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Chinese Classics and Neuroscience

Classics are not just old. If you look up the word “classic” in the dictionary, you
will learn that it means a work being sorted or classified as of the highest
quality. In ancient times, paper was expensive and the printing presses didn’t
exist. Therefore, leaving books to the next generation took far more effort and
resources compared to today. The fact that we can still read classics written
around 2,000 years ago means that every single generation up to this day has
classified them as valuable enough to be transcribed. China has long been a
cultural teacher to other Asian countries. Ancient Chinese philosophers had deep
insights into society and human nature without the help of science, and their
ideas were put into simple and beautiful words. And now, finally, science has
corroborated the insights of past great thinkers. What does the latest science say
about the ancient wisdoms in Chinese classics?

In ancient times, people believed in supernatural entities above the clouds that
punished and rewarded them. However, Xunzi, a philosopher of Confucianism
in the late Warring States period, explicitly denied the existence of gods. For
example, Xunzi argued that praying for rain never brought about rain, and
human actions had nothing to do with the actual weather. He said that when it
rains, it will happen even if you don’t pray for rain. However, he added that
praying for rain is effective, not because it has any effect on nature, but because
it affects people.

Recent psychological studies have proven that Xunzi was right. When people
are in a crisis and have done everything realistically within their power, they are
most likely to resort to prayers, rituals, donations to gods, consulting oracles, or
performing magic. All of these measures are scientifically ineffective at
producing the desired result. However, by preserving the fiction, they can
convince themselves that they aren’t helpless, and haven’t given up. As a result,
they at least feel that they are in charge and will therefore be less anxious, and
able to go on to make their best effort. Xunzi implied that a wise king has to be
clear that gods are fictional. However, the king also has to understand that the
masses want to feel at ease by believing in supernatural beings. Gods and
Heaven surely don’t exist, but completely denying them is also irrational.

(1) The word “transcribe” in the passage is closest in meaning to
A. translate
B. transform
C. copy
D. arrange

(2) According to paragraph 1, which of the following is true?
A. Ancient philosophers had greater insight than modern scientists.
B. Modern scientists are refuting what ancient philosophers told.
C. Some scientific discoveries support ideas from past philosophers.
D. We should not be deceived by simple and beautiful words in classics.

(3) According to paragraph 2, Xunzi found praying for rain effective because
A. otherwise the heaven would punish people.
B. it has influence on people’s mind.
C. it could possibly bring rain.
D. when it rains, it will happen.

(4) According to paragraph 3, which of the following in NOT true?
A. A wise king himself should not be deceived by fictions.
B. Ordinary people should realize that rituals and prayers are scientifically
ineffective.
C. People in a crisis want to believe that things are under their control.
D. Fictions have the power to motivate people to try their best under difficult
circumstances.
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4.

“The principled person does not look around for good fortune, and heaven
rewards contentment for that lack of concern. On the other hand, heaven gives
misfortune to those obsessed with avoiding it.” The latest findings from
Evolutionary Psychology has brought to light new comprehension regarding this
quote from "Vegetable Root Discourse,” which was written in the Ming dynasty.

From an evolutionary point of view, happiness is only about encouraging
survival and reproduction, and our physiological system is not programmed to
keep us happy all the time. For example, evolution provided pleasant sensations
during sexual activity to encourage humans to reproduce. At the same time,
evolution also programmed these pleasant feelings to quickly subside. If the
happiness were to last forever, the very happy individuals would not bother to
look for another breeding opportunities and their genes would not be inherited
to the next generation.

If we go after these pleasant sensations as our main source of happiness, they
disappear as soon as you get them, and you have to start all over again. The root
of suffering could be this never-ending pursuit of happiness, which causes us to
be in a constant state of tension, restlessness, and dissatisfaction. Even when
feeling joy, one can still be plagued with the fear of losing it. Endless pursuit of
happiness makes us exhausted and discontented and, as "Vegetable Root

Discourse” indicates, only those who are indifferent to happiness can truly
be happy.

(5) The word “obsessed” in the passage is closest in meaning to
A. upset
B. unfortunate
C. confused
D. preoccupied

(6) According to paragraph 5, what is NOT true about happiness?
A. It doesn’t continue for a long period of time.
B. The longer they feel happiness, the more likely they survive.
C. It is designed to shortly disappear.
D. It is about driving animals to survive and produce offsprings.

(7) Which of the following text best expresses the reason for the highlighted
sentence?
Only those who are indifferent to happiness can truly be happy.
A. Constantly chasing happiness rather makes you exhausted and dissatisfied.
B. Happiness is not different from pleasant sensations.
C. Caring too much about unhappiness rather drives you to be unhappy.
D. The writer of “Vegetable Root Discourse” had great understanding of human
nature.
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Xunzi is famous for claiming that human nature is evil. Unlike his preceding
philosophers, Xunzi argued that people are not inherently good, and one’s
goodness is the fruit of his or her learning and efforts. He believed that staying
moral required overcoming our innate evilness, and his view perfectly coincides
with the latest findings from neuroscience.

The brain evolves by adding new parts on top of the older parts. The newest part
of our brain is the neocortex, the organ of intelligence. Almost all the
intellectual and rational capabilities are provided by the neocortex, and it is this
organ that reads and listens to this very sentence. On the other hand, the older
parts of the brain still control our bodily functions and emotions. No matter how
smart and sophisticated we are, breathing, eating, sex, and reflex reactions are
still critical to our survival and reproduction.

The neocortex is in an unfair position because it does not connect directly to
muscles. When the neocortex wants to move the body, it sends a signal to the
old brain, asking the old brain to move the muscles. For example, although
breathing is a function of the brain stem that requires no thought or input from
the neocortex, the neocortex can temporarily control breathing, as when you
consciously decide to hold your breath. However, if the brain stem detects that
you need more oxygen, it will ignore the neocortex and take back control.
Similarly, the old brain sometimes makes us violent, greedy, and selfish even
when the neocortex wants us to be nice and moral.

Everyone harbors this tendency to some degree because evolution discovered
that it is occasionally helpful for propagating genes. Biologically speaking, our
inherent nature is bad, and we need to make an effort to stay good. We have to
cultivate our empathy and give more strength to our rational self through
learning and experience, just as Xunzi argued.

(8) According to paragraph 8, which of the following is true?
A. The neocortex is in charge of every thoughts and behaviors.
B. Breathing occurs under the supervision of the neocortex.
C. You cannot read this sentence without your neocortex.
D. The old brain has control over every function of your body and mind.

(9) According to paragraph 9, which of the following is NOT true?
A. We can temporarily stop breathing when the neocortex send a signal to the
old brain.
B. The rational part of the brain is not directly connected to the muscles.
C. The old brain sometimes ignore the neocortex.
D. The neocortex has to watch over the old brain, which is always evil.

(10) Which of the following text best expresses the reason for the highlighted
sentence?
Biologically speaking, our inherent nature is bad.
A. The rational part of the brain has no control of the muscles.
B. Everyone can be violent, greedy, and selfish at any time.
C. The brain can be subdivided into two parts.
D. Evolution found no value in goodness.
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11. You have probably heard the story “The Butterfly Dream” by Zhuangzi, a (11) Which of the following best describes the essence of “The Butterfly Dream”?

Chinese philosopher who lived around 4th century BC. One day, Zhuangzi A. Zhuangzi realized that he was actually a butterfly dreaming that he was a
dreamt that he was a butterfly, a butterfly flitting and fluttering about, happy human being.

with himself and doing as he pleased. He didn't know that he was Zhuangzi. B. Zhuangzi was so happy with the dream that he did not want to wake up.
Suddenly, he woke up and there he was, solidly and unmistakablely Zhuangzi. C. Zhuangzi didn’t care whether he was a human or a butterfly.

However, he could not tell if he was Zhuangzi who had dreamt that he was a D. Zhuangzi got confused about his identity.

butterfly, or a butterfly dreaming that he was Zhuangzi.
(12) According to paragraph 12, which of the following is NOT true?

12. What does this fable tell us? A neuroscientist may take it as exposition of how A. It is impossible to verify that your perception accurately reflects the reality.
unreliable our perception is. The latest findings from neuroscience have shown B. When you find a tree, the tree actually doesn’t exist.
that the world we think we see is not the real world, but merely a simulation of C. We perceive the world by creating a model of the world in our brain.
the real world in our brain. We perceive only our model of the world, and not D. How we perceive the reality depends on the image our brain creates.

the world itself. For example, when you see a tree, you are not actually
perceiving the “real” tree but a three-dimensional image of the object that your
brain creates. The brain gets inputs from its sensors such as the eyes, processes
those inputs, and then activate neurons to form a model. As such, When we
comprehend the world out there, we’re not really comprehending the world out
there but rather are constructing it within our brains. Similarly, when you think
that you are a human being lying on a bed, your brain creates a three-
dimensional model of your room and bed, and then locates yourself on the bed.
If the brain were to accidentally construct a model of a flower garden and
locates you above the flowers, you might perhaps identify yourself as a butterfly
instead. Zhuangzi must have intuitively realized that his perceived reality was
just a created illusion in his brain. He somehow knew that he had no way to see
whether the model in his brain was actually reflecting the objective reality.
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(1) XXH D “transcribe” & FRA R bV DI
A. translate (BT %)
B. transform (BT 3)
C.copy (59 3%)

D. arrange (42 %)

Q) 1 BIEONFIZET 52Dk

A. Ancient philosophers had greater insight than modern scientists. (XD AE 72 HIZHR DR
FHEDEAAE I 2R >Twk)

B. Modern scientists are refuting what ancient philosophers told. (BRD R EF X ER O 5 7
LOFMIC KB LT»2)

C. Some scientific discoveries support ideas from past philosophers. (FF2EWZFg Rz,
WMEOVEE b DTA T 7 &% - kT 2b0bH 5)

D. We should not be deceived by simple and beautiful words in classics. ((fHEDHD T > 7)LTH
LLBEIRI N TR Z2)

B)2BIKIC L B &, A FINZV 2GR0 &5 2P

According to paragraph 2, Xunzi found praying for rain effective because
A. otherwise the heaven would punish people. (X b7\ ERDZAL ZEIT 250 5)

B. it has influence on people’s mind. (A% DTG Z 558 E DR HE05)
C. it could possibly bring rain. (4 L2 L7AB6MAE b6 LTSN 0b Litks\nwdrs)
D. when it rains, it will happen. (FN23F%% & 1325 65)

@ IBRTFEDONEEAE L 20Dt
A. A wise king himself should not be deceived by fictions. (B EHEHHFIZEHICRSI N TIZR S
2\)

B. Ordinary people should realize that rituals and prayers are scientifically ineffective. (—J%®
A& E, AR BREARNCEIR D e » 2 E 2B L 2 T e 6 )

C. People in a crisis want to believe that things are under their control. (fGFEIZKE L T AL X FiE%
AV ER—VTETCVLEFELARLRD)

D. Fictions have the power to motivate people to try their best under difficult circumstances. (FEA%1Z

1F, WEEZRDUC B W TALICREZIRCT L) BT 271055 3)

(5) XD “obsessed” IZEIRD R b IV D13
A.upset (Bl 72, HUDELL 72)

B. unfortunate (“itf7z)

C. confused (&L L 72)

D. preoccupied (HiL T, LZ2HEDLNT)

6) BEVEICL D &, FHICOWTIELL 2Ll

A. It doesn’t continue for a long period of time. (FERFfIEFEH 722 1>)

B. The longer they feel happiness, the more likely they survive. CGEEZ2EIEU 6N BT E,
EERVPTRD)

C. It is designed to shortly disappear. (3" {ICIHA % X ) ICEGEIS TV 3)

D. It is about driving animals to survive and produce offsprings. (‘B & EIHZBID L TH 720D
LOTH5)

(7) MRS Z b -5 &b R CHHI LT 5 3001

"Only those who are indifferent to happiness can truly be happy.”
A. Constantly chasing happiness rather makes you exhausted and dissatisfied. (fif IZ5fi% 80

el Z L3t L ATRAZ 2PN I, PO 5)

B. Happiness is not different from pleasant sensations. (I3 HIE & BICTlE 7 \)

C. Caring too much about unhappiness rather drives you to be unhappy. (FNEIZOWTEZTE 2
ZETULARREICKD XD I ToHND)

D. The writer of “Vegetable Root Discourse” had great understanding of human nature. (GEHRH D
FEARDEICOWTOT CNABRZ R > TWwi)

(8) SBEDNFICHMT 2 DI%

A. The neocortex is in charge of every thoughts and behaviors. (FIE X dH & W 2 ME LI TH) % FH
S>TWn3)

B. Breathing occurs under the supervision of the neocortex. (W IZHTEZEDEH DO H LIS E T
»3)
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C. You cannot read this sentence without your neocortex. (FIB¢E 7 UIZ 2 DL #% g A CHEi#
F5ZEIFTERY)

D. The old brain has control over every function of your body and mind. (d\ ik & FED X
TOWBZERL TV 2)

(9) 9BEDNEICEHL 2Dl

A. We can temporarily stop breathing when the neocortex send a signal to the old brain. (CHTEE 23
WIMICES 2R S 2 & TNk E (2 2 ETE 2)

B. The rational part of the brain is not directly connected to the muscles. (i D FEPEY 22 5507 1 /7 A
CHEBED D3> TR V)

C. The old brain sometimes ignore the neocortex. (V% & & EE L E 2 HEHT )

D. The neocortex has to watch over the old brain, which is always evil. (DZUHEZ Tk %
PORDEH LRI RS W)

AT TV EZ E LTEIC A2 203D 5 EE-TED, DRITTIE AW,

(10) RO THEROBEHZ L o L b X FHHL T2 DI

Biologically speaking, our inherent nature is bad.
A. The rational part of the brain has no control of the muscles. (XD BREIN 2507 13555 141 % il

HLTOuRY)

B. Everyone can be violent, greedy, and selfish at any time. (H 52 AR EA R E ETH N
T, BIEL, DOIF FICR A THEDH B)

C. The brain can be subdivided into two parts. (lii% 2 D DIALIZ T3 T 1 B)

D. Evolution found no value in goodness. GE{LIZFER X112 F o 7% Al % w72 S 2o 7%)

(11) THEEDE ) Dy vy 2% b0 b XHHHLTVSDIF

A. Zhuangzi realized that he was actually a butterfly dreaming that he was a human being. CH-1-1%.
PIFRIIANICR 282 LTWiilis Tho7- 2 LIk \0ik)

B. Zhuangzi was so happy with the dream that he did not want to wake up. (#*23% % D 12 b 372
S D THEFIIEP SHED L o)

C. Zhuangzi didn’t care whether he was a human or a butterfly. GH:12 & > T, H AN AR 4
L) Th Ihot)

D. Zhuangzi got confused about his identity. CIE XA DTA 7 T4 T4 BMICD
WTEHELL 72)
HADBANTH20ETH 2000675 kot LWINELE S VIR T 2DNEM,

(12) 12BEHEDNFIZEE L 20l

A. Tt is impossible to verify that your perception accurately reflects the reality. (43 D8I 2B %
IEREIC KL T LT 200 89 2 MGEET 201 7220)

B. When you find a tree, the tree actually doesn’t exist. (KRZFER L7z & &, Z ZICHIIANITLAE
fELTWVARW)

C. We perceive the world by creating a model of the world in our brain. (F4 (XA HF D€ T
VDL 5 ETHAZAE LT 3)

D. How we perceive the reality depends on the image our brain creates. (¥4 23t A LD X 9 I
HET 2008, TL DB ED L ) A X =P EFERDPIC L >TRE D)

BAX T, ARz FEBICHEEBE LTV 2D TIRR W L IRBRTWL 525, RHPFEEL LW
LIFE->Twkn,
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