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The conceptual framework provided by the organizers of the World Humanities Forum 2018
is characterized by a note of caution. The human image is susceptible to changes with the passage
of time and varying spatial contexts. The position is fully justifiable in an age in which radicalism
and fundamentalism are threatening to plunge our contemporary world into utter chaos. Be that as
it may, it has always been incumbent upon the humanities not to acquiesce in wayward relativism,
but to uphold values, especially moral values that may transcend the bonds of time and place. My
contribution to the debate on the human image in a changing world draws mainly on the experience
of a South East Asian country, both past and present, in order to demonstrate that socio-cultural
relativism can be overcome and that conflicts can be surmounted, if the basic attitude towards the
“others” is guided by cultural receptiveness that may have arisen and grown “naturally” through the
ages.
Yet, these historical “accidents” have had to be supported by a religious tolerance that is based
on the fundamental belief in the “image of man” as a self-reliant being capable of bettering himself/
herself. The case studies which I shall be analyzing are chosen with a purpose: they tend to reaffirm
the open-mindedness and sociability of these perhaps incurably hedonistic people inhabiting a
legendary (according to foreigners) “land of smiles”, who have been either adroit or just lucky
enough to escape the yoke of colonialism which did befall their neighbours. Their guiding principle
has always been: “Our door is always open, but the house is ours.” Has that to do with their “image
of man”? I would be inclined to respond in the affirmative. They do not look upon “others” as
“aliens”, but in the Buddhist way of thinking, as “beings of this world” (Pali: satta-loka); and as a
Germanist, I would not hesitate to borrow the term “Mitmenschen” (humans like us) to use in this
context. In many cases, they are prepared to learn from those “others”, because, more ofen than not,
they are lucid and humble enough to realize that the latter are their “betters”.
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Preamble

Not from a Vantage Point
Those who may have once professed the belief in the idea of progress, if they are honest to
themselves, will have to admit that material and technological progress has not made our world a
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happier place. If wisdom comes from looking back and reflecting deeply on the past, the twentyfirst century certainly cannot cast a retrospective look from a vantage point: it has learned little or
nothing from history. The human image of today might be that of a rapacious predator.
The atrocities being committed on a broad scale all over our globe, supposedly by uncouth
ruffians and gangs of bandits, plagued by moral corruption, callous despotism and total absence of
democratic spirit, have turned out to be proxy wars perpetrated by those self-anointed “civilized”
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nations and superpowers. When people now look back to, say, religious massacres in the past, they
no longer have the right to take those aberrations as things past, for technology has made presentday wars even more atrocious, with more lethal weaponry that has been used in the process of
ethnic cleansing and fratricidal extermination of astronomical scales. Who invokes the Geneva
Conventions these days?
However, it would be unfair to dismiss as totally ineffective all those well-meant attempts
to bring about international order with their appropriate international mechanisms. One can
become cynical about the UN and its bureaucracies, but cannot overlook the magnitude of the
problems confronting them on a global scale, which is compounded by the inhuman hypocrisy
of the superpowers that remain totally insensitive to human sufferings. Let us face it, without the
UN, humanitarian organizations and benevolent countries that still offer help to those destitute
fellow human beings, the situation could have been worse. Take the case of the 700,000 Rohingya
refugees fleeing Myanmar into Bangladesh. What would have become of them without the help of
the neighbouring “host” country, the UN and other philanthropic organizations?

Refugee Problems and the Image of Man
Before I address the issues relevant to my own country, allow me to tackle a problem that
concerns our contemporary global community as a whole. I am talking about refugee problems
and their concomitant predicament of migration. The hardening of migration policies on the part
of certain governments in recent years is an issue that cannot be explained only in socio-economic
terms, but bears on the moral-philosophical integrity of a civilized community as well. One must
also be realistic and ready to face the question as to how compassion can turn into concrete actions.
But at the root of the problem lies the principle of human dignity, dignity of the receiver of help
as well as dignity of the giver. We are dealing with the question of the image of man here. Let me
broach the subject by quoting parts of a poem entitled, “Refugee Mother and Child” (1970) by the
distinguished Nigerian poet, Chinua Achebe (1930-2013)
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“No Madonna and Child could touch
That picture of a woman’s tenderness
For a son she soon would have to forget
……………………
… She held
Plenary Session 1

a ghost smile between her teeth
and in her eyes the ghost of a mother’s
pride as she combed the rust-coloured
hair left on his skull
… now she
on a tiny grave.” 1
If an African poet and thinker was in no position to stop devastating civil wars on his continent,
at least he could act a voice of conscience. Readers of imaginative literature in the 1970s must have
already been familiar, through print media and television, with scenes as depicted in this poem, but
what was presented as information and reporting could never match the emotional and aesthetic
impact created by a work of art, in this case, a poem. The dignified human image, in this case, is
man-made, shaped by an artist. It is the responsibility of the humanities to salvage such uplifting
boosters from the realm of the arts in order to fuel our combat against inhumanity.
I have embarked on a journey via Africa in order to arrive home well-prepared. Our region too
is threatened by atrocious inhumanity. My country was not immune from shameless exploitation of
the Rohingya crisis, and the government’s action was slow and not effective. But at least one Thai
poet could already sense that more than a usual refugee problem was afoot and sounded a warning
which finally took a metaphysical turn. I am quoting here the final part of the poem by Paitoon
Thanya.
Dear friends Rohingyas, my friends Rohingyas.
What curse has been relentlessly imposed on you?
To stay means to die, to flee is to face a living death.
Or could it be that Allah has lost sight of you?
Woe to you whom Allah does not see!2
The Thai poet obviously had no knowledge of Voltaire’s famous long poem, “Poem on the
disaster of the Lisbon” (1752), but he too, like Voltaire, took “the Lord” to task. And that is
where the similarity ends, for Voltaire’s disaster is a natural phenomenon, whereas the plight of
1. David Cook and David Kubadiri (Edit.), Poems from East Africa, (London-Ibadan-Nairobi: Heinemann, 1971), 2-3.
2. Transcribed from a video recording of the poet’s reading on 23 January 2013.
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did it like putting flowers

the Rohingyas is man-made. Literature, whether intentionally or unintentionally, is assuming a
prescient role regarding worse things to come, for what happened in August 2017 in Rakhine state,
Myanmar, has been described by the most recent UN report as “mass atrocities”.3 The problem
remains unresolved in the international arena, and as was the case with the African crisis, it is the
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arts again which are acting as a voice of conscience. That much is already pretty much at present!
If we were to look for our “betters” in this matter of refugee crises, we might have to look
to Europe for some guiding light. The concept of “Willkommenskultur” (Welcoming Culture)
adopted by the German Chancellor, Dr Angela Merkel, and her government in 2015 as their policy
directive on immigration was at first warmly supported by most civic sectors of several counties
and the international media. Some EU countries especially Austria, were initially supportive of
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this policy. Now highly politicized on a transnational level, and subjected to revisions, the concept
has lost much of its original ethical-humanitarian character. Post-war Germany has grappled, at
its own will, with the guilt of the past in succinct, complex and multifarious ways (as testified
by its literature, crowned by numerous Nobel Prizes). But it is Dr Merkel herself, daughter of a
Protestant pastor and former citizen of an oppressive regime, who undertook to turn national policy
into an act of atonement. But to open up one’s country to one million refugees fleeing bloody civil
wars, for which her country was not directly responsible, was a political decision which required
sacrifices that surpassed normal humanitarian actions. When compassion and high ethical ideals
no longer remained at the level of discourse but turned themselves into engagements with concrete
problems in the real world, even like-minded idealists have shown reservations. No wonder that
the General Elections in 2017 have considerably weakened the position of this devout Christian
turned politician! Nationalist movements marked by xenophobia have gained ground around the
world; the noble “Welcoming Culture” meant to alleviate the sufferings of fellow human beings has
backfired. Solving problems at their tail end can never be as effective as addressing the root cause.
The humanities can no longer function at the analytical level, but must align itself with movements
propelled by an awareness of possible concrete actions.

A Religion with No Place for “Others”
I cannot help feeling that the German version of “Welcoming Culture” has a deeper ethicalphilosophical root. To make amends for the misdeeds of one’s father or forefathers by creating
good deeds could be explained also by the Buddhist notion of “karma”. Every individual must be
mindful of the consequences of his/her actions, be they physical, verbal or mental, but it is beyond
human comprehension as to what consequence corresponds to any particular action in this life or
past lives. The crux of the Buddhist teachings is that one must perform good deeds for their own
sake under whatever circumstances. Buddhism is not quite explicit to what extent the urge to do
3. Hannah Ellis-Peterson, Myanmar’s military accused of genocide in damning UN report, The Guardian, 27 August
2018.
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good is inborn, but it believes that a normal human being is able to make a choice between good
and evil. The above case of encourging a “Welcoming Culture” is a demand for good deeds; it
is in no way misguided, but it need not be linked with particular deeds committed in the past by
forefathers. The Germans should not forget Immanuel Kant’s “categorical imperative”, however
radical that might appear vis-à-vis more fluid and more complex situations in the present world.
for human beings are not considered as a privileged divine creation and superior to other beings,
but belong to the category of “beings of this world” (as mentioned above), which include animals.
But only as a human being can one reach nirvana, the end of all sufferings. Thus, Buddhism rejects
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It may be necessary to remind ourselves that Buddhism does not admit of the notion of “others”,

fundamentally racial distinction. Besides, it strives to demolish the caste system, which naturally
From our modern perspective, the basic teachings of Buddhism should prove to be supportive of
cross-cultural understanding and, above all, human rights4. Naturally, one cannot be blind to the
deviations and aberrations on the part of some sectors of the Buddhist community, which have
taken a leading role in committing crimes against humanity, but that is no reason to reject the
soundness of its basic ideas.

Not Just an Open Door Policy but a Way of Life
There is a saying in Thai that parents (traditionally) imprint into the minds of their children:
“Whoever sets foot on our home, shall be received with hospitality!” It was customary that guests
could drop in unannounced at any time and would be invited to have a meal with the host family
(our type of cuisine being favourable to such a treatment.) Mainland South East Asia has always
been characterized by multiculturalism. Situated between two great civilizations, namely Indian
and Chinese, the Thai have learned to benefit from the cultural heritage of both, not subserviently,
but rather with a bent for adaptation to suit practical purposes. Visitors to Thailand today may be
puzzled, for example, by the coexistence of Buddhist and Brahman ceremonial practices at state
functions. Though steeped in Buddhism and its egalitarian spirit, they never hesitate to embrace the
hierarchical thinking of Hinduism where it becomes necessary to establish a solid power structure.
Trade has always been their principal occupation, and maintaining good relations with China
particularly enabled trade to flourish. Skilled in various crafts, they knew how to learn from others,
and to overtake them eventually. The most telling example was the production of porcelain, a craft
they had learned from the Chinese but developed to such a degree of perfection and sophistication
that it was sought after by all nations of the East – I am speaking of Thai ceramic ware known as
“Sangkhalok”, a popular export from the 13th to the 18th century.
A trading nation has to pursue an open door policy, and the description of Ayuthya, the capital
4. Uttamkumars Bagde, Essential elements of human rights in Buddhism, Journal of Law and Conflict Resolution, 6(2),
May 2014: 32-38.
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provoked opposition from adherents of the original religions and beliefs of the sub-continent.

of old Siam, as given by the French ambassador from the court of Louis XIV, Monsieur de La
Loubère, is engaging in many ways, testiflying to the dynamic life of the aquatic city, much bigger
than Paris of those days. One piece of information must be particular interest, even to us today:
40 different languages5 were spoken there and then! (Does it not seem strange that our globalized
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world is concentrating on English only?) In spite of their belief in the Buddhist doctrine of “beings
of this world”, the Thai, in their practical life, must have learned to cope with different customs,
habits and beliefs – and of course, what could not be easily bridged was the differences among the
languages.
So take things as they are. We have had to learn to accept those people on their own terms, but
if they should decide to settle in this land of smiles, they would have to accept us on our own terms
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too. One thing is certain: the Thai were proud that they could welcome people from such varied
cultural backgrounds, and the arts strove to reflect those different characteristics. The famous
temple adjacent to the Royal Palace, a repository of knowledge and wisdom coming from various
sources, incorperated into “The Stone Inscriptions of Wat Pho”, which are recognized as a world
heritage by UNESCO, is also a gem of visual arts and architecture. The reigning monarch, Rama
III (1788-1851), who turned Thailand into a wealthy country through trade with foreign nations,
was adept in foreign affairs. His interests in the peoples who flocked into Thailand were genuine:
he wished to give posterity a chance to know these “others” who benefited from our version of
“Welcoming Culture”. At his behest, the “Verses Describing Peoples Speaking 32 Languages”
were composed by leading Thai poets, supported by paintings of these peoples on the windows of a
religious edifice. The poets and the painters did their best to capture their particularities. Here is one
example, namely France. After describing French attire for men and women (depicted likewise in
the paintings), the poet goes on to give an account of her geography and political strengths.)
Half of France is almost as big as England
France is a country known as a great power in the world,
Her armed forces are well equipped to protect her territory.
It is believed that she is superior to all her enemies.6
The year was 1831; the French had not as yet made explicit their colonial ambitions. Thus, there
was no feeling of being intimidated on the part of the Thai. Their perception of France as a powerful
nation had had a long history, dating back to the good relations between King Narai and Louis XIV
in the 17th century. The French were instrumental in helping to build fortifications at the second
capital of Lopburi and other places, and remnants of the influence of the military architect Vauban,
are still discernible today. The cooling off of the relations after the reign of King Narai does not
5. Winai Pongsripian, The Stone Inscriptions of Wat Pho: Verses Describing Peoples Speaking 32 Languages, Document
No. 74, 100 Significant Documents: Compendium of Thai History, (Bangkok: Saksopha Press, 2012), 33 (in Thai).
6. Ibid., 127.
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seem to have changed the image of the French as a military power. One aspect of these relations
should not be forgotten: the French were intent on converting the Thai (including King Narai) to
Christianity, and this did not seem to pose a serious threat at all, as religious tolerance nurtured by
Buddhism was prevalent, though the French were unsuccessful in their efforts, for those who were
already tolerant towards other religions had no need to be converted. A contemporary account by
complimentary towards Siam and other Eastern countries.
… And yet we sail six thousand leagues to bring over to Christianity the Indies, the
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none other than the great 17th century French author, Jean de La Bruyère (1645-1696), sounds quite

kingdoms of Siam, China, and Japan, and seriously to make to all these nations certain
our friars and priests, and sometimes listen to them, allow them to build churches, and
perform all their missionary duties.7
When you know how to acknowledge the virtues of others, they too will know how to appreciate
your good qualities. Such reciprocal respects were not so frequent in the relations between the Thai
and the British. Religious zealots must have appeared less hostile to the Thai than initiators of the
“gunboat diplomacy”! They were to be wised up by later French colonial aggressiveness.
I would like to dwell on the domain of the arts in order to substantiate my point about the uses
of the open door policy. Music provides a fitting example. Thai classical musicians love to prove
their prowess by performing the composition known as “Songs in Twelve Languages”. The term
“languages” do not refer to the texts accompanying the melodies, but to the melodies themselves
that imitate the styles of twelve nations. They are not indigenous melodies taken over from those
nations, but compositions newly created by Thai artists in those different styles. Thai music gladly
derives inpiration from the music of other peoples, and many instruments in a Thai classical
orchestra are of foreign origins. You enrich yourselves artistically by learning from “others”.
Literature too was receptive to inspirations from other Asian cultures. The Ramayana in the
Thai version has become a national heritage, well-loved by the Thai people, especially in the
form of masked theatre, the Khon. The struggle between good and evil seems to have captured the
imagination of the predominently Buddhist society. The Mahabharata has not fared as well, most
probably because of its all too heroic radicalism of bloody clannish divisiveness. On the Chinese
front, the Romance of the Three Kingdoms, so well translated as to turn out to be the supreme
model of literary prose, has become extremely popular, its worldly wisdom being recognized as a
guide for successful social conduct that, again to devout Buddhists, may smack of craftiness. There
is a saying in Thai, “Don’t trust a man who has read ‘the Romance of the Three Kingdoms’ three
times!” Javanese culture has proved to be fruitful too: the acme of the dance drama, “Inao”, based
7. The “Characters” of Jean de La Bruyère, (London: John C. Nimmo, 1988), 469-470.
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proposals, which, in their eyes, must appear as foolish and ridiculous. Yet they tolerate

on the Panji tales, is still regularly put on stage today in the original “royal” version, and it has been
further popularized in various forms of improvised folk theatre.

The Superior Refugees: the Mon
Chetana Nagavajara

The Mon were an ethnic group that originally inhabited mainland South East Asia.
Archaeological studies have revealed that their Dvaravatti Kingdom, (5 th to 11th century) was
distinguished by high civilizaion, both in material and spiritial terms. The arts flourished, whose
remnants testitfy to a high degree of sophistication, and they were the first people of South East
Asia to welcome Buddhist missionaries from Sri Lanka; we owe the rise of Theravada Buddhism
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to them. The vicissitudes of history have been such that the Mon experienced rise and fall: they
succumbed to invasions, and then grouped themselved again into prosperous kingdoms, only to
disintegrate subsequently. The Thai from the North and the Khmer from the East edged them out
towards the West, where they had to contend with the Burmese. But whatever be their fortune or
misfortune, the Mon have remained a culture-conscious people whose cultural identity has never
been lost. (I think that if you want to test out the viability of the UNESCO concepts of “tangible”
and “intangible’ heritage, the Mon can serve as an exemplary test case!)
Conflicts with the Burmese from the late 16 th century onwards have forced them to flee
frequently into Thailand, and soon a historical pattern emerged, whereby the Thai were joined
by the immigrant Mon to resist the expansionist belligerence of the Burmese. (But even their
conquerors did not hestitate to acknowledge the cultural superiority of the vanquished: when the
victorious Burmese King Tabinshwehti wanted to organize a sumptuous coronation for himself, he
had to rely on Mon rituals for the august ceremony!) As far as their relationship with the Thai was
concerned, they naturally found a host who was not only friendly to them, but intermarriages (which
is one of the hallmarks of South East Asian culture) also strengthened the bonds between the two
peoples.8 The paternal ancestors of King Rama I of the Chakri Dynasty were Mon, and some Mons
who joined the service of the Thai court did advance to superior ranks, like General Cheng, who
has gone into Thai history of the late 18th century as one of the defenders of the sovereignty of
Thailand.
The Thai have assimilated Mon cultural heritage in many ways.The Thai royal court takes over
a number of rituals from the Mon. Even their cuisine has found an inroad into the court and later
adopted by the common people. We Thai enjoy visiting Mon festivals, and several practices have
been integrated into Thai life. A cremation ceremony today, for example, has to be accompanied by
a Mon orchestra, for Mon music, somehow, fits so well into such an occasion. But the greatest debt
we owe to our “refugees” lies in the realm of Buddhism, namely the creation of the new order of
Dhammayuttika Nikaya.
8. Robert Halliday, The Mons in Siam, The Mons of Burma and Thailand, Volume 2. Selected Articles, (Bangkok: White
Lotus, 2000), 3-17.
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In recent years, Thai society has to tackle a very embarrassing situation with regard to the
transgression of, and laxity in, monastic disciplines of Buddhist monks that have even led to
criminal processes. This is nothing new. The mid- 19 th century under the reign of Rama III
was familiar with such problems, and the monanch himself had to exercise drastic measures in
defrocking as many as 500 monks! Prince Mongkut, the future Rama IV, entered monkhood during
His efforts were directed towards the teachings of Buddha in order to cull from them measures to
combat deviations on the part of Thai monks. He decided to establish a new Buddhist sect, which
was to be more scholarly as well as disciplined. His model was Mon monks who resided in Mon
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his half-brother’s reign and developed himself as a great scholar as well as reformer of Buddhism.

communities in Thailand, whom he had observed for a long time and with whom he had entered
Price Mongkut went so far as to take over from them not only their exemplary codes of conduct,
but also their monastic robe! When he ascended the throne in 1851, the Dhammayuttika Nakaya
was strengthened through its close relationship with the court and the officialdom. Its disciplinary
seriousness and its scholarly pursuit paved the way for the new movement of “forest monks”, that
since the 20th century has made Thailand the centre of devout Buddhism sought after by Buddhist
scholars and pratitioners far and wide. (I shall not touch on the conflicts that the establishment of
the new order have brought about with the older order known as the Maha Nikaya). The point to
be made is the readiness of the host country to recognize the “others” as their “betters”, also in the
spiritual domain. The case of the Mon substantiates the thesis that culture can thrive on its own
strengths without empire building of any kind. The Mon have remained a “Kulturnation” (cultural
nation) without unified territorial possession. This is a subject worthy of serious study by the
humanities.

Patriotism and the Adoptive Land
Space does not allow me to give a full treatment of the influx of Chinese into Thailand through
the centuries. But it is generally recognized that the progress of integration of Chinese immigrants
into Thai society has been more successful than elsewhere in the world.9 The open door policy as
well as intermarriages have more than contributed towards this integration. The latter factor merits
special attention, for even Thai kings were ready to marry daughters of Chinese businessmen into
the royal family, though as consorts and not queens. Of course, there have been occasional measures
on the part of the Thai state to stem the influence of Chinese immigrants, but these were short-lived
and ineffective. The success must be attributed to the Sino-Thai themselves, who identify quickly
with the adoptive land. Patriotism is not neccesarily the prerogative of the native-born; patriotism
towards the adoptive country is much in evidence too. The case of King Taksin, son of a Chinese
9. Thak Chaloemtirana, Read till It Shatters: Nationalism and Identity in Modern Thai Literature, (Canberra: Australian
National University Press, 2018), 155-209.
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into exchanges of knowledge and wisdom. The refugee monks were held in high esteem, and

immigrant and a Thai mother, has been told and retold in school history books, for this Sino-Thai
provided leadership to Thai society when the kingdom was bleeding to death after the destruction
of Ayuthya by the Burmese in 1767, and succeeded in wrestling back sovereignty within a matter
of a few years. He could not have achieved so much in so short a time, had Thailand been plagued
Chetana Nagavajara

by racism. His supporters included many eminent Thai, including the future founder of the Chakri
Dynasty.
Recent Thai history has known Sino-Thai who rejected corrupt Sino-Thai politicians that
brought the country on the brink of bankruptcy. Some of the leaders of the protest movements that
took to the streets to banish the then corrupt govermment were Sino-Thai. One of them proudly
proclaimed: “I am son of a Chinaman who has come out to save Thailand!”
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The Tham Luang Rescue: the Acme of Internationalism
It could have been a tragedy, had international help not been forthcoming. The cave rescue of 12
junior football players and their 25-year-old assistant coach did make headlines in the international
media. From 23 June to 10 July 2018, hundreds of volunteers and specialists from all over the
world converged in the Thai province of Chiangrai to take part in a rescue operation of unheard-of
dimensions. The Thai authorities realized soon enough that they did not have the expertise to cope
with the problem: cave diving required sophisticated skills that the Thai Navy “SEAL” Unit did not
possess, and international assistance was needed. It is almost impossible to count how many nations
responded immediately to the Thai request. Inputs in terms of materials and equipment were also
forthcoming both from Thailand and abroad. The entire world was following the operation as
though those 13 young men were their closest relatives. The coordination work under the leadership
of the Governor of Chiangrai was low-keyed, smooth-going and effective. The one casualty, that of
a retired SEAL-officer, could regrettably be explained in terms of his being out of practice.
What has this success story to do with the theme of the present paper? I humbly submit that
centuries of “Welcoming Culture” of this South East Asian land have made it a place favourable to
international cooperation. Not internationalism caught in discourse, not a meeting of well-wishers
full of compassion, but “united nations” of strong-willed, action-oriented experts, prepared to risk
their lives to prove an all too banal point: action speaks louder than words. But it was a concerted
action propped by individual knowledge, skills, expertise and determination. Those adventureloving boys and their youthful coach provided an occasion for the entire world to witness a wellorganized action on an international scale. Can the model be transferred to other larger arenas
which I have analyzed so far (with a heavy heart)?

Challlenges to the Humanities
What I have presented reflects the image of man capable of good and bad deeds, from which
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they can make a choice of their own will. With the gravity of global problems confronting us now,
the humanities can no longer remain a cloistered scholarship, bent on deep reflection and analysis.
It needs to embrace global problems, propped by knowledge and information accumulated over
centuries and enriched by those made available via technological media. It will have to work with
other disciplines in order to form judgement from an all-round perspective. The arts remain a fertile
action-oriented, in no way remote from the practicalities of life, but tempered by wisdom derived
from multifarious ages and cultures. The “united nations” assembling voluntarily at Tham Luang
have taught us that technology can be a great help, if well managed, but there is nothing to replace
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ground which it will have to continue to explore. Yet it needs to become a streetwise discipline,

real contact among human beings who know how to turn compassion collectively into a susccessful
Others, We, and Homo Non-Clausus

concerted action.
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