion to our 

utmost.”  

 

Abraham Maslow elaborates that “During a peak experience, the individual experiences an expansion 

of self, a sense of unity, and meaningfulness in life. The experience lingers in one’s consciousness and 

gives a sense of purpose, integration, self-determination and empathy.” 

 

The process of flow includes a recalibration in the brain of various neurochemicals including 

dopamine, norepinephrine, endorphins, anandamide, and serotonin – which combine to influence an 

increase in attention, energy, information processing, pattern recognition, and pain relief.  
 

Key Figures 

Mihaly Csíkszentmihályi, Owen Schaffer, Dalai Lama, Steven Kotler, Jamie Wheal 

 

Related Ideas 

Ovsiankina effect, Mindfulness, Trance, Hypnosis 

 

Points to Ponder 

 When have you experienced flow? 

 If we could hack into flow states should we do it? 

 In what way have people experienced flow states in previous centuries? 

 Show we use cognitive technologies to achieve flow states?  
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“You are not controlling the storm, and 

you are not lost in it. You are the storm.” 
― Sam Harris 

 

Brief Overview: 

Free will is the power of making free choices unconstrained by external agencies 

 

More Details: 

Free will is the ability of an ostensibly free agent to choose between different possible courses of 

action without influence or obstruction.  

 

The question of whether we have free will or not has deep theological, philosophical, and societal 

implication. It has an impact on all the things we consider important: religion, morality, law, politics, 

crime and punishment, public policy, and personal relationships.  

 

Traditional Western religions fully believe in the notion of free will—arguing that the reason sin and 

suffering exist in the world is because God granted humans free will and humans willfully and of their 

own free volition chose to transgress God’s commandments. 

 

Eastern religions like Buddhism and Hinduism are more ambivalent about the idea of free will. In 

some traditions, free will is accepted but the notion that there is a free independent agent is rejected. 

The concept of pratitya-samutpada teaches that every action is a result of interdependent relations 

with previous conditioned actions. Every action is bound up in a cycle of cause and effect.  
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This connects closely with the views of neuroscientist Sam Harris, who says in his book Free Will that 

the idea of free will "cannot be mapped on to any conceivable reality" and is incoherent. According to 

Harris, science "reveals you to be a biochemical puppet.” People's thoughts and intentions, Harris 

says, "emerge from background causes of which we are unaware and over which we exert no 

conscious control." Every choice we make is made as a result of preceding causes. These choices we 

make are determined by those causes and are therefore not really choices at all. 

 

David Eagleman, a neuroscientist and author says, “The first thing we learn from studying our own 

circuitry is a simple lesson: most of what we do and think and feel is not under our conscious control. 

The conscious mind is not at the center of the action in the brain; instead, it is far out on a distant 

edge, hearing but whispers of the activity.” A metaphorical way of understanding this is to imagine a 

human standing at the helm of the Titanic and believing she is controlling the ship because she has 

her hands on the steering wheel. But she is fully unaware of the heavy machinery underneath the 

ship that is doing things that are beyond her control.  

 

Cosmologist and theoretical physicist, Sean Carroll, believes that a person who denies that free will 

exists is a bit like a person who denies time exists. Not believing in time doesn’t prevent the person 

from showing up for a meeting on time. In the same way, not believing in free will doesn’t prevent a 

person from making choices. He acknowledges that from a quantum perspective and at the molecular 

level of the brain there is no free will – just atoms doing their thing. But, at the same time, he sees free 

will as an emergent phenomenon that can be perfectly compatible with an underlying materialist view 

of the world.  

 

Neuroscientist, Michael Gazzaniga proved in experiments that by monitoring the brain, external 

observers could tell what action a person would decide to do before the person was aware of it herself 

– sometimes up to seven seconds before. Another way of looking at this is to say the brain decides 

before the mind decides.  

 

Neuroscientist, V. S. Ramachandran, makes the case that it’s less a case of free will and more a case 

of free won’t. What that means is, even if the brain decides to do something without our knowledge, 

the higher centers of the brain have the ability to stop us from choosing that action. At the end of the 

day, we are gaining tremendous insights into how the brain works. The issue of free will is still open 

to debate.  

 

Key Figures 

Sam Harris, Michael Gazzaniga, Dan Dennet, David Eagleman 

 

Related Ideas 

Fate, Determinism, Freedom, Predestination  

 

Points to Ponder 

 If a brain defect causes you to commit a crime do you have free will or not? 

 Why do some scientists say free will is an illusion? 

 Why do some eastern philosophical traditions say free will is an illusion? 

 What is the Libet argument? 

 If we don’t have free will what impact will that have on our criminal justice system? 

 What influence does nature and nurture have on free will?  
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“Gold is gold everywhere, 

fungible and indifferent.”  
― Neal Stephenson 

 

Brief Overview: 

Fungibility is the quality of being capable of exchange or interchange. 

 

More Details: 

Fungibility is the property of something that is essentially interchangeable. Two or more things are 

fungible if there is no difference between them apart from the fact that there is more than one of 

them.  

 

An example of a fungibility is X amount of gold. Any one X amount of gold is exactly the same as 

another X amount of gold. A dollar coin is the same as another dollar coin in that they are 

interchangeable.  

 

In economics, fungibility refers only to the equivalence of each unit of a commodity with other units 

of the same commodity and not to the exchange of one commodity for another, which is barter. So 

one Microsoft share is the same as any other Microsoft share.  
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In quantum mechanics, a physical system is said to be fungible if everything about them that can be 

measured is the same. Oxford physicist, David Deutsch uses the idea of fungibility of particles as 

evidence that we live in a Multiverse.  

 

In computer programming fungibility is used as the opposite meaning of specialization. A programmer 

with fungible skills is able to apply those skills in a range of scenarios.  

 

Tasks can be fungible as well. An example of a fungible task is if one person working ten hours a day 

takes 10 days to paint a wall as compared to 10 people working one hour a day over ten days to paint 

the wall.  

 

Pultizer-prize-winning journalist, Thomas Friedman talks about fungibility of tasks that can be 

outsourced. A fungible task is one that can be done for a company by an individual in America or an 

individual in Vietnam. 

 

 

Key Figures 

David Deutsch, Thomas Friedman 

 

Related Ideas 

Interchangeability, Sub-atomic particles, Multiverse 

 

Points to Ponder 

 How many things can you think of that are fungible? 

 If sub-atomic particles are fungible and infinite particles exist, then what implications would 

that have for a multiverse?  

 Can you think of a situation in which something can be fungible under a certain set of 

circumstances and not fungible under other circumstances? 

 Can you think of any situation in which humans would be fungible? 

 Can you think of situations in which animals might be fungible? 

 If your friend’s pet goldfish died and unbeknownst to them, you replaced it with a new goldfish 

that looked exactly the same as the old one, is this an example of fungibiliy? 

 Can identical twins be said to be fungible?  
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“Why, indeed, must ‘God’ be a 

noun? Why not a verb... the most 

active and dynamic of all?”   ― Mary Daly 

 

Brief Overview: 

God is the object of worship in monotheistic religions. 

 

More Details: 

God is the supernatural being conceived as the perfect and omnipotent and omniscient originator 

and ruler of the universe.  

 

God is a problematic word because different people conceive of God differently. In the Abrahamic 

Religions, God is the supreme creator of the entire universe. He is referred to using the male pronoun 

and is considered to be all-good, all-knowing, and all-powerful.  

 

In Eastern traditions god is not considered as an entity but a metaphorical concept that represents 

everything in the universe. And since the self is part of everything in the universe, the self is considered 

just as much God as the entire universe – a part of the same whole. In this sense, God is also associated 

with the sensation of universal interconnectedness between everything in the physical universe.  
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There are those who associate God with the feeling of love.  Others associate God as a form of energy 

or guiding force pervading the entire universe and sustaining life on planet earth. Some artists and 

poets consider god as a creative force—a drive towards increasingly sublime art and music.  

 

Some moral philosophers consider god as our conscience. Other philosophers consider God as a 

substance consisting of infinite attributes, of which each one expresses an eternal and infinite 

essence. 

 

Atheists disbelieve in God. To those who say that humans are too complex and need a creator they 

reply that God is infinitely complex therefore he too needs a creator. 

 

Aristotle conceived of God as the Unmoved Mover – the First Cause for which there was no cause. 

Einstein considered the laws of mathematics as God and some existential thinkers conceive of the 

universe as being synonymous with God.  

 

In some mediational practices, all that truly exists is the present – so, God for them is synonymous 

with the Eternal Now. In Chinese philosophy, God is loosely and tangentially associated with the Tao 

– the ultimate principle of the universe. 

 

It is interesting that many religions have ascribed human qualities to their gods. The 

philosopher Spinoza remarked, “If a triangle could speak, it would say that God is eminently 

triangular.”   
 

Key Figures 

Bertrand Russell, Alan Watts, Spinoza 

 

Related Ideas 

Prime Mover, Deism, Atheism, Agnosticism, Logos, Apeiron, Deity, Divinity 

 

Points to Ponder 

 Can an omniscient God know everything? 

 Can an omnipotent God create a more powerful God? 

 Why do so many people conceive of God as male? 

 Can there be many Gods? 

 What if there is no God? 

 What is the evidence for God? 

 Does God command something because it is good – or is something good because God 

commands it?  

 If God is all-good and all-powerful, why does suffering exist? 

 If God exists who created him/her/it?  

 What are the arguments for God? 

 What are the arguments against God?  

 Why are there so many Gods on earth?  

 Does God answer prayers? How do we know? 

 Does God want to be worshipped? How can we be sure?  

 What are the different ways in which God has been depicted? 
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“Desire hath no rest” 
― St. Augustine 

 

Brief Overview: 

Hedonic adaptation is a tendency among humans to quickly adjust to a personal default level of 

happiness or contentment.  

 

More Details: 

Hedonic adaptation is the human tendency to quickly return to a relatively stable level of happiness 

despite major positive or negative events or life changes. This level of happiness varies widely from 

person to person and depends on the personality of the individual. 

 

According to this theory, a person may experience a surge of happiness or delight if they win the 

lottery or receive a piece of good news. But this surge in happiness doesn’t last. The person soon 

returns to their baseline level of happiness. The same may be true of sadness and grief. People soon 

return to their baseline level of contentment regardless of external events that seem to have only a 

temporary impact. 

 

During the late 1990s, a British psychologist, Michael Eysenck, called this tendency the "hedonic 

treadmill theory" in which he compares the human pursuit of happiness to a person on a treadmill, 

who has to keep walking just to stay in the same place. 

 

The Hedonic adaptation is a mechanism by which the mind helps the body cope with the impact of 

extreme emotional events. 



63 
 

It is a useful concept to be aware of because it would help understand why many individuals who 

seem to have everything (by conventional standards) are still not happy. These are individuals who 

have mansions, yachts, fancy cars, designer clothes, and state-of-the-art technology, but their level of 

happiness is not commensurate with their material successes in life.  

 

This is because we now know that our material circumstances don’t really account for the major part 

of our happiness but is instead determined to a large degree by our happiness set point. 

 

In psychology, the Set-point Theory of Happiness suggests that our happiness is influenced by our 

genetic makeup, hereditary factors, and influences in early childhood. Once this baseline level of 

happiness is set, it’s difficult (but not impossible) to change it.  

 

Usually, when a pleasant event happens the person experiences a spike in happiness (or sadness if 

the situation was unpleasant) but then, shortly after the person returns to baseline happiness (the 

refraction time varies from person to person).  

 

It would be useful to also differentiate between happiness and contentment. The former is a short-

lived feeling of well-being characterised by a sense of joy. The latter is a more durable and longer-

lasting feeling of being satisfied.  

 

In Zen, the source of happiness and contentment is not to be found in external things. Happiness is a 

state of mind readily achievable by anyone. Happiness is to be found not by looking outward but by 

looking inward.  

 

Key Figures 

Philip Brickwell, Donald Cambell, Dalai Llama, Michael Eysenck; Chris Pentiss 

 

Related Ideas 

Epicureanism; Giffen good, Gross National Happiness; Paradox of hedonism; Positivity offset 

 

Points to Ponder 

 How much is enough? 

 What role does money play in making people happy? 

 Why are so many people unhappy in spite of being better off than most other humans who 

live or have lived on this planet? 

 What are the things that make you happy? 

 On a scale of one to ten (where ten represents extreme joy/satisfaction/contentment) where 

would you be? 

 Can two people experience the same type or same level of happiness? How would we know? 

 There is a saying, “If you are not content with what you already have, then you will never be 

content.” Do you agree or disagree? 

 What is “Keeping up with the Joneses?” Why do we do it? 

 What role does envy play in being happy? 

 When was the happiest you’ve been? 

 How can we teach ourselves to be content with less? 

 How can we get off the hedonic treadmill?  

 What is the role of meditation in achieving contentment?  
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“Heterotopia is a social space of otherness, 

at once physical and interpsychic” 
― Erik Davis 

 

Brief Overview: 

A heterotopia is a place where things are similar but different.  

 

More Details: 

Heterotopia is a space that figuratively mirrors, inverts, and distorts a certain other space. These 

spaces have deeper layers of connections and associations with other places of significance. Examples 

include prisons, cemeteries, gardens, fairs, brothels etc.  

 

Michel Foucault describes heterotopias as "cultural, institutional and discursive spaces that are 

somehow ‘other’: disturbing, intense, incompatible, contradictory or transforming - worlds within 

worlds, mirroring and yet upsetting what is outside." 

 

Foucault summarizes six principles of these ‘different’ spaces. In brief, they: 

 

 Become established in all cultures but in diverse forms (especially as sites of ‘deviation’). 

 Mutate and have specific operations at different points in history. 

 Juxtapose in a single space several incompatible spatial elements. 

 Encapsulate spatio-temporal discontinuities or intensities. 

 Presuppose an ambivalent system of opening/closing, entry/ exit, distance/penetration. 

 Have a specific operation in relation to other spaces. 
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Heterotopias are different from utopias. Utopias are idealistic and unreal places. While heterotopias 

are identifiable and physical spaces. 

Foucault articulates several possible types of heterotopia or spaces that exhibit dual meanings: 

A ‘crisis heterotopia’ is a separate space like a boarding school or a motel room where 

activities like coming of age or a honeymoon take place out of sight. Foucault describes the 

crisis heterotopia as "reserved for individuals who are, in relation to society and to the 

human environment in which they live, in a state of crisis."  

‘Heterotopias of deviation’ are institutions where we place individuals whose behavior is 

outside the norm (hospitals, asylums, prisons, rest homes, cemetery). 

Heterotopia can be a single real place that juxtaposes several spaces. A garden can be a 

heterotopia, if it is a real space meant to be a microcosm of different environments, with 

plants from around the world. 

'Heterotopias of time' such as museums enclose in one place objects from all times and 

styles. They exist in time but also exist outside of time because they are built and preserved 

to be physically insusceptible to time’s ravages. 

'Heterotopias of ritual or purification' are spaces that are isolated and penetrable yet not 

freely accessible like a public place. Either entry to the heterotopia is compulsory like in 

entering a prison, or entry requires special rituals or gestures, like in a sauna or a hammam. 

Key Figures 

Michel Foucault, Jason Silva  

 

Related Ideas 

The Adjacent Possible, Utopia, Dystopia, Non-place 

 

Points to Ponder 

 Can digital spaces be considered heterotopias? 

 What is it about places like Christiania in Denmark, Užupis in Lithuania, and Metelkova in 

Lubljiana that makes them examples of heterotopias? 

 How is a hospital or prison an example of a heterotopia? 

 How is a ship or fair an example of a heterotopia? 

 Are there any heterotopias in your city? 

 How much pressure do you think society puts on its members to conform? 

 How much should people in a given society be allowed to deviate from the norm? 

 How is a heterotopia different from a utopia?  
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“What is great in Man is that he is a 

bridge, not an end.”  
― Friedrich Nietzsche 

 

Brief Overview: 

Humans 2.0 is an upgraded and better version of ourselves.  

 

More Details: 

 

Humans 2.0 is a conception of future humans as beings that are superior to our current selves in a 

variety of bio-physical, moral-ethical, and spirituo-intellectual domains.  

 

A key defining facet of Humans 2.0 is the ability to have higher goals and nobler aspirations for 

ourselves. Humans 2.0 will have transcended parochial thinking and tribal behaviour. They will have 

forged a new covenant with everything that is greater and grander than ourselves.  

 

Humans 2.0 will evolve through a combination of genetic-tinkering, bio-engineering, bodily-

enhancements, neuro-chemical adjustments and merging with our technologies. However, this is only 

the bio-physical side of things. Humans 2.0 will also include an ethico-moral upgrade and developing 

a cosmic perspective when contemplating issues related to right and wrong, good and evil, and how 

we treat sentient life. And thirdly, Humans 2.0 will include a spirituo-intellectual upgrade in deciding 

our meaning, significance, purpose, and priorities as a species. 
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The concept of Humans 2.0 connects closely with the philosopher Nietzche’s concept of the Überman: 

a person with great powers and skills; willing to take risks for the greater good of humanity; someone 

who positively impacts the lives of other people; someone who creates his own values without being 

dominated by the herd instinct. The Überman looks beyond his own personal happiness and comfort 

to the upliftment of his species and all life; he seeks to influence the minds and hearts of his fellow 

citizens – not through war and force and coercion, but by the conviction of his ideals. The Überman is 

a man of action; he looks to develop a balance between the Apollonian (reason, rationality, science) 

and the Dionysian (emotion, creativity, art). He knows that life has beauty, purpose, value, mystery, 

and wonder. Ultimately, the Überman strives to become greater than he is.   

 

Humans 2.0 will have self-transcended in their realization that each individual is part of a greater 

whole and this will influence their thoughts, their words, their deeds, and their inner conscience.  

 

What will this transcendence look like? Psychologist Paul Wong identifies four characteristics: 

 

A shift in focus from the self to others – this shift from selfishness and egoism to consideration 

of the needs of others is a marker of self-transcendence and is the most salient and important 

feature. 

A shift in values – those who have achieved self-transcendence no longer find themselves 

driven by extrinsic motivation, or external rewards and demands, but by intrinsic motivation 

(the reward for an activity is the activity itself). 

An increase in moral concern – self-transcendence brings with it a more intensive focus on 

doing what is right. 

Emotions of elevation – these experiences of higher-order emotions can be triggered by all 

three of the characteristics described above; the emotions include awe, ecstasy, amazement, 

feeling uplifted, feeling elevated, etc. 

 

 

Key Figures 

Ray Kurzweil, Yuval Noah Hariri, Alan Watts, Friedrich Nietzsche, Steve Fuller  

 

Related Ideas 

Uberman, Transhumanism, Cyborgs, Transcendence, Homo deus, Spiritual Machines 

 

Points to Ponder 

 What aspects of humanity would you like to improve? 

 Should we be optimistic or pessimistic about Humans 2.0? 

 If we could take a pill to make us more moral should we take it? 

 If we could drink a potion that would make us less violent should we consume it? 

 What versions of Humans 2.0 have you noticed in film and literature? 

 Will Humans 2.0 get rid of evil and suffering? 

 How ought Humans 2.0 to behave as they set out to colonize the Universe? 

 What new economic and political systems will Humans 2.0 adopt? 
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“Humanism is the commitment to the use of reason in 

human affairs, applied in the service of compassion.” 
 

― Hans Jürgen Eysenck 

 

Brief Overview: 

Humanism is the doctrine that people's duty is to promote human welfare. 

 

More Details: 

Humanism is the doctrine emphasizing a person's capacity for self-realization through reason; it 

rejects religion and the supernatural.  Additionally, humanism moves beyond rejection of superstition 

and places value on living a life devoted to one's own improvement and the service of all mankind.   

 

Being a Humanist means trying to behave decently without expectation of rewards or punishment in 

an afterlife.  In other words, a humanist is one who does the right thing even though they know that 

no one is watching. 

 

The renowned science fiction writer, Isaac Asimov points out, “Humanists recognize that it is only when 

people feel free to think for themselves, using reason as their guide, that they are best capable of 

developing values that succeed in satisfying human needs and serving human interests.”      

 

Fred Edwords is the president of the Humanist Association of San Diego. He describes the different 

varieties of humanism as follows: 
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Literary Humanism is a devotion to the humanities or literary culture. 

 

Renaissance Humanism is the spirit of learning that developed at the end of the middle ages 

with the revival of classical letters and a renewed confidence in the ability of human beings to 

determine for themselves truth and falsehood. 

 

Western Cultural Humanism is a good name for the rational and empirical tradition that 

originated largely in ancient Greece and Rome, evolved throughout European history, and now 

constitutes a basic part of the Western approach to science, political theory, ethics, and law. 

 

Philosophical Humanism is any outlook or way of life centered on human need and interest. 

Sub-categories of this type include Christian Humanism and Modern Humanism. 

 

Modern Humanism, also called Naturalistic Humanism, Scientific Humanism, Ethical 

Humanism, and Democratic Humanism, is defined by one of its leading proponents, Corliss 

Lamont, as “a naturalistic philosophy that rejects all supernaturalism and relies primarily upon 

reason and science, democracy and human compassion.”  

 

Secular Humanism is an outgrowth of eighteenth-century enlightenment rationalism and 

nineteenth century freethought. Many secular groups, such as the Council for Secular 

Humanism and the American Rationalist Federation, and many otherwise unaffiliated 

academic philosophers and scientists, advocate this philosophy. 

 

Religious Humanism largely emerged out of Ethical Culture, Unitarianism, and Universalism. 

Today, many Unitarian Universalist congregations and all Ethical Culture societies describe 

themselves as humanist in the modern sense. 

 

Key Figures 

Fred Edwords, Gore Vidal, Peter Singer, Thomas Paine, William James 

 

Related Ideas 

Anthropocentrism, Extropianism, Humanist Celebrant, The Amsterdam Declaration  

 

Points to Ponder 

 Would you behave differently if there was no one watching you? 

 Can human beings decide what is right and wrong without supernatural help? 

 Why do people do good things? 

 Why do people do bad things? 

 Why are humans superstitious?  

 How important is it to be a Humanist in a multicultural world? 

 Why is it important to encourage people to think for themselves and not accept things on the 

basis of authority? 

 How important is it to pursue knowledge of our origins and our ends?  

 What is the role of technology in a world of increasing technology and automation?  

 How is the United Nations an example of a Humanist organisation?  

 What role should reason and evidence play in forming beliefs?  

 Who are some famous humanists alive today and from the past? 



70 
 

 

“Human nature is not 

obliged to be consistent.” 
― Lucy Maud Montgomery 

 

Brief Overview: 

Human nature is the shared psychological attributes of humankind that are assumed to be shared by 

all human beings. 

 

More Details: 

Human nature is a collection of attributes including ways of thinking, feeling, and acting, which 

humans are said to have naturally. The term is often used as a short form to describe the essence of 

humanity or what it means to be human.   

However, this is not an easy notion to explicate. Must human nature be defined with respect to a 

newborn baby or to a full-grown adult? If the former, then human nature is nothing but a collection 

of potentialities. If the latter, then which has a greater influence – nature or nurture – genes or 

upbringing – instinct or culture?  

The answer we get from science is that what makes us who we are is a combination of nature and 

nurture. Nurture depends on genes and genes need nurture. Both are in a feedback loop. Genes not 

only determine the broad structure of the brain they also absorb formative experiences, react to social 

cues and even run memory.  
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In his book, Nature v/s Nurture, author Matt Ridley makes the point that “Human nature is a 

combination of Darwin’s universals, Galton’s heredity, James’ instincts, De Vrie’s genes, Pavlov’s 

reflexes, Watson’s associations, Kraeplin’s history, Freud’s formative experiences, Boas’ culture, 

Durkheim’s division of labor, Piaget’s development and Lorenz’s imprinting.” No account of human 

nature would be complete without all of them. 

He goes on to make the case that, “it is entirely misleading to place these phenomena on a spectrum 

from nature to nurture, from genetic to environmental. Instead, to understand each and every one of 

them, you need to understand genes. It is genes that allow the human mind to learn, to remember, 

to imitate, to imprint, to absorb culture, and to express instincts. Genes are not puppet masters nor 

blueprints. They are just the carriers of heredity. They are active during life. They switch on and off. 

They respond to the environment and to experience. They are both cause and consequence of our 

actions.”  

In simple words, human behaviour is the result of a combination of environmental and genetic 

influences that work together in complex ways to the extent that it is impossible to say which is cause 

and which is effect.   

Key Figures 

John Watson, B. F. Skinner, Emil Kraepelin, Charles Darwin, Sigmund Freud, Franz Boas, Konrad 

Lorenz, Jean Piaget, Francis Galton, Hugo de Vries, Ivan Pavlov 

 

Related Ideas 

Aggressionism, Amity-enmity complex, Common sense 

 

Points to Ponder 

 Who would you be if you had different parents?  

 How similar or how different do you think identical twins would be if they were raised 

separately by different families? What does the research indicate? 

 Why are siblings raised in the same household often so different in their behavior and 

personality? 

 What are certain specific character traits or behavior that you would consider human nature? 

 Which of these would you consider human nature and why: being bipedal, having the capacity 

to speak, having a tendency towards biparental investment in children, having fear reactions 

to unexpected noises. 

 How do world religions influence our conception of human nature? (For instance in Catholic 

dogma we are told humans are born sinners. What other examples can you think of from 

other world religions).  
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“No matter what happens, so long as you have ikigai, you 

can muddle through difficult periods of your life. You can 

always go back to your safe haven, from where you can 

start your life’s adventures all over again.” 
― Ken Mogi 

 

Brief Overview: 

Ikigai is a Japanese word that means “reason for being.” 

 

More Details: 

Nakanishi translates Ikigai to mean "thing that you live for" or "the reason for which you wake up in 

the morning." Each individual's Ikigai is personal to them and specific to their lives, values and beliefs. 

It reflects the inner self of an individual and expresses that faithfully, while simultaneously creating a 

mental state in which the individual feels at ease.  

 

Activities that allow one to feel Ikigai are never forced on an individual; they are often spontaneous, 

and always undertaken willingly, giving the individual satisfaction and a sense of meaning to life. The 

Japanese believe everyone has an Ikigai. But finding it requires patience, exploration of the outside 

world, deep introspection, and a search for the self.   

 

Ikigai helps discover that which we love, that which we think the world needs, that which we are good 

at, and that which we can be paid for. Pursuing these four broad areas of personality development 

helps us discover our passion in life, our mission in life, the profession that is right for us and helps 

us distinguish it from a vocation.  
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Ikigai can also be interpreted to mean “Reason for waking up in the morning.”  Developing a better 

understanding of our Ikigai helps us become more aware of our place on this planet, our place in this 

universe, and what our personal purpose is.  

 

Being aware of one’s Ikigai helps in developing a healthy passion that will help in living life to the 

fullest.  

 

To find your Ikigai, Japanese scholars recommend starting with four questions: 

 

What do you love? What aspects of your life make you come alive? 

What are you great at? What unique skills do you have that come most naturally to you? What 

talents have you cultivated and what do you excel at even when you aren’t trying? 

What cause do you believe in? What breaks your heart or pulls at your gut? What change would 

you most love to create in the world? What would you give your life for? 

What do people value and pay you for? What service, value or offering do you bring, or could 

you bring, that brings real value to others? Something people need and are happy to pay for 

or share some value in exchange? 

 

It is said in Japanese culture that finding your Ikigai is one of the noblest and most honorable things a 

person can do. 

 

Key Figures 

Ken Mogi, Tsukasa Kobayashi, N. Nakanishi, Yukari Mitsuhashi 

 

Related Ideas 

Naikan, Yugen, Wabi-Sabi, Kenstsugi 

 

Points to Ponder 

 What is your Ikigai? 

 What makes you feel most excited about being alive? 

 What skills do you have that you would like to highlight? 

 How is individual happiness contingent on the happiness of those around you? 

 What causes do you believe in? 

 Is there a cause you would give up your life for?  

 How can we help people find passion, meaning, and purpose in life? 

 What roles can schools play in helping students identify their Ikigai? 

 What is your dream job? 

 What is your calling in life? 

 What can you offer as service to your community and society around you? 

 What can you do that might help you earn money? 

 How can you make a positive impact on the world?  

 How can Ikigai help you lead a longer and more fulfilled life? 

 

 

  



74 
 

 
 

“Understanding is a kind of ecstasy.” 
― Carl Sagan 

 

Brief Overview: 

Infovore is a person who indulges in and desires information gathering and interpretation. 

 

More Details: 

Infovore was introduced as a scientific term by neuroscientists Irving Biederman and Edward Vessel 

to describe a person who craves information, especially one who takes advantage of their ready 

access to it on digital devices. It is a portmanteau word derived from Information (facts and 

knowledge) and Vore (one that eats).  

 

Each year, the Macquarie Dictionary tasks a committee of academics and wordsmiths with choosing 

the best new words of the year. The 2013 winner was “Infovore.”  The organisation explained the 

reason for their choice: “The smartphone made it possible to find out immediately what we wanted 

to know. For some people, knowing that whatever questions life threw at us the answer was a click or 

two away was a liberating experience. Indeed, they were in danger of becoming addicted to this rush 

of instant information. This was a word that reflected a significant change in how we conducted our 

lives.” 

 

According to futurist and techno-optimist, Jason Silva, “Humans literally eat information. We are 

designed to seek out new interpretable information. We are wonder junkies; we are novelty hounds. 

Knowledge is fuel. We’re wired for novelty, and this newness allows us to thrive. Understanding is a 

kind of ecstasy.” 
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The thirst for knowledge and the desire to understand is hardwired into the human brain. Curiosity is 

a state in which we want to learn more about something. We are intrigued by the unusual.  

 

We now know from neuroscience that curiosity is a cognitive process which leads to the behaviour 

perceived as motivation. In other words, if a person is extremely curious they will also be a highly 

motivated individual. 

 

Dopamine is a neurotransmitter that is associated with reward and feeling good. Dr. Charan 

Ranganath of the University of California published a study about curiosity and motivation in the 

journal Neuron. He says, “Curiosity recruits the reward system, and interactions between the reward 

system and the hippocampus seem to put the brain in a state in which you are more likely to learn 

and retain information, even if that information is not of particular interest or importance. “once you 

light that fire of curiosity, you put the brain in a state that’s more conducive to learning. Once you get 

this ramp-up of dopamine, the brain becomes more like a sponge that’s ready to soak up whatever is 

happening.” 

 

From an evolutionary perspective, we are programmed to seek out new stimuli. And we are rewarded 

for this by a surge in dopamine. However, this neuro-system is now being hacked into by social 

engineering: social media campaigns, phishing scams, and telemarketing.  

 

 

Key Figures 

Tyler Cohen, Jason Silva 

 

Related Ideas 

Novelty hound, Wonder junkie, Epiphany addict, Liminal lyricist 

 

Points to Ponder 

 What are you curious about? 

 Do you get a high from learning? 

 What are some places you’d like to explore? Why? 

 What are some new ideas you’d like to learn more about? 

 In what way are humans explorers?  

 Why is solitary confinement one of the worst forms of punishment? 

 How can we customise digital information today to suit our needs? 

 We live in the Age of Information. How is this different from previous ages? 

 How can we cope with information overload? 

 Is it excusable to not self-learn in a world where information is so easily accessible?  

 How do we guard against misinformation, disinformation, and propaganda?  
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“The control of information is something the elite always 

does, particularly in a despotic form of government. If you 

can control information, you can control people.” 
― Tom Clancy 

 

Brief Overview: 

Information is the resolution of uncertainty. 

 

More Details: 

Information is what is conveyed or represented by a particular arrangement or sequence of things. 

Information can be encoded into various forms for transmission and interpretation (for example, 

information may be encoded into a sequence of signs, or transmitted via a signal). It can also be 

encrypted for safe storage and communication. 

 

Physicist John Wheeler, averred that the most fundamental aspect of the Universe and, indeed, Reality, 

was not matter or energy, it was information. If we wish to grapple with the deep laws of the cosmos 

and wrestle with the ultimate revelations of quantum physics we’ve got to acknowledge the 

supremacy of information.  

 

Information is more than just a description of our universe and the matter and energy in it: it is the 

most basic currency of existence; occupying what theorist Paul Davies terms the “ontological 

basement” of reality. Electrons, protons, neutrinos, quarks, bosons, and mesons are all manifestations 

of information. One may imagine a universe with no matter and no energy – but a universe without 

information is simply inconceivable. Whether it’s in a barcode, or a computer programme, or the 

inside a black hole, information is everywhere and everything. 
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Information theory studies the quantification, storage, and communication of information. 

 

For many, the word information conjures up ideas of computers and software programmes. However, 

information theory governs more than just how computers work. It tells us how atoms intersect with 

each other, how black holes behave, and how the universe will end. It has applications in many other 

areas, including statistical inference, natural language processing, cryptography, neurobiology, the 

evolution and function of molecular codes, model selection in ecology, thermal physics, quantum 

computing, linguistics, plagiarism detection, pattern recognition, anomaly detection and much more.  

 

Many scientists proclaim Information Theory as the third greatest theory of the 20th century – after 

the Theory of Relativity and Quantum Theory. Something seemingly abstract as information is actually 

measureable and palpable – because information is physical. It is a concrete property of matter and 

energy that can be quantified and measured. 

 

Information is responsible for all life on earth. Every cell in our bodies is packed with information. In 

fact, according to science journalist, Charles Seife, we eat so that we can process that information. 

Our whole being is co-opted to transmit information from generation to generation. Entropy is a 

measure of information. All organisms are ultimately entropy-discarding entities. In other words, to 

exist at all, each living creature must increase the entropy of its environment and reverse the ever-

present degradation that the second law of thermodynamics exerts upon everything.  

 

Energy flows into cells, entropy flows out, and information is preserved. Even the earth is a giant 

entropy dissipating body – but only as long as the sun exists. If the sun were to disappear the oceans 

would freeze the planet would rapidly reach a few degrees above zero. 

 

Michael Buckland has classified "information" in terms of its uses: "information as process", 

"information as knowledge", and "information as thing". 

 

Key Figures 

Charles Seife, John Wheeler, Robert K. Logan, Claude Shannon 

 

Related Ideas 

Bayesian inference, Statistical probability, Cryptography, Coding theory, Data, Holographic universe 

 

Points to Ponder 

 What is the difference between data, information, and knowledge? 

 What are the different ways in which information can be stored? 

 How much information exists in the Universe? 

 How much information exists on the internet? 

 What is a Holographic universe? 

 How has our capacity to store information increased? 

 How was information stored before humans developed technology? 

 What is the Omega point? 

 What is the difference between digital and analog information? 

 What would you call a place in which there is a complete absence of information? 
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“Intelligence is goal-directed 

adaptive behavior.” 
― Robert Sternberg & William Salter 

 

Brief Overview: 

Intelligence is the ability to comprehend. 

 

More Details: 

One definition is to say intelligence is the ability to think in abstract terms: This is what separates us 

from animals. Polar bears, walruses, otters etc. are mammals endowed with marvelous abilities to 

survive in their habitat. But “intelligent” isn’t a word that leaps to mind when we describe them. It is 

humans who have the ability to think in abstract terms – to use metaphors, to devise calculus, to 

convert music to notes, to associate colour with emotions, to use logic, to think about thinking, to 

moralize, to contemplate eternity… 

 

Another definition is to say intelligence is what the intelligence tests test: Most people associate 

intelligence with IQ Test scores. IQ tests focus mainly on language and logical-mathematical skills.  

 

Howard Gardner is an American developmental psychologist and Professor of Cognition and 

Education at Harvard University. He is best known for his Theory of Multiple Intelligences, which he 

proposed in 1983 to analyse and better describe the concept of intelligence. His theory also addresses 

the question of whether traditional IQ tests are truly reliable indicators of intelligence. 
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Howard Gardner’s says, “Intelligence is the ability to create products of value in society, find solutions 

to problems, identify policies to achieve goals.” 

 

Intelligence and its value varies from culture to culture. A New York stockbroker would be considered 

supremely intelligent in his urban world. An Amazonian Indian would perform poorly in an IQ test. 

But that doesn’t mean the Amazonian tribesman is not intelligent. He shows an excellent 

understanding of his habitat: he knows which plants to avoid, how to deal with poisonous bites, how 

to make spears and hunt… this knowledge would make him intelligent in his world. The NY stock 

broker’s urban intelligence is of little use to him in the Amazonian habitat. 

 

The theory of multiple intelligences suggests that there are a number of distinct forms of intelligence 

that each individual possesses in varying degrees. There are different ways of being intelligent. In its 

essence, MI theory considers the ability to sing and dance, to play music and sports, to sympathize 

and empathize, to reflect and introspect, to role-play and emote… all as different ways of being 

intelligent.  

 

Gardner's pluralistic view of intelligence suggests that all people possess at least eight different 

intelligences that operate in varying degrees, depending upon each individual: 

 

Linguistic intelligence ("word smart") 

Logical-mathematical intelligence ("number/reasoning smart") 

Spatial intelligence ("picture smart") 

Bodily-Kinaesthetic intelligence ("body smart") 

Musical intelligence ("music smart") 

Interpersonal intelligence ("people smart") 

Intrapersonal intelligence ("self smart") 

Naturalist intelligence ("nature smart") 

 

Gardner says, “It is of the utmost importance that we recognise and nurture all of the varied human 

intelligences, and all of the combination of intelligences. We are all so different largely because we all 

have different combinations of intelligences. If we recognise this, I think we will have at least a better 

chance of dealing with the many problems we face in the world.” 

 

Key Figures 

Howard Gardner, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin 

 

Related Ideas 

Genius, Noogenesis, Superintelligence, Cognition 

 

Points to Ponder 

 In what way are animals intelligent? 

 Are plants intelligent? 

 Should we measure intelligence? Why? How? 

 How is human intelligence different from Artificial Intelligence? 

 Who is a genius? 

 What are the different ways in which we can enhance intelligence? 
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“The Future is better than you think.” 
― Peter Diamandis 

 

Brief Overview: 

Intelligent optimism is a view of human progress based on science, reason, data, statistics and 

evidence. 

 

More Details: 

Intelligent optimism is all about being excited about the future in an informed and rational way. This 

mindset is based on evaluating the data and considering the evidence when formulating a perspective 

about human progress. In general, intelligent optimism involves acknowledging the tremendous 

progress our species has made and the positive direction in which we are headed as a species when 

we take a long view and a historical perspective.  

 

Why should we be optimistic about the future? Steven Pinker points out that we are now living longer, 

healthier, wealthier, safer lives than at any time in the history of our species. In the last hundred years 

alone, we saw infant mortality decrease by 90%, maternal mortality decrease by 99%, and overall, 

human lifespan, increase by more than 100%. We have massively increased our access to goods and 

services, transportation, information, education, medicines, means of communication, human rights, 

and democratic institutions. 

 

We have made huge strides forward in the Rights Revolution: Rights for women, for children and for 

animals. Slavery, torture, and human sacrifice as state-sanctioned practices have almost disappeared. 
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We now live in the safest time in human history. The average number of murders per capita is down 

a hundredfold. The number of wars is at its lowest. And even the average number of deaths per war 

is at its lowest. We’re now living in what’s being described as the Long Peace – the longest period in 

human history when the world powers have not gone to war.  

 

Intelligent Optimism isn’t about looking at the world through rose-tinted glasses and pretending 

everything is ok. The world is not perfect. But things are getting better. And advances in science and 

technology will continue to make the world a better place to live in. 

 

A few other reasons to be intelligently optimistic: 

 

 World Literacy is at its highest. 

 The number of people living in extreme poverty has been halved. 

 The successes of medical science beggar belief: we now have vaccines to protect us against: 

Hepatitis, Measles, Mumps, Rubella, Polio, Rabies, Chicken Pox, Small Pox, Diphtheria, 

Anthrax, Tetanus, Tuberculosis, Typhoid, Cholera, Yellow Fever and Whooping Cough– to 

name just a few. 

 

Intelligent Optimism is a way to counter the negative bias in the media about our species and human 

progress. The aim is to encourage people to be more proactive about making the world a better place 

and help people recognise the tremendous potential humans have to overcome problems, find 

solutions and solve problems using the scientific method. That’s what humans do best. 

 

There are brilliant scientists out there achieving remarkable things. Tremendous advances are being 

made in the fields of Genetics, Nanotechnology, Robotics, Quantum Computing and Neuroscience. 

The future is incredibly exciting. And as we step into this exciting future, it is essential that we embrace 

the values of the age of enlightenment and foster a human society based on reason.  

 

The Imaginary Foundation says, “Think of an exciting, desirable future and pull the present to meet 

it.” That is the underlying philosophy of Intelligent Optimism. 

 

 

Key Figures 

Steven Pinker, Michael Shermer, Hans Rosling, Raya Bidshahri 

 

Related Ideas 

Rational optimism, Abundance mindset, Moonshot thinking, Big-picture perspective, Blue-sky thinking 

 

Points to Ponder 

 In what ways is the present better than the past? 

 Why do people have a negativity bias? 

 What global problems need to be fixed urgently? 

 Why is it important to have an intelligently optimistic perspective? 

 Who are some famous intelligent optimists? 

 Why are Hollywood films predominantly dystopian? 

 Why do people still believe the past was better – contrary to all evidence?  

 What does it mean to have an abundance mindset? 
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“As you sow,  

so shall you reap” 
 ― The Bible 

 

Brief Overview: 

Karma is the effects of a person's actions that determine future events. 

 

More Details: 

Karma literally means action or deed. Some people conceive of Karma as the notion that good intent 

and good actions lead to good results and increased happiness. Bad intents and bad actions lead to 

negative results and increased dissatisfaction.  

 

The notion of Karma is related to the idea of rebirth (the belief that one’s actions in this life will 

determine the outcome of what happens in an afterlife.) 

 

However, a more sophisticated and nuanced way of understanding birth and rebirth is not to think of 

it in terms of an afterlife. We might start by acknowledging that time is a human social construct. We 

would realise that all that truly exists is the Now. The present moment does not have any length or 

duration. Even the act of saying the word now involves a past and present: when we utter the sound 

n, the sound ow  is in the future. And when we utter the sound –ow, the sound n is already in the past. 

So, the present moment is empty.  
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The present moment is all we experience – from moment to moment. However, from this present 

moment the past and the future emanate.  

 

When we fully understand this interpretation of reality, we see that our lives are constantly new and 

always fresh. We are reborn in every moment. Thus, our actions (karma) from the previous moment 

have consequences in future moments. There is no need to involve supernatural interpretations of 

life after death and no need to invoke spiritual book-keeping.  The notion of Karma can be a very 

matter-of-fact interpretation of human action and reaction. The word “karma” only means action or 

doing. There’s no connotation of cause and effect or cosmic retribution involved. There is no judgment 

on the choices we make. It is not a law of cause and effect.  

 

British philosopher, Alan Watts summarizes it succinctly, when he says, “Karma means: what happens 

to me is what I do.” He has these words to say about karma:  

 
“You do not need to believe in reincarnation to understand karma. Karma is simply not letting your left hand know 

what your right hand is doing. With one aspect you are doing what you call the environment and with the other aspect 

you are doing what you call the organism, this living body. Since you cannot possibly conceive of the existence of a 

living body with no environment, there is the clue that the two are basically one. As with the two poles of a magnet, 

north is quite different from south, and yet they are both part of one magnet. In precisely the same way, you are both 

what you do and what happens to you.  

 

You have a little game in which you play that you are not responsible for what happens to you, you are only 

responsible for what you do. This illusion allows you to compete with the two sides of yourself. It is like getting two 

knitting pins, one in each hand, and having a fencing match with yourself. If you sincerely try to stick one hand with 

the other, the first hand must really try to stick the other, just to defend itself. You will come to a sort of standstill, 

unless you decide that your right hand is the one that is going to win, and then you have broken the rules of the game, 

which is what we do all the time. Both the Hindus and the Buddhists call this rule breaking avidya, 'ignorance,' which 

really means ignore-ance. Basically, it comes down to the fact that you are responsible for everything. 

 

Of course, since the concept is over 3000 years old, there are many more interpretations of Karma in 

eastern philosophies and mystical traditions.  

 

Key Figures 

Alan Watts, D. T. Suzuki, Dogen Zenji 

 

Related Ideas 

Amor fati, Destiny, Dharma, Consequentialism, Retribution, Sankhara, Moksha 

 

Points to Ponder 

 How have you changed as a person in the last 5-10 years? 

 How have the choices you’ve made in the past affected your present life? 

 What are the choices you are making now that will have an impact on your future life? 

 Why do bad things happen to good people? 

 How much free will do we really have? 

 Do you believe in destiny? 

 What is the difference between fate and destiny? 

 Why does evil exist? Where did it come from? 

 Why can’t everyone be good?  
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“Knowledge is Power” 
 ― Francis Bacon 

 

Brief Overview: 

Knowledge is the psychological result of perception, learning, and reasoning. 

 

More Details: 

Knowledge is a familiarity, awareness, or understanding of someone or something, such as facts, 

information, descriptions, or skills, which is acquired through experience or education by 
perceiving, discovering, or learning. 
 

Knowledge is different from information in the following way: Data is just bits and bytes of 

information – unrelated, incoherent, and undeciphered.  Out of this welter and maelstrom of data, 

the information that we select for a particular purpose may be described as raw information. 

Information is less random than data. It is useful and meaningful, but it needs to be analysed and 

examined if it’s going to be useful. Once we take that raw information and convert it to something 

useful and applicable then we’ve achieved knowledge. But knowledge is still only useful information 

and facts. Once we’re able to use that knowledge (selected, analysed, and relevant data) and employ 

it in effective moral, ethical, intellectual, and philosophical ways, that’s when we get wisdom. Wisdom 

is the ability to synthesize elements of knowledge and experiences and convert them into insights that 

give us a more profound understanding of the connections in reality, the relationships between 

things, and the meaning of life. 
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Currently, we can store data and information in computers. But the only place we can store knowledge 

and wisdom is in a human brain. (Of course, this will change in the near future due to exponentially 

growing technologies).  

 

Francis Bacon, the 16th Century philosopher, statesman, and quintessential Renaissance man, 

famously said, Scientia potentia est – Knowledge is power In fact, Novum Organum Scientiarum (‘New 

Instrument of Science’) is a philosophical work by Francis Bacon, published in 1620 that, in retrospect, 

marked the start of the European Enlightenment. In it, Bacon details a new system of logic he believes 

to be superior to the old ways of syllogism. This is now known as the Baconian method - the 

application of Reason to investigate the world. It was the precursor to the Scientific Method.  

In a modern context, that same expression “Knowledge is Power” will undoubtedly refer to knowledge 

of a scientific nature. The nations of the world that are based on rational memes and that have 

embraced the scientific method are the nations that are the most powerful today.  

Knowledge acquisition involves complex cognitive processes: perception, communication, and 

reasoning. There are various sources of knowledge. In his book, The Sources of Knowledge, Robert 

Audi distinguishes what he calls the “four standard basic sources” by which we acquire knowledge or 

justified belief: perception, memory, consciousness, and reason.  

However, we could reduce that to two sources of knowledge: investigation and revelation. And this is 

the fundamental difference between science and religion, between rationality and superstition, 

between evidence-based reasoning and faith. Investigation involves following the scientific method 

(systematic observation, measurement, experimentation, and the formulation, testing, and 

modification of hypotheses) before arriving at a conclusion. Revelation simply means believing 

knowledge that has been imparted by a divinity or a figure of authority.  

David Deutsch argues that rejecting authority concerning knowledge is a necessary condition for 

progress. This is why one of the oldest scientific academies, the Royal Society, took as its motto Nullius 

in verba: ‘Take no one’s word for it.’ 

Key Figures 

Francis Bacon, David Deutsch, Karl Popper 

 

Related Ideas 

Cognition, Metacognition, Intelligence, Ontology, Epistemology, Skepticism, Prajna, Gnosticism 

 

Points to Ponder 

 What are you knowledgeable about and what do you have wisdom about? 

 Can we create infinite knowledge? 

 Where can we store knowledge? 

 What is the difference between data, information, knowledge, and wisdom? 

 Scientific investigation and mystical insight are two ways of acquiring knowledge. When are 

they useful? 



86 
 

 
 

“Evolution by natural selection is the only 

game in town, the greatest show on Earth.”  
― Richard Dawkins 

 

Brief Overview: 

Life is the state of being alive. 

 

More Details: 

Life is the period between birth and death. What constitutes a living organism is not without 

controversy. NASA, which is focused on discovery extra-terrestrial life, has the following working 

definition of a living organism: a self-sustaining chemical system capable of Darwinian evolution.  

 

Life forms that we are familiar with share a number of features: life as we know it moves (either 

internally or externally), metabolizes, interacts, reproduces, and evolves, all in hierarchical and 

interconnected ways.  

 

Cosmologist Max Tegmark says we can think of life as a self-replicating information-processing system 

whose information (software) determines both its behaviour and the blueprints for its hardware.  

 

In his book What is Life?,  Erwin Schrodinger put forward the following definition of life: 

 

When is a piece of matter said to be alive? When it goes on “doing something,” exchanging 

material with its environment, and so forth, and that for a much longer period than we would 

expect an inanimate piece of matter to “keep going” under similar circumstances. 
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The essential point Schrodinger is making is that a biological system may be said to be alive if to 

maintain its basic integrity by taking advantage of free energy in the environment. As cosmologist 

Sean Carroll points out, living systems take in free energy, use it to do whatever work they need to do, 

then return the energy to the world in a more disordered form. He sees life as a kind of process. He 

lists three features that seem to be ubiquitous in life as we know it: 

 

1. Compartmentalization: Cells, the building blocks of living organisms, are bounded by 

membranes that separate their inner structure from the outside world. 

2. Metabolism: Living creatures take in free energy, and use It to maintain their form as well as 

performing actions. 

3. Replication with variation: Living beings create more of themselves, passing along information 

about their structure. Small variations in that information enable Darwinian natural selection.  

 

The virus is an example of an entity that is both alive and not alive – depending on where it is found. 

A virus is an ultramicroscopic infectious agent that replicates itself only within cells of living hosts. It is 

merely a piece of nucleic acid (DNA or RNA) wrapped in a thin coat of protein. It is alive when it is 

within a living host but it is not alive when it is outside the host. But even this interpretation is open 

to debate.  

 

By some definitions, fire may be said to be a form of life. It is a chemical reaction that reproduces itself 

(from candle to candle or tree to tree in a forest fire) but most biologists wouldn’t consider it to be 

alive because it doesn’t carry information through the reproduction process. 

 

Crystals, on the other hand, are arrangements of atoms that can organize themselves into regular 

patterns. They can grow by adding new atoms, and can divide by breaking into two. Each divided 

portion will have the inherited structure of its parents. (However, this division process is crude and 

doesn’t work in reality).  
 

Key Figures 

Charles Darwin, Alfred Russell, Richard Dawkins 

 

Related Ideas 

Gaia hypothesis, Natural selection, Biology, Astrobiology, Designoid objects 

 

Points to Ponder 

 Why are crystals and fire not considered alive? 

 What synthetic forms of life are humans now able to create? 

 What characteristics do computer viruses share with living organisms? 

 Would you like to live forever? 

 Is there life after death? How would we know for sure?  

 What would it take for us to say Artificial Intelligence was alive? 

 What is the meaning of life? How do you know?  

 Is a seed alive? 

 Is a fetus alive? 

 Is a cancerous tumor a form of life?  
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“To love is nothing. To be loved is 

something. But to love and be loved, 

that’s everything.” 
— T. Tolis 

 

Brief Overview: 

Love is a strong positive emotion of regard and affection. 

 

More Details: 

Love encompasses a range of strong positive mental states, including, sexual, romantic, and friendly 

feelings towards the other.  

 

It is an indication of the impoverishment of the English language that only one word, Love, exists to 

describe an emotion as wide and broad as love.  

 

Ancient Greek philosophers identified five forms of love: essentially, familial love (in Greek, Storge), 

friendly love or platonic love or brotherly love (Philia), romantic love (Eros), guest love – hospitality 

between host and guest (Xenia) and divine love (Agape). 

 

Asian cultures have also distinguished Ren (the virtue of feeling altruistic – evident in an adult’s 

protective feelings towards a child), Kama (sexual desire), Bhakti (devotion, worship), Mettā 

(friendliness, amity, goodwill) and Ishq (passionate, romantic love). 
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The Norwegian word, Forelsket, for which there is no English equivalent, describes the giddy, euphoric 

feeling at the beginning of love. In her 1979 book, Love and Limerence: The Experience of Being in 

Love, psychologist Dorothy Tennov coined the term "limerence" to describe new love or the early 

stages of love. Limerence is a state of mind which results from a romantic attraction to another person 

and typically includes obsessive thoughts and fantasies and a desire to form or maintain a relationship 

with the object of love and have one's feelings reciprocated. 

 

The question is what is it that unites all these diverse feelings and prompts us to use the single word 

“love” to describe all of them? 

 

The latest research from neuroscience indicates that the feeling of romantic love is addictive and not 

dissimilar to experiencing a high from drugs: thinking about the loved one increases activity in the 

brain’s ventral tegmental area (VTA), which causes the release of the pleasure chemical dopamine. 

Concomitantly, there is an increase in the stress hormone norepinephrine, which increases heart rate 

and blood pressure, the effects of which are similar to stimulants such as methamphetamine. 

 

A brain high on romantic love also sees a drop in the levels of the neurotransmitter serotonin that is 

involved in regulating anxiety, sleep, and instability – leading to behaviour that may be described as 

obsessive or reckless – hence the expression, “crazy in love.” 

 

In his essay ‘The Place of Love in Human Life,’ Bertrand Russell states” 

 
“There is a deep-seated fear in, in most people, of the cold world and the possible cruelty of the herd; there is a 

longing for affection, which is often concealed by roughness, boorishness or a bullying manner in men, and by nagging 

and scolding in women. Passionate mutual love, while it lasts puts an end to these feelings; it breaks down the hard 

walls of the ego, producing a new being composed of two in one. 

 

“Those who have never known the deep intimacy and the intense companionship of happy mutual love have missed  

the best thing that life has to give.” 

 

Key Figures 

Helen Fischer, Stendhal, The Beatles, St. Thomas Aquinas, Shakespeare, Dalai Lama, Rumi 

 

Related Ideas 

Polyamory, Romance, Pair bonding, Stendhal syndrome, Jerusalem syndrome, erotonmania 

 

Points to Ponder 

 Can animals feel love? 

 Why are so many pop songs about love? 

 Why is romantic-comedy (rom-com) such a popular film genre? 

 Have you ever experienced mutual romantic/amorous love? 

 Have you experienced unrequited love? 

 What do you understand by “unconditional love”? 

 What is meant by the expression “God is love?” 

 How is love different from lust? 

 Why does romantic love sometimes not last? 

 Is it possible to “love your neighbor as yourself?” 
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“Words are memes that can be 

pronounced.” 
— Daniel C. Dennett 

 

Brief Overview: 

A meme is a cultural unit (an idea, value or pattern of behavior) that is passed from one person to 

another by non-genetic means (as by imitation) 

 

More Details: 

Memes are the cultural counterpart of genes.  

 

In his 1976 book The Selfish Gene, Richard Dawkins introduced the idea that there are other factors 

that influence human culture and behaviour. He says, “We need a name for a new replicator, a noun 

that conveys the idea of a unit of cultural transmission, or a unit of imitation. ‘Mimeme’ comes from a 

suitable Greek root, but I want a monosyllable that sounds a bit like ‘gene.’ I hope my classicist friends 

will forgive me if I abbreviate mimeme to meme.” 

 

He develops the idea that genes are the fundamental units of survival and not the individual. It is the 

separate individual genes that are programmed to continue into the next generation and only those 

genes that can combine well with the other genes that make up the individual will successfully live on 

in the next generation. Since close relatives have similar genes, there is a tendency for genes to ensure 

the survival of close relatives. This is not done consciously by the genes but by affecting our behaviour 

through extended phenotypes and memes (which includes ideas, culture, religion, morality etc.). 
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The meme as a unit provides a convenient means of discussing "a piece of thought copied from 

person to person", regardless of whether that thought contains others inside it, or forms part of a 

larger meme. A meme could consist of a single word, or a meme could consist of the entire speech in 

which that word first occurred. 

 

David Deutsch, the quantum physicist, talks about rational and anti-rational memes. A rational meme 

replicates because people find it valuable. An anti-rational meme replicates by disabling its holder's 

rational thinking so that one has no choice but to spread it. An example of a rational meme is to wash 

your hands before eating. An example of an anti-rational meme would be to not wash your lucky 

sports t-shirt before playing a match. 

 

An "Internet meme" is a concept that spreads rapidly from person to person via the Internet, largely 

through Internet-based E-mailing, blogs, forums, imageboards like 4chan, social networking sites like 

Facebook, Instagram, or Twitter, instant messaging, social news sites or thread sites like Reddit, and 

video hosting services like YouTube and Twitch. 

 

In 2013, Richard Dawkins characterized an Internet meme as one deliberately altered by human 

creativity, distinguished from Dawkins's original idea involving mutation by random change and a 

form of Darwinian selection. 

 

Key Figures 

Richard Dawkins, David Deutsch, Karl Popper 

 

Related Ideas 

Viral phenomena, Memetics, Culture 

 

Points to Ponder 

 Why are internet memes called memes?  

 How are memes responsible for the propagation of racism and sexism? 

 What are a few examples of rational memes? 

 What are a few examples of anti-rational memes? 

 What makes some memes go viral on the internet? 

 What are a few dominant cultural memes in your society?  
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“Biology gives you a brain. 

Life turns it into a mind.”  
— Jeffrey Eugenides 

 

Brief Overview: 

Mind is that which is responsible for one's thoughts and feelings – the seat of the faculty of reason.  

 

More Details: 

The mind is a set of cognitive faculties including consciousness, perception, thinking, judgement, 

language and memory. 

 

Minds are an abstraction. They are different from brains in that a mind is not an object.  

 

Currently, all minds in existence are biological and substrate-dependent – which means, without a 

brain there is no mind. However, there is nothing to preclude the future development of non-

biological artificial minds and nothing to preclude substrate-independent minds.  

 

How do we know the mind exists because of the brain? Neuroscientist and philosopher, Sam Harris 

has this response: “We know this from 150 years of neurology where you damage areas of the brain, 

and faculties are lost… You can cease to recognize faces, you can cease to know the names of animals 

but you still know the names of tools… 
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“If the mind were independent of the brain, then what we’re being asked to consider is that you 

damage one part of the brain, and something about the mind and subjectivity is lost, you damage 

another and yet more is lost; but if you damage the whole thing at death, we can rise off the brain 

with all our faculties intact, recognizing grandma and speaking English!” This is patently absurd. 

 

Not all aspects of the mind are under conscious control. In addition to the unconscious control of our 

breathing, hormone productions, and heartbeat, there might be subconscious processes which are 

best described in the language of psychoanalysis.  

 

The concept of mind is understood in many different ways by many different cultural and religious 

traditions. Some see mind as a property exclusive to humans whereas others ascribe properties of 

mind to animals. It is hard to say that plants have a mind, but we would be hard-pressed to deny that 

animals with brains have a mind – particularly mammals. 

 

Understanding the relationship between the brain and the mind – mind–body problem is one of the 

central issues in the history of philosophy. There are three major philosophical schools of thought 

related to this: dualism, materialism, and idealism. Dualism holds that the mind exists independently 

of the brain; materialism holds that mental phenomena are identical to neuronal phenomena; and 

idealism holds that only mental phenomena exist. 

 

In common parlance, mind is frequently associated with thought: the private conversation with 

ourselves that we carry on "inside our heads. Thus we "make up our minds," "change our minds" or 

are "of two minds" about something. Mind is also associated with “volition” or “intention” hence we 

say in common parlance, a non-living object has “a mind of its own” when it does something it wasn’t 

programmed or meant to do.  

 

 

Key Figures 

Daniel Dennet, David Chalmers, Sigmund Freud, Carl Jung, Alan Turing,  

 

Related Ideas 

Psychology, Encephalization Quotient, Cognitive Science, Ideasthesia, Sentience, Cybernetics 

 

Points to Ponder 

 Why do some people believe that the mind can exist independent of the brain? What is the 

evidence for that? 

 Can an Artificial Intelligence system have a mind? 

 In the future, can we embed intelligence and mind into the very fabric of space-time? 

 Would you embrace technology that allows us to learn what is going on in another person’s 

mind? 

 How much right to privacy should a person have over their own thoughts? 

 What is the connection between imagination and mind? 

 Do animals have a mind? 

 Do plants have a mind? 

 Do rocks and stones have minds? 
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“The present moment is 

the only time over which 

we have dominion.” 
— Thích Nhất Hạnh 

 

Brief Overview: 

Mindfulness is the mental state of being aware of the present moment.  

 

More Details: 

Mindfulness is the psychological process of bringing one's attention to experiences occurring in the 

present moment, which one can develop through the practice of meditation and through other 

training. 

 

Mindfulness is simply the act of being in the now – of being in the present moment without wishing it 

were any different. It is the state of being focused only on the present. If thoughts do arise – as they 

will – then Mindfulness calls for taking a detached perspective, trying to observe one’s own thoughts 

without judging them as good or bad, right or wrong.  

 

At a slightly more advanced level, Mindfulness is the practice of stilling the mind of thoughts. At its 

most advanced level, Mindfulness is also the ability to perceive ourselves in relation to the universe, 
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recognise our connection with all life, be able to experience a sense of awe and the numinous, feel a 

sense of gratitude for being alive, and make positive changes in our everyday demeanor and 

personality, such that we become a force for good in this world.  

 

Mindfulness as a modern, Western practice is founded on Zen and modern vipassana, and involves 

the training of sati, which means "moment to moment awareness of present events", but also 

"remembering to be aware of something." However, although Mindfulness has its roots in ancient 

Hindu and Zen Buddhist meditational practices, in its essence, Mindfulness is a secular practice and 

need not have any religious undertones. It is increasingly being used as a therapeutic tool to promote 

mental well-being and help reduce stress, deal with psychological trauma, and adapt positively to a 

high-stimuli world. Studies also show that Mindfulness practice helps with emotional regulation and 

increases empathy and compassion. 

 

Mindfulness is the understanding that the present moment is the only true reality because the past 

has already gone and the future has not yet come. We can recollect the past and we can anticipate 

the future as products of the mind – but all that exists is the eternal Now.  

 

In the Zen tradition, Samu refers to physical work or manual labor that is done with mindfulness as a 

simple, practical and spiritual practice. These might include tasks such as cleaning, sweeping, cooking, 

gardening, or chopping wood. Samu is a way to bring mindfulness into everyday life as well as to get 

things done. 

 

Key Figures 

S. N. Goenka, Sam Harris, Dogen, Eckhart Tolle 

 

Related Ideas 

Smrti, Samu, Transcendental meditation  

 

Points to Ponder 

 Why is mindfulness important? 

 How can mindfulness be useful in a world of constant distractions and an abundance of 

information? 

 How should schools implement mindfulness practice? 

 How can mindfulness be useful in anger management?  
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“Morality is simply the attitude we adopt 

towards people we personally dislike.” 
— Oscar Wilde 

 

Brief Overview: 

Morality is a set of beliefs or principles concerned with the distinction between good and evil or right 

and wrong; 

 

More Details: 

Morality is a particular system of values and principles of conduct. Morality is also concerned with 

how we treat others. In order to live with a semblance of harmony in a social setting, we need to show 

consideration for others. We know humans do this. But we also know that various animals do it as 

well: dolphins, chimps, wolves etc. Many species of mammals have rules governing how to fight and 

how to reconcile. Even gestures of dominance and subordinance can be seen in a moral light. 

 

How then do humans know what is right and wrong? To paraphrase Euthyphro’s dilemma: Is 

something good because a God commands it? Or does this God command something because it is 

good? If it is the former, then right and wrong are the product of God’s arbitrary and capricious will, 

and to heed his will and surrender to his morality would simply be blind obedience to authority—

beyond the scope of discussion or appeal. However, if it is the latter, then good and bad, right and 

wrong are independent of God’s will, and knowledge of God’s will is redundant and unnecessary. We 

can discover morality for ourselves. 
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Where then do we get our morality from if not from God? There are those who will say morality has 

nothing to do with theology or philosophy. Morality is a product of biology. Scientists now talk of a 

moral grammar that is programmed into our brains and hardwired into our genes. There are certain 

schemas of behaviour that we are born with. We have an instinct for morality in the same way as we 

have an instinct for language. 

 

Mirror neurons are neurons in the brain that fire when another person is observed doing a certain 

action. Cognitive neuroscientist Jean Decety thinks that the ability to recognize and vicariously 

experience what another individual is undergoing was a key step forward in the evolution of social 

behavior and empathy – both intimately connected with morality. 

 

On the face of it, both morality and ethics are broadly concerned with distinguishing the difference 

between “good and bad” or “right and wrong.” However, some people think of morality as something 

that’s personal and normative, whereas ethics is the standards of “good and bad” distinguished by a 

certain community or social setting. 

 

For example, stealing paperclips from the workplace may not be considered immoral by you, but it 

could be considered unethical from your company’s standpoint. So, in this case, your morality is in 

conflict with your company’s ethics. Another example would be if you as a university professor were 

dating one of your students who is of legal age. You might not consider that immoral, but it could be 

that the university considers it unethical. Here again, your personal morality is in conflict with the 

organization’s ethics.  

 

Also, generally, morality tends to drift more towards religion, while ethics tends to drift towards law 

and business.  

 

The important thing to remember is that morality varies based on country, culture, time period, and 

milieu.  For instance, slavery was once commonplace in almost every place on earth. Today, the 

owning of another human being as chattel is universally considered abhorrent and state-sanctioned 

slavery has been abolished everywhere.  

 

Key Figures 

Bertrand Russell, Marc Hauser, Joshua Greene 

 

Related Ideas 

Virtue signaling, Mirror neurons, Empathy, Value Theory 

 

Points to Ponder 

 Where do you get your morality from?  

 Do animals have a moral code? 

 Why does morality change over time? 

 How should we react to immoral behaviour in others? 

 What is the difference between immorality, sin, and crime? 

 How will our morality be different in the future? 

 Make a list of three ways in which your morality is different from someone else’s.  

 Is there anything that is universally moral or universally immoral that everyone agrees on? 
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“You could consider the idea of the multiverse, and think of it as 

something like a tree—that is, the universe we live in is one of an 

uncountable number of branches of possible universes, created by 

random chance and the decisions of sentient beings.” 
— Dexter Palmer 

 

Brief Overview: 

Multiverse is an ensemble of universes, each (apart from ours) causally disconnected from or 

unobservable by us.  

 

More Details: 

The multiverse is a hypothetical collection of various types of universes that might exist - including 

our own. Together, these universes comprise everything that exists: the entirety of space, time, 

matter, energy, and the physical laws and constants that describe them. 

 

In his book The Hidden Reality: Parallel Universes and the Deep Laws of the Cosmos, Cosmologist 

Brian Greene takes the reader on a tour of the different types of multiverses that might exist, based 

on current theories and cutting-edge Mathematics.  

 

He talks about a Quilted multiverse where each parallel universe is part of a single spatial expanse 

separated by unimaginable distances. He talks about an Inflationary Multiverse, where each bubble 

universe is sharply divided from the next by the value of the intervening inflaton field. He also explains 

the concept of a Brane Multiverse where our familiar universe resides in a three-dimensional brane 

with other parallel universes residing in higher dimensional branes. He also talks about a Cyclic 

Multiverse, forming and dying out over unimaginable eons; and a Landscape Multiverse, where up to 

10500 universes might exist with different values for the different cosmological constants. (That is an 



99 
 

inconceivable large number). He goes on to elaborate on two other species of Multiverses: Quantum 

Multiverse (every possibility is embodied in its probability wave and is realised somewhere in the vast 

ensemble of parallel universes); Holographic Multiverse (which asserts that our universe is exactly 

mirrored by phenomena taking place on a distant bounding surface); and a Simulated Multiverse (the 

idea that our universe is simply one computer generated programme among many). 

 

Currently, the only way to discover the existence of other possible universes in a Multiverse would be 

by analyzing predictions made using mathematics. It is possible to use mathematics to make real 

predictions: the existence of antiparticles, neutrinos, the perihelion of Mercury, the magnetic dipole 

moment of electrons, the energy released when uranium splits into barium and krypton, the Higgs 

Boson, Black Holes… these were all first proven Mathematically and then discovered in reality.  

 

David Deutsch and Hugh Everett posit the existence of another type of multiverse what they call the 

many-worlds hypothesis: a huge number of parallel universes, each similar in composition to the 

tangible one, and each obeying the same laws of physics, but differing in that the particles are in 

different positions in each universe. This is a “seething, prodigiously complicated, hidden world of 

shadow photons”. In David Deutsch's multiverse a trillion contiguous universes weakly interact with 

our own.  Each is co-incident with, somehow contiguous with, and weakly interacting with, this our 

own universe. These parallel universes are a composite, a layer cake, a palimpsest of universes very 

similar but not quite identical to each other. This inconceivably ginormous collection of parallel 

universe would be part of one Multiverse.  

 

Currently there are 26 fundamental constants in cosmology and quantum physics, the values of which 

determine the nature of our universe (e.g. speed of light, strength of gravity, plank’s length, the charge 

of electrons etc.) In other universes, these constants could have different values and hence those 

universes would be vastly different from ours.  

 

Key Figures 

Brian Greene, David Deutsch, Max Tegmark, Hugh Everett, Lawrence Krauss 

 

Related Ideas 

Many worlds hypothesis, Anthropic Principle, Singularity 

 

Points to Ponder 

 If we live in a Multiverse, it is conceivable that somewhere out there in the infinite vastness 

there is another version of you. How do you feel about this? 

 If the many-worlds hypothesis is true, there are many versions of you – each doing something 

slightly different in trillions of different ways. How do you feel about this? 

 What are something things in the past that people found ridiculous but we now believe? (e.g. 

in the past, people thought the earth was flat and the sun moved around the earth. Today we 

don’t believe that’s true).  
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“Theologians may quarrel, but the mystics 

of the world speak the same language.”  
— Meister Eckhart 

 

Brief Overview: 

Mystical insight is a clear or deep perception of a situation having an import not apparent to the 

senses nor obvious to the intelligence.  

 

More Details: 

A mystical insight is a flash of understanding that a person has which is experienced not through 

study, investigation, or learning, but that is purely experiential in nature. Mystical insight is different 

from philosophical insight or scientific insight in that it is arrived at not through contemplation or 

investigation, but by instinctive perception or personal intuition. 

 

A mystical experience is an encounter with the transcendent – an encounter with the numinous – an 

experience that cannot really be put into words. In his paper, “The Seven Characteristics of the Mystical 

Experience,” Douglas Shrader draws on classic studies by William James and F.C. Happold and 

identifies the following features of a mystical experience: 

1) Ineffability – the inability to capture the experience in ordinary language 

2) Noetic quality - the notion that mystical experiences reveal an otherwise hidden or 

inaccessible knowledge. 

3) Transiency – the simple fact that mystical experiences last for a relatively brief period of time 
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4) Passivity – the sense that mystical experiences happen to someone; that they are somehow 

beyond the range of human volition and control 

5) Unity of opposites – a sense of Oneness, Wholeness or Completeness. 

6) Timelessness – a sense that mystical experiences transcend time. 

7) True essence – a feeling that one has somehow encountered “the true self.” A sense that 

mystical experiences reveal the nature of our true, cosmic self: one that is beyond life and 

death, beyond difference and duality, and beyond ego and selfishness). 

During mystical experiences, people feel connected to a higher power and often describe gaining 

hidden knowledge or having revelatory insights. Although people around the world from different 

cultures and different milieus have reported mystical experiences, ranging from near-death 

experiences to ecstatic visions to meditative trances, these visions remain shrouded in mystery, with 

little neuroscience research to explain what is going on in the brain. 

However, researchers have found that damage to the frontal and temporal lobes of the brain was 

linked with greater mystical experiences. The frontal lobes, located near the forehead, are linked to 

movement, problem solving, memory, language and judgment, among other functions. The temporal 

lobes, located near the bottom of the brain, are linked to the senses, language and memory. Cognitive 

neuroscientist Jordan Graffman says, “When inhibitory functions of the frontal lobes are suppressed, 

a door of perception can open, increasing the chances of mystical experiences." 

People also claim to have had mystical insights and mystical experiences through scientific processes 

such as Transcranial Magnetic Stimulation (TMS) or by consuming naturally-occurring psychedelic 

substances such as psilocybin – found in certain mushrooms, or mescaline – found in certain cacti, or 

ibogaine – found in certain roots.  

Mystical experiences have been described to be transformative, transcendental, and transporting.  

Philosopher and neuroscientist, Sam Harris has stated that we need to make a distinction between 

describing the nature of the psychedelic experience and making claims about the nature of reality. He 

says, “We should be slow to draw conclusions about the nature of the cosmos on the basis of inner 

experiences—no matter how profound they may seem.” He goes on to say that we need explore the 

full spectrum of human experience and be able to speak about it rationally without engaging in 

pseudoscience. 

 

Key Figures 

Alan Watts, William James, Rick Strassman 

 

Related Ideas 

Spiritual enlightenment, Divine illumination, Subitism, Illumination, Shamanism, Esotericism  

 

Points to Ponder 

 What are some things you believe in for which you don’t need scientific evidence? 

 Have you had any mystical experiences or mystical insights? 

 How can science help in a better understanding of mystical experiences? 

 Are there some experiences that can never be scientifically verified?  
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“Paradise is not a place, 

it’s a state of mind.” 
— Frank Sonnenberg 

 

Brief Overview: 

Nirvana is a particular state of awareness.   

 

More Details: 

Nirvana is a transcendental (but not supernatural) state of mind. It is a way of life based on the 

awakening to the reality of impermanence and lack of independent existence.  

 

In the Buddhist tradition, Nirvana maybe described as the overcoming of the sensations that cause 

suffering. These sources of suffering are typically identified as that of attachment (raga), aversion 

(dvesha) and ignorance (avidya). When the sensations are quenched, suffering or dissatisfaction 

(dukkha) comes to an end. The cessation of suffering is described as complete peace. Thus, nirvana 

refers to the imperturbable stillness of mind after the sensations of desire, aversion, and delusion 

have been extinguished. 

 

Of course, just as with all profound esoteric concepts there will be widespread disagreement about 

what these terms actually mean and there is no definitive or authoritative consensus on what nirvana 

means. It is open to personal interpretation and subjective rendering based on socio-cultural and 

religio-historic factors.  
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It won’t do to say definitively and emphatically that nirvana is this or that – because it all depends on 

which interpretation one chooses to go with. Some would describe Nirvana as the cessation of 

suffering and liberation from samsara (the mundane state of being or state of mind).  

 

However, in Zen tradition, according to the famous monk Dogen, founder of the Soto school of Zen, 

when we are truly in nirvana we awaken to the fact that nirvana and samsara are not two separate 

things. In Mahayana Buddhism – particularly in the Prjan Paramita Sutra – we learn that samsara and 

nirvana are one. The lesson we are expected to learn is that if we don’t find nirvana in  everyday life 

there is no place we can find nirvana. In other words, nirvana is not a preternatural state of being or 

a supernatural plane of existence. It is not a magical place one goes to in an after-life. It is not a 

fantastical psychological experience like an LSD trip or a magical trance. Nirvana is simply a state of 

mind and a way of being that arises out of a quiet realization or insight into the nature of reality and 

liberation from even the desire to escape from samsara and enter nirvana.  

 

When we truly see the impermanence of existence, we understand deeply that we cannot hold on to 

anything. When we truly see the impossibility of independent existence, we understand deeply that 

the individual self is connected to the rest of reality at a fundamental level.  

 

Shohaku Okumura points out that “when we deeply understand this reality and live a life in 

accordance with it, we no longer believe we need to compete with others or with ourselves. We no 

longer struggle to be more important or powerful than others, and we no longer strive to be who we 

want to be. This practice of awakening, which is itself nirvana, allows us to settle into the reality of 

impermanence and lack of independent existence. We then being to live more peacefully.” We 

experience a tranquility that arises from being above satisfaction and dissatisfaction and being 

released from egocentricity.”  

 

This seeing, accepting, and letting go is nirvana. It is the mind stilled.  

 

Key Figures 

Alan Watts, Shohaku Okumura, D. T. Suzuki, Dogen  

 

Related Ideas 

Moksha, Satori, Samsara, Bodhisattva, Buddha 

 

Points to Ponder 

 Is it possible for humans to overcome desire? 

 Is it desirable to give up desiring?  

 What is peace of mind? 

 What does it mean to say heaven is a state of mind? 

 What does it mean to say one has Buddha-nature?  

 Why was the Buddha known as the Enlightened one? What insights did he have? 
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“Nothingness is not nothing at all, so it is physical, but not in the sense 

of constant presence. Nothingness is disturbing. It is there in a mind-

independent sense; it is part of what is given.” 
— Timothy Morton 

 

Brief Overview: 

Nothingness is the state of nonexistence.  

 

More Details: 

What do we mean by nothing? Robert Kuhn considers nothing to include the absence of everything 

that exists and everything that can exist. This would include, of course, the physical, mental, platonic, 

spiritual, ultimate creator, and other nonphysical stuff.  

 

What would the absence of physical stuff look like? We would have no matter or energy or space or 

time – including the known and unknown laws they go by.  

 

The absence of mental stuff would mean we would have no consciousness, no awareness, and no 

awareness of the absence of consciousness.  

 

Plato conceived of earthly reality as being imperfect reflections of a higher purer Reality that consisted 

of abstract forms and ultimate representations of ideas that are called Platonic Ideals. Nothing would 

entail the absence of these Platonic ideals as well – including concepts such as numbers, logic, and 

propositions.  
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God is often considered a supra-existential entity – outside our temporal and spatial dimensions; an 

omniscient, omnipotent, supernatural creator of everything. Nothing would include the absence of 

such an entity as well.  

 

You would think this was the end of the discussion of what nothing is. But, Robert Kuhn and John 

Leslie outline an entire taxonomy of opposing kinds of nothings, in which they deconstruct the nature 

and content of each layer of Nothing in a hierarchy of nothings.  

 

So why, indeed, is there Something instead of nothing? No answer is forthcoming. One may read all 

the philosophers and thinkers on the subject and all we end up with is vague unsatisfactory 

suggestions such as Existence is just a hard fact that doesn’t require explanation; or, if something 

didn’t exist we wouldn’t be here to contemplate the non-existence of something. At any rate, we’re 

left with a conundrum, a thunk: Can Nothing EXIST? –This is an interesting paradox. 

 

Lawrence Krauss considers the issue from another angle—as an astrophysicist he takes a 

cosmological view of the word Nothing to describe the existence of something rather than nothing. In 

his book, A Universe from Nothing he gives an eloquent and scintillating account from a scientific 

perspective of how a universe can arise out of nothing – based on our current understanding of 

quantum physics and cosmology.  

 

When Krauss talks of Nothing, he refers to what we call empty space. He makes the remarkable 

observation that if we took a region of space and took away everything from it (all dust, gas, subatomic 

particles, radiation – absolutely everything from that region of space) then that absolutely empty 

region of space would still weigh something. (This is another way of understanding Einstein’s 

Cosmological Constant). The Nothingness of absolutely empty space is, in fact, a “boiling, bubbling 

brew of virtual particles that pop into and out of existence on timescales so short, you never see 

them.” He goes on to make the case that this same concept applies to the universe. Out of a truly 

empty void, whole universes could randomly pop into and out of existence, rendering even the 

fundamental laws of physics accidental. We just happen to live in a universe with the right set of laws 

to support human life—we wouldn’t exist otherwise. 

 

So we learn from quantum physics and modern cosmology that even empty space can have a non-

zero energy associated with it. In other words, even Nothing is actually Something. And quantum 

fluctuations of this vacuum energy can lead to the existence of matter and anti-matter – that literally 

pop out of Nothing.   

 

Key Figures 

Lawrence Krauss, Robert Kuhn, Bertrand Russell  

 

Related Ideas 

Shunyatta, Absolute Zero, Meontology, Empty set, Vacuum,  

 

Points to Ponder 

 Why is there something instead of nothing? 

 What do we mean by nothing?  

 What are the different ways in which we can understand the word “nothing”? 

 Can something come out of nothing? How do you know?  
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“All our knowledge has its origins in 

our perceptions.” 
— Leonardo da Vinci 

 

Brief Overview: 

Origin is the place or event where something begins.  

 

More Details: 

When we speak of origins, broadly, we might refer to the origin of the universe and the origin of life. 

 

The Big Bang theory is the prevailing cosmological model that describes the early development of the 

universe. According to the theory, the Big Bang occurred approximately 13.798 billion years ago, which 

is thus considered the age of the universe. After this time, the universe was in an extremely hot and 

dense state and began expanding rapidly. After the initial expansion, the universe cooled sufficiently 

to allow energy to be converted into various subatomic particles, including protons, neutrons, and 

electrons. Though simple atomic nuclei could have formed quickly, thousands of years were needed 

before the appearance of the first electrically neutral atoms. The first element produced was 

hydrogen, along with traces of helium and lithium. Giant clouds of these primordial elements later 

coalesced through gravity to form stars and galaxies, and the heavier elements were synthesized 

either within stars or during supernovae. 

 

First generation stars consisted primarily of hydrogen and helium. These elements were fused in the 

core of stars to create all the other heavier elements. The iron in our blood, the calcium in our teeth, 

the sodium and potassium atoms in our neurons… were all once in the core of stars that exploded 
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and scattered their enriched guts out into the universe. Our sun is a third generation star. All the 

atoms and molecules that make up our solar system were once part of a star (or stars) in the distant 

past that died and exploded. The atoms in our body were created in the furnaces of stars. We are 

literally stardust. 

 

This isn’t a metaphor. We (all life and all matter on earth) are literally made of stuff from exploded 

stars.  

 

To ask what came before the Big Bang is as meaningless a question as asking what is north of the 

north pole. Space Time Matter Energy all originated at the Big Bang so the very concept of time before 

the Big Bang is meaningless by today’s understanding. The evidence for the Big Bang is overwhelming 

and no serious scientist doubts it. Though in the future, it is likely we will learn even more details 

about the event and perhaps even any hypothetical antecedent events that led to it.  

 

Biologists tell us that we have all evolved from a common ancestor that we shared with other higher 

primates and in the even distant past from sea-creatures, bacteria and single-celled organisms. Life 

evolved in the primordial soup in the form of extremely simple molecules that had the tendency to 

bond, increase in size and divide. Gradually, over millions and billions of years, these groups of 

molecules became more sophisticated till the DNA molecule evolved, which, in turn, formed the basis 

of all life on our planet.  

 

When contemplating our origins, people are wont to ask, “Why are we here.” Biologist Richard Dawkins 

has this response: “People find it important to ask all sorts of silly questions - it doesn’t mean the 

questions are not silly. If by ‘why’ you mean ‘What is the purpose of our being here’, that presupposes 

that there is a purpose - there is no reason to presuppose that at all. You can reinterpret the word 

why to mean ‘What is the sequence of antecedent conditions that led to our being here’ - that’s another 

matter entirely. You can ask that question of anything you see in the world. You can ask, ‘Why is 

Australia here?’  and then go on to talk about continental drift and plate tectonics and that’s a sensible 

answer. But if you say, ‘Why is Australia here?’ and expect an answer in the form of ‘What is the 

purpose of Australia being here?’ then that’s just a silly question. It’s the same silly question to ask 

‘Why are humans here’?” 

 

Of course, in addition to the above scientific account, there are myriad legends and mythological 

accounts of the origins of the universe and of humans.  

 

Key Figures 

Fred Holt, Charles Darwin, Edwin Hubble, Lawrence Krauss 

 

Related Ideas 

Creatio ex nihilo, Abiogenesis, Creation myths, Cosmogony 

 

Points to Ponder 

 Would the universe exist if there was no one there to experience it? 

 If all things were connected at the Big Bang does that mean each of us is connected to the rest 

of the universe? 
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 “Earth is a very small stage in a vast 

cosmic arena.” 
— Carl Sagan 

 

Brief Overview: 

The overview effect is a view of earth from the vantage point of outer space.  

 

More Details: 

The overview effect is a shift in perception and cognition that astronauts and spacewalkers have 

described experiencing after viewing Earth from up above. The sight of the entire Earth “hanging in 

the void”, glowing like a precious jewel against the black backdrop of space; an Earth with no political 

boundaries; an Earth that looks majestic and fragile in equal measure – this experience inspires in 

these astronauts a sense of mental clarity - a reconfiguration of their life-priorities – perhaps even a 

literal rewiring of their neural connections and cognitive schemas. 

 

Viewing Earth from space allows us to see the Big Picture. It provides us with an ontological awakening. 

A disruption of our sense of self. A realization of our connection with our planet. As Jason Silva points 

out, “It changes our story, our narrative. It upgrades our self-image and expands our consciousness.”  

 

The image of Earth from space taken by the Apollo mission wasn’t just a photograph. It was a map – 

a new map for a new reality. Austrian artist and architect, Friedensreich Hundertwasser, once said, 

"When we dream alone it is only a dream, but when many dream together it is the beginning of a new 

reality." That image of Earth from space ushered in a new reality. Increasingly, humans began to see 

themselves as connected with one another and with the planet as a whole. Of course, this sentiment 
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has not pervaded the hearts and minds of everyone on the planet, but there is absolutely no doubt 

that the youth of today are more multicultural, interconnected, and conscious of the environment 

than any other generation before.  

 

NASA astronaut, Ron Garan, explains emotions associated with the overview effect in his book, The 

Orbital Perspective: 

 

“As I looked down at the Earth — this stunning, fragile oasis, this island that has been given to 

us, and that has protected all life from the harshness of space — a sadness came over me, 

and I was hit in the gut with an undeniable, sobering contradiction. 

 

In spite of the overwhelming beauty of this scene, serious inequity exists on the apparent 

paradise we have been given. I couldn't help thinking of the nearly one billion people who 

don't have clean water to drink, the countless number who go to bed hungry every night, the 

social injustice, conflicts, and poverty that remain pervasive across the planet. 

 

Seeing Earth from this vantage point gave me a unique perspective — something I've come to 

call the orbital perspective. Part of this is the realization that we are all traveling together on 

the planet and that if we all looked at the world from that perspective we would see that 

nothing is impossible.” 

 

The overview effect allows us to shake off our parochial attachments and petty differences and 

embrace the fact that we are one species and that all life on this planet is precious and that it not only 

important, but it is necessary and incumbent upon all of us to nurture and cherish our environment 

and our habitat. Carl Sagan refers to Earth metaphorically as the “womb in which we live.”  

 

But cosmologist, Frank Tipler, in his book, The Physics of Immortality: Modern Cosmology, God and 

the Resurrection of the Dead, points out that one can’t remain in the womb forever. We owe it to 

ourselves to go forth out into the universe at large.  

 

Key Figures 

Neil Armstrong, Frank Tipler, Chris Hadfield, Buzz Aldrin, Carl Sagan 

 

Related Ideas 

Spaceship Earth, Gaia hypothesis, Pale Blue Dot, Blue Marble, Apollo missions 

 

Points to Ponder 

 Would you like to see Earth from space? Why? 

 What lessons could our politicians learn if they saw Earth from space? 

 Why did it take us so long to travel to space? 

 Should humans colonize the rest of the solar system and universe? 

 How is Earth a metaphorical womb? 

 Earth is the only home we’ve ever known. How should we protect it?  

 If you were captain of Spaceship Earth, what would you do? 
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“We cannot justify treating any sentient 

nonhuman as our property, as a resource, as a 

thing that we can use and kill for our purposes.” 
— Gary Francione 

 

Brief Overview: 

Personhood is the state of being a person.  

 

More Details: 

Defining personhood is a controversial topic in philosophy and law and has legal and political 

ramifications related to notions of citizenship, equality, and liberty. According to most international 

law, only a human being or legal personality has rights, protections, privileges, responsibilities, and 

legal liability.  

 

According to philosopher Mary Anne Warren, the traits which are most central to the concept of 

personhood are the following:  

 

1. Consciousness – and the capacity to feel pain;  

2. Reasoning – the developed capacity to solve new and relatively complex problems;  

3. Self-motivated activity - which is relatively independent of either genetic or direct external 

control; 

4. Capacity to communicate – by whatever means, messages of an indefinite variety of types  

5. Self-awareness - the presence of self-concepts 
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The notion of personhood is related to the state of being human. What makes a human being a 

person? Is it merely the biological fact that humans have 23 pairs of chromosomes? What about our 

closest relatives the chimps that have 24 pairs of chromosomes? Does the simple of fact of one extra 

pair of chromosomes disqualify them from being considered a person?  

 

Or does being a human depend on the fact that we are sentient, conscious, and self-aware? In that 

case, primates and many mammals have those same attributes. In fact, a strong case could be made 

in stating that an adult gorilla is far more self-aware than a human infant – this is the case that 

philosopher Peter Singer makes in his book, Practical Ethics.  

 

Defining personhood has legal implications in the abortion debate as well, because if a fetus is 

considered a person then terminating it would be considered murder.  

 

American Philosopher Francis J. Beckwith, argues that personhood is not linked to function at all, but 

rather that it is the underlying personal unity of the individual: 

 
“What is crucial morally is the being of a person, not his or her functioning. A human person does not come into 

existence when human function arises, but rather, a human person is an entity who has the natural inherent capacity 

to give rise to human functions, whether or not those functions are ever attained. A human person who lacks the 

ability to think rationally (either because she is too young or she suffers from a disability) is still a human person 

because of her nature. Consequently, it makes sense to speak of a human being’s lack if and only if she is an actual 

person.” 

 

Currently, it isn’t just humans who have rights. Corporations are treated like persons and they too 

have rights. A court in Argentina recently granted certain ‘human’ rights to an orangutan. In the movie, 

Avatar we see sentient beings like the Navi are not human, but who would deny them ‘human’ rights? 

In 2017, a court in the northern Indian state of Uttarakhand recognized the Ganges and Yamuna rivers 

as legal persons.  

 

Key Figures 

Peter Singer, Francis Beckwith, Harry Frankfurt 

 

Related Ideas 

Speciesism, Abortion, Environmental personhood, Non-human animals 

 

Points to Ponder 

 In the future, A.I. smart agents may become self-aware. Would we describe them as 

persons? 

 Can you make a case for granting personhood status to dolphins and great apes? 

 Is a fetus a person? If not, then at what stage in its development does it become one?  

 If corporations can have the rights of a person, can you make a case for considering plants 

and rivers as persons? 

 Would extraterrestrial aliens be considered persons? 

 Do you think you are a speciesist?  

 If a person is in a coma or severely brain-damaged are they still a person? 
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“If society abolishes poetry, it commits 

spiritual suicide.” 
— Octavio Paz 

 

Brief Overview: 

Poetry is a type of literature, or artistic writing as a form of self-expression, that attempts to stir a 

reader's imagination or emotions. 

 

More Details: 

The functions of poetry are many: It describes, it represents, it celebrates, it mourns, it presents 

emotional states and fantasy realms…. But poetry is most certainly a vehicle for self-expression. It 

transports us to tracts of heightened awareness and tunes our sensitivity to what the poet feels they 

have to say. It not only transforms the mundane emotions of daily life but also presents emotions 

with a more acute power of observation and refinement than what we notice in everyday language.  

 

Perhaps what is most characteristic of poetry is the harmonious blend of vocal effects, like sound, 

rhythm, tone, accent, cadence, and the meaning and logic behind the use of these words. Indeed, it is 

in this resolving of the various threads of meaning, which are fully developed through the utilization 

of various devices like similes, metaphors, alliteration, allusions, imagery and other literary devices 

and figures of speech, that a poem pregnant with thought and emotion can be fully appreciated.  
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Since poetry relies on words to convey its meaning the words in a poem are arranged in such a manner 

as to correspond faithfully to the poet’s feelings and are placed in just that right fashion as to best 

bring out those aspects of the poem that aid in stimulating our imagination. 

The value of poetry is that it manages to say things that just cannot be said but are meant to be felt. 

This is consistent with the point made above regarding the paraphrasing of a poem. The Russian 

writer Joseph Brodsky speculated that poetry is actually the end of evolution, rather than the 

beginning: “if what distinguishes us from other species is speech, then poetry, which is the supreme 

linguistic operation is our anthropological, indeed genetic, goal.”  It is rather regrettable that we live 

in a world today where paperback fiction writers make millions of dollars but even the names of 

contemporary poets are unfamiliar to the general public. This is not to take anything away from 

popular fiction writers, just that they stimulate an environment where people are all-too-eager to 

dwindle into prose. It would seem desirable that a population in love with its language would be eager 

to preserve its characteristics and idiosyncrasies.  The English language, or for that matter any mother 

tongue, is like a pulsating nova, bursting with energy and spewing out flames of puns and jokes and 

figures of speech that blaze all the more brilliantly in the works of our poets and songwriters. 

 

Poetry is very often the product a struggle with the self. To those who have not felt some adumbration 

of such a crisis, the expression and resolution of conflict and disorder must appear like the strained 

muscles and distorted features of a strong man pretending to lift stupendous but non-existent 

weights. But for those who have come near to feeling the crisis themselves, the poetry is important. 

Words do something more than call up ideas and emotions out of a lumber-room: they call them up, 

but they never replace them exactly where they were. 
 

Key Figures 

Shakespeare, Basho, Goethe, Milton, Tagore, Pushkin, Dante, Homer, Eminem  

 

Related Ideas 

Poetry slam, Prose, Poet Laureate, Spoken word, Prosody 

 

Points to Ponder 

 What is the difference between poetry and prose? 

 Why do humans write poetry? 

 In what way are pop songs a modern version of poetry? 

 Is rap a form of poetry? 

 What are the different genres of poetry? 

 What is the similarity between the poet and the mystic? 

 How is modern poetry different from classical poetry? 

 Who are some famous poets from antiquity? 

 What are some famous poems from historical times? 
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"I am aware of a self that looks out at the world from 

somewhere inside my skull... this is not simply an 

observation, but the central datum with which every theory 

of consciousness has to grapple.” 
— James Trefil 

 

Brief Overview: 

Qualia are ineffable conscious experiences, as distinct from any physical or computational processes.  

 

More Details: 

Qualia are instances of first-person, subjective, conscious experience. Examples of qualia are the 

redness of red, the texture of icecream, the pain of a headache, the fragrance of a rose, the taste of 

apple juice etc.  

 

Philosopher and cognitive scientist, Daniel Dennett, has suggested that qualia is "an unfamiliar term 

for something that could not be more familiar to each of us: the ways things seem to us." 

 

Cosmologist Max Tegmark, equates consciousness with the ability to experience qualia. In other 

words, if it feels like something to be you right now, then you’re conscious.  

 

In his book, Homo Deus, Yuval Noah Harari says, “If any scientist wants to argue that subjective 

experiences are irrelevant, their challenge is to explain why torture or rape are wrong without 

reference to any subjective experience.”  
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Without any reference to subjective sensation everything is simply elementary particles whizzing 

about obeying the laws of nature. 

 

Australian philosopher, David Chalmers, calls Qualia the hard problem of consciousness: why do we 

have a subjective experience? (The easy problem of consciousness – which is not as easy as all that – 

is how does the brain or any intelligent system process information? How can a brain report on its 

own internal state using language?)  

 

Understanding how and why we experience qualia is the key to unlocking some of the deepest secrets 

of the problem of consciousness.  

 

Neuroscientists, V. S. Ramachandran and William Hirstein proposed three laws of qualia (with a fourth 

later added), which are "functional criteria that need to be fulfilled in order for certain neural events 

to be associated with qualia" by philosophers of the mind: 

 
Qualia are irrevocable and indubitable.  You don't say 'maybe it is red but I can visualize it as green if I want to'. An 

explicit neural representation of red is created that invariably and automatically 'reports' this to higher brain centers.  

 

Luxury of choice: Once the representation is created in the mind, what can be done with it is open-ended., e.g., if you 

have the percept of an apple you can use it to tempt Adam, to keep the doctor away, bake a pie, or just to eat. Even 

though the representation at the input level is immutable and automatic, the output is potentially infinite.  

 

Short-term memory: The input invariably creates a representation that persists in short-term memory—long enough 

to allow time for choice of output. Without this component, again, you get just a reflex arc.  

 

Attention: Qualia and attention are closely linked. You need attention to fulfill criterion number two; to choose. A 

study of circuits involved in attention, therefore, will shed much light on the riddle of qualia.  

 

To the above we may add, that qualia are ineffable and private, in that they cannot be communicated, 

or apprehended by any other means than direct experience.  

  

Key Figures 

Daniel Dennet, David Chalmers, Marvin Minsky, E. J. Lowe, V. S. Ramachandran 

 

Related Ideas 

Ideasthesia, Synesthesia, Philosophical zombie 

 

Points to Ponder 

 What does it feel like to see sound like a dolphin? 

 What is it like to be a bat?  

 Can computers ever be conscious? 

 How do you know you are conscious? 

 How can you be sure if people around you genuinely experience qualia? 

 How can you be sure that your experience of the color red is the same as someone else’s 

experience of it?  

 How important is it to have subjective experience? 
  



116 
 

 

“We will measure everything... and feed 

that information back into the system.” 
— Jason Silva 

 

Brief Overview: 

Quantified Self is the process of self-knowledge through self-tracking using technology and big data. 

 

More Details: 

Quantified Self is also known as life logging and involves collecting, storing, and analyzing vast 

quantities of data about the individual’s body and brain.  

 

We are now increasingly being able to measure everything. Physicist John Wheeler talks about how 

the fundamental aspect of reality is information. Everything in the universe – from flowers to fish and 

electrons to protons are fundamentally manifestations of information. We are generating digital 

information at an unfathomable rate. We are currently generating 2.5 quintillion bytes of data every 

day. What that means is we’ve generated more digital data in the last two years than in all of previous 

history combined.  

 

So where does all this information come from? It comes from a whole range of sources: sensors, 

climate satellites, social media posts and comments, images and videos uploaded to cyberspace, blog 

posts and articles, online purchase transaction records, torrents, music tracks, emails, mobile phone 

GPS signals, CCTV camera footage and so on. 

 

In his book, Abundance, Peter Diamandis quotes Google’s Executive Chairman Eric Schmidt who said 

that “from the very beginning of time until the year 2003, humankind created five exabytes of digital 
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information. An exabyte is one billion gigabytes—or a 1 with eighteen zeroes after it. In the year 2010, 

the human race was generating five exabytes of information every two days. By the year 2013, the 

number will be five exabytes produced every ten minutes.” (To get an understanding of just how much 

data 1 exabyte is – imagine a DVD playing non-stop for 50,000 years. All that data would amount to 

approximately one exabyte).  All this data is collectively referred to as Big Data. 

 

We are now in a position where we have sensors that can measure this staggering amount of data 

from millions upon millions of people – and not just measure but sift and analyze through all this data 

and find patterns. We can feed that information back into ourselves – essentially bootstrapping our 

health and optimizing our wellbeing.  

 

This playing around with our biochemical matrix allows us to rev ourselves up to ways we could never 

have conceived before – just as we soup up our cars and customize our laptops.  We are now in a 

position to take charge of the data produced by our body and hack our way to better health.  

 

So, essentially, the quantified self is better health through self-knowledge and self-tracking. By 

sequencing our DNA and keeping tabs on our cortisol level, our heart rate, our insulin production, and 

a range of other biometrics, we can self-track ourselves to optimum health. 

 

Key Figures 

Gary Wolf, Kevin Kelly 

 

Related Ideas 

Auto-analytics, Self-tracking, Lifelogging, Body hacking, Self-surveillance, Personal Informatics  

 

Points to Ponder 

 What aspects of your body would you like to track? 

 If you could use technology to predict an illness would you want to use it? 

 If we had the technology that could tell you when you would die, would you want to know? 

 Do you think data fetishism is a form of illness? 

 What is health literacy? 

 Quantified Self is rooted in the belief that personal data leads to personal insights. Do you 

agree? 
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“Reality is merely an illusion, albeit 

a very persistent one.” 
— Albert Einstein 

 

Brief Overview: 

Reality is all of your experiences that determine how things appear to you.  

 

More Details: 

Reality is the sum total of everything that exists, as opposed to that which is merely imaginary. The 

term is also used to refer to the ontological status of things, indicating their existence. In physical 

terms, reality is the totality of the universe, known and unknown. 

 

Broadly there are two ways of gaining insight into reality. Scientific investigation and mystical insight.  

 

Scientific investigation is useful for ascertaining facts about the external world. It is the best tool we 

have for measuring internal subjective perception against external objective reality. Scientific 

investigation is useful for ascertaining the answer to questions such as “What is the sun made of?” 

“How far is it to the moon?” “What is the strength of gravity?” “How do we overcome earth’s gravity 

and launch a rocket into outer space?”  

 

Mystical insight is useful for subjective realizations about who we are, where we are headed, the 

meaning of life, the purpose of existence, and the function of the universe. 
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Dr Paul Wang identifies two broad ways of finding meaning and understanding reality: 

 

Mechanistic 

• Associative meaning 

• Rational explanation 

• Intellectual understanding 

• Modernist paradigm 

• Scientism 

• Self-actualization 

• An end in itself 

• Based on objective values 

 

Spiritual 

• Existential meaning 

• Transcendental explanation 

• Experiential understanding 

• Postmodernist paradigm 

• Science and arts 

• Self-transcendence 

• A means to happiness 

• Subjectively created 

 

There are those who seek Absolute Truths and Ultimate Realities.  It may well be that neither of those 

exists.  

 

In philosophy, the metaphysical study of the structure of the world, and the nature of being and 

existence is called Ontology. Using the tools of science, we’ve gained incredible insights into how the 

universe works. Telescopes have allowed us to peer farther (both in time and space) than ever before. 

Microscopes and particle colliders have allowed us to learn more about the fundamental building 

blocks of matter and energy. What we now know from cosmology and quantum physics – or, at the 

very least, what we can say with any degree of sense – is that at a fundamental level all that exists is 

information and patterns.  

 

From a mystical, contemplative perspective, this piece of insight about reality was described as maya: 

the notion that reality is an illusion – and that everything we see is simply different manifestations of 

Brahman¸ the ultimate reality – non-dual, infinite, and eternal. 

 

Key Figures 

Leibniz, Spinoza, Berkley, Stephen Hawking, Brian Greene, Heisenberg, Gautama Siddhartha  

 

Related Ideas 

Theory of Everything, Ontology, Presentism, Solipsism, Virtual Reality, Empiricism 

 

Points to Ponder 

 What does Cogito ergo sum mean? 

 How real is he digital world? In what way is Virtual Reality real? 

 Do dreams lack reality? 

 In what way can two people have different realities? 

 What is the reality of a bat? 

 Can we ever experience another person’s reality? 

 What does the phrase, “perception is reality” mean?  
 How does language shape our reality? 

 How does culture influence our perception of reality? 

 How do you know you are not part of the matrix or existing in a dream? 

 How do you know that the world as it is (including all your memories) was not created ten 

minutes ago? 

 Do we live in a computer simulation? 



120 
 

 
 

“Talk nerdy to me.” 
— Anonymous 

 

Brief Overview: 

A sapiosexual is a person who is finds intelligence or the mind attractive.  

 

More Details: 

A sapiosexual is someone who finds another person’s intellect to be their most attractive attribute, 

above and before their physical characteristics.  

 

The word derives from the Latin root sapien, meaning wise.  

 

Some dating apps give users the option of defining their sexual orientations as "Sapiosexual." 

 

Because sapiosexuals are more turned on by a person's mind than his or her body, it stands to reason 

that even if someone is physically attractive, a sapiosexual won't be truly drawn in until s/he gets to 

know that person. And the more they get to know that person, the more attractive that person 

becomes. 

Michael Arangua identifies the following signs that someone might be a sapiosexual: 

 

 You are more turned on the more you get to know someone. 

 You don't fall in love as quickly. 
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 The idea of a long, intelligent discussion is more appealing than sex. 

 Brains are more of a turn-on for you than possessions. 

From an evolutionary biological perspective, the human brain is our equivalent of the peacock’s tail, 

according to experts who claim our superior intelligence evolved to help us attract mates, rather than 

survive.  

 

Nick Collins, writing for The Telegraph says, “A mystery of our evolution is why our brains continued 

to grow despite the fact that our early ancestors functioned perfectly well with half as much between 

their ears. 

 

“Having a larger brain boosted our intelligence but also placed a greater burden on our bodies, 

sapping 20 per cent of our energy metabolism despite accounting for just 1.5 per cent of our body 

weight. 

 

“The answer could be that the growth of our early ancestors’ brains was linked not to survival but to 

sexual selection, performing a similar role to a peacock’s tail or a stag’s antlers.” 

 

Zoologist Petter Bøckman says, “Just as the elk measures the size of the antlers, we humans measure 

each other’s brains before we mate.” 

 

Key Figures 

Jason Silva, Jamie Wheal  

 

Related Ideas 

Sapiophile, Encephalization Quotient, Genius, Nymphobrainiacs 

 

Points to Ponder 

 Do you prefer a person’s looks or their intelligence when deciding to go out on a date with 

them? 

 Have you lost interest in someone after you realised they’re not as intelligent as you hoped 

they might be? 

 Would you go out with someone who doesn’t read books at all? 

 Do you agree with those who consider the brain a sex organ? 
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“Science teaches us to go 

beyond ourselves.” 
— Lawrence Krauss 

 

Brief Overview: 

Science is the study of the physical and natural world using theoretical models and data from 

experiments or observation. 

 

More Details: 

Most people think of science as a collection of facts and equations. However, science is more than just 

a body of knowledge. Science is a way of thinking. When we look at the world through a scientifically 

literate lens the world becomes a very different place – it becomes a place full of answers and 

explanations; a place free from superstition and mumbo-jumbo. Science also is a process: James Randi 

defines it as “a careful, disciplined, logical search for knowledge about any and all aspects of the 

universe, obtained by examination of the best available evidence and always subject to correction and 

improvement upon discovery of better evidence.” 

 

Of course, science doesn’t have all the answers. But, scientists are constantly working on improving 

their knowledge and understanding of the world. Science is a process: it is a way of measuring our 

personal, subjective views of reality against external objective reality.  

 

For instance, you could have a group of people who believe the Moon is a huge calabash floating a 

few hundred metres above us in the air. And you could have another group that avers that the Moon 
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is actually a body of rock over 370,000km away. How do we know which group is right? – Through the 

tools and processes of science and the scientific method.  

 

What makes the scientific method great is that it is a self-correcting mechanism. Of course, there are 

individual scientists or science groups that are dishonest or corrupt. But, invariably, they are exposed 

by their fellow scientists. In addition to being a self-correcting mechanism, science is also an error-

correcting mechanism. Science is a constant process of fine-tuning and refining. Many people think 

that Einstein’s theories disproved Newton’s theories. However, that is not entirely correct. Einstein’s 

equations were a refinement of our understanding of reality and the universe.  

 

What cannot be denied is the remarkable predictive power of science in general and physics in 

particular (along with its associated mathematical equations). Anti-matter, neutrinos, the Higgs boson, 

and black holes, are some examples of bizarre and outrageous things that were first identified on 

paper by scientists doing theoretical calculations and were only later discovered in the real world.  

 

So, we see that in its essence, the scientific method refers to a body of techniques for investigating 

phenomena, acquiring new knowledge, or correcting errors in previous knowledge. We’ve got to start 

seeing science not just as a noun – but as a verb as well. As the science fiction author, Isaac Asimov 

points out, science is a mechanism. It’s a way of trying to improve your knowledge of nature; it’s a 

system for testing your thoughts against the universe and seeing whether they match.” 

 

Science involves basing opinions on reason and evidence and withholding opinions when reason and 

evidence are not forthcoming. As the cosmologist Neil deGrasse Tyson points out, “Science is the best 

tool we have to make sense of reality.” That is because the human mind is fallible and can be easily 

deceived. Common sense does not always give us the right answer (as we’ve discovered with quantum 

physics or when people believed the Earth was flat). There is a saying: one is entitled to one’s own 

opinions, but not to one’s own facts. 

 

Science teaches us the importance of evidence-based thinking and the importance of doubt. Bertrand 

Russell points out that almost everything that distinguishes the present from previous centuries is 

attributable to science. 

 

Key Figures 

Carl Sagan, Bertrand Russell, Karl Popper, David Deutsch, Lawrence Krauss, Neil deGrasse Tyson 

 

Related Ideas 

Empiricism, Evidence, Enlightenment Values, Reason, Rationality 

 

Points to Ponder 

 The scientific method has only been around for about 400 years. How has the world been 

affected by science in that time? 

 How can science be used to discover objective truth? 

 What is the difference between fact and opinion? 

 Science has no authority. Why is this a good thing? 

 How is science a self-correcting, error-correcting mechanism? 

 How can you use science to test your personal subjective beliefs against external objective 

reality? 
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“The universe is the game of the self which 

plays hide and seek for ever and ever.” 
— Alan Watts 

 

Brief Overview: 

Self is your consciousness of your own identity.  

 

More Details: 

The self is an individual person as the object of his or her own reflective consciousness. It implies a 

first-person subjectivity.  

  

We hear a lot of Eastern thinkers talk about “The Game of Life.” In essence, the game is the search 

for the Self. When we spend even a brief span of time reflecting on this, we will realise that the Self 

is an illusion. There is no “I”. The ‘game” therefore, is the search for ‘I’ (the first person experiential 

character of consciousness). We can spend our whole life searching for our Self – only to realise that 

there is no “I” that owns our consciousness. No cognitive CEO of “me.”  

  

Bruce Hood is currently the Director of the Bristol Cognitive Development Centre at the University of 

Bristol. He talks about how the Self is an illusion in his book, The Self Illusion. He says, “For most of us, 

the sense of our self is as an integrated individual inhabiting a body. I think it is helpful to distinguish 

between the two ways of thinking about the self that William James talked about. There is a conscious 

awareness of the present moment that he called the ‘I’ but there is also a self that reflects upon who 

we are in terms of our history, our current activities and our future plans. James called this aspect of 

the self, ‘me’ which most of us would recognise as our personal identity—who we think we are. 

However, the ‘I’ and the ‘me’ are actually ever-changing narratives generated by our brain to provide 
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a coherent framework to organise the output of all the factors that contribute to our thoughts and 

behaviors.” In earlier times, these ideas were expressed in Buddhism and by philosophers such as 

Hume and Spinoza. In those days, it was not possible to verify any of this using the tools of science. 

But now there is an immense body of evidence that is building up to verify these ideas from a 

psychological and physiological perspective. 

  

Sam Harris also talks about the illusory nature of the Self in his book, Waking Up. In an interview with 

Big Think, he says, “The sense of being an ego, an I, a thinker of thoughts in addition to the thoughts… 

An experiencer in addition to the experience…. The sense that we all have of riding around inside our 

heads as a kind of a passenger in the vehicle of the body.... Now, that sense of being a subject, a locus 

of consciousness inside the head is an illusion… It makes no neuro-anatomical sense. There’s no place 

in the brain for your ego to be hiding. Everything you experience – thoughts, moods, impulses, 

behavior – all manifest themselves within the brain. They are the results of myriad neural processes. 

Harris explains that what we perceive as self, an unchanging constant experiencer, is really an ever-

changing system constructed within the brain.” 

 

One of the shortcomings of our species is that many individuals and corporate entities are inherently 

selfish. We are taught to compete from a very young age. We learn that we are separate from others 

also at a very young age. We believe that our sense of self is not linked to others. This view is 

problematic because it is neither accurate nor useful. Our sense of self is closely connected with our 

personal identity. And our personal identity is connected to our memories and our mind. We might 

consider a broad definition of mind to be that which constitutes brain activity that is both embodied 

and relational. In other words, our mind is a result of impulses and input from both our body and 

from the external world, including our relationships with people, our environment, and physical 

processes.  

  

So, what we need to learn is to embrace this wider, more expansive notion of the self. A self that is 

dependent on and defined by not just the brain but by the body, other people, and the rest of the 

environment, as well. It is not controversial to say that our sense of self is dependent on the brain’s 

relationship with the body. However, our sense of self is dependent on social interactions and our 

relationship with our fellow human beings, with our environment, and with physical events and 

processes.  

  

Key Figures 

Sam Harris, The Buddha, Alan Watts, D. T. Suzuki, Sigmund Freud, Carl Jung 

 

Related Ideas 

Ego, Atman, Brahman 

 

Points to Ponder 

 In what way is the Self an illusion? 

 Can a single person have multiple selves? 

 What does it mean to have an expanded sense of Self? 

 In what way is our Self connected to the environment and to other sentient beings? 

 How does culture and society influence our sense of self? 

 What does it mean to “be yourself?”  
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“The Singularity is Near.” 
— Ray Kurzweil 

 

Brief Overview: 

The Singularity is a period in the near future that marks the moment when artificial intelligence 

becomes smarter than humans.  

 

More Details: 

The technological Singularity is the hypothesis that the invention of artificial superintelligence will 

abruptly trigger runaway technological growth, resulting in unfathomable changes to human 

civilization. Beyond this point it will be unfeasible to make predictions about future technologies.  

 

We need to distinguish the technological Singularity from the Singularity of physics. The equations in 

physics tell us that we can peer past the event horizon of a black hole and at the center of a black hole 

is an infinitely dense point of infinite matter. At this point, all equations break down and it is currently 

impossible to predict what happens at Singularity. The technological Singularity that futurists like Ray 

Kurzweil talk about is a point in the future where exponentially growing technologies will usher in an 

age of greater-than-human intelligence and increasing merger between biological and artificial 

intelligence.  

 

Among the many things this would involve would be the ability to reverse-engineer the brain, upload 

human consciousness into computers, and essentially live in virtual worlds forever. It will be a time 

when biological enhancements, genetic manipulation, machines with access via the Internet to all 
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human knowledge and processing speeds approaching the speed of light. This will lead to 

“technological change so rapid and profound it represents a rupture in the fabric of human history.”  

 

Two factors will play a key role in leading to the Singularity: the law of accelerating returns and the 

exponential growth of technology. The key word here is ‘exponential’. Most people are evolutionarily 

conditioned to perceive progress in a linear fashion (progress by repeatedly adding a constant) as 

opposed to exponential progress (progress by repeatedly multiplying by a constant). What this means 

is that instead of seeing a hundred years of progress in the next 100 years, we will instead witness the 

equivalent of twenty thousand years of progress in that period of time. Kurzweil goes on to give 

numerous examples of exponential growth—from internet traffic; magnetic data storage; the price of 

dynamic RAM; and the cost of computer transistors; to microprocessor clock speed; growth in 

supercomputer power; and DNA sequencing costs. (It took 15 years to decode the HIV virus compared 

with the SARS virus which took just 31 days). 

 

There is no hint that the rate of technology growth will slow down. IBM’s Supercomputer, Watson, 

recently beat the best human contestants at Jeopardy. What this mean is that by 2050, $1,000 of 

computing will exceed the processing power of all human beings on Earth. By 2080, for this same 

amount of money we will have computers that will outperform the processing power of ten billion 

human brains thinking for ten thousand years—and it will do it in ten microseconds. And there’s no 

stopping this growth. We will continue to generate computing that will soon allow us to use the very 

fabric of space to infuse the entire universe with intelligence and information processing.  

 

As pre-Singularity beings it will be nearly impossible for us today to predict what changes this will lead 

to in a post-Singularity world. The inability to make predictions about what the world will look like 

post-Singularity is a key characteristic of the Singularity. This sort of Singularity occurred once before 

in the evolution on human beings – the development of language. Our pre-language hominid 

ancestors could not even begin to articulate or understand or predict how their future evolution with 

change with the development of language. In the same way, present humans will not be able to make 

predictions of what our future will look like once we are able to upload consciousness to the cloud, 

digitize life, overcome death, and achieve runaway greater-than-human intelligence.  

 

Key Figures 

Ray Kurzweil, Nick Bostrom, Verner Vinge, John Von Neuman, John Smart 

 

Related Ideas 

Apocalypse, Eschatology, Utopia, Fermi Paradox, Transcension, Moore’s Law, Exponential growth 

 

Points to Ponder 

 When do futurists say will the Singularity happen? 

 What evidence do you see around you of exponential technologies and accelerating change? 

 Would you welcome the arrival of greater-than-human-intelligence? 

 What are some of the effects of an “intelligence explosion” or a “cognifying revolution”?  

 Would you want your consciousness and memories uploaded to the cloud? 

 Would you want yourself or your children to be genetically modified or artificially enhanced? 

 What are Ray Kurzweil’s six epochs in the evolution of information and technology? 

 What are the risks posed by greater-than-human-intelligence to humanity? 

 What are the advantages of super-A.I.? 
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“What can be asserted without evidence 

can be dismissed without evidence.” 
— Christopher Hitchens 

 

Brief Overview: 

Skepticism is doubt about the truth of something. 

 

More Details: 

Skepticism is generally any questioning attitude or doubt towards knowledge or belief systems. 

 

The word ‘Skepticism’ is derived from Greek skeptesthai, which means “to examine”. Skepticism calls 

for a simple evaluation of the facts and evidence before giving credence to a belief or arriving at a 

conclusion. Bertrand Russell put forward his conception of skepticism very succinctly when he said it 

is undesirable to believe a proposition when there is no ground whatsoever for supposing it true. 

 

The scepticism he advocated amounts to this:  

1. That when the experts are agreed, the opposite opinion cannot be held to be certain; 

2. That when they are not agreed, no opinion can be regarded as certain by a non-expert;  

3. That when they all hold that no sufficient grounds for a positive opinion exist, the ordinary 

man would do well to suspend his judgment. 

 

H. L. Mencken, the journalist and satirist, points out that it is not their willingness to believe that makes 

men civilized; rather it is their ability to doubt. His contemporary, the philosopher and mathematician, 
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Bertrand Russell pointed out that the problem with the world is that the foolish are cocksure while 

the wise are full of doubt.  

 

The first cognitive enhancement we need to endow ourselves with – the first tool we need in our 

thinking kit, if you will – is Skepticism: to be less sure about what we know and to constantly seek 

evidence for our opinions. Christopher Hitchens, the renowned journalist and provocateur, points out 

that it is skepticism rather than credulity that is the highest principle that the human intellect can use 

to ennoble our existence. 

 

The Royal Society took as its motto the phrase, Nulius in Verba: “Take no one’s word for it.” Ultimately, 

science, and societies based on the scientific method, triumphed because of this desirable focus on 

evidence and reason. From primitive times, through the Bronze Age, and down to the medieval era, 

humanity was driven by cruelty and superstition. Things began to change – and change quite 

dramatically – during the Enlightenment and the Age of Reason.  

 

The word Enlightenment derives from the French, Lumières – a brightening up – a celebration of 

reason, logic, science, and understanding. This was in contrast to the Dark Ages, with its emphasis on 

superstition, witch hunts, and blind belief. The phrase Sapere Aude (Dare to know) captures the 

essence of what the Enlightenment was all about: making an effort to discover; seeking new 

knowledge; basing one’s opinions on facts, reasons, and evidence;, and not being afraid to disagree 

with or challenge authority – in essence, showing intellectual integrity and moral courage. 

 

But what does that mean – intellectual integrity? It means being consistent in one’s beliefs and 

opinions and being wary against hypocrisy in thought.  It is closely aligned with a few other desirable 

traits like intellectual autonomy (to have command over one’s own thinking and not be swayed too 

easily by the thoughts of others); intellectual empathy (being able to understand ideas from the 

perspective of someone else); intellectual courage (to be true to one’s beliefs even in the face of 

pressure to conform); and intellectual humility (being aware of the limits of one’s knowledge). 

 

A key feature of skepticism is the need for evidence. The more outrageous the claim, the greater the 

need for the evidence. In other words, extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence.  

 

Key Figures 

Bertrand Russell, James Randi, Michael Shermer, Richard Dawkins 

 

Related Ideas 

Critical thinking, Reason, Evidence, Verification, Debunking 

 

Points to Ponder 

 What are some things you are skeptical about? 

 What is the difference between a science skeptic and a religious skeptic? 

 How important is evidence in formulating beliefs? 

 Why should skepticism be applied to our most cherished beliefs? 

 What is the connection between skepticism and cognitive biases? 

 What are some things that you have changed your mind or your opinion about? 

 Why are people so disinclined to change their minds or admit they were mistaken? 

 What are type 1 and type 2 ways of thinking according to Daniel Kahneman?  
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“There are no passengers on 

Spaceship Earth. We are all crew.” 
— Marshall McLuhan 

 

Brief Overview: 

Spaceship Earth is a metaphorical view of earth as a spaceship travelling through the cosmos and the 

people as the crew.  

 

More Details: 

In the Spaceship Earth metaphor, Earth is a “generation ship” – a spaceship on a journey so long that 

many generations of passengers live out their lives in transit. In science fiction this notion has been 

used as a way to colonize distant star systems.  

 

Jeremy Irons has the following words to describe Spaceship Earth: “Like a grand and miraculous 

spaceship, our planet has sailed through the universe of time, and for a brief moment, we have been 

among its many passengers. We now have the ability and the responsibility to build new bridges of 

acceptance and co-operation between us, to create a better world for ourselves and our children as 

we continue our amazing journey aboard Spaceship Earth.” 

 

More specifically, the spaceship is a metaphor for the biosphere - the regions of the surface and 

atmosphere of the Earth where living organisms exist. Outside the spaceship the universe is cold, 

dark, empty, and hostile. But inside the spaceship or within the biosphere there is a vastly complex 
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life-support system that provides the passengers (life forms) everything they need to survive – air, 

water, food, shelter, and resources. 

 

Like on a spaceship, the biosphere recycles all the waste and uses fuel from a nuclear reactor (the 

sun) to ensure that its energy needs are self-sufficiently met.  

 

The spaceship earth metaphor is a useful reminder to us that the biosphere operates based on a 

delicate balance between many interacting systems. If we overload any of the systems (either by 

overusing resources or through overpopulation and excessive waste and pollution) then the life 

support system will break down.  

 

Like the passengers on a spaceship we get no second chances – there’s nowhere else to go.  

 

George Orwell, makes a reference to the Spaceship Earth metaphor: “The world is a raft sailing 

through space with, potentially, plenty of provisions for everybody; the idea that we must all cooperate 

and see to it that everyone does his fair share of the work and gets his fair share of the provisions 

seems so blatantly obvious that one would say that no one could possibly fail to accept it unless he 

had some corrupt motive for clinging to the present system.” 

 

Quantum Physicist David Deutsch disagrees with the view that the biosphere protects life. He avers 

that the biosphere is not a great preserver of species. In addition to being notoriously cruel to 

individuals, evolution involves continual extinctions of entire species. (Well over 90% of species that 

have ever existed have gone extinct). He points out that it was the “life-support system” itself that 

wiped them out – by means such as natural disasters and climate change. Humans in particular have 

to use knowledge and technology to make the biosphere inhabitable for them.  “From the outset, it 

was only human knowledge that made the planet even marginally habitable by humans, and the 

enormously increased capacity of our life-support system since then (in terms of increased 

population, better security, and improved quality of life) has been entirely due to the creation of 

human knowledge. To the extent that we are on a ‘spaceship’, we have never been merely its 

passengers, nor its stewards, nor even its maintenance crew: we are its designers and builders. Before 

the designs created by humans, it was not a vehicle, but only a heap of dangerous raw materials.”  

 

Key Figures 

Marshall McLuhan, Buckminster Fuller, David Deutsch, Carl Sagan,  

 

Related Ideas 

Gaia hypothesis, Existential risks, Overview effect, Pale Blue Dot, Global Citizenship 

 

Points to Ponder 

 Why is it important to live sustainably?  

 How can we change our relationship with our environment for the better? 

 Why do people feel disconnected from their environment and why do we pollute and destroy 

the biosphere on the scale that we do? 

 Jose Arguelles says, “In terms of the spaceship Earth, the wrong crew is in command, and it's 

time for a mutiny.” What do you think he means by this? 

 How important is it to keep the needs of future generations in mind as we use up resources 

now? 
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“Space-time tells matter 

how to move; matter tells 

space-time how to curve.” 
— John Wheeler 

 

Brief Overview: 

Space-time is the four-dimensional coordinate system (3 dimensions of space and 1 of time) in which 

physical events are located 

 

More Details: 

Space-time is the set of all events occurring in space and time. Space-time is four-dimensional, in that 

each event can be located by four numbers: three for its position and one for its time of occurrence.  

It may seem odd to treat time as a dimension. In terms of vectors, Time is not a dimension – neither 

is it in Euclidian geometry. But we use the word dimension to describe the position of an object. To 

do this we not only need the three dimensions of space but also the fourth dimension of time. The 

same object can be perceived as being at two different locations by two separate observers if the 

dimension of time is not stipulated. This is absolutely beyond contest and has to do with the finite 

speed of light. 
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Einstein’s theory of Relativity proved that events (and their spatial separations and temporal 

durations) are not independent of the observer. There is no absolute measures or ultimate reference 

point.  

In other words, the length of a stick is not absolute – it’s length is relative to its motion: the stick will 

be shorter when it is moving than if it was stationary. Similarly, a clock that is moving will run slower 

than if it was stationary.  

We now know that the maximum speed of light is fixed and constant. We also learn from the Theory 

of Relativity that the faster an object moves through space the slower it moves through time (And vice 

versa). This gives rise to the twin paradox: if one of a pair of twins makes a long journey at near the 

speed of light and then returns, he or she will have aged less than the twin who remains behind. 

This paradox is related to time dilation, which is the difference in the elapsed time measured by two 

observers, either due to a velocity difference relative to each other, or by being differently situated 

relative to a gravitational field. 

Time dilation has been verified experimentally by precise measurements of atomic clocks flown in 

aircraft and satellites. Time dilation has also been confirmed in particle accelerators by measuring the 

time dilation of circulating particle beams. 

 

Key Figures 

Albert Einstein, Isaac Newton, Brian Greene, Rene Descartes 

 

Related Ideas 

Special Relativity, Speed of light, Gravitation, Black holes, String theory 

 

Points to Ponder 

 How does the knowledge that time is relative impact how you view the world? 

 What is the grandfather paradox? 

 How do we know for a fact that time flows at different speeds depending on how fast or slow we 

are moving through space? 

 What is the importance of evidence and experiments in developing an understanding of how the 

universe works? 

 What came before the Big Bang? 

 What lies inside a black hole? 

 Can there be extra dimensions in addition to the current four of space-time? 

 Why do String Theorists believe that there may be up to 11 dimensions?  

 The speed of light is constant. What are the implications of this? 

 If time is relative, how do we decide when exactly an event begins and when it ends?  
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“Science is not only compatible 

with spirituality; it is a profound 

source of spirituality.” 
—   Carl Sagan 

 

Brief Overview: 

Spirituality has multiple definitions and is interpreted differently by different people.  

 

More Details: 

To many, spirituality and religiosity are seen as one and the same thing. But with the decline of 

organised religion in the last few decades, the distinction between the two has started to become 

more apparent. It is possible for a person to be spiritual without being religious.  

 

Being religious entails a belief in a God that has one or all of the attributes traditionally associated 

with such an entity, such as omnipotence, omniscience, benevolence etc. However, one may renounce 

such beliefs and still be spiritual.  Feelings of love, compassion, moral goodness, and self-

transcendence are undoubtedly also associated with secular and non-religious people.  

 

There are many ways one can be spiritual – belief in God is merely one way. One of the ways to be 

spiritual without being religious is to seek the betterment of the self. If we believe that our purpose in 

life is to become a better human being, then that is a form of spirituality.  
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In a modern context, spirituality is associated with the subjective feelings of the sacred and numinous. 

It is also connected with personal character virtues, personality traits, and moral values by which 

people choose to live.  

 

In addition to being associated with a desire for self-improvement, spirituality in its less desirable form 

is associated with belief in the supernatural. Increasingly, spirituality has come to be associated with 

the New Age movement, which in turn is associated with an anti-science bias and a propensity to 

believe in a wide range of pseudoscientific practices. 

 

Philosopher and neuroscientist, Sam Harris points out, that those “who attempt to build a bridge 

between science and spirituality tend to make one of two mistakes: Scientists generally start with an 

impoverished view of spiritual experience, assuming that it must be a grandiose way of describing 

ordinary states of mind—parental love, artistic inspiration, awe at the beauty of the night sky. In this 

vein, one finds Einstein’s amazement at the intelligibility of Nature’s laws described as though it were 

a kind of mystical insight. 

 

“New Age thinkers usually enter the ditch on the other side of the road: They idealize altered states of 

consciousness and draw specious connections between subjective experience and the spookier 

theories at the frontiers of physics. Here we are told that the Buddha and other contemplatives 

anticipated modern cosmology or quantum mechanics and that by transcending the sense of self, a 

person can realize his identity with the One Mind that gave birth to the cosmos. 

 

“In the end, we are left to choose between pseudo-spirituality and pseudo-science.” 

 

In its more benign and desirable guise, spirituality includes a quest for ultimate meaning, higher 

purpose, and a search for absolute truth.  

 

 

 

Key Figures 

Sam Harris, Terrence McKenna, Jiddu Krishnamurthy, Alan Watts, D. T. Suzuki 

 

Related Ideas 

Esotericism, Numinous, Transcendence, Gnosticism, Secular Spirituality, Non-overlapping magisteria 

 

Points to Ponder 

 In what way are you spiritual? 

 Can making music and creating art be considered spiritual practices? 

 What is the difference between being religious and being spiritual? 

 Why do so many people who describe themselves as spiritual have an anti-science bias? 

 What anti-science bias or pseudoscience belief are you guilty of? 

 Who are some spiritual people in your life? 

 Whom do you look up to the most as an example of a spiritual person?  

 What is the connection between spirituality and existential intelligence? 
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“There is only one step from the 

sublime to the ridiculous.” 
—   Napoleon Bonaparte 

 

Brief Overview: 

The sublime is that which evokes awe.  

 

More Details: 

In aesthetics, the sublime is the quality of greatness, whether physical, moral, intellectual, 

metaphysical, aesthetic, spiritual, or artistic. The term especially refers to a greatness beyond all 

possibility of calculation, measurement, or imitation. 

 

In his book A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful of 1756, 

Edmund Burke was the first philosopher to argue that sublimity and beauty are mutually exclusive. 

He also pointed out that to be able to feel astonishment is a prerequisite to experiencing the sublime. 

 

Interestingly, he also associated the feeling of terror with the sublime: 

 

“Whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain, and danger, that is to say, whatever is in any 

sort terrible, or is conversant about terrible objects, or operates in a manner analogous to terror, is a 

source of the sublime; that is, it is productive of the strongest emotion which the mind is capable of 

feeling .... When danger or pain press too nearly, they are incapable of giving any delight, and [yet] 

with certain modifications, they may be, and they are delightful, as we every day experience.” 
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For the philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer, the feeling of the beautiful is in seeing an object that invites 

the observer to transcend individuality, and simply observe the idea underlying the object. The feeling 

of the sublime, however, is when the object does not invite such contemplation but instead is an 

overpowering or vast malignant object of great magnitude, one that could destroy the observer. 

 

He explains the difference in perceiving beauty and experiencing a full sense of the sublime by using 

the following examples: 

 
Feeling of Beauty – Light is reflected off a flower. (Pleasure from a mere perception of an object that cannot hurt the 

observer). 

Weakest Feeling of Sublime – Light reflected off stones. (Pleasure from beholding objects that pose no 

threat, objects devoid of life). 

Weaker Feeling of Sublime – Endless desert with no movement. (Pleasure from seeing objects that could 

not sustain the life of the observer). 

Sublime – Turbulent Nature. (Pleasure from perceiving objects that threaten to hurt or destroy observer).  

Full Feeling of Sublime – Overpowering turbulent Nature. (Pleasure from beholding very violent, 

destructive objects). 

Fullest Feeling of Sublime – Immensity of Universe's extent or duration. (Pleasure from knowledge of 

observer's nothingness and oneness with Nature). 

 

Immanuel Kant points out that “whereas the beautiful is limited, the sublime is limitless, so that the 

mind in the presence of the sublime, attempting to imagine what it cannot, has pain in the failure but 

pleasure in contemplating the immensity of the attempt” 

 

Key Figures 

Edmund Burke, Arthur Schopenhauer, Immanuel Kant 

 

Related Ideas 

Aesthetics, Literary sublime 

 

Points to Ponder 

 Can something ugly be considered sublime? 

 Can a depiction of a morally bad act (in painting, film, sculpture) be considered sublime? 

 How is sublime different from beautiful? 

 When did you last feel a sense of the sublime? 

 What are some examples of sublime art and music? 

 What are some examples of sublime architecture? 

 Can certain ideas be considered sublime? 

 What about the universe evokes a sense of awe and makes it a source of the sublime to so many 

people? 

 Can certain mathematical equations be considered sublime?  

 Can something formless be sublime? 

 What are some 21st century examples of the sublime?  

 What are some examples of the sublime in the natural world? 
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‘Try not to become a man of 

success, but rather try to become 

a man of value.’ 
—   Albert Einstein 

 

Brief Overview: 

Success is a feeling of achievement.  

 

More Details: 

Being successful means the achievement of desired visions and planned goals.  

In conventional society, success has come to be seen as a social status that describes a prosperous 

person who has attained wealth and fame.   

Of course, that is only one way of understanding success and a superficial one at that. Because one 

can have wealth and fame but without contentment that success is not quite success.  

A more interesting way to understand success is to conceive of it as a journey rather than a 

destination. For instance, to be able to live your life in your own way is certainly one way to understand 

success. As Henry Thoreau put it, “If one advances confidently in the direction of his dreams, and 

endeavors to live the life which he has imagined, he will meet with a success unexpected in common 

hours.” 
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There are those who have a bucket list of things they wish to achieve in life and when all or most have 

been checked they feel a sense of success. That could be one way of looking at success. Another way 

of experiencing success is to know that you have achieved nothing of great significance and have 

made no monumental impact on human society, but still have a sense of peace and tranquility. Chia 

Tao the Tang Dynasty poet has these lines: 

“I asked the boy beneath the pines. 

He said: the Master’s gone alone 

herb picking somewhere on the mount, 

cloud-hidden, whereabouts unknown.” 

 

There are countless monks, teachers, parents, counsellors, who have disappeared into the mists of 

time (cloud-hidden like the Master in the verse above) but yet, their salutary impact on the lives of 

people around them could be construed as a form of success.  

 

Perhaps the simplest way to understand success is to view it not as about achieving something in the 

future, but about doing something right now that you love. 

 

Key Figures 

Thich Nhat Hanh, Alan Watts 

 

Related Ideas 

Meaning, Purpose, Big Picture, Overview Effect 

 

Points to Ponder 

 What is your personal definition of success?  

 Whom do you consider to be successful? 

 Make a list of ten people whose success you want to emulate? 

 What would you add to your bucket list? 

 Success has come to be associated with wealth and fame. Yet, many wealthy and famous people 

are not happy. Why is this? 

 How do eastern and western philosophies differ in their conception of success? 

 In what way can someone be successful even if they haven’t achieved fame and wealth? 
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“Taoism is the gentle way. The 

path of least resistance.” 
—   Frederick Lenz  

 

Brief Overview: 

The Tao in Chinese philosophy is the ultimate principle of the Universe.  

 

More Details: 

The Tao in Chinese philosophy is the absolute principle underlying the universe, combining within 

itself the principles of yin and yang and signifying the way, or code of behaviour, that is in harmony 

with the natural order. The interpretation of Tao in the Tao-te-Ching developed into the philosophical 

religion of Taoism. 

The Tao was a philosophical system developed by Lao-tzu and Chuang-tzu advocating a simple honest 

life and noninterference with the course of natural events. The Tao is the underlying principle or force 

of everything in existence. It is associated with the Absolute but it is not God in the Judeo-Christian 

sense of the word. Tao is the natural order of the universe whose character human intuition must 

discern in order to realise the potential for individual wisdom. This intuitive knowing of "life" cannot 

be grasped or taught or talked about in any meaningful way. It is just a concept known through actual 

living experience of one's everyday being. 

 

 

The Tao consists of the Yin and Yang principles or forces of nature: dark-light, positive-negative, 

masculine-feminine, organised-chaotic… Seemingly contradictory, these forces may actually be 
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considered to be complementary, interconnected, and interdependent in the natural world. They give 

rise to the Tao in their interrelationship with each other.  

 

Literally, Tao means “way”. It is not a personal way, nor the way of a school of thought. The Tao refers 

to the basic Chinese belief in an order and harmony in nature.  

 

This concept originated in remote times, from the observations of the night sky and of nature – the 

rising and setting of the sun, moon, and stars, the cycle of day and night, and the rotation of the 

seasons – suggesting the existence of laws of nature, a sort of divine legislation that regulated the 

pattern of the heavens above and its counterpart the earth below.  

 

Among the schools of Chinese thought, Tao has been described by many names; for these there are 

no exact translations, though their equivalents range from the abstract “First Principle” to the musical 

“Cosmic Mother” and “Primal Source” depending on the frame of interpretation.  

 

Chuang Tzu, one of the founders of Taoism observes that, “Tao cannot be conveyed by either words 

or silence. In that state which is neither speech nor silence its transcendental nature may be 

apprehended.”  

 

Alan Watts, the 20th century British Philosopher, explains Taoism as a set of ideas and as a way of life 

– the way of “man’s cooperation with the course or trend of the natural world, whose principles we 

discover in the flow patterns of water, gas, and wire, which are subsequently memorialized or 

sculptured in those of stone and wood, and later in many forms of human art.” He speaks of how the 

principle of Tao reconciles sociability with individuality, order with spontaneity, and unity with 

diversity. 

 

Key Figures 

Alan Watts, D T Suzuki, Ray Grigg, Chuang-Tse, Lao-Tse  

 

Related Ideas 

Brahman, Logos, Rta, Yin-yang  

 

Points to Ponder 

 What is harmonious about the natural world? 

 What are the various cycles we see in the natural world? 

 What are some beautiful things in the natural world? 

 What are some ugly and horrifying things in the natural world? 

 How can human beings live in harmony with nature? 

 What are the things humans are doing that is causing to live out of harmony with nature? 

 What can we learn about life and death from the principle of the Tao? 
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“Whereof one cannot speak, 

thereof one must be silent.” 
—   Ludwig Wittgenstein 

 

Brief Overview: 

Tat Tvam Asi is a Sanskrit phrase from the Upanishads and Vedanta philosophy that literally means, “That 
are thou.” 

 

More Details: 

It is basic to Vedanta that Brahman, the intangible, nonobjective ground of everything that exists, is 

identical with the ground of every individual and everything. This is put in the formula tat tvam asi, 

which in English may be translated as “That Art Thou” – or more colloquially: “You are It.” 

 

In Vedanta philosophy, The Brahman is the absolute underlying reality of the universe – “the pervasive, 

genderless, infinite, eternal truth and bliss which does not change, yet is the cause of all changes.” 

Brahman is not god in the Abrahamic sense of the word. Brahman is a metaphysical concept meant 

to represent the single binding unity behind diversity in all that exists in the universe. 

 

Tat tvam asi means that the Self – in its original, pure, primordial state - is wholly or partially 

identifiable or identical with the Ultimate Reality that is the ground and origin of all phenomena. 

 

Eastern philosophies suggest that the reason we cannot immediately appreciate the underlying unity 

behind the universe and the fundamental connection between everyone and everything is because 
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we are in the thrall of maya – an illusion we labor under that convinces us that Reality and the material 

world is a certain way when it isn’t. 

 

In quantum physics, String Theory postulates that all matter is ultimately vibrating patterns of 

extremely small-scale strings. These strings are thought to be the fundamental constituents of matter 

and are single-dimensional as opposed to the classical convention of treating the fundamental 

constituents of matter as being zero-dimensional dots. The different patterns of oscillations of these 

strings are responsible for all visible matter in our universe, just like a guitar string can produce many 

notes.  

 

The latest theories in inflationary cosmology tell us that the universe is bathed in a field called Higgs 

field. All mass in the universe manifests itself by interaction with this Higgs field. At a few trillionths of 

a second after the Big Bang, the pressures and temperatures were so high that all matter was 

massless, and all forces—including gravity, electromagnetism, and the weak and strong nuclear 

forces—were united and uniform. 

 

A useful metaphor for the Brahman and the realization Tat tvam asi  is to consider the diaphragm of 

a loudspeaker – the thin, semi-rigid membrane attached to the voice coil, which moves in a magnetic 

gap; when the diaphragm vibrates, sound is produced. If we listened to the loudspeaker we may hear 

a wide range of sounds – from sonatas and operas to babies wailing and animals growling. But 

ultimately, all sound originates from the vibration of the diaphragm. In a similar way, the Brahman is 

a concept to signify the ultimate unity of all things. And Tat Tvam Asi is the self-realization and 

understanding of this.  

 

Key Figures 

Alan Watts, Brian Greene 

 

Related Ideas 

Quantum Entanglement, Satori, Brahman, Big Bang 

 

Points to Ponder 

 How are we connected to other humans biologically? 

 How are we connected to other forms of life chemically? 

 How are we connected to all matter in the universe atomically? 

 Where did the elements in our body come from? 

 Where do the molecules and atoms in our body go after we die? 
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“Time and tide wait 

for no man.” 
—   ― Geoffrey Chaucer 

 

Brief Overview: 

Time is the continuum of experience in which events pass from the future through the present to the 

past.  
 

More Details: 

Time is the indefinite continued progress of existence and events in the past, present, and future 

regarded as a whole. 

 

Time is a component quantity of various measurements used to sequence events, to compare the 

duration of events or the intervals between them, and to quantify rates of change of quantities in 

material reality or in the conscious experience. 

 

Time is often referred to as a fourth dimension, along with three spatial dimensions. However, time 

is the dimension of change, a fact which distinguishes it from the three dimensions of space.  
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Relativity physics tells us that time is relative. What that means is that there is no absolute ‘now’. Events 

deemed ‘past’ in one frame of reference must be deemed ‘future’ in other frames. This would seem 

to indicate that the distinction between past and present is only a subjective and experientially based 

difference rather than a genuine ontological difference.  

 

Richard Feynman, the great 20th-century physicist speculated that the mathematics seemed to 

indicate that a particle moving forward in time was the same as an antiparticle moving backward in 

time. This is technically true, but not in a way that’s useful or particularly enlightening for almost 

anyone to know. 

 

The notion of an antiparticle moving “backward in time” is a useful way of describing individual particle 

interactions. However, when we start to look at larger scales then entropy starts to play a more 

important role, and the usual milestones of passing time (e.g., ticking clocks, fading ink, growing trees) 

show up for both matter and anti-matter in exactly the same way.  (Entropy is the degree of 

predictability in the Universe and represents the tendency of the Universe to increase in disorder.)  

 

The most important, defining characteristic of time is entropy, and entropy treats matter and anti-

matter in exactly the same way; the future is the future is the future for everything. In other words, it 

highly unlikely we will ever see a scrambled egg spontaneously go back to becoming unscrambled.  

 

We also learn from physics that the faster you move through space the slower you move through 

time. Which is why clocks on the International Space Station and in GPS systems move at a different 

rate than clocks on earth. However, at the speed of light, Time stands still.  

 

We used to measure time using the movement of celestial bodies, or measuring the rate of change of 

sand an hourglass. We later began to use pendulums, and mechanical and digital clocks. Today, the 

international unit of time, the second, is defined by measuring the electronic transition frequency of 

cesium atoms. 

 

Key Figures 

Albert Einstein, Richard Feynman,  

 

Related Ideas 

Time Travel, Tachyons, Time Dilation, Chronometry, Wormholes, Entropy, Twin Paradox, Horology 

 

Points to Ponder 

 Why can’t we travel faster than light? 

 Why does time stand still at the speed of light? 

 How is light used to calculate time? 

 Is time finite or infinite? 

 When did time begin? 

 In what sense is time relative? 

 What does the arrow of time mean? 

 If you could travel back in time when or where would you go? 

 If you could, how far into the future would you like to travel and why? 

 How many seconds of life on average does a person have on earth?  

 Which organisms have the longest and shortest lifespan? 
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“The Transcension Hypothesis is an 

intellectual aerobics exercise.” 
—   ― Jason Silva 

 

Brief Overview: 

Transcension is a hypothesis that the more advanced a civilization gets the more likely it is to explore 

inner space at the quantum scale than outer space. 
 

More Details: 

John Smart is the founder of Foresight University. He put forward the Transcension Hypothesis to 

account for Fermi’s Paradox and to speculate about what might happen after the Singularity. Frank 

Drake was an American astronomer who came up with the famous Drake Equation to estimate the 

number of potentially intelligent civilisations in the universe. Drake’s equation indicates we should 

have millions and billions of advanced civilizations in the universe. Yet, we see no evidence of any 

(thus far).  

 

John Smart puts forward the Transcension Hypothesis as a way to account for our inability to discover 

intelligent alien life. He posits that the evolutionary development of biology will increasingly lead to 

compression in STEM (Space, Time, Energy, and Matter). Increasingly complex and advanced 

civilizations will be less likely to explore outer space and more likely to explore “quantum inner space,” 

a computationally optimal domain of increasingly dense, productive, miniaturized, and efficient scales 

of space, time, energy, and matter. This, he speculates, might eventually lead to a black-hole-like 

destination.  
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Consider the smartphones we currently have. They are a million times smaller, a million times 

cheaper, and a thousand times more powerful than the supercomputers that the Pentagon had in the 

1960s that were the size of a building and cost billions of dollars to construct. Today, we have that 

computing power in our pockets. Now, project a few decades into the future when we have computer 

that are trillions of times more powerful than what we currently have. We are already in the age of 

quantum computing where we are manipulating electrons and programming matter at the nanoscale 

and soon even at the femtoscale. STEM compression is happening before our very eyes. We’re already 

talking about direct human-computer interface and uploading our memories onto the cloud. This is 

in the early half of the 21st century. Consider where this will lead to a few centuries from now. Is it 

truly farfetched to think that we will continue STEM compression to the point that we will create black 

hole like conditions and disappear from the visible universe? Who knows? 

 

John Smart speculates that this might already have happened to the various super intelligent lifeforms 

in the universe. So, after Singularity comes the Transcension. Perhaps that is our destiny: to be virtual 

minds, existing in the substrate of the very fabric of space and time, escaping our current dimensions, 

and encountering all the super-advanced civilisations on the other side.  

 

All this sounds like science fiction.  But we are living in a science fiction world today. Any traveler from 

a few centuries ago will be baffled by the technological level at which our world operates. We’re only 

in our technological adolescence. Who’s to say what awaits humanity a thousand years from now. 

There’s no way to realistically speculate. 

 

Key Figures 

John Smart, Frank Drake, Enrico Fermi, Jason Silva 

 

Related Ideas 

Time Travel, Technological Singularity, Planetarium Hypothesis, Fermi Paradox, Simulation Theory 

 

Points to Ponder 

 What will future humans look like? 

 Would it be possible to exist as beings of pure energy? 

 Could consider photons of light as a form of life? 

 When do you think might the technological Singularity happen? 

 What would happen after the Singularity? 

 Given enough time and knowledge, what are some incredible things that future humans could do? 

 What are a few things that we can never ever do because the laws of Physics forbid it? 

 Is the Universe a computer simulation? And could we tell?  
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“An acorn that is unafraid to 

destroy itself in growing into a 

tree.” 
 ― David Zindell 

 

Brief Overview: 

Transhumanism is the belief or philosophy that the use of science and technology can overcome 

current human limitations and improve the future human condition.  
 

More Details: 

Transhumanism is a mode of thinking about the future of our species. It is premised on the notion 

that Homo sapiens in our current form don’t represent the end of evolution. Instead, transhumanism 

is the belief that we are in an early stage and a continually transitionary phase of becoming something 

much greater and far more impressive using superior technologies to upgrade our bodies, our minds, 

our morality, and our priorities. “What is great in Man,” said the philosopher Nietzsche, “is that he is a 

bridge, not an end.” Transhumanism is the belief that with the exponential growth of technologies 

and an increasing merger with our tools, Humans 2.0 is a real possibility. 

 

Nick Bostrom is a Swedish philosopher, futurist, transhumanist, and faculty at Oxford University. In 

his article about transhumanism values for The Journal of Philosophical Research titled “Ethical Issues 

for the Twenty-First Century,” he makes the following points about Transhumanism: 
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Transhumanism promotes an interdisciplinary approach to understanding and evaluating the opportunities for 

enhancing the human condition and the human organism opened up by the advancement of technology. Attention 

is given to both present technologies, like genetic engineering and information technology, and anticipated future 

ones, such as molecular nanotechnology and artificial intelligence.  

 

The enhancement options being discussed include radical extension of human health-span, eradication of disease, 

elimination of unnecessary suffering, and augmentation of human intellectual, physical, and emotional capacities. 

Other transhumanist themes include space colonization and the possibility of creating superintelligent machines, 

along with other potential developments that could profoundly alter the human condition. The ambit is not limited 

to gadgets and medicine, but encompasses also economic, social, institutional designs, cultural development, and 

psychological skills and techniques. 

 

Transhumanists view human nature as a work-in-progress, a half-baked beginning that we can learn to remould in 

desirable ways. Current humanity need not be the endpoint of evolution. Transhumanists hope that by responsible 

use of science, technology, and other rational means we shall eventually manage to become posthuman, beings with 

vastly greater capacities than present human beings have. 

 

Currently, humans are restricted in many areas:  our intellectual capacities, the frailty of our physical 

bodies, the weaknesses in our sensory modalities, and the difficulties we experience in the emotional 

and psychological realms. Transhumanism is the notion that soon we will be able to overcome all 

these limitations and gradually usher ourselves into a post-human era.   

 

Transitioning into this post-human realm is contingent on a few basic conditions being met and these 

include, global peace and security, continued technological progress, and expanding access of the 

technologies to a wide range of people of diverse economic backgrounds.  

 

Since the beginning of life on this planet we’ve only seen biological evolution, for the most part. In the 

last few millennia, we’ve seen cultural evolution in action among humans. But now, for the first time, 

we’re witnessing the development of conscious evolution. The renowned biologist, Edward O. Wilson, 

says “we have actually decommissioned natural selection, and now we must look deep within 

ourselves and decide what we wish to become. We are now the chief agents of evolutions.” 

 

Key Figures 

Nick Bostrom, Ray Kurzweil, Ted Chu, David Deutsch, David Pearce 

 

Related Ideas 

Übermensch, Kardashev scale, Global Brain, Omega point, Humans 2.0 

 

Points to Ponder 

 What new ethics will we need in the future? 

 How will future humans be different from current humans? 

 What role will technology play in shaping humans? 

  What are the existential risks we face on the transhumanism journey? 

 What will the role of religion be in a transhuman society? 

 Can human consciousness be uploaded to computers? 

 In what way can we use technology to enhance or overcome our biological limitations? 

 Transhumanism is also a bio-technological upgrade of our species, but also a socio-cultural, 

ethico-moral, spirituo-intellectual, and visuo-aesthetic upgrade as well. In what ways is this true?  

 What aspect of yourself would you like to enhance? 
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“The truth is rarely pure and never simple.”   

― Oscar Wilde 
 

Brief Overview: 

Truth is that which is true or a fact that has been verified or conformity to reality or actuality.  

 

More Details: 

Truth is often used to mean being in accord with fact or reality, or fidelity to an original or standard. 

 

However, if there is no agreement with an original or standard then it hard to agree on what is true.  

 

The method used to determine whether something is a truth is termed a criterion of truth. If we are 

not agreed on the criteria of truth it is again hard to agree on what is true.  

 

There are subjective truths and objective truths. A subjective truth is to say, “This room is cold.” This 

may be true for person A but not necessarily for person B. An objective truth is to say, “The 

thermometer says this room is 27 degrees Celsius.” If it is a properly working thermometer and that 

is, indeed, what it says, then that is an Objective truth (only if the criterion of truth – what a Celsius is 

– is agree by everyone).  

 

There are several “bearers” of Truth (and falsity). These include sentences, statements, propositions 

and beliefs.  

 

Prof. E. J. Lowe of Durham University explains the difference as follow:  
 

A sentence is a linguistic string of words. E.g. This is blue. 

A statement is the use of a sentence on a particular occasion as if they were asserting it. “The room is cold.” 



151 
 

A proposition is what is asserted when a statement is made – and refers to the content of the statement. Thus two 

different speakers (or the same speaker on two different occasions) may assert the same proposition by making two 

different statements, perhaps using sentences of two different languages.  

 

The best known theory of truth is the correspondence theory. By this view, a candidate for truth is 

true if and only if it corresponds to facts. However, there are those who object to this because they 

believe that the notion of a fact is itself only to be explained in terms of truth. So the correspondence 

theory is beset with the problem of circularity. For example, imagine two propositions:  

 

Proposition 1 put forward by the scientific community: the moon is a celestial body 350,000km 

away from earth 

Proposition 2 put forward by a tribal chief: the moon is a giant calabash in the sky.  

 

We can say proposition 1 is the truth because it corresponds with scientific facts. However, it is the 

scientists who decide what a fact is. To the tribal leader, the moon’s calabash-esque properties are a 

fact, hence to him proposition 2 is true. In other words, a truth is true if it’s based on a fact that is true. 

This is problematic, indeed.  

 

Coherence theory is another theory about truth. It posits that truth consists in a relation which truth-

bearers have to one another, such as a relation of mutual support among the beliefs of an individual 

or community. The problem with this is that it leads to relativism about truth – what is true for you 

may not be true for me.  

 

Finally, there is the pragmatic theory of truth. What is true is what is useful. Detractors complain that 

conflating truth with utility is fatuous, dangerous, dishonest and deluded. A belief can quite easily be 

useful but not necessarily true.  

  

Key Figures 

Bertrand Russell, Ludwig Wittgenstein, Gautama Siddhartha  

 

Related Ideas 

Skepticism, Logic, Empiricism, Pragmatism, Satya,  

 

Points to Ponder 

 What are some propositions you believe to be true? 

 Have you ever changed your mind about something you thought was the truth? 

 If you are the only person in the world to believe something to be true and everyone else disagrees 

with you, is what you believe true?  

 What is the difference between truth and fact? 

 Can truth be subjective? 

 How important is it to have agreement on truth claims in the fields of medicine, architecture, 

engineering, and physics?  

 How important is it to have agreement on truth claims in the fields of sociology, art, music, and 

dance?  
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“It is a magnificent feeling to recognize the unity 

of complex phenomena which appear to be 

things quite apart from the direct visible truth.” 
― Albert Einstein 

 
 

Brief Overview: 

Unity is an undivided or unbroken completeness.  

 

More Details: 

Unity refers to the fundamental connection behind everything. From science we learn that gravity is 

universal, all chemicals are made of atoms, all matter is made of wavicles, and such disparate 

phenomena as lightning, radiation, and magnets are all manifestations of electromagnetism. At a 

fundamental level, there aren’t different things. There are just patterns manifesting in different forms. 

Ultimately, the universe (or the multiverse) is a single, unified, reality. 

 

We are in the universe, and the universe is in us. This is not poetry or metaphor. It is a statement that 

is literally true. The top five most abundant elements in the universe are Hydrogen, Helium, Oxygen, 

Carbon, and Nitrogen. These are also the exact same most abundant elements in the human body. 

There is a one to one correlation between what we are made of and what the universe is made of. We 

are not made of some special element like gold. We are not made of a rare isotope of Plutonium. No. 

We are made of the most abundant stuff in the universe. 

 



153 
 

All the stars we now see in the night sky are second or third generation stars. This means the elements 

they are made of is recycled material from a previous generation of stars that died and exploded. How 

do we know? By measuring the amount of heavier elements they contain.  

 

First generation stars contained only Hydrogen and Helium. Two main forces take place in a star. 

Gravity that pulls stuff in and thermonuclear forces that push stuff outwards. As the Hydrogen atoms 

are crushed closer and closer they fuse to form Helium. They fuse some more to form Oxygen, Carbon, 

Nitrogen, Iron, and every other element. 

 

When these stars die they scatter their core in the form of supernovas. This scattered star stuff forms 

the basis of the next generation of stars and planets. All the gold, silver, copper, aluminium and other 

elements we find on Earth, on asteroids, and other planets, were generated in the core of a previous 

generation of stars. The same holds true for all the iron in our blood, the nitrogen in our DNA, the 

calcium in our bones, the sodium in our cells. All these elements were first generated in stars. We are 

literally star stuff. 

 

All life on earth is based on the DNA molecule which consists of elements forged in the insides of stars 

that died. And all humans have 23 pairs of chromosomes.  

 

It is accurate to say that we are connected to all humans biologically, to all life chemically, and to all 

matter atomically. 

 

Key Figures 

Lawrence Krauss, Brian Greene, James Clerk Maxwell, Fritjof Capra, Gary Zukav 

 

Related Ideas 

Monism, Brahman, Henosis, Quantum Entanglement, Holism, Grand Unified Theory, String Theory 

 

Points to Ponder 

 Why do people feel disconnected from their environment?  

 Why do we not instinctively feel a union with our fellow human beings, other sentient life, and the 

universe at large? 

 What role do society and culture play in defining our sense of self? 

 How does religion influence our understanding of unity? 
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“We are in the universe 

and the universe is in us.”  
—   ― Neil deGrasse Tyson. 

 

Brief Overview: 

The universe is everything that exists everywhere. 

 

More Details: 

The universe is all of space and time and their contents, including planets, stars, galaxies, and all other 

forms of matter and energy. 

 

In the earliest moments of the universe, energy turned into matter. But matter comes in two forms, 

matter and antimatter. And when a particle of matter encounters a particle of antimatter, they 

annihilate each other — and all we’re left with is light. 

 

The universe tends to be a symmetrical place, so it's reasonable to assume that at the dawn of the 

universe, matter and antimatter were produced in equal amounts. 

 

Somehow, somewhere, there had to be a slight imbalance — a bit more matter than antimatter — 

and so we now see the predominance of matter over anti-matter. Everything that we can see around 

us (stars, galaxies, planets, birds, bees, and trees) are all made of matter.  
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However, all the matter and energy that we can see constitute only about 10% of the known universe. 

The remaining 90% of the universe is classified as dark matter and dark energy. We are still in the 

process of understanding what 90% of the universe consists of. 

 

Dark Matter is a form of matter that does not collide with atomic particles but we know it exists because 

it exerts gravitational force. Dark Energy is the unknown energy associated with a negative pressure 

that makes the universe expand faster. We know it exists because the universe (at its farthest 

recesses) is expanding faster than the speed of light – thus massively overpowering the force of 

gravity.  

 

The universe is 13.7 billion years old. While the true spatial size of the entire Universe is unknown, it 

is possible to measure the size of the observable universe, which is currently estimated to be 93 billion 

light years in diameter. What that means is travelling at the speed of light (300,000 km/sec) it would 

take us 93 billion years to travel from one end of the universe to the other – however, that doesn’t 

take into account the fact that the universe is expanding faster than the speed of light – so even in 

theory, it would not be possible to go from one end of the universe to the other. The laws of physics 

simply don’t allow it. 

 

Currently, we know that there are 20 trillion galaxies in the observable universe, each with on average 

100 billion stars. To put that in perspective, there are more stars in the universe than there are grains 

of sand in all the deserts and beaches of our planet. In fact, there are 20,000 stars for every grain of 

sand on earth. (And there are more planets in the universe than there are stars).  

 

 

Key Figures 

Sean Carroll, Brian Greene, Lawrence Krauss, Carl Sagan, Neil deGrasse Tyson 

 

Related Ideas 

Multiverse, Cosmology, Relativity Physics, Cosmic Calendar, Cosmic Inflation, Higgs Boson 

 

Points to Ponder 

 Why do almost all cosmologist believe that the Big Bang is the best model for explaining the origins 

of the universe? 

 How will the universe end? 

 Are there other forms of life in the universe? 

 What is a black hole? 

 How old is the universe? How do we know? 

 What are some of the cultural myths and legends about the origins of the universe? 

 What tools do we use to study the universe?  

 Where would you like to travel to in the universe – what would you like to see and why?  

 What aspects of the universe have we still not fully understood? 
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“That art Thou. (You are it)” 
― Upanishads 

 
 

Brief Overview: 

I, in metaphysics, is the subject or object of self-consciousness; the ego. 

 

More Details: 

“Who am I” is  fundamentally a question of personal-identify. Personal-identity is inherently associated 

with memories. And memories are stored in the brain. Thus, “who am I” is essentially a question about 

our private thoughts, subjective emotions, and personal beliefs.  

However, the Philosopher Alan Watts points out that  

“We seldom realize that our most private thoughts and emotions are not actually our own. For we think in terms of 

languages and images which we did not invent, but which were given to us by our society. We copy emotional 

reactions from our parents, learning from them that excrement is supposed to have a disgusting smell and that 

vomiting is supposed to be an unpleasant sensation. The dread of death is also learned from their anxieties about 

sickness and from their attitudes to funerals and corpses. Our social environment has this power just because we do 

not exist apart from a society. Society is our extended mind and body. Yet the very society from which the individual 

is inseparable is using its whole irresistible force to persuade the individual that he is indeed separate! Society as we 

now know it is therefore playing a game with self-contradictory rules.” 

“We suffer from a hallucination, from a false and distorted sensation of our own existence as living organisms. Most 

of us have the sensation that "I myself" is a separate center of feeling and action, living inside and bounded by the 
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physical body—a center which "confronts" an "external" world of people and things, making contact through the 

senses with a universe both alien and strange. Everyday figures of speech reflect this illusion. "I came into this world." 

"You must face reality." "The conquest of nature." This feeling of being lonely and very temporary visitors in the 

universe is in flat contradiction to everything known about man (and all other living organisms) in the sciences. We 

do not "come into" this world; we come out of it, as leaves from a tree. As the ocean "waves," the universe "peoples." 

Every individual is an expression of the whole realm of nature, a unique action of the total universe. This fact is rarely, 

if ever, experienced by most individuals. Even those who know it to be true in theory do not sense or feel it, but 

continue to be aware of themselves as isolated "egos" inside bags of skin.”  

 

Sebastian Seung points out that “the brain is behind the really big questions we have. Who am I, what 

is my identity? What is that based on? If memories are encoded in connectomes, your personality 

might be in your connectome. If that's the case, that's the basis of your uniqueness as a person.” 

There are neuroscientists and Buddhist monks who believe that the sense of self is an illusion. (See 

entry above on “Self”)  

The looking-glass self is a social psychological concept, created by Charles Horton Cooley in 1902, 

stating that a person’s self grows out of society’s interpersonal interactions and the perceptions of 

others. The term refers to people shaping themselves based on other people’s perception, which leads 

people to reinforce other people’s perspectives on themselves. People shape themselves based on 

what other people perceive and confirm other people’s opinion on themselves. (In other, words, I am 

who I think you think I am).  

Perhaps we ought to see our identity and sense of “I” as an ongoing process. Rather than a static 

snapshot, we should embrace a flowing sense of self – one in which we are perpetually re-framing, re-

organizing, re-thinking and re-considering ourselves. 

 

Key Figures 

Alan Watts, V. S. Ramachandran, Oliver Sacks, Sigmund Freud, Gautama Siddhartha  

 

Related Ideas 

Split Brain, Amnesia, Capgras Delusion, Brahman, Atman, Ego, Id, Dissociative Identity Disorder 

 

Points to Ponder 

 How would you answer the question “Who are you?” 

 Why do most people tend to associate their identity with their country or religion? 

 What else do people base their self-identity on?  

 Are you the same person you were ten years ago? (Or one day ago?) 

 Should you be punished for a crime you committed ten years ago? (Twenty? Thirty? Forty?) 

 In what way is your sense of self or personal identity connected with your memories? 

 How is your perception of your self influenced by society? 

 How is your sense of self influenced by what other people think of you?  
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“Relax. Nothing’s missing.” 
― Maxime Lagacé 

 
 

Brief Overview: 

Zen is a doctrine that enlightenment can be attained through direct intuitive insight instead of faith.  

 

More Details: 

Zen is not a theory, or belief, or dogma, or ritual, or moral code, or a practice. Zen is a state of 

realization, self-discovery and insight.  

 

However, Zen is also strongly associated with a way of meditation in which the individual is 

encouraged to focus on the now and experience the present from moment to moment. 

 

Dogen, the 13th century Japanese monk says, exploring Zen is like a bird flying in the sky or a fish 

swimming in the ocean. "Therefore, if there are fish that would swim or birds that would fly only after 

investigating the entire ocean or sky, they would find neither path nor place."  

 

Some Roshis (Zen masters) compare Zen to a thorn that you use to remove another thorn stuck in 

your foot. When you have removed the thorn you have no use for either thorn. You can discard both 

thorns. What that means is that Zen is about using the self to discover there is no self and that there 

is nothing separating us from the universe and the fabric of existence. When you get that 

understanding, you can discard the practices of Zen. It is of no further use.  
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Another way of looking at it is to imagine the study of Zen as using a raft to cross a river to the other 

shore. When you have got to the shore you let go of the raft. (But you then also realise that the other 

shore is the same as the shore you left in the first place!) 

 

There are some Zen monks who hold the view that "Enlightenment" is not a destination - but a journey. 

One of the many koans talks about Enlightenment as a reflection of the moon in a pail of water. The 

moon doesn't become wet and the water remains undisturbed. This is the satori 

(Awakening/Enlightenment) that Zen talks about. 

 

Some of the insights, perceptions, intuitions, and brain-states associated with Satori are as follows: 

 

 loss of sense of self and dissolution of the ego 

 an understanding that time is an illusion 

 a realization that all we have is the eternal now 

 a feeling of oneness with the universe 

 a deep connection with all humanity 

 a profound compassion for all life 

 a sense of calm euphoria and a gentle understanding that everything will be ok 

 a lack of attachment/clinging to people and material things. 

 a realization that good and bad/right and wrong are artificial constructs  

 a visceral understanding that the ultimate nature of Reality is the ineffable and associated 

with the Absolute (the Void, the It, the Suchness, the Tao, The Brahman...) 

 

However, after attaining Satori one doesn’t become divine or attain supernatural powers. Satori is not 

a special state of mind. It is simply a return to the original, natural condition of the human mind. When 

D. T. Suzuki was asked what it felt like being Enlightened, he replied, “Enlightenment is like everyday 

consciousness but two inches above the ground.” 

 

As the saying goes, Zen is like a finger pointing at the moon. Most people confuse the finger for the 

moon. Most people need symbols and stories and rituals and idols. But what we've got to learn is that 

religious symbols are meant to be lovingly broken. Like a chicken that comes out of an egg. Zen cannot 

be taught. Its realizations have to be discovered on one’s own. But we each already possess these 

realizations. In other words, Zen is like a man riding on an ox in search of the ox.  

 

Key Figures 

Alan Watts, D. T. Suzuki, Thich Nhat Hanh, R. H. Blyth 

 

Related Ideas 

Mindfulness, Tao, Sunyatta, Satori, Nirvana, Moksha, Bodhisattva,  

 

Points to Ponder 

 What are the benefits of meditation? 

 How is Zen different from other religions? 

 How is Zen similar to psychotherapy?  

 Who are a few famous Zen monks? 

 Why is it important not to cling to things? 

 What does it mean to be in a transcendental state of mind? 
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Based on Howard Gardner’s Theory of Multiple Intelligences, Existential intelligence involves an 

individual's ability to use collective values and intuition to understand others and the world 

around us. People who excel in this intelligence typically are able to see the big picture and ask 

deep questions that transcend perception.  

 

As Gardner points out: “Existential intelligence has been valued in every known human culture. 

Cultures devise religious, mystical, or metaphysical systems for dealing with existential issues; and 

in modern times or in secular settings, aesthetic, philosophical, and scientific works and systems 

also speak to this ensemble of human needs.” 

 

Unfortunately, this is the intelligence that is often catered to least in schools and in broader 

society. Paradoxically, this is the intelligence for which, thus far, we have no substitute in the realm 

of Artificial Intelligence.  

 

Existential Studies: An Introduction is a beginner’s guide to some of the mind-expansive topics 

that fall under this broad area of human knowledge. The book takes an interdisciplinary approach 

to a range of ideas, including human origins, scientific investigation, mystical insight, the nature 

of reality, the meaning of truth, the purpose of life and much more.  

 

Written in a style that is easily accessible to young readers and old, Existential Studies is a must-

read for anyone with a deep concern for ultimate issues in life and those seeking answers to the 

big questions. 
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