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How has the course affected my
world view

by Edward Crookes1

Introduction
Welcome, I hope that by the end of my essay you can agree
with this truism “The question determines the answer”. For 
me the classic demonstration of this truism is vividly 
portrayed by Douglas Adams in his book “The Hitchhikers 
Guide to The Galaxy”. Where he relates the story of a race 
of hyper-intelligent pan-dimensional beings who built a 
computer named Deep Thought to calculate the Answer to 
the Ultimate Question of Life, the Universe, and Everything. 
When the answer was revealed to be 42, Deep Thought 
explained that the answer was incomprehensible because 
the beings didn't know what they were asking. 
I have begun my essay with this tongue in cheek humour 
because my contention is that Buddha's teaching is the 
answer to a different question from the one that Evolutionary
Psychology answers. 

Please turn the page and we can begin

1 <http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/>
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Narrator:
Let me tell you a story to illustrate the point
Because this is not a Fairy tale 
it does not begin with “Once upon a time ...”.
Instead, it begins by stating the obvious.
This story is being written at this moment 
because I exist right now.
I exist right now because I am fit and healthy.
I am fit and healthy today because yesterday I was 
adequately nourished and my health was not damaged.
I was fit and healthy yesterday because the day before 
yesterday I was adequately nourished and my health was 
not damaged.

Commentator:
While the Narrator is taking a breath I must warn you that 
you are going to have your patience put to the test. This is 
one of the reasons why Buddhist mediators train, to develop
and strengthen their patience.

Narrator:
OK! OK! Commentator I’ll keep it short. But you do see that I
need to do the minimum to establish the pattern.
So where was I?
Oh yes!
I exist right now because I existed yesterday.
I existed yesterday because I existed last Week.
I existed last Week because I existed last Month.
I existed last Month because I existed last Year.

Today I am an Adult because when I was younger
 I was a Teenager.
I was a Teenager because when I was younger 
I was a Child.
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I when I was Child my health recovered from a broken bone.
I broke my arm because I fell out of a Tree.
I fell out of a Tree because I climbed the Tree.

I could climb the tree because I existed as a Child.
I existed as a Child because when I was younger 
I was a Baby.
I was a Baby because “Once upon a time” I was born.

Commentator:
You couldn't resit the temptation could you. And just before 
your story starts to get tricky.

Narrator:
Just a little light relief. You know crack a joke to keep your 
audience awake.
Let’s move on.
I was born because I was a Foetus.
I was a Foetus because an essence of my Mother,
an essence of my Father and
an essence of myself came together
in an action called conception.

Commentator:
Now the going gets rough. Don’t get sidetracked into tracing
the origin of your Mother nor into the origin of your father. 
Stay on the main path and tell us how you got into the act of
conception. How did you get back into the past?

Narrator:
Oh! Come on you know that the Me, of today is constantly 
involved in causing future events, while being the result of 
past causes. Buddha never claimed that causation loops 
backward to create a result in the past.
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Commentator:
I suppose that I should explain the background of the 
Buddha's world view or cosmology. In this view the world of 
experience is vastly greater than the world of physical 
observation. To give an example. Right at this moment my 
Text-Processor is telling me that 501 words have been 
typed. And now it is 510 words. And by the end of this story 
the count will be different again. But when you read the 
finished story the word count will be the same for you as for 
me. Words on paper exist in the “world of physical 
observation” and can be observed through my eyes. This 
allows the words to be counted. Now lets turn to the “non-
physical world of observation” and look at Patience. Do you 
remember my comment about Patience above. Now tell me 
how many units of Patience did you require to reach this 
point? And tell me also, do you think another person reading
this story would count the same number of units of Patience 
required to reach this point? And anyway what is a unit of 
Patience?

It is in this “non-physical world of observation” that the “thirst
for existence”2 can be found.

Narrator:
Thank you. And back to the story.
Conception occurred because of the meeting 
and uniting of all the following three causes. 
First the “physical essence of the mother” 
is joined to the “physical essence of the father” 
this attracts the “thirst for existence” which joins in.

2 A short explanation by Sujato from this forum thread dated 15 Dec 2015. Bhava typically refers to 
what we normally simply call "life", in the sense of "future lives and past lives". Punabhava 

should be rendered to make this meaning explicit, as it is frequently misrepresented by 
interpreters who simply don't realize that this is what it means, in contexts such as the second 
noble truth. Yāyaṁ taṇhā ponobbhavikā means "the craving that leads to further lives" or "the 
craving that leads to future existence", or something like that. Whatever the rendering that is 
chosen, this meaning must be clear and explicit, as it surely is in the Pali. 
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This “thirst for existence” was released 
by the total breakdown of the physical component 
of an experiencing being. 
Today we call this event Death.

Death occurred because a Me of today existed.
Me of today existed because Me of yesterday existed.

At this point I shall cease to challenge your patience. I hope 
you appreciate that this is a reoccurring pattern of, a cause 
producing an effect which extends back into the 
uncountable long past.

Yes! Yes! I know that the fashionable Cosmology of today 
insists the Material Universe sprung into Physical existence 
an exact number of seconds ago. A self:-) moment of Self 
creation called the Big Bang. But it has nothing to say about 
the Beginingless continuum of the “non-physical world of 
observation”.

And of course I cannot resist ending my story by saying they
all lived happily ever after.

Commentator:
Bravo! You just couldn't resist that ending could you.

Narrator:
No I could not, and now with a big grin I’ll take a bow and 
bid adieu, to you my hardy and intrepid audience.

Commentator: 
Until Narrator returns let me join up the dots beginning with.

Does modern science lend support to Buddhist ideas about the human 
predicament?
Does modern science lend support to Buddhist ideas about the human mind?
Does modern science lend support to the logic behind Buddhist meditation 
practice?
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Does modern science lend support to the moral validity of Buddhism?

Do you notice anything in common. No! I give you a clue they 
all begin with “Does modern science lend support to 
Buddhist ...”. 
I find they all belong to the class of loaded questions3, for 
example “When did you stop beating your wife?”. This implies 
that you have indeed been beating your wife. How do you 
answer without agreeing with the implication? Simply rebut the 
fallacy by saying, “I never started.”.
To these specific questions, my response is a question.
“What makes you think that Buddhism needs support?” Well?-)

If by now you have reached explored the outer limits of your 
patience, I can only bid you fare thee well.

I know some of you are made of sterner stuff and want to hear 
the long version. The proper version with facts and figures, I will
try not to disappoint you. 

Narrator come back we still need you. 

Until Narrator returns, I will start to put the debate onto a more 
neutral footing by suggesting a change of the wording to the 
questions.
“Has modern science made a useful contribution to the 
Buddhist debate about …?”

Narrator:
Do you think that it is right? Changing the question and 
answering questions that favour your position. 

Commentator:
Yes I do. I want to debate the usefulness of this course which I 
believe is the question behind the questions. For me this is a 
question which I would really enjoy debating upon.

3 Wikipedia Loaded_question   <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Loaded_question>
See also <http://www.phrases.org.uk/bulletin_board/51/messages/83.html>
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Narrator:
Ah! Debate. Are you going to start with the context problem?

Commentator:
Yes! Context is everything
Within Buddha’s teaching I have learnt to respect the 
expression “context is everything”. This truism can be found in 
the earliest teachings and its importance has only grown as 
time has passed. From the very beginning, the majority of 
Sutra’s open with a setting of the context. Where did it take 
place? When did it take place? What were the events, if any, 
that led up to the discourse? Who was the main recipient of the 
Sutra’s message? Who were the others present? What was the 
reaction, if any, of the assembled, to the discourse?
Buddha also was skilled at using Linguistic relativity4. This I 
means that when Buddha addressed a Farmer he used 
similes familiar to a farmer, when he spoke to an educated 
Brahmin, Buddha took a Vedic teaching and gave it a new 
interpretation which highlighted a concept he was 
expounding.

Narrator:
Don't forget to mention that the Gelug school of Tibet5 have 
raised debate to a high art form. They train from an early 
age in the art of defining precisely what each of their 
technical terms mean.

Commentator:
Thank you. 

Finally, we are able to look at Question 1 which refers to 
“Buddhist ideas about the human predicament”.
4 Wikipedia Linguistic_relativity   

The principle of linguistic relativity holds that the structure of a language affects its speakers' world view or cognition. … 
Research is focused on exploring the ways and extent to which language influences thought. 
<https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Linguistic_relativity>

5 Gelugpa school of Tibetan Buddhism   <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gelug>
The Purpose and Benefits of Debate 
<https://studybuddhism.com/en/tibetan-buddhism/about-buddhism/how-to-study-buddhism/the-purpose-and-benefits-of-debate>
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Narrator:
Oh no! You are not going to drag confirmation bias6 into this 
discussion.

Commentator:
And why not? The term “human predicament” does not exist in 
Buddha’s vocabulary. In addition, the psychological concept of 
confirmation bias adds depth to this point and links up with the 
evolutionary biological concept of pareidolia7. By that I wish to 
point out the following. Just because dukha is translated as 
suffering, which is the opposite of pleasure, does not 
necessarily mean studying gratification will support the dukha 
thesis.

Narrator:
Gotcha! Thought you didn't want to talk about support?=)

Commentator:
I do not. I want to explore dukha.
In the 1st. week of the course while dealing with 
“Evolutionary Psychology and the First Two Noble Truths” 
Professor Wright introduces the failure of gratification8 to last
6  Wikipedia Confirmation bias <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Confirmation_bias>

This article The WEIRD Evolution of Human Psychology in Scientific American provides a  lighthearted presentation.
<https://blogs.scientificamerican.com/primate-diaries/the-weird-evolution-of-human-psychology/> 

7 Pareidolia   is a psychological phenomenon in which the mind responds to a stimulus (an image or a sound) by perceiving a familiar 
pattern where none exists.
<https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pareidolia>
See also Mail Online
< http://www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/article-3280816/What-photos-s-faces-suffer-facial-pareidolia.html>
And finallyBuddha on the moon I could not resist this

<http://www.ufosightingsdaily.com/2012/02/two-alien-faces-discovered-on-moons.html>
8 To save you looking here is the quote starting at 2:57

Now, if you want to look at parts of the brain that are relevant to the failure of gratification to last forever. One obvious candidate 
would be the neurotransmitter dopamine. If you read much in the Popular Science press you probably read about dopamine as the 
pleasure chemical, the reward chemical. The true story is actually a lot more complicated than that. The effects dopamine has 
depend on the part of the brain you're in, which neurons are involved, which receptors are involved, and so on. There's also the 
question of does dopamine actually cause pleasure, or just correlated with pleasure. For our purposes, the mere correlation is 
pretty much enough a fact that dopamine seems to be correlated with pleasure. So we're gonna look at a little data from a study in 
which they monitored very precisely the neurons in monkeys that are involved in the release of dopamine and are in a part of the 
brain where dopamine seems to be correlated with pleasure and reward.
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forever. While he is looking at a purely biological cause for 
“the failure of gratification to last forever” Buddha takes a 
wider view. His thesis is that individual response to 
unending change (anicca9) lies at the core of dukha. To 
read a more detailed presentation read All About Change 
by Thanissaro Bhikkhu. One of the most important 
supporting factors is the assertion that everything which 
arises, does so in dependence upon a cause. 

Narrator:
Now you see a further purpose for my story.

Commentator:
Yes according to Buddha, everything, absolutely everything, 
has a cause. And  dopamine is a cause and has an effect. 
At this point I want to slam on the brakes. I am getting ahead of 
my self. First of all, I want to deal with Question 2 which reffers 
to “Buddhist ideas about the human mind?”.
Buddha presents a model that has five degrees of freedom and 
he assigned the title (khandhas)10 to the model. He named the 
parameters as follows form (rūpa)11, feeling (vedana), 
perceptions (samjna), formations (sankhara), and 
consciousness (viññāṇa)12 13. Each of these parameters are in 

9 Anicca
This insight forms the basis for the Three Characteristics that the Buddha taught for inducing a sense of dispassion for normal time-
and space-bound experience. Anicca, the first of the three, is pivotal. Anicca applies to everything that changes. Often translated as
"impermanent," it's actually the negative of nicca, which means constant or dependable. Everything that changes is inconstant. 
Now, the difference between "impermanent" and "inconstant" may seem semantic, but it's crucial to the way anicca functions in the 
Buddha's teachings. As the early texts state repeatedly, if something is anicca then the other two characteristics automatically 
follow: it's dukkha (stressful) and anatta (not-self), i.e., not worthy to be claimed as me or mine. 

10 khanda   (Pali)
Skandhas (Sanskrit) or khandhas (Pāḷi) means "heaps, aggregates, collections, groupings". In Buddhism, it refers to the five 
aggregates concept that asserts five elements constitute and completely explain a sentient being’s mental and physical existence. 
The five aggregates or heaps are: form (or matter or body) (rupa), sensations (or feelings, received from form) (vedana), 
perceptions (samjna), mental activity or formations (sankhara), and consciousness (vijnana).
The skandhas explain what is a "being or individual", and the skandhas theory complements the anatta doctrine of Buddhism which
asserts that all things and beings are without self. The anatta and "five aggregates" doctrines are part of the liberating knowledge in
Buddhism, wherein one realizes that there is no-self, a being is five aggregates, each of which are "not I, and not my self", and 
each of the skandha is empty, without substance.
In the Theravada tradition, suffering arises when one identifies with or clings to an aggregate. This suffering is extinguished by 
relinquishing attachments to aggregates. The Mahayana tradition asserts that the nature of all aggregates as intrinsically empty of 
independent existence. The use of the skandhas concept to explain the self is a concept unique to Buddhism among major Indian 
religions. It is not shared by Hinduism and Jainism, which believe that a living being has a soul, a metaphysical self.
<https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Skandha>

11 rūpa   (Pali) <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/R%C5%ABpa>
12 viññāya   <http://dictionary.sutta.org/browse/v/vi%C3%B1%C3%B1%C4%81%E1%B9%87a>

13 viññāya  ： having known or learnt <http://dictionary.sutta.org/browse/v/vi%C3%B1%C3%B1%C4%81ya>

vijānāti [vi+jñā] to have discriminative  knowledge，to recognize，apprehend，ascertain，to become aware of，to 

understand，notice，perceive，distinguish，learn，know （Page 617） 
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themselves a self-contained system each with its own degrees 
of freedom.

I want to begin by examining the rūpa khandha. The rūpa 
khandha has itself 5 degrees of freedom. Each parameter 
corresponds to one of the bodily senses organs. These, 
together with the corresponding organ of perception, are:

sights (eye)
sounds (ear)
odours (nose)
tastes (tongue)
touchs (body)

We can all recognise the physical sense organs in the list 
above. These organs are receptive to objects within the realms 
of forrn(rūpaloka) and of desire(kāmaloka). The last of the three
realms of experience (tiloka or trailokya) is the without-form 
realm(arūpaloka). This realm is not accessible to the five sense 
organs. 

Buddha taught that a sixth sense organ exists. He called this 
organ (mano14). Its associated sense he called (viññāya)15. This 
organ of experience is active in all realms of the (tiloka)16. The 
realm (mano) operates in, contains the rational objects or 
cognizables.(mano) is usually translated as mind in English. 
Now to the best of my understanding evolutionary psychology is
exploring the behaviour of the brain. This organ is firmly located
in rūpa  khandha. So here I find that when Buddha speaks 
about  mano he is referring to something different than the brain
or the mental modules which Professor Wright explains so 
clearly. 

14 mano   from the The Pali Text Society's Pali-English dictionary <http://dictionary.sutta.org/browse/m/mano>
15 viññāya <http://www.wisdomlib.org/definition/vi%C3%B1%C3%B1%C4%81ya>

vijānāti  <http://www.wisdomlib.org/definition/vij%C4%81n%C4%81ti>
16 tiloka <http://www.wisdomlib.org/index.php> & <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trailokya>

In Buddhist cosmology, the three worlds refer the following destinations for karmic rebirth:    
-  Kāmaloka is the world of desire, typified by base desires, populated by hell beings, preta, animals, ghosts, humans and lower 
demi-gods.
-  Rūpaloka is the world of form, predominately free of baser desires, populated by dhyāna-dwelling gods, possible rebirth 
destination for those well practiced in dhyāna. 
-  Arūpaloka is the world of formlessness, a noncorporeal realm populated with four heavens, possible rebirth destination for 
practitioners of the four formlessness stages.[3]
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Now to the best of my understanding evolutionary psychology is
exploring the behaviour of the brain. This organ is firmly located
in rūpa khandha. So here I find that when Buddha speaks about
mano he is referring to something different from the brain or the 
mind modules which Professor Wright explains so clearly.

Narrator:
Hem! We have reached 2828 words. Isn't it about time to draw 
to a conclusion before we end up with book.

Conclusion:
If you have successfully ridden the rapids of my stream of 
consciousness you will have a taste for the excitement that 
occurs when two white water rivers clash together.
I began this course because I wanted to discover  points of 
interaction between Buddha’s teaching and the modern 
academic world.
For me this was an unqualified success.
As you will have noticed, it was not a smooth ride. Often I was 
shouting at my computer “No! No! Its not like that at all”:-)
Nevertheless, the viewpoints expressed are valid and express 
modern academic approaches and conclusions. Exactly what I 
wished to discover.
My computer survived the journey. And after serious soul-
searching together with renewed investigation of my roots I 
have emerged from this course with a wider understanding and 
a deeper connection to my field of investigation, namely 
Buddha's teachings.

Thank you Proffessor Wright.
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