Yiewpoin} ema Your oplnion lo the editoi @ whalilmegminec <

few weeks ago, 1 discovered the
A.Amnﬂtyln!.emaﬁaml annual re.
port. It made an impression on me. To
anyane reading such a document, one
thing becomes immediately apparent:
The world is an unkind place. Inlran,
heresy is a crime and flopging and limb
amputation.are-valid-punishments. In
China, the government shows no signs of
ceasing its absurd crusade against prac-

titioners of Falun Gong. And, amid a)) -

the bambings and hostage-takings, it was
less than a year ago soldiers, oslensibly
seeking 1o bring freedom 1o Irag, were
found to be subjecting Iraqi prisoners to
brutal tarture.

To me, all this inhumanity of man

snte man raises rwo primal questions.
y

.

" The first is "Why are peaple so cruel?

and the second is 'Is there -hape for the
human race?
tions. They have been examined again
and apain throughout humag histary. 1,
however, wish 1o take 3 somewhat un-

These are not new ques-

tomman approach by seeking answers
in the [ramework of certainty and
doubl. So let's examine these ques.
lians,

First, why are people cruel? What
motivates the judges in Iran and the
lorturers in China and the terrorists in
Irag? The question is easy when, like
certain American politicians, you con-
sider Lhese people 1o be murderous, un-
The question be-
comes more difficult

thinking demans.
when you see
these people for what they are: people.
Every one of thern has experienced love
and fear and hope and disillusionmen,
just like everyone else. 1 was talking 1o

.y mother after telecommunications

g* rker, Nick Berg, was beheaded in

Irag and she put the sirvation's confus.
ing complexity very well. She said i
was very likely that some of the masked
men who stood behind My Berg in the
last moments of his life had children,
and it was also likely thar at feast one
was a very good father to those children
whom he lgved very much.

So why did that father participale in
the cold-blooded murder of a civilian?
The answer, | think, is certainty. He
was sa certain what he was doing was
just and right and moral (hat he never
stopped to think. He allowed his cer-
tainty to steamroll his reason and neu-
tralize his ability ta have second
thoughts. His was an all-powerful, all-
encompassing certainty, a certainty
grown and cultivated in an enviran-
ment where such firmness of purpaose is
revered as the ultimate virtue,

Clearly, however, when you are loak-
ing to reduce the amount of pain that
people inflict vpon each other, certainty
is not a virtue. 1l is 3 terrible vice that
prevents us from listening to each oth-
er. Why was Galileo found guilty of
heresy for saying the earth went around
the sun, not vice versa? Not because
the church officials who tried him were
malicious and evil, bul because they be-
lieved absolutely that they were right.
What makes terrorists and torturers
tick? Certainty. Certainty causes peo-
ple la close their minds,

If certainty is such a negative thing,
you might ask why sa many-people in-
dulgeinit. !'would suggesl Lthat they are
afraid; afraid of the constantly changing
and almost entirely unpredictable world
we live in. A fundamental 1ruth of the
universe is that just when you think you
can refax, life will throw you acurve ball,
Everyone knows this and ng one likes i,
50 some people concoct ariificial cer-
tainty to make themselves fee) safe. This
is dangerous, because cestainty in our
own pasition desiroys our ability to un-
derstand people with other positions,

Now, the second question. s there
hope? Yes. Indoubt. Daub is the hu-
man mind’s sole delence against cer-
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taincy, but it is a powerhu] delence and
history seems 1o suggest that we ase us-
ing it mare and mere,

For mest of jis lifespan, human cjvi-
lization has been Boverned by varying
deprees of authoritarianism. Democra.
¢y inits modern form, with one person,
one vote regardless of gender, weajth,
or race, is very young. Democracy ex-
i5ts becavse of doubt. AJ) forms of au.
thoritarianism,  whether they  are
despotic, theocratic, commyunist, or fas-
cist, assume that there js 3 Certain truth
about the way in which 2 gavernment
should best be run, Democracy s dif.
ferent. It assumes that the truth about
the best form of government is up-
known and i likely
known.

te remain un-
From this assumption arises
the most fundamental teney of democ.
racy: Your guess al how government
should work js exacly as goad as mine.
Modern democracy  has developed
since ils beginnings in the Ape of En-
lightenment and, hopefully, it will con-
tinue to develap. Perhaps, to achjeve
“enlightenrnen You need not discover
the truth, bu only realize that you don
know the truth and begin question your
cerlaintjes.

Besides protecting us from the dan-
gers of certainty, doubt is alsa the best
way ta acquire new information. With-
out doublt, science and progress are
slowed 1o 3 crawl, The ides that a theo-
ry is valid only as long as no evidence js
found to contradicit js central 1o the
scientific method and resuwlts in the sur-
vival of only the best hypotheses. This
idea comes from daubt. .

Many elements of aur society seem
to think thal being certain and standing
behind your ideals is admirable, but |
hope I have convinced you to the con-
trary. Doubt is admirable, and il s my
honest opinion that il we all keep an
open and uncertain mind, we will find
ourselves in a better world.ca
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