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Vishvapani 
When Shakespeare's actors printed his plays they made rough distinctions between the comedies and the tragedies. Measure for Measure is filled with violence and intrigue, but it's a comedy because at the end the heroine is rescued and possibly happy. It all depends how things turn out. The episode of the lost child benefit discs will be a tragedy if criminals get hold of them; meanwhile, people are saying that the tale of hapless clerks, careless managers and a misplaced slip of metal is 'beyond satire'. We expect governments to be in control, so that's the impression ministers strive to give, while their critics endeavour to show that they aren't. How could it be otherwise' Most decisions involve conjectures about the consequences of certain actions. Did granting a holocaust denier a platform enhance his respectability, or would excluding him have denied him free speech? Would attacking Iran's alleged nuclear facilities make the world safer or more dangerous? In our personal lives, too, we think we know what we're doing, but things rarely turned out as we plan. The philosopher Isaiah Berlin stressed the role of the unintended consequences of our actions. If I decide to sell a house, my entry into the housing market will tend to reduce prices. If I enter a noisy room and speak loudly, others will raise their voices, too, until everyone is shouting and no one can hear. The Buddha said that 'causality' - the question of how things happen - is the central issue in our lives. His philosophy turned on an apparently enigmatic formula: 'This being, that becomes. With the arising of this, that arises. With the ceasing of this, that ceases.' What this means is that, while we can't control events, there's a relationship between causes and effects and we can create conditions for growth to occur. The foundation, the Buddha urged, is being scrupulously ethical, paying attention to the thoughts we indulge, noticing the effects of our environment. If we make kindness and discretion our daily habits, they'll become established virtues that guide our bigger decisions. Like the Buddha, the great writers understand that life is ungraspable, and the greatest hubris is to think we're in control. They revel in showing how things go awry, but they also know that 'character is fate'. It's unreasonable to blame our leaders every time something goes wrong; but we can expect of them - as we expect of ourselves - the morally aware search for intelligent choices. 
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