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    ABOUT THE AUTHOR




    It was another bad omen when I discovered that the nursing home in Margate, Kent, where I was born in 1947, had been demolished. There have been many twists and turns in my life since then. After being recommended to do so, I became a Maths and Physics teacher in 1972, although my chief desire at the time had been to enter the Anglican Church.




    I had studied some theology at Keele University in Staffordshire, where I discovered that certain of my beliefs could not be reconciled with modern scholarship. I needed time to try and reach some acceptable solution and, therefore, continued in teaching. Finally, on reaching my mid fifties, I was given early retirement on health grounds. It was soon after this that I decided to go on the cycling tour. By this time I had become fascinated by certain Buddhist and other Oriental ideas and was interested to see how these worked in practice.
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    INTRODUCTION




    The photograph of a black swan on the cover was taken in Thailand. It is a bird I had not seen in England, neither in London Zoo and not even at the pond in the municipal park at Margate, on Kent’s ‘Sunshine Coast’. The pond has now been turfed over so there is little point in going there in the hope of seeing a black swan. The goldfish have also gone. Sometimes we look for things which cannot be found and sometimes we discover something which we didn’t want to know anyway. Indeed, for thousands of years all the swans that had been seen in England were white. This was almost certainly a result of sunshine deficiency over generations of British summers. It therefore became accepted, until the discovery of black swans in Australia, that every swan was white. When we stumble upon some unexpected new fact, or some novel way of looking at the world, our knowledge is increased. Life’s complexities and contradictions teach us that nothing is straightforward.




    In my desire to do something different after taking early retirement, I decided to go on a cycling tour of SE Asia. The decision was made quite suddenly early one summer’s morning with the sun shining through my threadbare bedroom curtains. It was to be a somewhat foolhardy and costly decision but one which brought many unexpected benefits. For several months prior to the tour I had been undecided as what I could do, but on that morning I awoke full of anticipation. Previously I had observed my next door neighbour, also retired, go into his immaculate garden every morning in an attempt to decide how to occupy his day. I did not want to become like that. Being single there were few restrictions on what I could do, so long as it was of reasonable cost. Having enjoyed cycling for many years the solution was obvious, but why choose SE Asia? Previously I had visited Vietnam, but knew that the whole region is one of outstanding natural beauty while containing a wonderful tapestry of cultures and beliefs. Although geographically close, the countries of SE Asia are individually very different, but these cultures are now changing due to the infiltration of Western values, consequently much of the heritage and tranquil beauty is gradually being submerged.




    [image: Image115313.PNG]Water buffalo among the paddy fields at dawn. Hue, Vietnam.




    The eight month cycling tour, visiting Thailand, Malaysia, Laos, Vietnam and Cambodia, was to introduce me to a world of unsettling ideas and fascinating people. There were many occasions when physical progress was agonizingly slow and the whole experience was to change many of my cherished beliefs. To suffer from culture shock can be likened to the sensation one feels when suddenly waking from a dream and not being able to remember who you are. The most beneficial aspect of the tour was that it brought me into contact with people who had a completely different outlook on life. Unbeknown to me when I set off was the unparalleled advantage of travelling through the region by bicycle. I was no longer seen by local people as some rich foreigner leisurely passing through their country unconcerned about their lives, but as some idiot who almost certainly had got lost. There was often the problem of language but I saw and learned far more than I would have done had I travelled by any other means.




    There are numerous delights and drawbacks of living in SE Asia. An understanding of the attitudes and beliefs found there can also be of great personal value. From the outset it is necessary to stress, therefore, that this book is not mainly concerned with the cycling tour itself, but uses it as a means of moving between differing cultural and ideological outlooks. I was to discover a range of Oriental strategies helpful, both in tackling some fundamental questions regarding our perception of the cosmos and, more importantly, in how to achieve happiness. Once away from the tourist hotspots, poverty and a strong sense of communal life became evident. Poverty is difficult to define as it is perceived differently by different groups. In Western cultures poverty is not the same as that found in Asia. The tour, although starting from the desire to seek adventure, ended with an appreciation of attitudes found within the region. These are often very different from those normally encountered in the West. It is only after observing a different spirit in tackling life’s challenges that we get a better understanding of what it means to be human.




    The introductory chapters give a general background, highlighting some basic attitudes found in SE Asia. The bulk of the book compares ideas unearthed on my travels with ideas developed in the West, especially those resulting from the development physical science and how men have conceived of themselves over the millennia. The final chapters concentrate on similarities between Oriental philosophy and the developments arising from modern scientific thought. An appreciation of the way in which an idea has been developed is important. If you don’t know where some idea has come from then you know very little, but the way an idea has been developed is of greater significance. Fruits are more important than roots.




    In being independently minded and not associated with any organization I have attempted to give a balanced view of things, leaving it up to each individual to decide on what they want to accept. An Oriental outlook can be very positive. Conflict and suffering can lead to happiness and harmony. A curse transformed into an advantage.




    [image: Image115320.PNG]LOCATION OF THE MAIN PLACES VISITED IN THE TEXT.


  




  

    1 FOUNDATIONS




    According to Julian of Norwich (1342-c.1416) our lives evolve in three stages. In the first we simply come into ‘being’. The next involves our ‘increasing’ followed by the final stage of ‘fulfilling’. This, she describes as ‘pondering on life, love and light’. Ideally as we get older we should have the time to develop our ideas and reflect on the point of existence. Old age should be a time of consolidation and happiness.




    On the other hand many of us become more cautious and fixed in our views. In the same way I was initially taken aback by some of the beliefs and morals which confronted me in Thailand, the first country visited as part of my cycling tour. Other countries in the region did not have the same outlook. The attitudes found in these places have evolved in different ways, creating the amazing diversity in cultural and religious outlooks that we find today. The upshot of these divergent outlooks was to cause me to re-evaluate my own ‘self evident’ beliefs and to examine how I came to accept these in the first place. I came to ask myself if I had spent my life looking at things from a wrong perspective, resulting in a failure to enjoy it to the full. I only wish I had more fun was the last recorded statement of Albert Einstein (1879-1955). An acceptable solution to the best way of living one’s life has eluded the greatest minds. Was this going to be true of my life?




    After my initial disquiet it was far from certain what would be acceptable by the end of the tour. It was to be a journey of self discovery, an attempt to reconcile conflicting ideas. Like any notable journey it consisted of an internal struggle along with a physical one. Of course, you do not have to travel to remote places to change your attitudes, but travelling is a good way of achieving this.




    Pearls do not lie on the seashore




    If you desire one, you must dive for it.




    Oriental proverb.




    From one’s initial impression it does appear that various fundamental advantages are parcelled out unequally in the whole SE Asian region when compared with those in Europe. However, it soon became apparent that there is a quality of life in SE Asia which is lacking in the West.




    [image: Image115336.PNG]Substandard homes and a community living nearby on the beach. Nha Trang. Vietnam.




    This first chapter examines some basic assumptions found in the West and why these are being modified. Science is generally assumed to be the most secure foundation on which to build knowledge. The problem arises simply because, over the last century, we have found the universe to be a far more elegant and fantastic place than our earlier speculations suggested. What we think about the cosmos is important for it affects our whole attitude towards the meaning and importance of life.




    It is not science alone but the implications of various discoveries which have a major impact on our thinking. For example, the realisation that the Earth was not at the centre of the universe had a major influence on religious ideas. Likewise, the proposal that we developed from other animals similarly appeared to destroy man’s unique position in the natural order. Science and religion once appeared to be on a collision course. Thankfully, the dust from these conflicts has now largely settled.




    Over the generations the natural world has been thought as a unity and not just the product of uncontrolled and antagonistic forces. Einstein put it rather well when he wrote: Without the belief in the inner harmony of our world, there would be no science. Great effort is currently being made to develop a ‘Theory of Everything’, where all phenomena can be explained by a few basic processes. Mystics over the centuries have similarly sought for such a ‘Unity’. Meister Eckhart (c.1260-1327) believed that: All that a man has here externally in multiplicity is intrinsically One. Here all blades of grass, wood and stone, all things are One. This is the greatest depth.[1]




    [image: Image115344.PNG]Fig 1.1 Tiling pattern from the Friday Mosque, Herat, Afghanistan.




    The tiling pattern shown in Figure 1.1 similarly attempts to show that ultimately everything is connected. New patterns emerge as the pattern is extended.




    Science, although largely restricting itself to advancing knowledge through the use of experimentation is nevertheless based on a set of beliefs. Artists, poets, musicians and mystical thinkers, claim to see and hear a deepened sense of depth and beauty to which average eyes and ears are closed.




    The mark of a genius is that they can see in an everyday observation a new and fundamental principle at work, something nobody else has appreciated. Many influential ideas have been based upon some simple observation. Thus the seemingly unimportant observation of an apple falling off a tree, by Isaac Newton in 1665, not only gave a new explanation for the cause of headaches, it also led to the Theory of Gravitation. Another ‘brilliant’ discovery he made around the same time concerned light. The nature of light was a mystery, a subject with religious overtones because of its association with the nature of God. It was known that glass lenses and prisms caused white light to form a spectrum, but it was not certain whether the spectrum was already within the light itself or produced by the glass. By producing a spectrum using a glass prism and then recombining the colours with a second prism, Newton demonstrated the nature of white light, that it is a combination of every colour. This is illustrated in Figure 1.2.




    [image: Image115351.PNG]Fig 1. 2 Newton’s experiment analyzing the spectrum of light.




    Newton furthermore was able to demonstrate that in allowing only one colour to pass through the second prism this colour could not be further subdivided. Thus each individual colour in a spectrum is pure. This contradicted the contemporary view that only white light was pure and it was the action of the glass in the prism that contaminated the white light.




    In the same way that a radio programme is more than just an electrical signal driving a loudspeaker, science is a means of imposing the mind on our experiences. Today there is the view that the order we find in nature is the order we ourselves have imposed on it. Discoveries are often made as a result of prevailing circumstances. Newton may not have made the discoveries mentioned above had he not been living at home. In 1665 the Great Plague was spreading throughout England. Cambridge University, where Newton was a student, was closed for two years. Likewise, Galileo (1564-1642) would not have been the first person to observe the moons of Jupiter if lenses had not been developed in Holland and enabled him to build a telescope. It would not have been possible for him to understand how a television works. Science is a product of its time.




    Modern physics stresses the unpredictability of certain experiments. We can only deal with the probability that some event will happen. A loss of certainty is initially disconcerting. Science can no longer give an exact description of Nature. This is in sharp contrast to the view of the 18th century mathematician Pierre Laplace. He believed that once we knew all the facts about the world we could predict exactly what will happen at any time in the future. Alternatively we could work backwards and ascertain what happened at any point in the past. However, such an idea is horrifying. It would appear that there is no freedom; freewill an illusion and man a puppet in a determined universe. Fred Hoyle, one of the most radical astronomers of the 20th century, ended his book ‘Nature of the Universe’ [2] with the sentence: Perhaps the most majestic feature of our whole existence is that while our intelligences are powerful enough to penetrate deeply into the evolution of this quite incredible universe, we still have not the smallest clue to our own fate.




    Although being structured on a completely different foundation, knowledge and belief in Asia have been developed over many centuries through importing ideas and adapting them, without using scientific methods. It is intriguing to discover that the Oriental and Western philosophical outlooks are becoming merged. Many questions remain unanswered but this should not deter us from trying to make sense of our existence. The process of unearthing truth is fascinating. After all there is no guarantee that the knowledge we have acquired is true. Perhaps science and the pursuit for knowledge can be compared to a game of chess. Most of the enjoyment comes in working out the next move, rather than in winning the game.
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    2 STARS AND SPECTRES




    [image: Image115390.PNG]Lamai Beach. Koh Samui, Thailand.




    Koh Samui, an island lying off the East coast of Thailand, is a popular tourist destination. As you approach the island it appears very hilly with only a relatively small area of flat land, the hills are covered with innumerable coconut trees. The island rises out of an emerald green sea. I had decided to start my cycling tour from here as I had a friend who lived on the island. He had booked me into a small hotel in the resort of Lamai Beach.




    The first stage of my journey was simple, reassemble my bike at the airport and then cycle 16 miles (25 km) to Lamai Beach. This journey, however, was to give me a nasty shock. I had not reckoned on the intensity of the heat in this part of the world and its incredible ability to sap your energy if you try and do anything too energetic. I felt completely exhausted by the time I reached the hotel. This short journey caused me to re-evaluate my strategy for the remaining eight months. Under such conditions it might not be physically possible for me to cycle the thousands of miles needed to complete the tour. I therefore decided to spend a few weeks on Koh Samui acclimatizing myself to the heat and gradually building up my stamina. In a few weeks I hoped to be able to convince myself that I was up to the task.




    One advantage of going to a popular tourist resort is that you invariably find a range of restaurants serving Western food. After a snack I wandered along the main road where there are a number of small shops, bars and massage parlours. I was soon invited across to one of the massage shops. Outside of the establishment were a group of five women all sitting on identical white plastic chairs, having identical tee shirts and all chanting in unison: “Welcum. Massage very good”. They looked quite surprised when I said: “OK”. I have to confess that I had been warned of the dangers in entering such places. I rationalized my decision by thinking that a massage would be very beneficial after my exertions on the bike and long flight.




    Forbidden fruits alone entice




    Without them there’s no paradise.




    Alexander Pushkin




    Lat, a woman in her mid thirties took me into a large room subdivided into small sections, each containing a mattress with pillow on the floor, surrounded by curtains which slid on a rail. Not unlike the set up one finds in a hospital ward. Mind you, after later spending several days in a Thai hospital the arrangement of the curtains was just about the only similarity. I lay on my stomach, after having stripped down to my underpants, and had my feet pushed down onto the end of the mattress, and then one by one warm hands were massaging tired leg muscles. By the time my back and shoulders were being massaged I could not keep awake. It came as a bit of a shock to be asked to turn over. The massage lasted for nearly one hour and in that time I did not feel compromised in any way. In fact, after a few initial questions: “How long was I was staying on the island?”, “How old was I?”, and, “Was I travelling on my own?” I managed to have an interesting conversation with Lat. Her English was very good and after the massage I ended up inviting her out for a meal. She accepted. It was to be the start of a holiday romance and I had been in Thailand for less than a day! The formation of a relationship never seemed to happen that easily in the UK. It was only after some time, and only after some financial outlay, that I came to appreciate why the situation is so different in Asia. I was also to discover that there is a wide variation in what happens in different massage shops throughout the region.




    Obviously, this ‘diversion’ initially seemed completely the wrong thing to do when intending to set off on a cycling tour. The romance, however, turned out to be highly beneficial for a number of reasons. It enabled me to meet and talk to a Thai person and her friends, discuss their beliefs, learn about their family life, and also to see a part of Thailand I would not have otherwise visited. Had I simply adhered to my original itinerary I would not have learned so much about Thai culture. Furthermore, as Lat worked every day, it gave me the opportunity to do some cycling and become acclimatized to the heat.




    Astrology and Superstition.




    We like to think that we are the authors of our own destiny but remain superstitious to some degree. Common examples include the fact that many people in SE Asia analyse their dreams and that many Westerners are cautious on Friday the 13th. Superstitious thinking is contrary to the scientific approach. Can there be any reconciliation between the two? Perhaps the situation is not unlike an unhappy marriage where, if the partners want to stay together, the less they see of each other the better. Perhaps there are times when one should not try to reason everything out. Life, after all, is ruled by chance. We all make mistakes for good reasons and have good feelings after making some bad decision. Sometimes we just have to follow a course of action and not worry too much about the consequences.




    An appreciation of spiritual or supernatural forces is fundamental to understanding attitudes within SE Asia. Our understanding of how the cosmos works has changed radically over the centuries. It therefore remains necessary to clarify what is meant by ‘spiritual influences’. Similarly, each of us is conscious but this is another concept which defies definition.




    * * *




    A Thai ceremony which I particularly enjoyed is called ‘Loy Krathong’. Here little boats are made of banana tree trunk and then decorated with flowers, a candle and some incense. After lighting the incense and candle the boat is floated out to sea, across a lake, or a river. It looks particularly attractive if there are many krathong with their candles reflected in calm water. The krathong is meant to represent your personal problems. With the boat gently floating away your troubles will hopefully follow. Sometimes instead of a boat local people make miniature hot air balloons out of paper containing a small roll of waxed paper which can be lit. These dance gayly into the night sky. The Loy Krathong Festival is repeated every year on a new moon during November. I observed this festival whilst staying on the island of Phuket. Although the sea was not rough on that evening some people put their boats in the water too close to the shore, consequently their krathong was almost immediately overwhelmed by a breaking wave. With a somewhat whimsical thought I wondered that if somebody’s boat sank quickly did it indicate that their problems would not disappear, would they have a year of bad luck?




    Early man, possessing an uncluttered mind would have considered all the mysteries about him, with his senses alert to the rhythms of life and the silent soaring cosmos, having an imagination unfettered by convention. We are still pondering on the same mysteries but, by asking the right questions, are now unearthing some of the answers. We should never rely on uncritical reasoning, but dare to think for ourselves.




    [image: Image115402.PNG]Fig. 2.1 Stonehenge, England, built around 2300 BCE.




    It is easy to forget that, nearly all of our knowledge comes from others. This was appreciated by Rumi (1207-73), perhaps the greatest mystical poet of Islam:




    O brother, if instruction has been given to you,




    You’ve only borrowed it.




    Although the house of your heart is lit from inside,




    That light is lent by a luminous neighbour.




    Give thanks; don’t be arrogant or vain;




    Pay attention without self importance.




    It is sad that this borrowed state has caused so much conflict. [1]




    When we consider that the Earth was formed over four billion years ago, the time that man has been studying the cosmos, a mere five to six thousand years, appears insignificant. Early civilisations in Babylon, 2500 years ago, and in Egypt, were fascinated by astronomical events and the patterns of stars. Over the centuries, places of religious importance, in places as widely separated as Peru, England and Cambodia, were planned to observe astronomical events.




    [image: Image115410.PNG]Fig 2.2 Angkor Wat, Cambodia. Built between 1113-1150 CE.




    We are very fortunate to be living at the present time. With a wonderful legacy of accumulated knowledge and with the fantastic advances in modern technology, the majority of people are becoming educated in a way that would not have seemed possible a few decades ago. It is no longer possible, however, for one person to have a complete knowledge of any subject. This does not matter so long as any information we receive is accurate. It is perfectly acceptable to stand back and enjoy what has been achieved. A view common to my own was expressed by the Indian physicist S. Chandrasekhar (1910-95).




    The pursuit of science has often been compared to the scaling of mountains, high and not so high. But who amongst us can hope, even in imagination to scale the Everest and reach its summit where the sky is blue and the air is still, and in the stillness of the air survey the entire Himalayan range in the dazzling white of the snow stretching to infinity? None of us can hope for a comparable vision of nature and the universe around us, but there is nothing mean or lowly in standing in the valley below and waiting for the sun to rise over Kanchanjunga*.




    * Kanchanjunga, at 8598m, is the world’s third highest mountain.




    In ancient times, without pollution and the bright haze of light above cities, the night sky was far darker and the stars more clearly seen. The sky would have looked amazing on a clear moonless night. On my cycling tour, whilst in Laos, at Don Hene between Thailand and Vietnam, I saw the night sky as never before. It was a cloudless and moonless night, and with the lack of light or air pollution, an untold number of brilliant stars could be seen against a black velvet sky. It was totally awe inspiring. Some of the locals would have thought me very odd simply gazing, transfixed into the night sky. It certainly brought home to me the realization that although men achieve many things, human life is of little account when compared to the cosmos. But, although seemingly insignificant, human consciousness is an amazing attribute, for without it life would be uninteresting and meaningless.




    [image: Image115419.PNG]Don Hene, Laos, where a spectacular night sky was seen.




    The Milky Way, with its one trillion suns, is so named because in prehistoric times so many stars were visible in a band going across the sky that it looked almost milky.




    Scientifically speaking there is no justification for the validity of astrology. After all, physicists will argue, the stars are simply large hot balls of gas. The Sun, for example, our nearest star, although three hundred and thirty three times heavier than the Earth, is mostly made up of compressed hydrogen gas. According to the accepted laws of physics the only relevant force between objects in space is gravitational attraction. Although this force keeps the Earth ‘attached’ to the Sun and causes the tides to be produced by the Moon, in practice the gravitational attraction from other planets and stars is negligible in comparison.




    I am an ordinary red-blooded man, which some might regard as a definite handicap, but a new thought did occur to me whilst out having a meal. On the next table were two women having a good chat. I could not hear what they were talking about, and was not interested, until I noticed that one of the women had an extremely well developed pair of tits, a couple of very large coconuts. It was easy to imagine that she could rest a glass of beer on her ‘natural shelf’ whilst reclining in a deckchair on the beach. After arriving back, as it’s rude to get your calculator out in public, I estimated the gravitational attraction between her bust and myself. This was about thirty five times greater than that from an average star, but only 1/660 000 that of the Moon. Perhaps this only demonstrates that I am socially challenged but, on the other hand, it might prove that it is gravitational attraction which causes men’s eyes to wander in certain directions. This reasoning, however, leads to another problem. Why is it that the Moon is not a far more attractive object?




    ‘Crime and Punishment’ is one of the best known novels by the Russian author Fyodor Dostoyevsky (1821-81). In the third part one of the main characters, Razumikhim, states that many people talk a lot of rot, but: ...to talk nonsense in your own way is a damn sight better than talking sense in someone else’s; in the first case, you’re a man; in the second, you’re nothing but a magpie! Truth won’t run away, but life can easily be boarded up. [2]




    An ancient Hebrew theory was that the Earth was at the centre of the universe and the sky a huge dome over the flat Earth. The mountains were seen as the tops of pillars supporting the Earth, although no explanation was given as to what was supporting the pillars. Such stories illustrate the fact that people have always tried to describe the nature of the cosmos in the attempt to try and make sense of their existence. One has to accept, however, that every theory fails to account for all the facts. Explanations which introduce external forces highlight a contradiction of human thought. We like to visualize ourselves as free agents but believe that external forces may control our destiny.




    ‘Tis all a Chequer-board of Nights and Days




    Where Destiny with Men for Pieces plays:




    Hither and thither moves, and mates, and slays,




    And one by one back in the Closet lays. [3]




    This book highlights the fact that many people have peculiar ideas. This does not matter so long as we can make some sense of our life and are willing to revise our ideas when new information comes to light. After all, it is not that important where we are born or what we have done with our life. It is the sort of person that we have become which is of far greater significance.
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    3 DID I SAY THAT?




    Human civilization has largely progressed through the invention and use of language. There is truth in Benjamin Lee Whorf’s (1897-1941) hypothesis that: A man’s world outlook is determined by his linguistic upbringing. Language can build barriers between people. It is for this reason that many linguists hope with the worldwide improvement in education that everybody will learn at least one language other than their own. This is all very well, but it does seem to be missing the point. Surely, the whole purpose of any foreign language is that a foreigner cannot understand what you are talking about!




    Recent research has found that babies in any country have the ability to recognize up to 600 basic phonetic sounds. A new born baby, for example, can differentiate between the sounds ‘p’, ‘b’ and ‘d’. English has about 50 specialized sounds. The importance of mentioning this is that as we grow older we become desensitized to the phonetic sounds that we have not used. This makes it very difficult for Westerners to understand and speak an Oriental language, especially if they are ‘passed their best’. Some people claim to speak five languages fluently, but this remarkable ability only gives a marginal improvement in understanding the world. A yellow rose is a yellow rose, it does not matter if you are speaking in French, Dutch or Thai. There are subtle differences of expression between languages, however. Another language which causes problems is that of mathematics. Maths is strange because it is often the only adequate way of describing some physical situation. In that sense mathematics is unique and, as a result, his book includes some mathematical discoveries.




    Oriental languages.




    The languages of the whole SE Asia region belong to the Sino-Tibetan family, the outstanding characteristics being the use of monosyllables and significant tonality. In any tonal language you not only have to learn the words but also the tone in which a particular word is said. This is a daunting task since Vietnamese has six tones and Thai five. This means that any specific Vietnamese word can be spoken in up to six different ways and therefore mean six different things. For example, ‘Hello’ in Vietnamese is ‘Xin chao’, get the tone slightly wrong and you might be asking for rice soup. In Thai, if you ask for “gow” you might mean the number nine, or want some glue, a glass, or a scratch on the back. It all depends on the tone used whilst speaking the word. When in a Thai shop, therefore, I always ask a female shop assistant to help me, just in case I am asking for the wrong thing! One of the chief problems one encounters whilst travelling around SE Asia, especially in the more remote areas, there are no English speaking inhabitants. One, of course, carries a local phrase book, but this may not be much help because if you get the tone wrong then you might well be saying something quite different from what you think. Another problem was that in rural areas many people are illiterate and to show someone who cannot read a word in their own language is a pointless exercise.




    A word in one language may sound like a word in another language. A joke shared by many Thai women is when they call a foreigner: “darkling”, because the word sounds like ‘darling’, but means ‘monkey bottom’ in Thai. When I stopped for a drink on a particularly hot day a Thai man asked me if I was ‘Thai’. When I replied that I was English he looked somewhat confused by my answer. A Thai bystander explained that the Thai man had not asked me if I was ‘Thai’, but had asked me if I was ‘tired’! Of course local people always appreciate a foreigner trying to speak their language and to make the attempt can cause a lot of amusement. Caution is always needed. If ordering a massaman curry in Thai, for example, you may not end up with what you expect because this, but with a slight difference in tone, is a colloquial term for a bar girl! In having been invaded by the French, the Americans and coming under Russian influence during the last century, the Vietnamese language has a lot of words related to English. This makes it easier for Westerners to learn. In Thailand the situation is different, because the country has never been colonized very few words correspond to words in English. It is for this reason that many Westerners find the learning of Thai especially difficult. The situation is further complicated by the fact that the Thais have their own script including their own set of numerals (Fig. 3.1).




    [image: Thai-script-23.jpg]Fig. 3.1 Thai Numerals




    English is one of the languages of the Indo-European family and is therefore distantly related to the Indian language. With Asian languages being distantly related to the Tibetan language it seems surprising that the two major language systems of the world, originating partly from the same region, should be so different. Of course it should be remembered that English has changed radically over the centuries. The arrival of the Jutes, Saxons and Angles in the 5th and 6th centuries CE had a major influence on the language, as did the Norman Conquest in 1066 which lead to the introduction a lot of French words into the language. We can also thank the church, at the same time, for using Latin for learning and bureaucratic purposes.




    The Rhind Papyrus, from Egypt, dated around 1650 BCE, showed that the Egyptians were familiar with fractions, square roots, and the use of formulae. For example, the papyrus gives formulae for the volume of cylinders and cuboids. They divided the year into twelve thirty day months with an extra five days. Although we still base our calendar on thirty day months it is a legacy from the Babylonians. (The division of a circle into 360 degrees and hours and minutes into sixty parts is also inherited from them.) The Egyptians and Babylonians did not attempt to provide explanations for the various phenomena. Many of their discoveries have proved to be very useful.




    Even before the first millennium BCE people in the Middle East, India, China and Japan were making observations of the night sky. The Chinese were making advances in algebra and geometry. Whole numbers were written using a decimal system and manipulation of fractions developed.


  




  

    4 MERGING CULTURES




    In the previous chapter some difficulties posed by having alternative languages was mentioned. It seems likely, with the increasing interaction between nations, many languages will disappear with time. On the other hand the importance of mathematics is on the increase as it provides a crucial role in understanding the cosmos. Mathematics has been developed by different cultures over generations.




    Philosophy means ‘the love of wisdom’. Wisdom seeks to find some meaning in life, a desire common to every human being. This chapter highlights advantages when cultures are merged. It also describes how SE Asia has been subject to Western influences throughout history. Our culture similarly is indebted to ideas developed before the Common Era.




    The development of the alphabet.




    Although people have had a spoken language for ten thousand years, writing came much later. The first oldest continuous system of writing, not surprisingly, comes from China and dates from 2650 BCE. There are over four thousand Chinese characters, called sinographs, although many have become redundant. In the West the first known writing was the Egyptian hieroglyphics and the Babylonian cuneiform, which originated in present day Iraq. These were both developed around 3200 BCE. There are about six hundred different hieroglyphics and about three hundred cuneiform signs. Cuneiform writing looks like a series of wedges, normally inscribed in clay. In early times very few people were literate, partly because each system had so many different characters to learn. The same is true for ancient number systems.




    [image: Image115455.PNG]




    [image: Image115463.PNG]Fig 4.1 Egyptian hieroglyphic numbers.




    The chief advantage of our present alphabet is its simplicity, with only 26 different letters. This makes it far easier to learn and use than earlier systems. Around 1800 BCE, a citizen from Canaan managed to decipher both hieroglyphics and cuneiform writing. He was able to extract from both a way of breaking down each system into a set of basic sounds. His system, known as the Phoenician alphabet only used consonants, a word like ‘dog’ would be written as ‘dg’, not unlike the system used in text messages. The Aramaic alphabet, a modified form of the Phoenician, is the basis of both Arabic and Hebrew.




    The Minoan civilization, from the island of Crete, was at its height between 2000 BCE to 1200 BCE. They produced several systems of writing. Some clay tablets, estimated to date from around 3000 BCE, survive containing language inscriptions. One of their languages, known as ‘Linear B’ was only finally deciphered in 1952 CE. It is uncertain why the Minoan civilization declined. It is possible that a massive volcanic eruption on the nearby island of Santorini may have triggered the downfall. It has been estimated that this eruption sent about 16 cubic kilometers of rock into the atmosphere. It had a global impact on the weather in an area spreading from Northern Europe to China. A huge tsunami also caused severe destruction along the northern coast of Crete. After 1000 BCE the Phoenicians became great tradesmen and merchants. They took their alphabet with them while trading around the Mediterranean and beyond. Their system of writing was finally introduced into Classical Greece. The Attic Greek alphabet is introduced in Chapter 21.




    It was not until the 4th century BCE that Eastern and Western cultures had any significant contact, largely a result of the conquests of Alexander the Great. Before this the major civilizations in Egypt, Babylonia, Greece, India and China had developed in isolation although, as mentioned in Chapter 2, ancient monuments demonstrate there was some contact. A mingling of cultures generates a broader outlook. One positive aspect of warfare, therefore, is that it brings different cultures together. Education, however, is a far less costly and destructive means of achieving the same goal.




    The Persian legacy.




    When the Persians came to dominate Egypt and the Babylonian Empire, during the 6th century BCE, a different cultural heritage was gradually imposed on their populations. An important legacy of the huge Persian Empire was the construction of a good network of straight roads. It became possible to travel by chariot from Sardis in Turkey to Susa, one of the Persian capital cities, in ten days, a distance of 1500 miles (2400 km), see Map 4.1. It was advisable to bring your own cushion, however.




    Persia had unsuccessfully tried to dominate Greece during the two centuries before the military campaigns of Alexander the Great (356–323 BCE). The period, from the fall of Nineveh (in present day Iraq) in 612 BCE to the death of Alexander, is generally recognised as being one of the most influential in history. It was a time of great advances in ideology, social development and scientific knowledge. The age in which some of the greatest religious thinkers lived: Confucius in China, the Isaiahs in Israel and the Buddha in India.




    [image: Image115470.PNG]Map 4.1 Map of the Middle East during Persian times.




    It was after the demise of the Minoan civilization that the Mycenaeans took control, they were a warlike society. The political and social turmoil of the period, probably around the 12th to 10th century BCE, is catalogued in Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey. It is also not certain how the Mycenaean civilization came to be destroyed, but for three hundred years after 1150 BCE there followed a dark age of poverty and decline. Finally around 600 BCE Greece became a significant power.




    The Persians did not like the emergence of Greece and so under the leadership of Darius they attacked the Greek mainland in 490 BCE Against all the odds the Greeks repelled the attack at the Battle of Marathon. Today this battle is largely remembered because when the battle was won a messenger, called Pheidippides, ran the twenty six miles (forty kilometres) to Athens with the news. He is reported to have died the next day while out on another run. It just goes to show that too much exercise is definitely not healthy! The Battle of Marathon was the first major defeat of the Persian army and in retaliation Darius’ son, Xerxes 1, led another attack some ten years later with a vast army of 360 000 troops. Between Turkey and the mainland of Europe there is a strong sea current coming from the Black Sea. The city of Troy (Map 4.1) was situated here on the southern bank to defend the channel. The channel, originally called the Hellespont, now known as the Dardanelles, varies in width from three quarters of a mile to four miles (1.5 km to 6 km). In order to cross the Hellespont, Xerxes built a ‘bridge’ with ships tethered together. When a storm damaged the bridge Xerxes is said to have beheaded three hundred engineers as well as administering three hundred lashes to the sea. Power does have an adverse effect on some people. Eventually the Persian army did manage to reach Greece and with the help of Sparta finally defeated the Greek army. Although Athens was abandoned the Athenian navy was still intact and they destroyed the Persian fleet at Salamis, a short distance from Athens. The defeat was a major blow to the self-confidence of Xerxes and he decided to return to Persia, even though his army was of sufficient strength to overthrow the whole of Greece.




    About one hundred and fifty years later, Persia was finally defeated by Alexander the Great. Alexander’s campaign is often portrayed as one of the world’s greatest military feats. It lasted for eleven years from 334 to 323 BCE spreading from Greece to Egypt and across to the Indus River and back. At the end his army had walked over thirteen thousand miles. It is largely due to these campaigns that Greek ideas spread as far as Afghanistan, where some Greek settlements were later established. The spread of knowledge is a two way process.




    It was through a network of routes, now called ‘the Silk Road’, running for 7000 km from Europe, via Persia, to the old Chinese city of Chang’an, that the Greeks became aware of Central Asia. There was a connecting route into SE Asia which was later used, between the 1st century BCE and the 1st century CE, by Buddhist monks who brought Buddhism into China. Around 750 CE, the Chinese were attacked by Islamic forces which had also travelled along the Silk Road.




    Similar to the English Channel for Britain, the Hellespont for Greece remained an important barrier. A famous Greek legend is also supposed to have occurred there. This tells of the strong love between Leander and the virgin priestess of Aphrodite whose name was Hero. Hero and Leander first met at a festival and immediately felt a strong mutual attraction. Unfortunately they lived on opposite sides of the Hellespont. At night Leander would swim across to meet Hero, guided by the light from her tower. On one stormy night the light was blown out, Leander lost his way and drowned. On seeing his body Hero was so devastated that she drowned herself in the hope that she would be with him in the next life. Perhaps for similar reasons some British people like to swim the English Channel.




    An unexpected repercussion of Alexander’s campaign was that it became a major factor in the rise and spread of Greek culture. Throughout the whole region Greek became the official language further assisting the spread of knowledge and ideas. Things rarely occur in isolation. Although Greek science and philosophy was unparalleled it is not known how much the Greeks had been influenced by the Babylonians and Egyptians. Some historians of science have argued that the Greeks developed their own ideas from scratch. But what does set Greek science apart from anything devised beforehand is their idea of a mathematical proof. The Babylonians had constructed astronomical tables, for example, but unlike the Greeks, did not attempt to create a possible model of what was happening. The Greeks wanted to try and understand why things happen.




    Oriental partners today.




    Whilst in the middle of his campaign, Alexander married the Persian princess Roxanna and they enjoyed a happy life together. In fact he even encouraged his senior officers to marry Asiatic wives in the attempt to unite the different cultures. However, the subject of Western men having an Oriental wife, or girlfriend, is fraught with difficulties. The more stories I hear about such relationships the more I have come to accept that the scenario of a successful, long term relationship is very unlikely. This is mainly due to cultural differences. It is wrong for Westerners to imagine that Asians think in the same way as they do. Most SE Asian people have shallow interests. In Thailand, for example, the majority of relationships start when a man meets a girl working in one of the bars. Obviously the girls are intent on making as much money as they can and as quickly as possible. As such there is a mismatch in what each person is looking for. The ideal situation for most of these girls is that a foreigner will fall in love with and possibly marry them, and thereupon to finance their family for a year or two. Age is looked on in a more sympathetic and positive way in Asia. After all age does have many advantages in terms of worldly knowledge, experience and financial security. Perhaps a reservoir is a good analogy of getting old. In his ‘Sermons on the Canticle’ S. Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-1153) wrote: If you are wise, you will show yourself rather as a reservoir than a canal. A canal spreads abroad water as it receives it, but a reservoir waits until it is filled before overflowing and thus without loss to itself communicates its superabundant water. One disadvantage is that an older person likes to be flattered by a younger person, especially if that person is a young and attractive female.




    Many Western men soon fall headlong in love with a Thai bar girl. Of course, the majority of bar girls are young and very attractive but this is not the whole story. Through talking to some of Lat’s friends, the masseuse I met on Koh Samui, I came to appreciate the real reason men find bar girls so attractive. It was one I had never even thought about and one that most men fail to appreciate. The truth is that bar girls play a game with their boyfriends. The one’s who play the game most successfully are the ones that men find most attractive. The situation is very similar to a cat playing with a mouse. As a result many girls do not become emotionally involved with their partner, and use sex as a means of trapping their ‘prey’.




    As in any partnership difficulties arise in the area of trust. When a man has returned home, leaving his Asian girlfriend behind, it is very difficult to know what she is doing. There are numerous cases where a man has been sending money overseas to his girlfriend, believing that she is no longer working but living with her family. Sadly this is rarely the case. When on the Island of Koh Samui, at the start of my tour, a friend pointed out one girl working in a bar. This particular girl had no fewer than six foreign fiancés, every one sending her money every month and planning for the day when they were to be married. On the day when one of her fiancés arrived she would wear old clothes and tell him that all of the money he had sent had gone to her family because one of them had been in hospital. At those times when there were two boyfriends on the island at the same time she had to divide her time between them, making some excuse why she had to leave one of them, spending longer with the boyfriend who gave her the most money. Those girls who have multiple boyfriends often tell their friends who only have one that they are stupid because they are loosing so much money.




    Sadly, when visiting Thailand several years after my tour, I found that in every popular holiday destination, the growth in property development was causing the character of the place to change for the worse. The present situation on Koh Samui, for example, is getting so bad that many foreigners, who have bought a property, initially believing that they had found a tropical island paradise, are desperate to leave. The first question that everybody needs to ask, when wanting to live in SE Asia, is: “How much money can I afford to loose?” There are thousands of abandoned properties in every popular tourist destination People wanting to sell their house are having major problems because people who wish to settle in the region generally prefer to buy a new house. This is not always a good option as the standard of construction, even in some expensive properties, leaves much to be desired. Nearly all construction workers are semi skilled.




    The campaigns of Alexander the Great were somewhat unusual in that they gave society a greater social cohesion. War only brings resentment and hate if it is used as a means to gain dominion, wealth or political power, or for a man to gain fame or glory. The 6th century BCE shadowy Chinese philosopher known as Lao-tzu stressed the importance of gradual change, or ‘Naturalness’. He is recognised as being the father of Daoism. For him to live ‘naturally’, to follow ‘Nature’s’ way, involved restricting any interference by ourselves onto others along with an attempt to reduce the disturbance caused by others upon ourselves, not to fight against the natural order if you want to achieve success.. He states in his work the Tao Te Ching:




    A man is supple and weak when living, but hard and stiff when dead. Grass and trees are pliant and fragile when living, but dried and shriveled when dead. Thus the hard and the strong are the comrades of death, the supple and the weak are comrades of life. [1]




    This idea of the benefits produced by gradual change seems quite alien to many Western powers; where many industrialized nations tend to use warfare as a primary means of solving international problems.




    REFERENCES.




    1 Tao Te Ching LXXVI Lao-tzu p.83 [Penguin Classics, 1963]


  




  

    5 PARMENIDES AND CONSCIOUSNESS




    Some presumptuous Ancient Greek proposed that man is an ‘intelligent being’. Was this wishful thinking, or a joke? In the works of Homer, the ancient novelist, not Homer Simpson the cartoon character, there is the acceptance that each of us possesses a unique consciousness. According to Hindu thinking, consciousness is the essence underlying the physical universe. In Homer, consciousness is not seen in the broad sense we do today. It was often linked with nostalgia, as in the recollections of Odysseus glancing nostalgically across the sea towards his homeland whilst in exile. In this respect it is worth noting that consciousness, or levels of consciousness, take time to develop. The characters in Homer’s ‘Iliad’ are seen as having emotions, mental images and intellectual powers. This is in contrast to the works of earlier writers who simply treated humans as the playthings of the gods. With Homer, man is no longer just a puppet. His characters still acknowledge the power of the gods but are not purely subject to their control or to the influence of other irrational forces. Man emerges as standing on his own two feet. This chapter explores the similarities between Greek thought and attitudes found in SE Asia today.




    Oriental and Indian ideas concerning the mind.




    Oriental ideas look at the attributes of the mind in a completely different way. They often describe the mind in terms of spiritual influences. The mind, in fact, is seen as a hindrance to our development as it tries to dominate our thought processes. An illustration of this approach is highlighted in a piece of prose by Thomas Merton (1915-68) in The Way of Chuang Tzu:




    Ch’ui the draftsman




    Could draw more perfect circles freehand




    Than with a compass.




    His fingers brought forth




    Spontaneous forms from nowhere. His mind




    Was meanwhile free and without concern




    With what he was doing…




    No drives, no compulsions,




    No needs, no attractions:




    Then your affairs




    Are under control.




    You are a free man.




    The central aim of science is to analyse the numerous experiences we have and provide a unified and rational explanation for them. In his book The Concept of Mind [1] Gilbert Ryle (1900-76) explains how we can account for the mind in terms of brain function only, there is no physical reason for the existence of a soul.




    Rather than considering the spiritual world to be unimportant most religions consider it to be central to the whole of existence. In Book II of ‘The Mundaka Upanishad’, originating from India, we read: My son! There is nothing in this world that is not God. He is action, purity, everlasting Spirit. Find Him in the cavern; know the knot of ignorance…. Spirit lives in the cavern. Everything that sways, breathes, opens, closes, lives in spirit; beyond learning, beyond everything, better than anything.




    Consciousness and spiritual awareness.




    Most Asian people believe that it is spiritual forces which have a direct impact on their lives. A case in point was after a, not unintelligent, Thai girl had a motorbike accident. I had been a pillion passenger on her motorbike a few days before the accident and was greatly relieved when the short journey was over. On the day after her accident she asked a Thai friend to take her to the temple. She wanted the monks to ask the Buddha to protect her, so that she would remain safe whenever she went out on her motorbike. When I foolishly suggested that the monks could help the girl by giving her motorbike lessons, the comment was treated with contempt. It was obviously the sort of remark that an ignorant foreigner would make. The irony of such situations is that, rather than thinking of Westerners as being more educated and clever, Thai people often consider them to be on the same level as a village idiot!




    It would be wrong to think that such thinking is peculiar to Asia. On one occasion I had an unforgettable car journey through East London in a car driven by the pastor of a local Free Church. He drove like a maniac but assured me that I was perfectly safe because: ‘Jesus was protecting us’.




    Western society does not usually take the idea of spirits seriously. Perhaps we have thrown the baby out with the bath water. Such ideas as man standing on his own two feet seem straightforward and obvious to us today although, when proposed, were quite radical. How we arrive at an understanding of the causes of motivation, or distinguish between reality, illusions and imagination, is still a mystery. In this ‘enlightened’ age it can be a bit of a shock when we come across individuals or societies that reject our basic assumptions.




    As soon as possible after a building has been constructed in Thailand a small concrete model of a temple containing some plastic animals and figures, fruit, a glass of water or bottle of soft drink, some brightly coloured decorations, and a little money along with some incense are placed on top of a pedestal, the top of the pedestal being above the ground floor of the building. This is a place for spirits displaced by the new building can occupy. At about the same time there is a ceremony where the new occupants of the house, along with their family and a monk march round the house three times while chanting. This lets the spirits know that the building is now occupied. Although not quite the same, the Vietnamese have a small shrine in their houses in which they place fruit, drink candles and incense in order to help appease the spirits. Laos and Cambodia have similar customs. Some plants and shrubs are introduced into the garden which are believed to bring good luck, whilst others are definitely to be avoided.




    It would be wrong to assume that attitudes and beliefs remain static in the region.




    [image: Image115496.PNG]For example this flower, now called ‘Lilavadi’ in Thai, has had its name changed. Previously it was believed to bring bad luck but with its new name it is now found in many homes. In order to know what is acceptable, or not, a lot of Thai people consult a book written many years ago. For example, some believe that certain letters in a baby’s name should be avoided on certain days of the week, to use them would be to invite bad luck. Others believe that to have your hair cut on a Wednesday will also bring bad luck. There seems to be a general acceptance by all levels of society, but mostly among older people, on these matters.




    The idea of standing on your own feet, being largely independent of the gods, working things out for yourself, and then making the attempt to find the underlying principles of the world, led to the creation of science. Xenophanes (ca.570–470 BCE), emphasising the importance of making your own generalisations, stated: Truly the gods have not revealed to mortals all things from the beginning, but by long seeking do men discover what is better. /[2]




    Xenophanes was very sceptical about contemporary religious views. His god was a non physical being who operated by thought only. He appreciated the limits of human knowledge and wrote that: No man knows, or will ever know, the truth about the gods and about anything I speak of; for even if one chanced to say the complete truth, yet oneself knows it not; but seeming is wrought over all things…




    And even if by chance he were to utter




    The perfect truth, he would himself not know it.




    For all is but a woven web of guesses. [/3/]




    Whilst travelling around SE Asia there were certain forms of behaviour that I found obnoxious. Chief amongst these was the sight of men and women clearing their noses onto the ground in public. Although uncommon in most areas of SE Asia, there is the potent smell of stale urine in certain streets in Vietnam and Thailand where it is normal to see men urinating against a tree or a wall.




    [image: Image115504.PNG]It was further along this beach that I was to have a nasty surprise.




    Nha Trang, Vietnam.




    When walking along the beach in a fishing village beside the Vietnamese tourist resort of Nha Trang I stopped to take a photograph of a particularly beautiful coastal scene and was aware of an elderly lady who stopped a few feet behind me. When I turned round to see what she was doing I was surprised to see her having a crap on the beach, quite unconcerned about my presence. A little later on I noticed a young boy balancing himself on a rock beside the water’s edge doing the same thing. Sometimes things take a while to sink into my brain but it did not take me long to realize that what seemed a lovely, but somewhat smelly, beach was in fact an open sewer. It was not that obvious initially because people had covered their faeces with sand. However, wearing open toe sandals proved to be a big mistake that day.




    Comparisons and Appearances.




    The problem of how we can acquire knowledge was much discussed in Classical times. Socrates (ca.470–399 BCE) thought that the search was probably pointless because of the unreliability of our senses. Nevertheless, he did attempt to seek knowledge. Parmenides (b.515 BCE) made the distinction between belief and truth. Belief, for him, was regarded as containing no truth, we can only arrive at the ultimate truth through concentrated and clear thinking. The world we experience from moment to moment is continually changing and as a result he thought we cannot have any real knowledge about it. Truth and reality only belong to objects which do not change. Change and succession belong to the realm of appearances. This outlook, initiated by Parmenides, has had a major influence on philosophy ever since




    In stressing the importance of thinking and how we come to perceive the world, the Greeks developed the idea of the mind. As humans our normal practice when coming across a new experience is to explain it in terms of things we already know. For example, if we try a new type of food we compare the flavour with other food of similar taste. In the same way when the idea of the mind was first proposed the mind was compared with other organs, usually the eyes. We still use the expression ‘now I see’ when we come to understand something. The famous adventurer Marco Polo (1254-1324 CE) left Venice with his father and uncle to explore the possibility of setting up trade links with China. He finally arrived in China at the court of the world’s most powerful ruler, Kublai Khan, in May 1275, after travelling along the Silk Road. He remained there for seventeen years before returning home via Java. At that time many people believed in the existence of unicorns. Whilst in Java, Marco Polo saw a rhinoceros, but never claimed to have discovered a previously unknown creature. He compared it with a unicorn, a beast with which he was already familiar. Such comparisons are a useful way of extending our knowledge but, taken on their own, fail to plumb the depths.




    Comparisons can be misleading. One advantage of staying in SE Asia is that the cost of living is low compared with that of the West. At the beginning of the present century the average monthly wage in Vietnam was equivalent to 30 US Dollars. In Thailand a monthly wage of 120 USD was typical. On one occasion, when first visiting the country, I was asked by the brother of a Vietnamese girlfriend how much I earned in the UK. When I said two hundred Dollars per week you could almost see his eyes go round, a bit like the cylinders in a one-armed bandit. This was over twenty times their average weekly wage. I, of course, tried to explain how expensive things are in the West, but the damage had been done. Unbeknown to me, his sister went along to the authorities a couple of days later in order to try and arrange a date on which to marry me! Fortunately I was able to get out of the situation without too much acrimony.




    One aspect of Greek thought which did not change over the centuries can be summarised by the dictum: The Gods are the measure of all things. They believed that the cosmos is controlled by a stable order. This assumption has been a fundamental ingredient of Western thought ever since. Throughout their history the Greek attitude towards their gods changed, but in the process they came to accept the idea that one legacy imposed by them on the cosmos was a universal order which gives stability and meaning to life. The idea that truth, beauty and justice exist in the world, although largely hidden, is a bequest from Ancient Greek times.
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    6 DISCERNMENT




    I used to sing in a church choir, but it always used to puzzle me when I heard the vicar talking about this ‘transitory life’. After all, what have transistors got to do with it? Whatever you want to call life, most of us simply bump along from day to day because this is the easiest option. It is only after some act of emotional or financial folly that we become wiser. In developing a set of strategies, or means of discernment, we come to acknowledge those actions or beliefs which bring the greatest benefits.




    Some British people I met, who were happily settled with a Thai partner, had apparently totally rejected Western beliefs and embraced an uncritical acceptance of Thai values. A somewhat similar situation faced me whilst travelling in Malaysia, a country dominated by an Islamic outlook, where many aspects of Western culture are also frowned upon. This is not saying that Asian views are wrong, but that every belief system has its good points along with a unique and fascinating cultural heritage. It is also important to realise that differences between the various belief systems are not as large as you might imagine from first impressions. Most have the same core values. To my way of thinking, a balanced outlook is necessary in this age of ideological tensions and fundamentalist thinking.




    This chapter looks at some early scientific discoveries, but assumes that a scientific approach is not all encompassing. Most people accept that there are other factors which govern our life, such as spiritual or astrological forces. Also, let us not forget the influence of our heart and the leanings of our wife.




    On Waterloo Bridge with the wind in my hair




    I am tempted to skip. You’re a fool. I don’t care,




    The head does its best but the heart is the boss –




    I admit it before I am halfway across.




    Wendy Cope




    Thales and the emergence of science.




    In the same way that my cycling tour had a somewhat uncertain start, the same is true of science. Thales of Miletus (ca.624-547 BCE) is usually credited with starting the scientific approach. Although considered as being highly intelligent, he is remembered with affection because, in not looking where he was going, he carelessly tripped and fell down a well. He had been walking along while looking up at the stars. What probably made him feel particularly stupid was that after the incident he was ‘reprimanded by a pretty maidservant’ who told him that he should be more concerned with what was in front of his eyes!




    When Thales predicted the occurrence of a solar eclipse in 585 BCE he was catapulted to fame. It is not known how he could have done this, but is likely that he used some astronomical tables produced by the Babylonians. These date back to 721 BCE. The solar eclipse predicted by Thales is supposed to have occurred during one of the Greek battles. The historian Herodotus (ca.480-ca.420 BCE) reported that when the battle was in progress the day became as night. Thales’ prediction may have been extremely lucky since solar eclipses are only total over a small area and only last for a short time. Thales is also regarded as the first person to realise the importance of the Pole Star for navigation. The Pole Star, or North Star, is the only star which does not seem to rotate as the Earth spins on its axis. The reason for this is that the axis of the Earth points almost directly at it. If you are looking at the Pole Star you are also facing north and so it is useful in determining your direction at night. Apart from having a good knowledge of Babylonian astronomical discoveries, Thales travelled to Egypt in order to study geometry. Geometry, meaning ‘the measure of the Earth’, was a major constituent in Greek mathematics and science.




    It was for economic reasons that geometry was developed in Egypt. Revenue was raised by taxing land. After the annual floods it was necessary to restore boundaries between fields and these were checked by surveyors. The knowledge Thales brought back from Egypt was quite rudimentary. Previously, the Greeks did not know how to work out the area of even the most basic shapes, like triangles and circles. Much of thieir knowledge originated from the Rhind Mathematical Papyrus (see Chap. 3). It was left to the Greeks to structure the information and to give a mathematical proof for any formulae.




    The importance of education.




    I was surprised to hear from an English geography teacher that many of his eleven year old pupils did not recognize the shape of England. On that particular day he had drawn a map of the UK on the blackboard, labelling the principal cities 1 to 5. One of the class had put his hand up asked: “Please sir, why have you drawn a picture of a golf course?” The rest of the group also did not recognize the shape of the country or even know the region where they lived. The reason I mention this was that I had a similar problem with Lat while staying on Koh Samui. It seems that a large proportion of women working away from home in Thailand have no real idea of where they are or where their homes are, apart from knowing the names of the individual places. It is only when you get to know some of the women fairly well that you come to appreciate what an unsatisfactory education they have had. Lat had no idea of where she was. She had two young children which she had not seen for a couple of years. They were being looked after by her parents. Any spare money she earned was sent home, so she could not afford the fare back. Feeling sorry for her I offered to take her home. She readily agreed. Not knowing where her family lived, I asked her to show me where it was on a map of Thailand. She had no idea although she did know a few local place names and enough to get home. This was by travelling to Bangkok, go to the Northern Bus Station, and then get a bus to Chaiyaphum, a city in the north of the country. Once there her sister would come by car and take her home. A friend had brought Lat down to Koh Samui by car. Previously she had not realized just how far and how large Bangkok was. She had also been fascinated to see the sea for the first time in her life. When living in the North of England I was asked by a schoolgirl where I had been working before. When I told her that it had been in London her face lit up. In only having lived in a small community for the whole of her life she had no idea about the size of London and asked me, quite innocently, if I knew her Auntie Sarah who lived there?


  




  

    7 THE CONFLICT BETWEEN OPPOSITES




    Anaximander (611 – 547 BCE), a pupil of Thales, tried to work out the essential structure of the natural world in an attempt to find what is the driving force behind its formation. He concluded that it was caused by the interaction of opposites, between hot and cold, love and hate, and so on. This view has had a considerable appeal over the centuries. So, for example, a basic tenet of Zen Buddhism is that to arrive at the truth you have to consider opposing ideas. Truth and reality are only revealed when there is a union between their opposites. Georg Hegel (1770-1831), who had a major influence on the thinking of Karl Marx, thought that, in all areas of life, conflict is necessary before progress can be achieved. Hegel believed that perfection and the discovery of truth are theoretically possible.




    Heraclitus (b. ca.540 BCE) came from an aristocratic family and considered himself superior to his fellow beings. Becoming very unpopular, he decided to live as a hermit and took himself off to the mountains, only eating plants and grass. On becoming ill he tried to cure himself by living in a cow stall as he thought the heat from the manure would evaporate his illness. He committed suicide at the age of sixty. Heraclitus is best remembered for his view that everything is continually changing, that: All things are in a state of flux. Nature is composed of opposites, in the same way that night follows day producing a continuum. There is always strife and war between opposites but, taken together, they make a whole. All things are in a process of becoming, nothing stands still. He likened existing things to a river and reasoned that you cannot step into the same river twice. Change, however, is not purely random, there does seem to be some plan or logic behind things. He believed that man, similarly, is not immune from the process of change.
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