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Note from the Author




    New books are always a chance to update. In this case, the famous Gee Gyms of Bangkok Smile/s I were in trouble and, after words of bankruptcy in the newspapers, finally closed. Bongo Rongo, the clever owner of the gyms, has tried to out-fox the local Bangkok money people to no avail. It is standard that foreign entrepreneurs are set up to fail. No one seems to care that Elmer from Kansas created a nice business only to have his secretary trick him into signing over his business to her. You will find Elmers around the country drinking wistfully at bars from noon on. So, Bongo Rongo was surprising to be able to survive ten years. One guesses that he became a kind of challenge to Bangkok business fellows. It took a decade of intrigue for local money people to fix this impertinent and health-oriented foreigner. The obituary for Gee gyms could be a book in itself, but the truth is not likely to ever be known. A recent update is the Thai Anti Money Laundering Organization (AMLO) states ten folks at Gee Gym took 1.6 billion baht out of the country from 2009 – 2010. It seems Bongo Rongo may have outsmarted the Bangkok Chinese money people. Time will tell.




    When I was writing an introduction to Bangkok Smile/s Volume II, I happened to spot a rather distinguished-looking Thai elder with glasses and gray hair; he was reading Quantum Physics in English on the sky train. I wanted to talk to him but a rather primitive-looking girl got the seat next to him. I mentioned him in the introduction to Volume II and then a week later, spotted him again. I just had time to mention to him that I had put him in the introduction to Volume II, and then had to jump off the sky train. Then a few weeks ago, there he was on the sky train again, so I explained to him I had spotted him reading Quantum Physics the first time, and then I spotted him perusing the Seven Principles of Science: these were signs to me that Bangkok had drastically changed. I have spent decades watching Thais from academics to students reading the lusty little Japanese cartoon books. Anyway, he chuckled at that. In addition to spotting a swing in culture, this was a serendipitous series of meetings unlikely anywhere else on the planet. Bangkok is a magically strange place. Coincidence bends the rules of logic effortlessly in the city. I keep running into this fellow on the sky train. It is fate or have I been unwitting glued to the wheel of skytrain samsara?




    This is the Phil update: I had not seen Phil for ages but spotted him yesterday. He is the fellow in Bangkok Smile/s Q4U who hit a queue jumper at a Lotus with a can of tuna. He’s thirty-six,sharp, knows Thai lore, and speaks Thai perfectly. I told him next time he hits a Q-jumper, he should use a can of Campbell soup as I think it is stronger than the Thai tuna cans. Anyway, he said he is off tuna now as he discovered it is high in mercury. So, I mentioned that maybe the next time he is Q-jumped, he could hand the jumper a free can of lethal tuna and have the last laugh. That finished, he went on to say he’d seen a pollution meter on Wittayu Road in the embassy area. The meter read 1099 parts per million carbon dioxide. He went home to check. So did I. I checked and found NASA saying 350 was normal! F. Sherwood Rowland, UC Irvine and Nobel Prize winner on atmospherics says over 450 causes ecological and economic disruptions! His doomsday calculation is carbon dioxide will peak at 1000. So, Bangkok in one area is over 1000 already! You wonder how denial people will deal with this. They most likely will claim this is great as pesky rodents and insects will never survive. Anyway, Phil then ended with a perfect tale. A US pal decided to really have a go at it and got two hookers over to his pad. To make sure he did well (i.e., got his money’s worth), he bought Viagra. The girls showed up and he, in good spirits, got a glass of water to take the Viagra with. He gulped down the lust-provoking pills and then went to get things going with the ladies. But he felt hungry and tired. Wondering about his sleepiness, he checked his Viagra pills. Ah! He had taken identical-looking Xanax instead. Xanax is a good sedative. If he took four Xanax, he would have been lucky to get the party girls out the door before he fell on his face. Happy dreams, all of which points to this life as insatiably no-win.




    I ranted before at Bangkok women and their blue jeans, gray sweat shirts and cheap 75-baht flip-flops. I really was set on that until a French fellow in his sixties said, “Absolutely not. Thai women are well-dressed.” So, I started to observe and sure enough, a change. It is a quiet change and not flashy-dashy like you might find in Madrid or ornately decadent as in Paris; the Bangkok styles are subdued. A clue on this is tailors for ladies in Bangkok are not that expensive, so secretaries dash over to little shops to design their own unique styles. Fortunately, the lasses are reading up on Asian fashions, and they get an idea of what is popular in Seoul and Tokyo. However, department stores are still coming out with Beta dull-autumn colors (see Bangkok Smile/s I and II for Beta information). I suspect women are bypassing the drab stuff in stores or going to new little boutiques that have caught onto Asian hip-hop. So, there is a cautious step into color and design and OK. Of course, Bangkok females from slappers up have enjoyed years of wearing stylish but bogus Gucci ware and even fake Oakely sunglasses ($4.00). The raggedy lady selling you fried bananas on the sidewalk might be wearing a faux Rolex ($10.00). In the end, it all looks fairly chic.




    The Bangkok ladies, in fact, have styled-up so much that coming and going businesswomen off the sky train or subway give the entire scene a Tokyo or Seoul look. Old Bangkok is gone forever. The one thing, though, that has stayed constant is the awful attire of the White Devil Barbarians. Year in and year out they stumble around Thailand at even the most posh settings like Siam Paragon or Emporium, in cheap t-shirts, and shorts showing off hideous white boney varicose-veined legs. These are the abominable tourists dressed in distressing taste. This has always been puzzling. Barbarian men seldom have healthy legs. Their legs always seem skinny and sad. In addition, they assume beachwear is just the thing for Bangkok. Perhaps the tropical setting gives them the idea to go casual no matter where they go. This has alarmed the government for years, and you will see signs in Immigration saying: PLEASE DRESS POLITELY. And that right there is something as ‘dress politely’ is Thai not English. But then, if they said DRESS FORMALLY, Barbarians would show up sweating in tuxedos. In fact, the more you notice the Western Barbarians, the more appalling it is. So, the government dare not say CASUAL DRESS as that could be geezers in their underpants or topless bag ladies. Anyway, even people trying to be low-key and Nice border on disgusting. I noticed the other day three Ozzie girls on the BRT bus. They were mid-twenties, big-boned and huge. One had an enormous pot belly. These were young women and obese in a blasé way. Thais nearly swoon seeing the weird people that show up in Bangkok like the calorie-stuffed Oz girls; or better said, the new batches of White Devil Barbarians. The more you watch Barbarians, the more you find yourself about to swoon as well. Thus, I recommend those little ubiquitous eucalyptus inhalers…for anti-swoon.




    In the preface to Bangkok Smile/s, I explained how cab drivers would assess your newness and level of ‘infatuated Farang’ to estimate appropriate level of information. Tourists on day-one will get all the Nice data they want. However, if the expats have figured a few things out, the taxi fellows will reassess and start telling the truth. Truth runs off Nice Barbarians like olive oil runs off ducks. But the other day I chatted with a fellow who represents another case of locals and misinformation. This fellow is in his thirties, Euro, and in Thailand six years. His Thai is impeccable and he has done research and written a novel on the south. I was checking what level he was on and started to discuss Isan. He stopped me with a smile and said, “They speak a Lao dialect.” Ah! I the pointed out that Isan Lao speak standard Lao not a dialect. In fact, standard Lao is in three categories: Lao Lom, Lao Teung and Lao Soung. After that, in Isan, there are around twelve other Lao-related languages. There are even more languages in LPDR: Laos. He was stunned. Eventually, he said when he talked to cab drivers, they were shy, said they spoke ‘Isan’ and were reticent. And that is the point. If he or the Cambridge Scholar aggressively hit on a cab driver about language and culture, the fellow will be afraid as he is hearing Central Thai, not Lao and knows the foreigner has an agenda. As the alien does not have a clue about Thailand, it is best to just be quiet and not say anything. In fact, foreigners really good in Central Thai will immediately send an alarming message to Isan people. Your language gives you away. If you are pro-Klang, you are not going to be pro-Lao. In fact, if a driver said the Lao language spoken in Isan was they same as in Laos, the Scholar would hammer away with questions like, “Are you sure? Are you really sure? Come on, Isan is a Thai dialect, isn’t it?” In fact, the Scholar had the strange notion that ‘Isan’ was a language by itself. Did he check with a linguist on this? No, a Chinese bar girl told him! Add in, SE Asians are non-confrontational in the first place. In fact, there are a few key Lao words to get drivers laughing, talking and opening up. So, some drivers hearing an off-the-plane stranger will just smile and tell the “everything Thai good” stuff. When they talk to Klang Thais or expats speaking perfect Klang, they immediately shut up. Given a chance, though, they have a lot to talk about.




    For a contrast, go to Catalunya. The people from the time of the Fall of Rome have spoken Catalán (Gothic). They conquered Catalunya by force. They have had their own kingdom and at one time ruled the Mediterranean. If you are a Spaniard in Barcelona, and insist the driver speak Spanish and not Catalán, you are in for a surprise. Cataláns, unlike passive Isan people, have their own rallies, have pushed for autonomy from Spain and at soccer matches have a big red and yellow Catalán flag up with the message: WE ARE NOT SPANISH. The Cataláns are the old Germanic Visigoth warriors. Laos, on the other hand, in the 19th century were dragged by the hundreds of thousands to inhabit dry terrible Isan by the Siamese Army. These Laos were slaves and captives. They did not take Isan by force of arms. They are shy rice farmers, so there is a difference. They will tell you what you want to hear, but that will not be the case in Catalunya. For a real thrill, get a cab driven by a Berber in Northern Morocco and tell the fellow to speak proper Arabic. Or go to Belfast, get an Irish cabbie and tell him not to speak in his Irish dialect but in proper British English. Good luck.




    A pre-word is that as Thailand tries to extricate itself from the clutches of entropy, the West World is settling into financial collapse and feral policies. While the US drops along with the rest of the West, Thailand is nudging its way up to the point that is becoming a surprising place. A word later on the Thais concept of where they are on the path to modernity. In the meantime, the West is presently fomenting armies of disappointed people who are spotting the new Thailand as the idea country. (Recent reports are of a massive number of US retirees headed for other countries). However, the country has a long ways to go, and as a US friend in Korat said, “Thailand is not for everyone.” Right, like for the tens of thousands of Thais who quietly move to the US or Europe and never come back.




    Discussing modern Thailand gets into trajectories of progress, day-to-day reality, change and people who resist change getting pushed all over by the Zeitgeist. It is not just about Thais, but about the themes: hordes of incoming Nice foreign middle-class people are intentionally lowering their testosterone, regressing to child-thinking, and taking up herd-Omega behavior. This is strange, but equally strange is what happens to reality. If reality were not enough in itself to deal with (the West out of reality since 1950 and trying to re-invent itself with reality shows), there is social reality and something to consider. That is, in addition to the enigmatic Thais, you have Maya on one side scoffing at talk of anything vaguely real, and you have humans on the other side confused and worried. By social reality, I mean Nate Silver’s words (The Signal and the Noise) on the Charlie Rose PBS US show about polls. Nate Silver is a top US pollster who started by calculating enough data to predict the outcomes of sporting events. He then went into the political world and made enemies of other pollsters. The essence of poll-problems is, are the polls true? Silver stated there was a lot of ‘spinning’ (postmodern parlance for ‘lying’) and thus problems with poll data. He stated a foe pollster had a problem with “objective reality.” I think that is it: spinning vs. objective reality. So, this is a human reality (truth) being manipulated by people engaged in agenda-thinking. This is largely what has happened to a great deal of the US media and perhaps world media. People spin (lie) to fit their agendas and seek out like-minds. There is no objective (real) reality, just people pushing fabrications. In the old days, a liar could be caught in politics and lambasted. Now people mildly listen to political liars, Bill Clinton the most egregious, and wait. News teams called ‘fact-checkers’ then research what politicos say and have a review where the verbiage is analyzed. If a political avatar has said something that is a complete lie, they get PANTS ON FIRE. This is actually childhood language as in LIAR LIAR PANTS ON FIRE. So, lying by heads of state, military, CIA, news people, and political candidates is relegated to elementary school terms. And that’s the end. In the old days, a prevarication could haunt the spinner and maybe cost a job but not anymore.




    Unfortunately, the global world has gone from truth and lies to spinning and illusion. None of this is a surprise to the Third World where lying is de facto what rulers do. Thais, Indonesians, Rawandans and Guatemalans are not concerned about outrageous lies. They are used to it. So, it is sad now that the US has lost the high ground and is now groveling in politics like Central American banana republic caudillos. The dangerous part is when people or nations step away from objective reality, they are in for trouble. As it is, tourists and expats are often not dealing with Thai reality and superimpose their own simple world view. When someone challenges the Westerners on their wrong views (on Thai women, slappers, ethics), they pull out weak, untested rationalizations. This amounts to spinning plus dodging and not coming to grips with objective reality any more that Silver’s pollster enemies. The essence of denial and Nice is to run away from objective reality like it was steaming hot lava.




    Spinners and the objective-reality-challenged will find Thailand amazing as the Buddhist monks are about reality and how to deal with it on a deep level. Perhaps on some level a lot of the off-situations foreigners find themselves in in Thailand are good, and a kind of a mild wakeup call for general Omega therapy. Thais seem to be ready to give reality tests and check levels of naiveté at every turn and 24/7. Westerners used to chide Thais as being child-like and now it might be the other way around.


  




  

    
Introduction




    I read in a Siam culture book that there are twelve standard recognized Thai smiles (yim). The first we all know of as the toothy, friendly smile for first-encounters. Less known is the second smile for the second-encounter which is a face twisted into a full-sneer. Be that as it may, Farang, better translated as ‘White Devil Barbarians’, have lots of smiles as well but not codified into any specific order. After writing three Smile/s books on Thais – Siam Smile/s, Bangkok Smile/s Volume I, and Bangkok Smile/s Volume II, it seems only logical and fair to do one on the Barbarian smile/s. In fact, the understanding of the Western smile/s might even help cultural understanding and rapport (or the like) as Thais really have no idea what Barbarians are sometimes conveying with the smile. I would wager that many Thais figure the Barbarian smile is a façade for a clueless, foolish mind dedicated to Nice. On the other hand, Thais would suspect many of their own smile/s as sly, covering up a hidden agenda or at best presenting a pleasant face-façade for a first-encounter with a stranger; smiling during potentially unknown encounters is considered not only wise but a sign of civilization.




    Bird Poop Farang Smile/s is about the smiles not only of Farang but bird poop Farang: i.e., expats. The title could have been White Devil Barbarian Smile/s but that might sound like encounters in China or in Japan. Farang and Bird Poop key the book as something in Thailand. And for a contrast to the famous Thai smiles, this intent is to present cases and then identification with a rejoinder Barbarian smile/s. Naturally, from the onset, there are a number of West smiles to consider: sardonic, wry, bemused, Mona-Lisa-ish, melancholic, satiric, puzzled, diabolic and so on. For Thais, who might be curious at the Barbarian first and second-smiles, I can assure they will be Nice number-one and Nice number-two.




    I will add to the genesis of the term Farang. First, December 800 AD a Barbarian Frank, Charlemagne, was crowned Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire. This was a shock to the civilized world as Charlemagne was the first Barbarian to rule what had been the Western Roman Empire. The Eastern Roman Empire, Byzantium, made such a huge fuss of a Frank ruling Rome that the term Frank went as far as China. “Look out, the Barbarians are coming.” ‘Frank’ Farang was then worldwide ‘Barbarian.’ But the Franks did not come for a few hundred years.Second, in the 900s AD, some Vikings settled on the coast of France and soon called themselves ‘Normans.’ In a hundred years, the Normans now called themselves French (Franks) and spoke French. As they were still a rowdy Alpha Barbarian bunch, Pope Leo soon got them out of his hair by promoting the Crusades. So, the fellows, who used to run screaming through forests as beserkers, were then Normans and now French (Farang) and even Crusaders. In the Holy Land, they slaughtered left and right and looked like their old Vikings selves again. Hence, in the Middle East, the term ‘Franks’ or ‘Faranghi’ was looked upon with dread and fear. This reinforced the Coming of the Barbarians again. J.M. Roberts, British historian, says when the Portuguese finally sailed to the coast of China for the first time, the Chinese were screaming ‘Faranghi’ at them. And, if you walk around Bangkok today, people without a thought will call you, too, Farang which is the old Faranghi. Frank became Faranghi and then Farang or Falang.




    Modality-wise the entire difference between Alphas, Betas and Gammas can be seen with the Vikings going from Normans to French to Crusaders in one hundred years.They not only picked up the French language and culture quickly but feudalism itself which they introduced to England in 1066 AD. The point is these occularcentric people were and are capable of change. Within a few hundred years the wild Vikings had changed so much some historians could not keep up with them. On top of this, some forget that German Franks conquered Gaul in the first place. Anyway, this is ironic as, in comparison, it is nearly impossible for Gammas and Betas to change at all. Gammas are struggling with modernity all over the globe from the Arab countries to Africa. Betas, though, reached societal stasis in the 13th century with the Sung Dynasty. Asian thinkers have long pondered why Asia suddenly stopped progressing, and the West continued on and on and on.This is the reason for the Viking example and how visual West can change but others cannot. Anyway, how did the Barbarians get so far ahead? In fact, by the 1920s the Chinese had been shocked enough by Western sacking of the Forbidden City, and by threats that they finally realized they had to quickly modernize. They picked Marxism as their model to Westernize with. And Marxism is a Beta theory, not an Alpha one. It was as close to West as China could come. In the end, Marxism worked for Beta Chinese and, at this point, they are ahead financially. It has turned out to be a surprising success. (It can also be noted that Marxism did not work well on Gamma Slavs).




    A nutshell on modality could be as follows: a few years ago Beta Japan had 2 gun homicides, the Alpha US had 15,000 and Gamma Yemen had 14,000. If one is connecting dots, the next question is, if the Japanese are so calm and civilized now, what happened to them in WWII? This is another question answered by J. M. Roberts, British historian: the Brits in the early 1900s started to train the Japanese navy. The Japanese with Brit officers then defeated Russia in a naval battle. The Germans trained the Japanese army which lead to an invasion of China. Japanese were simply imperialist wannabes. Hence, Alpha-wannabes. The definitive story on how the Japanese turned into beasts is on a documentary: Churchill’s Traitors. In the end, if not for British and German training and stimulation, the Japanese would still be enjoying the middle ages and Samurai roaming Kyoto sipping tea.




    As for terminology, it is in a way relevant that Western people are called Farang (White Devil Barbarians) as that is closer to what West people are than Haoli, Gringo or Gweilo. Of course, Western people will jump a mile if you tell them they are Barbarians. This is because Alpha Barbarians lost sight of their history. It got muddled with Christianity, the Age of Enlightenment and the Industrial Revolution. When European explorers got loose in the world, they found stagnate or savage empires. The British Raj people started to see themselves as near-divine compared to their dark subjects. When imperialism was no longer politically correct, the US turned to neo-colonialism and ruled through the back door. The entire history of Barbarians since before the Fall of Rome has been extortion, warrior-thinking and violence. Asians do not realize that Americans are molded into the warrior image by nonstop gladiatorial sports. Football, cheer leaders, sports rallies, and NFL are the footprints of Barbarian people. The warrior gladiator impetus never stops. The focus is on winning, violence and mayhem. In China, the magic word is balance, in Thailand the special word is compromise and in the West the key word is winning.




    In every high school in the US with a sports program, there is a weekly assembly in the school auditorium. The school admin or coaches will attempt to stir the students up as they assume this is ‘school spirit’ and indispensible. This is often a weekly promotion of violence.That is, academics for example, would never enthuse the students or the tax-paying townspeople. So there must be a savage winning team. This is carried over to the university level where some university cheer groups nearly lose their minds at sports events. It is about brute force and an advocation of violence. Anyway, even in high schools, backed by a full band and cutie cheer leaders the students chant:




    “Hit ‘em again, harder, harder!”




    This is accompanied by near hysteria of student clapping, shouting and stomping of feet to the rally cries: pure Barbarian stuff. It is part of the theme of win-win: the mass effort is not directed at compromise, balance but at violence and gladiator behavior. Then to top things off, the sports teams have Barbarian names like Spartans or Trojans or tribal totem animal names like the Lions, the Colts, or the Bears. There are some whimsical names like the Beavers and the Ducks in Nice Oregon. The overall ambience, though, is not about civilization, or about learning or the like but a near frantic desire to win and brutalize at any cost: “Knock ‘em down, harder harder!”




    In the Eastern Roman Empire, the Franks were considered ‘Awful Terrible and Smelly Barbarians.’ In Asia, the term ‘White Devil Barbarian’ does the trick. The Romans by personal contact knew the Barbarian Goths and Franks did not bathe and the Chinese figured the same strange beings were not only ghosts but diabolic. Interesting then that the Chinese prior to 1253 AD considered the Tai (Thais) to be ‘Black Barbarians’ and Marx in his Manifesto called the Chinese of his day “xenophobic barbarians.” A modality analysis will clarify who is what historically speaking: Alphas have almost always been warrior Barbarians, Betas have been merchants and organizers, and Gammas the workers, farmers and builders.




    Bird Poop Farang Smile/s is about expats in Thailand. Thais call expats who have caught on, ‘Farang ki-nok.’ There are different versions of what this means. The Cambridge Scholar analyzed it this way: bird poop is white, sticky, nasty and hard to get of. Anyway, some foreigners have no idea of being bird poop Barbarians, a few really do not like the term and others ignore the issue. Whatever the case, the more one knows of present reality, the better. The less folks know about things like Thai culture the more they are at risk in a very subtle and clever society. In the end, there are a lot of amusing things to spot in Asia, especially in S.E. Asia. Catching onto the nuances of local behavior and spotting the problematic enigmas (which might be felonious) is good living, good travelling, and appropriate survival. In fact, really catching on to what is truly happening can often save a good deal of money.




    On a macro level, we are seeing a world collapse: US capitalism is saved by communist China, dogs get along with cats and lambs lay with lions. Mark Twain in one of his tongue-in-cheek essays pointed to the de-evolution of man. Twain figured humans were getting worse all the time. I think he would have been pleased to see the mess the world is in now. Next comes Theodor Adorno who postulated a ‘negative dialectic’ where, similar, human civilization got worse and worse in a steady progress of degeneration. Now add in Frederick Nietzsche’s concept of the ‘Last Man.’ The Last Man is modern man without morals or ethics, lost and in an updated version, desperate to buy as many electrical appliances as possible. This could mean as many IT gadgets as budget will allow. There is no quest for wisdom, no appreciation for aesthetics and ethics have been taken out by metaphorical drone strikes. The old PBS programs where knowledge was ladled out like holy water by Sadhus have changed to fit the mass audience; now we have endless programs of lumpen rustic folk killing swamp gators or demonstrating their prowess at cleaning toilets. There is no high ground and idealism has been buried on Boot Hill. Europe is tinkering with a kind financial suicide scheme that is not as bad as the national suicide pact in the US. In the end, capitalism means money and profit and nothing about democracy, civilization or a sensible society: it is simply about making money. Thus, the US is aghast at the corporations gleefully going to Indonesia or the like to open factories and hire workers. As US taxpayers try to mull this over, a phalanx of lobby people have sequestered the minds of politicians. Thais will really have a hard time understanding this as their history since 1253 AD, has been about a precarious survival. It makes no sense to see the West deliberately fall apart. And Thais are not alone is this surprise: China is also wondering what happens when the Barbarians bite the dust. A strange symbiosis is going on where China bails out the US and the US spends the fortune chasing Muslims. As interest rates are near zero in US, US money in the billions is coming to Thai banks for a better rate. This largess of funds has led to a huge surge in building and a new flow of money. Thailand at this point gained 36% in the SET making Thais a world leader in surviving the global financial problems. On top of this, with a peaceful year at last, tourists are pouring in at a record amount. Thus, whereas Thais are a bit soured with modernity, you wonder what they will be like when pushed to the next level. If national attitude, however, does not modify the xenophobia, and continues to sour, one suspects many will face citric karma where lemons are the next life.




    A final point at the onset is about Western Nice people. These are people who are frothing at the mouth with good intentions and a positive outlook. The problem is they want to force their view of Ohio-Nice on top of Thailand. Thais might be this or that but not Nice. (There is ephemeral ting-tong ‘nice’ but it is fleeting). So, after decades of kowtowing, smiling and foolish tourists and expats, locals are left with the impression they are dealing with beings who are similar to glue-sniffing macaques. As a kind of surprise to wonderful and kind retro-hippies and retro-New Agers, let me point out what Deepak Choprah said not long ago on TV. Deepak is an Indian who moved to the US, a doctor, a guru to the stars and what most would assume a true-blue New Ager. He has written a load of spiritual books and is a confidant to many Hollywood stars, but Deepak is not a Nice positive thinker. He stated he could not stand to talk long to ‘positive’ people. He labels them boring. Or maybe he could have said predictable. No matter what you tell Nice positive thinkers, they can boomerang back to a wonderful world. I suspect what bothers Deepak and others is these people have regressed themselves to age 11-12 or even to 6-8. This is the child world where serious, adult things are avoided. Or, exposed to something terrible, the Nice person has to desperately reformat the information to be really ‘nice’ somehow: this is a near-neurotic search for the silver cloud lining. There really is not much nice in life so these people spend a lot of time re-making reality. People good at this are called psychotics. The sweet Barbarians do fit in, though, as most of Asia would like to also dodge reality as well and stay in a secure and OK zone (which is also, unfortunately, non-adult). There is almost a meeting of reality dodgers. The difference is the Me people have an advantage of being present in the daily reality whereas the illusory generally Barbarians are not.


  




  

    
Chapter I: The True Vision Smile




    Bangkok cable TV was at one point UBC and then it became True Vision. There are now competing cable companies. Whatever the case, cable is a perfect way for expats to keep in touch with the outer world or to just kill time in an inexpensive way. Imagine years ago with only four or five hours daily of TV on three channels. No movies and nothing in English (or French or Japanese or Korean or Chinese or Esperanto). Now there are many channels and on 24/7. However, the overall quality of movies is fairly low and one suspects shrewd cable people lure customers in on promos with A movies only to switch to C movies a few months later. The difference between A movies and C movies has to do with money and popularity. Good movies are more expensive than the really bad movies that are rarely even heard of: Vampire ETs Abduct Lassie. And then worse, the sad D-level movies are repeated ad nauseum but better than nothing at all. Anyway, cable TV saves many budget-foreigners from going ‘guavas’ in the tropics.




    Recently I got a Samsung thin-screen TV and figured I had caught up with modernity. I had condo tech fellows, Khmer, check the TV set-up, and I was immediately shocked that I didn’t have the wonderful lucid-clear picture you see in the TV salesrooms. “Oh,” the lads said, “you have to change your cable box to HD.” Ah, ha. And then you pay for eleven HD channels. At that exact moment, True Vision came out with a four-month promo to get HD going. Everyone needed a new box anyway, so why not try the HD? And try I did. It was nice, but the eleven channels they picked were not good, and few folks in Bangkok went for the HD deal. It was an odd selection of a few Thai channels, a few movie channels and sports. The best was a music channel. Whatever the case, to make things trickier for viewers, there are now rival cable companies, and they bid for things like NFL (US football). So, there is no telling anymore about channels and programs. You could find a good movie channel only to have it suddenly disappear. Or have it pop back on depending on how many customers are bailing out of your cable company. In one case, people flocked to other cable companies and True Vision decided to give everyone the eleven HD channels free.




    This competition could get wild as in the past when media TV got into conflict, people were bumped off. You can imagine trying to follow a TV guide or schedule realizing hit men could be targeting the fellows putting the TV guide out or the like. Actually, they just shoot the company VIPs.




    In the past, True Vision was fine, prior to HD. But with the change to HD even a sneer at your TV will send it into NO SIGNAL. Or, you suddenly get NO SIGNAL without even looking at it. The next step is that call to Cable. Amazingly, they have trained operators to go through the twenty laborious steps to get your signal back on…




    “Pull out the power plug,” says your cable person over the phone.




    “Right.”




    “Now pull out the cable.”




    “Did it.”




    “Now plug in power and cable.”




    “Got it.”




    “You see cable logo, press OK on your remote.”




    “Did it.”




    “Now see the PIN boxes.”




    “See them.




    “Put in the cable PIN 6969.”




    “Okie dokie.”




    “Now hit Continue.”




    “Did it.”




    “You should see two columns,”




    : ”I see them.“




    “Are they pink?”




    “Nope.”




    “Oh, OK, let’s do it again. Unplug the power….”




    “Ay Chihuahua!”




    “What?”




    “Nothing. So, power plug out?”




    “That’s right, sir,” and a slight tone of one dealing too much with tech-challenged geezers.




    The problem is cable people are now signal-crazy. Every week they take the signal off, and, when you call the home office, you get the word that they are ‘rebooting.’ I now loathe the word, rebooting. The last time it happened it took twenty-four hours to reboot. I figured out a secret is to watch an hour at a time while this was going on: you watch an hour, blip, off goes the picture. So, you have to do the manual reboot stuff again. Of course, a bit tedious to do the technique every hour. Then, of course, after the rebooting (supposed to take fifteen minutes if you talk to cable people), you can’t get a picture at all and time for another call.




    “What do I do this time?” I ask a cable lady operator.




    “Well, when you see the logo, quickly do secret code 0700 and then wait.”




    “Ah, so new stuff?”




    “Yessir.”




    “OK.”




    And you wonder about the thousands and thousands of cable customers all calling in to have an operator go through the tech-steps to get the picture back. I suppose sitting there all day the operators get to be experts at cable snafus. Anyway, even if the operators know the script, the procedures often do not work, and you go through several repetitions. But there is a time line, and after forty-five minutes or so, they get the hint from cable manager to go to another customer. So, they may try to speed you up and just run off a list of things to do and leave you to it on your own or schedule a tech-person. The cable company’s last resort is to send out a tech- fellow to check your set. This is strangely outsourced and you will end with a wild looking Isan kid who actually freelances but wears a True Vision official shirt.




    It is sometimes a lot of work and frustration to get the picture back on; and then what? We get strange D-rated movies like Cabaret Ardvaark Musical Comedy or those documentaries that used to be for smart people who watch Public Broadcast but now are Bad Jobs or Disgusting Jobs or Sickening Job. If that is not bad enough, we get programs shot in the Georgia swamps and have subtitles in English to smooth over Big Gulp dialects. These job-shows and the down-to-earth stuff are pretty unpleasant; I suspect some shows threaten national security. If the US continues to allow shows like Swamp People, they are going to encourage attacks from countries that now spot the US as crawling with lobotomized lumpen. Lithuania could launch an attack at any moment. And of course, Asians will add ammo to their thoughts about White Devil Barbarians as being sub-primates. TV is kind of non-stop visual evidence of how bad the West really is.




    In the end, it is fantastic to have English speakers at True Vision to help. For them to walk clueless Barbarians through complex TV HD stuff, is really something. I should add that it is sometimes tricky talking to Thais over the phone unless they are really good at English. In the past, they would not understand you and visa versa. So, I am amazed at what a good job True Vision does now. And there can be a fun kind of customer-cable bonding after going through many strange steps to get the signal back. You have a mini-adventure in common. So, when I finish with a cable operator, and finally get things up and running, I have an appreciation smile. For Thai readers, this smile curves up at the ends of the lips and your cheeks puff up and make your eyes narrow.


  




  

    
Chapter 2: The Adult Thinking Smile




    It is time to clarify what Adult Thinking is as it is a major reference point. ‘Adult Thinking’ is from Swiss epistemologist Jean Piaget’s work on cognition. In his system, Adult Thinking is level 4. There is no higher level – yet. If one adds in modality, then a lot of things become evident in human history and cognition. First, level 1 is the infant. Level 2 reaches stasis at age 6-8. This is the mass level for most humans. The majority of people are Gammas and have a cognition maturation comparatively early. There is a low end to Gammas running around jungles but another at the high end with the likes of Albert Einstein and many quantum physicists. In fact, the first philosophers, those pre-Socratics, were Gammas. A note here is that level 2 is very flexible and can be deeply spiritual, caring and Mother Gaia oriented. Next in numbers are the Betas. Asia holds the largest number of Betas who reach brain maturation and stasis at 11-12 years of age. Although this sounds like pre-junior high, most of the world’s civilizers, top financiers, geniuses and musicians are Betas. This is level 3 and called ‘Concrete Operational’ in the Piaget system. This level is important but limited. It is marked by black-and-white thinking bereft of shades of gray. In fact, this is the frontier of Adult Thinking. It is very much about rules. Originally Piaget posited that all humans (Western Europeans) go from baby level 1, to child level 2, to preteen level 3 and then everyone would happily pass over to level 4 Adult Cognition. In Europe and in the US, 70% do come close to this paradigm. The 30% who do not succeed are the Gammas and Betas. In Asia, the Gammas and Betas are around 90% of the population with only 10% who would have a visual correlation with Western people. Thus, there are wildly contrasting modalities. This, I might add, is fairly esoteric knowledge, as even neural linguistic specialists seem to have taken a Christian dogma oath that all humans are one species, all the same, same modality etc. In the US, some cognition people have assumed the entire world is predominately visual. Not at all. This is projected simplicity that what the US is, the whole world is. It is Protagoras going wrong again with “I am the measure of all things.”




    Before elaborating on what level 4 Adult thinking is, I would like to remark on what a Bangkok university senior-year Chinese girl told me after I explained the levels of cognition, and I asked a question:




    “So, what level do you think you are?” I asked meaning a collective ‘you,’ i.e. Thais.




    “Is there a level 5?” she asked.




    I was flabbergasted as she would barely be level 3 but assumed as a Thai person, Thai Chinese, she would be way ahead of Europeans. This is part of the national myth of Thais being the highest folks on the planet.




    “Well, there might be some monks that hit level 5,” I squeezed in.




    I thought that was a good rejoinder, but a nearby Muslim girl was furious. She obviously had a dim view of Buddhists and monks. How dare I say a monk would be high? In the end, there is a great deal of confusion on who is what and what is Adult Thinking and what is not?




    In a nutshell, level 4 is sequence, conceptualization, and logic. This is something Western people are familiar with. However, most people anywhere will generally tell you they can do this. But there is more to level 4. This has to do with hypothesis, synthesis (connecting the dots), and activation (integration or application). Taking the first aspects, even Thai conversation lacks sequence. Outsiders spot this immediately, and I have remarked on this as the paratactic conversation shifts. Sequence conversation, Western, is characterized by hypotactic shifts with logical sequence and appropriate follow-ups. The only people I have met in Thailand doing regular follow-ups are taxi drivers with enlarged hippocampuses. Conceptualize is really visual and includes imaginary-fantasy thinking. This is standard in the West but hard to find in Asia. Logic is out of the question. If there is one aspect that leaps into level 4, it is logic. This not only takes a visual mind, it takes the right training. The training model is Plato’s 300 BC Academy and or Aristotle’s Lyceum. (A modern British philosopher stated that all higher European history is a footnote to Plato). If you concentrate on syllogisms, fallacies, and the back and forth of dialectics, you will be in level 4 territory. If you want to see a real cognition wall, try to instigate logic with S.E. Asians. Of course, with training they do well but it is not in the culture, not in the language and not the history.




    In the end, if you discuss level 4, many people immediately assume this is where they are. They are over twenty years old, adults, and can do all the stated aspects of Adult Thinking. On closer look, they cannot do any of the aspects of level 4 and, in fact, have no idea what this level is. It is possible to go through the second list of variables. For example, they assume hypothetical thinking is samut wa ‘suppose that or if…,’ but this is, “If you go to the store, buy me a book.” In this case, ‘if’ can be ‘when’ and not pointing to hypothesis. When you get to advanced level of hypothesis, which is contrafactual, you have lost a lot of Asians. “If the US had not stopped the KMT at the end of WWII, Northern Thailand today would be part of Nationalist China.” The grammatical structure for this is not in many non-Western languages. (Keep in mind there are thousands of Pali terms for higher states of Buddhist meditation unknown in the West). In fact, the underlying thought process of something that will never happen - fantasy and the hypothetical - will strike level 3 thinkers as pointless and futile. They just don’t get it. When I was in Indonesia, if I said “If…” Indonesians would immediately stop me. That ruled out any form of hypothesis at the onset: they are serious Gammas. An interesting aspect of level 4 is integration (application). Thais generally understand this is a weak point for them. Taking action is not in the culture. Actually Beta audiocentric thinking is a back and forth, hesitation and not aimed at action in the first place. Of course, if you cannot sequentially and logically connect dots in the first place, how can you come up with an action plan? Thais will tell you they are chuey-chuey, passive and not at all about change, reformatting or fixing up.




    For level 2 and level 3 people to understand level 4, let me point out that this entire range of Adult Thinking is aimed at problem solving, mulling over aporiae, discussing conundrums, and searching for conclusions (connecting the dots). Thais as well as some other Asians feel ‘adult’ serious topics should be avoided at all costs. Life should be sanuk fun – a continuation of age 11 or happily at age 8. This avoids critical thinking and the structure of level 4 thinking. In addition, personal-thinking, and opinion-forming are frowned on. There is the traditional system of follow the elder and do NOT think for yourself. Join the team and do not be an individual. Interesting then that this may be level 3 thinking, but it is also the formation of civilizations. Team work, balance, harmony and accepting your rank and status were what ancient societies were about. The level 4 people, the West, have never been very civilized in spite of their penchant for ethics and higher thinking. The West has been in planetary chaos for a long time. The Greek Enlightenment seems an historical anomaly. (See Lao-Isan Smile/s Indroduction).




    It is the specific interaction of all modalities and cognition levels that makes for civilization and no one group is better or higher than another except for Betas who are master organizers. All three play a part in modern life. Also there can be geniuses at any level or modality. Betas, in general, have the most geniuses but generally based on memory and not active thinking. But the top genius will be a Gamma. I remember one time at Chulalongkorn University the top student in Engineering was a solitary Isan Lao lad, dark with a large head.




    I tried to explain Adult Thinking to a US Beta and simply got point-by-point defensiveness on what the term meant. Again, people assume they are Adults and are able to do all the components discussed. So, I explained that an Adult Thinker in classical mode spends a lot of time mulling over historic world problems. This could include research and reading as well as discussion with others. It could aim towards a seminar, writing a book or finding which politician to vote for. And no, beauty contests, a favorite of even educated Thais, do not qualify. Something like a theodicy does quality. What are the reasons for the existence of evil, and what are the four leading contentions? You will need a library to become an Adult Thinker. To make a point, if you are in the West, where are the books by Plato, Aristotle, Spencer, Nietzsche, Sartre, Camus, Ryle, Geertz, Barthes, Fukiyama and so forth? If one is making the Asian point, there are the Analects of Confucius, many related commentaries, the works of the Taoisst and then into the vast Buddhists works: Buddhadasa, Phra Payutto, Pra Candasaro Sod, and so on. Asians quickly find it would take several lifetimes as a serious student to make a dent in Buddhist sutta reading. So, the point of level 4 or not can almost be on the books you have. Being an Adult Thinker is a serious step. In the US, a lot of this is farmed out by class and education. That is, your general American has no more idea of level 4 thinking than a Surin rice farmer. Parents engaged in level 4 child-rearing will assume most of the teaching at home and not rely much on schools unless private and good. In Europe, maybe in the good old days, education was serious and aimed at higher-level thinking. I think of the French for this as I have seen street cleaners in Paris reading philosophical novels on breaks. On a train from Chiang Mai, I was seated with a French farm family. The mother declared reading time, and all took out a book. I was surprised to see her reading a sociological text! They were dressed in provincial farmer French clothes and could have been in an Arles Van Gaugh painting.




    Modality and cognition play out in what might be called ‘categorical alienation.’ That is, children in elementary school are on an active, touch-and-feel learning program until third grade, age 8. This is the end of Gamma education and that means from this point on, the learning is Not Me, and is Beta in nature. The kinescentric Gamma child looking for Me in in Me Only world, is alienated. The Beta child is happy until reaching stasis at age 11-12. These children and now alienated as the teaching changes to occularcentric Alpha in the US and Europe. Betas are now alienated. The truth is, for those who parents are not preparing them for learning (showing the children how their Me fits in with the learning pattern), the entire system is alienating after third grade. Naturally, a very bright child might beat the odds and succeed in spite of a lock-step pedagogical system, and in spite of parents who have no idea on their role to explain the process.




    For Middle East people, there are many authors aimed at Adult Thinking from Averroës to al-Kindi, al-Ghazali Ashlan to the Sufi texts and to more recent Eduard Said. Be forewarned that Averroës (Ibn Rashid) was a defender of Aristotle. In fact, today a secret Shiia order studies Aristotle at level-seven in their occult school.




    So, if you are doing most the educating of your kids, if you mull over serious things and if you read up on pertinent world topics, you are close. Another thing to mention is that level 4 thinking is not random. That is, if you read Derrida one day and Protagoras the next, there is no aim, no sequence, no connecting dots and no integration and activation. Level 4 develops areas of concern. A clue to this is real Adult Thinking gets theoretical. So, it is easy to spot theory by authors or titles. Theory leads to possible mastery and the perimeters of higher thought. Ah, so you have read Nietzsche, have you read his Antichrist? Ah, you have Plato’s Dialogues! But where is Theaetetus?




    Now for level 5 cognition. Buddhism is actually scientific research. It is a blueprint of steps to examine reality by yourself in meditation and by awareness: sati. This is an amazing and vast world. Actually, Buddha said his system was for the few but invited people to come try for themselves. I would say, in the end, that Buddhism enters the 4th dimension and a unique reality, whereas, Adult Thinking is a specific level of 3rd dimensional thinking. Better yet, reaching anatta (no self) could be out of all dimensions. If you are following Buddhism, a word from Bhikku Buddhadasa. He pointed out there are two Buddhisms; one for the masses and another for the serious adepts. The language for each division changes. What dhamma is for the layman is not at all the same for higher monks. So, there could be a level 5 cognition, and Thais could indeed be in line to reach this level. In fact, some monks might already be at level 5. This level would transcend logic and sequence.




    Unfortunately, both level 4 and possible level 5 will not make much impact on a world that is collapsing. The moral leaders, the owners of the higher ground, the ethical Adult Thinkers are now a vanishing species. The feral world is on the move, and history is in regression. And this is where level 5 comes in. Bhikku Buddhadasa said if there was nuclear war and a person had ‘accumulated dhamma,’ then this person would smile. He did say a lot of provoking things, but this is true for those who practice anapanasati. And a surprise to those foreigners following Buddhism: Buddhadasa said the Buddha reached enlightenment with anapanasati (not the other meditations). But don’t worry. Meditation monks will tell you to follow whatever course, technique, you are best suited to at this moment.




    The Adult Thinking smile is a serene but purposeful smile.


  




  

    
Chapter 3: The Flood Smile




    The flood like the prior riots seemed to have vanished and been forgotten. And why not with millions of locals Mentally Erasing history like it was a tedious daydream? Whatever the case, the floods were amazing with a wall of water coming from the north threatening to inundate Bangkok. Clever officials got the water to bypass the capital and go right into residential areas. In spite of this, towards the end of the crisis, the Prime Minister was announcing day after day for about a week the possibility of evacuating Bangkok; they even had a Barbarian relief area set up near the national airport. In the end, central Bangkok was dry, and when I would remark to fellows at the gym about the flood, they would say, “Flood? What flood?” And this was the same with Thais and Barbarians. They seemed unaware of any danger. This was the same after months of the Red Shirts taking over areas of Bangkok, a big shootout and then the day after it was over, “Riots? What riots?” I would guess denial is hard at work here. Denial and Mental Erase working to fool reality and logic once again.




    Anyway, day by day the news was filled with flood reports and maps showing swamped areas with colors to indicate what the level of water was today, red; and another color to show what it was predicted to be, blue. It was in the newspapers, on CNN and BBC. As Thais are generally unflappable at crisis (the year 2000 a case in point when locals paid no attention but US and UK embassies got ready for full disaster and air force planes at the ready), I was wondering how this flood would turn out. Would they do sensible things or blow it?




    I will give you a description of Phaholyothin Road, a main avenue and in a fairly posh area near Victory Monument. Although the area was dry during the entire flood episode, banks in the area had enormous walls of sandbags in front like downtown Beirut during a faction shootout. Big sandbag walls and here and there meter-sticks stuck along the sidewalks ready to measure ten-meters of flood water. And then some people with bakeries and restaurants actually cemented up their doorways to prevent water damage. Of course, the lack of future thinking was right there as several places built up the cement walls so high, customers could not get in. Ah, ha! So then they had to knock down enough wall to allow shoppers to hike up over the cement and get in. That was fairly funny but nothing compared to the blue boats. And a final point that the entire area so well-cemented stayed dry.




    At the Phaholyothin AIS building, inside in the back near the elevators was a fairly long, wide, blue boat. And this was a funny dark-blue looking recently-painted; the boats seem to have been old but patched together and then disguised with a coat of blue paint. But there it was, future thinking and a token hedge against the flood. That is, if the flood hit, government officials could say they did something. Was that political caution or a move against a possible loss of face? Anyway, in this building there were hundreds of people. The boat would take ten. Ah ha! On to the condo case, and so much for in depth thinking.




    As I approached my massive condo complex right on the Chao Phaya River, I spotted three dark-blue boats and these wide and probably with a seating capacity of fifteen passengers each. It was the same fresh-blue I saw on the AIS boat. Two Khmer tech guys were trying to test the tiny motors. (Thais prefer small propellers on the end of a long rod). The Khmer were the same lads who set up my Samsung TV. Anyway, everyone was really pleased and smiling about the three fairly large boats. Wow, somebody had really done something. The condo staff was beaming and completely pleased with themselves. But I looked around at the units and calculated the three thousand residents. So, who would get in the boats if the flood came pouring in? Not surprisingly, I knew but did not ask the tickled staff. But I did ask a Filipina cashier at the condo store.




    “There are three boats and they can probably put in fifteen people per boat. So, in an emergency who gets to go in the boats?”




    “The alert ones,” she said, after a wistful pause




    Ah yes, the alert ones, I thought. Good answer but wrong. Of course, maybe she meant, if she spotted the flood really pouring over the condo, she would run and jump in a boat and take off. But here is the deal. In this area, the condos are loaded with foreigners and I mean up to 90%. So, what on earth would happen with the three thousand people to rescue?




    Before the answer, imagine what Japanese would do? Japanese have tried to overcome their Beta lack of future thinking (see Bangkok Smile/s I and II) by wild drills. For zoo disaster practice, they even have fellows dress up like zoo animals and pretend to escape. They pretend-attack people and emergency medical teams pretend to patch them up, race to ambulances and the like. So, the Japanese make concerted efforts on disasters and preparation. For a bit of hypothetical thinking (contrafactual), imagine Japanese getting ready for a flood: they would be in uniforms blowing whistles, thousands of boats probably put up in trees by cranes or put on top of condos for the ‘worst case scenario.’ Emergency people would be all over screaming orders as only Japanese can. The public would march up to and pretend to orderly get in the rescue boats. And then back to normal. It would be a massive effort and impressive.




    Before the answer on what condo Thai staff would do with their three boats, let me tell you about what I told friends abroad who thought I should make a dash for the airport and get out. I told them I was all set for any flood. As I was above the twentieth floor, I explained that the one wood dining table would be my float. I also had snacks to take with me should the flood have me out floating around in the Ao Thai. Most important was my large BBQ implement. I got it free when I bought a small BBQ unit. It looks like the kind of weapon medieval people would have fought over. It is three-feet long and steel; the top is square and the top edge knife-sharp, one side sharp and serrated and the other wider serration like spikes. In the middle, thoughtfully done, is an indentation: the bottle opener. So, friends wanted to know why I would take that with me on the table into a ride to the waters. My response was it was my anti-shark protection. (Of course, that was a bit of a joke as no shark would ever brave the polluted Bangkok rivers).




    Now the answer: if the high waters had hit and the condo people had to really get the heck out of there, they would have had to do it on their own. Those three boats would be intended for the condo administration and a few VIPs. VIPs are local Chinese residents who were renting out dozens of units. Of course, this special group would have figured out how much stuff like gold they would plan to escape with. And the foreigners, ah, of course! The security guards would have the order to surround the boats and allow only the select to board, like Noah not letting animals on his ark but making room for the Goldman Sachs type guys. But in the end, say this near-Biblical flood actually manifested, the three-thousand non-Thai residents would have rioted and gone for the boats; the security fellows would have done their best to get the Chinese management team on board only to find that Filipina woman would have somehow figured it out. She would be roaring off to the Chao Phaya over flood waves all alone. That’s the way life is: the alert survive. Or more probable, the Chinese mafia guy, who has illegal wildlife on his floor, would come out snorting with his gun. He is always armed. He would get his macaques and bears on board, maybe take a few Russian hookers too and take off. I think that would qualify as a new ark: Somboon’s Ark.




    So, now for the flood smile. This is the wan smile and it is sour-sweet like, “Gee, I knew you were going to do that.”




    This smile is strained and head nodding or to one side.


  




  

    
Chapter 4: The Brain-Freeze Smile




    You may have noticed brain-freeze. I spotted it early when I’d be in a cab and half-way to MBK. I would remember something else to do and tell the driver to forget MBK and head towards Villa on Sukhumvit instead. Fat chance. This change caused great consternation for the cabbies as they are generally one-way guys. They cannot switch once they get an order. They go into brain-freeze. Sometimes they will look at you puzzled, drive on a bit, look at you again puzzled, drive on slowly…but will not turn around. Knowing this, if I realize I want to go to another venue, I just tell them to stop right where we are at the moment, and I hop out. I then get another cab and tell them the new destination.




    In cognition terms, having only one-direction sounds like level 3 cognition in the Piaget system. This is the black-and-white world of the Concrete Operational. People at this level tend to go in straight lines, and I sense the brain-freeze is at this level because level 4 cognition, Adult Thinking, deals with shades of gray and changes. Come to think of it, Betas and Gammas are resistant to change of any kind. Anyway, the cabbies are real cases of brain-freeze. Once they get the destination, which they first quickly locate in their brains - their synaptic map of Bangkok - they do not want to change or turn back. “You said, MBK, let’s go to MBK.”




    The Cambridge Scholar, friend for a decade, found a variation of brain-freeze in Chiang Mai. He had had his photo taken in a shop and went back to have them get the negative and make another photo. I think it was for a travel visa or license. Whatever the case, he told girl in the shop he wanted her to look up his name in the files and make another copy. The girl, feeling it was impossible for a foreigner to speak Thai much less request a photo, said, “No.” Everyone knows strangers are tourists, and they are in Thailand two weeks and leave. The girl kept saying “No” as she figured he was making some mistake. However, the Scholar, realizing three other shop girls were observing his encounter with the brain-freeze clerk, said:




    “An passah Thai, dai mai?” (Can you read Thai?) And he showed her his Thai driver’s license showing the photo he wanted copied on it.




    However, the girl was in brain-freeze and didn’t get it, but her friends did and were giggling. They finally explained to her what he wanted.




    Was that brain-freeze or brain closing down and is there a difference?




    A recent case was at a Villa supermarket. This time the incident is about a diminutive Isan lady cashier. The fellow in front of me in line was a well-educated-looking Chinese fellow in a yellow polo shirt. He looked fairly sporty and with an air of intelligence maybe due to his gold rim glasses, comfortable attire and attitude. He seemed from the start somehow ‘different.’ I was right.




    First, when a lad wanted to sack his groceries, the fellow insisted he would just carry them. This is the green-friendly awareness, I think, and something that most Bangkok people are not particularly up on. And this startled the Isan girl with the no bags but not too alarming to any deep degree. It was just unusual, but that alone can ring neural alarm bells.




    Then he went to pay the 370-baht bill. He gave her a 1000-baht bill, and then changed his mind and took out four 100-baht bills and gave them to her instead. She froze. Here it was. He paid the money, but then wanted it back all the while handing over 400-baht in 100-baht bills. She was in a stupor with 400- baht in one hand a 1,000-baht bill in the other. Her eyes defocused as she looked down, and not only did her brain freeze, but her whole body froze.




    “She wants to keep my money,” said the Chinese fellow turning to me in English. “She won’t give me my money back.”




    He was actually annoyed and not aware of the nuances of brain-freeze. Some will say with too many unusual things, she was in a trance. Well, she did not respond to her Chinese customer who went from annoyed to irritated. She just stood there with baht bills in her hands and locked into no thinking and eyes defocused. Maybe this is why so many Thais carry the anti-swoon sniffers (eucalyptus, camphor etc.). I think a sniffer would have brought her back to reality.




    “She wants to keep that 1,000-baht,” he continued, and it was strange as though we were spectators and commenting on a drama of sorts. Anyway, you could read on her face ‘this is not right, this is not right.’ But maybe this is the kind of mind-snafu that could happen to anyone. A US pal who worked for the Thai government once was going up to his office in the elevator. He wanted the 6th floor. The elevator door opened, he saw a large clock on the wall that read: 6:00 o’clock; his mind decided this meant 6th floor. So, he got out and walked down the hall and then was puzzled that his key would not open his door. It finally dawned on him that he was on the wrong floor. I should add he was sixty-four and getting forgetful.




    I think sometimes if a person is suddenly surprised, they might go into brain-freeze. Or is this shock or a light trance? In level 3 thinking, everything is in order and bolted down so to speak. Perhaps the cashier was so serious about her job and doing it the right way that she was not relaxed to catch a simple switch in payment. Keep in mind that Thais do not like to make mistakes. The Cultural Key Mistress (Siam Smile/s) once spilled a cup of tea. She looked at the spilled tea in shock and then angrily told me it was my fault. My fault? Then another pal, Brit, with a Bangkok Chinese Thai wife went for a first ride in their new car. She was driving (he is a Pom Omega) and said to him.




    “This car really has slow takeoff. Our other car was better than this.”




    “Um, er, dear, if you release the emergency brake, it will go pretty faster,” he said trying to be diplomatic.




    Bang!




    That was it. She was furious, canceled the outing, wheeled around and returned to home; no speaking for the next six hours. In this case and the one just mentioned, you might suspect a bi-polar personality at work. This could be a variation of brain-freeze and with attitude.




    Thus, I will add that the Isan cashier from the prior case was getting annoyed as well as her Chinese customer: Why can’t the customer just pay like a normal person? What is this changing things around? Who does he think he is getting critical at simple brain-freeze? But she finally figured it out, and he walked off; it was my turn. She was miffed to say the least. He interrupted her calm cashier-day, and I could see on her face in her eyes that she was qualifying him as a Bangkok weirdo who didn’t even want a sack for his groceries. And the problem is when our Gamma girl goes into a snit it could last six hours.




    Ah, ha. We know the Chinese customer was thinking outside the box (the Thai box is made of bamboo). You can bet his business partners think he is a bit eccentric. This is what happens to Thais who are abroad too long. Abroad six years they can never get back to the normal flow of Bangkok life. Part of their mind is always in Chicago or LA or NY or Vienna. They wander around like tourists saying, “Well, they would never do that in Idaho.” Anyway, I imagine in the future someone will come up with a special amulet to ward off brain-freeze. Some company will come up with an herbal compound to remedy this calamity. ABF: Anti-Brain-Freeze. I also suggest someone come up with a new TV series called: BI-POLAR ALAI WAI?




    My smile for this brain-freeze is a half-smile of mild almost sad understanding and empathy, and the eyes also play a part as the brows are arched up in sympathy. But not too much sympathy, just awareness from a distance.


  




  

    
Chapter 5: The Same-Everywhere Smile 1




    Bangkok has been evolving out of its S.E. Asia entropy. The lasses seem to now follow Japanese and Korean fashion styles, and at times on a sky train going to a business area, it looks like Seoul or Tokyo. You find yourself surrounded by oriental women who are dressed in up-to-date-looking skirts and blouses. There is probably enough skin whitener out there to insure an inundation of Geisha-white faces; to the point that you think you are in Hong Kong or Singapore. For a moment, you find yourself walking through an Asian fashion magazine. This is pleasant, and you can add in as background some of the modern buildings as in the Sathorn area: reflecting expanses of copper glass, sheets of dazzling aluminum and streamlined, shimmering configurations of glass-reflecting business towers. Take for example the Exchange Tower on Sukhumvit where Soi Cowboy go-go girls used to roam eating fried squid in the fetid air; a ritual for returnees from a ‘short-time.’ Yes, right where slappers would grab a bite is now the posh Exchange Tower and in the basement, virtual golf. And that is it. You move the hookers off and put in virtual golf and you have a completely different ambience. This is modernity and it has pluses and minuses. To Chiang Mai people and to a lot in Bangkok, it means developing a sour attitude.




    The stage for this smile was the Gee gym locker room. I was looking at a heat rash I’d gotten on my neck and a gym mate, Asian but not Thai, said:




    “What’s that?”




    “Heat rash,” I said.




    “Why is that?” he asked.




    “Well, it’s hot. We’re in a jungle after all.”




    “Oh, jungle!” he said surprised. I think he was thinking of blackboard jungle rather than tropical jungle.




    “That’s right, a jungle,” I continued.




    Then somehow a nearby Bangkok Chinese fellow in his thirties got wrapped into the discussion with the debate over whether Bangkok was a jungle (in a jungle) or not. This fellow was getting dressed, slacks, white shirt tie and other accoutrements for a businessman. When looped into the talk on jungles, he said:




    “Well, I don’t know.” He meant he did not know if Bangkok was a jungle or not.




    “We are having the floods,” I continued, “and there are crocodiles all over the place.”




    “Well, that’s the same everywhere,” said the fellow.




    I must add that during the floods of 2012 the waters swept a lot of zoo crocodiles into rivers and, of course, the crocodiles living in the wild also got swept into cities and towns. A Danish travel agent told me a Thai friend in Ayuttaya found an enormous crocodile in his front yard. There were crock reports all over town and, naturally, the government was trying to get people to shut up about the dangerous reptiles on the loose. One of my Thai friends reported green mambas had also escaped (not native but from zoos), and one had bitten a friend’s dog that then died. You can imagine the concerted effort of officials to cover this up. We can all imagine some plump Scottish woman tourist trying to out-swim a green mamba up a flooded soi. Or maybe a starving crocodile getting into Silom’s McDonalds at noon to fight the burger queues for some fries. The situation was then on the internet, and the government could not stop photos of giant reptiles in front yards or hissing green mambas wrapped around a telephone poles. And this without adding in a lot of irritated cobras and upset boa constrictors and more than a few startled large monitor lizards.




    Mentally Erasing the crocodiles is the way to go. Like during the SARS epidemic, Thais were told there were no cases in the country due to the climate. Come on, it was the pollution. The same pollution has wiped out mosquitoes, rats, mice and the like. But there were SARS cases and if you pointed it out, locals nearly went into shock. It cannot be because “the government said so.” Wow! So, Mentally Erasing can extend to the bacterial world as well as to the reptilian one.




    So, I am looking at this guy and I thought I would prove Bangkok being a jungle or not by a crocodile case.




    “There have been crocodiles caught all over the flooded area,” I said.




    “And…?” said the businessman waiting to be convinced.




    “This is a jungle, and there are crocodiles.”




    “Oh,” he said nonplussed and poker-faced, “but it is the same everywhere.”




    “For example,” I went on, “flood or not, there are no crocodiles per se in Germany.”




    “Are you from Germany?” he asked, which is the old dodge-the-question with a question tactic.




    “No,” I said, and he seemed sure of himself.




    “I think it is pretty much the same everywhere,” he said with Beta assuredness.




    “What?”




    “Everywhere you go, it is the same,” he said getting his shoe on.




    I was open-mouthed and ready to give a disambiguation of crocodile life, drill the point home and get him with a scientific fact. The fact being that aside from thermoregulation when the lady crock goes from the nest to cool off, the eggs will be at a certain temperature. The gender will be determined by TSD (temperature-dependent sex determination). One source says below 31.7 C (89.1 F) or above 34.5 C (94.1 F) and you get female crocks. Another source says females will be born in low 80s F but, if in the low 90s F, male. It is fairly common knowledge that crocodiles live only in very warm places such as jungles, and there are a few that live in deserts. The point is Germany’s average winter temperature is 2 C. The rest of the year the average is 24 C. Put crocodiles and their eggs in a stream in Frankfurt and find out what happens. Oh, they might mutate, turn white in winter and drive Germans crazy, but the fact is, crocodiles are cold-blooded and must be in a very warm climate to survive. Now, for jungle consideration, and let’s forget the ubiquitous palm and banana trees, and look at the temperature. Bangkok is famous for having a yearlong 33 C or about 96 F. That is pretty cozy right there. But I guess this guy did not watch science programs on TV. If you take a look at an Atlas, you will spot crocodile terrain as longitude 30 degrees north and 30 degrees south. That does not incorporate Europe or most of North America. It does, however, take in Thailand. What the fellow was thinking is Bangkok is modern and like all modern global cities. (Having crocks lurking all over the place, these horrid jungle creatures, is not good for the national public image; one might have to admit Bangkok was right in a jungle! Or, as Thailand is “like every place,” there are crocodiles everywhere, watch out Eskimos!).




    This is rather fascinating as this fellow, and I am sure many others, now feel Bangkok is the same as any other place…in the world! Was the guy just saying this or did he really believe if Thailand had crocks all over on the loose during a flood, it would be the same thing any place? So, if you had a flood in Denmark, the Danes would find big crocks all over the place and naturally a pretty big surprise to Swedes if they had a flood not to mention the Russians. Oh, a flood, look out for the man eaters! By the way, a few years before this flood and another flood (and before the news could be Mentally Erased) police were shown on TV in boats shooting the beasts in rivers with M 16s. In fact, the Dane travel agent mentioned before does adventure travel, and we both wondered what a trip would be like for a tourist to go up the Chao Phaya River and bag big green reptiles with an AK 47.




    No doubt in a flood in Norway, if our Thai Chinese business guy was there, he would be warning people to look out for crocodiles as they are part and parcel of a flood. To counter this, you would have to employ the laborious work of explaining temperature differentiation and the facts of life about oviparous species. You’d think a run down on TSD would clinch it. Anyway, the interesting and dramatic point was the idea that Thailand is now like every place else. It is a smug view that crocodiles lurk in the Danube and the Rhine, and probably monkeys and elephants in Paris. So, you can see why I said “Germany” and not the US as in the south, Florida etc. there are crocks (alligators). When you have storms near the everglades, you can be sure people nearby are alert with croquet mallets at the ready to whap a big green one.




    I have noticed this same everywhere feeling among Thais as they quietly modernize. It is a confident but erroneous point of view that can border on the outrageous. So, sure, Bangkok is starting to look like Seoul or Tokyo a bit but only a bit and not like Copenhagen, or Stockholm or Berlin at all. In fact, Japanese might spot the overall look, the façade of modernity and ET- looking buildings and sky train or subway but start to wonder if there was, indeed, modernization. There are those klong (canals) with enough noxious fumes to kill any bacteria known. One whiff of that and, in spite of all the smart-looking people, modernity is not really in Bangkok: things are moving ahead but the filth and lack of order and lingering entropy are everywhere. Something good and something awful teeter-tottering back and forth like rice whisky drinking macaques. And before this smile, a note that whereas Thailand is still off the wall in many ways, it is looking better and better as the West falls on its face. The same macaques in the US would be on crack cocaine.




    Back to the ‘everything the same’ theme. ME people are so wrapped up in themselves and in their worlds, that they actually do not understand or have a clue of what is out there in the world. Just as US people think ‘Ohio is the measure of all things,’ Thais seem to think ‘Thailand is the measure of all things’ and the center of existential global progress. With the idea that they are the same and up-to-date, they miss many things that are obvious to Western visitors. Klong are one. Being aware of surrounding countries and, in fact, the world is another.




    The same everywhere smile is a bit sad smile and almost ready to drop at the ends of the mouth as though smiling but tasting something sour. And this smile gets eye-blinks as you wonder why this business fellow missed all the science classes and obviously is not interested in National Geographic or Discovery Channel. In reality, I have noticed several times when I have mentioned to Thais that Bangkok was a jungle (in a jungle), they were a bit surprised. They seem to hallucinate that they are in New York or Chicago. Thus, an even bigger shock when they see a lad coming down the street with an elephant that begs for sugar cane; or the one time after a flood, a very large purple and yellow monitor lizard confidently making its way up a street near Sanam Luang main park and the Emerald Buddha area. People were just shocked to see this big fierce-looking lizard quietly make his way up a rain-soak street with giant black curved claws. Or looking out my Samsen apartment to spot a mongoose carefully making its way along a neighbor’s roof. And this brings up cobras. How many people in Montana have been chased by a cobra, sneered at by a mongoose or terrified by a monitor lizard? Anyway, the Bangkok people seem to have a solid issue against jungles or even nature itself. They do not allow the decorative palms to grow unless in hotel areas, unlike Singapore which has put the jungle to work in scenic landscapes. Thais and Chinese seem to love cement over nature and gladly dig up gardens and lawns to cover the areas with concrete. The same cement retains solar heat all day and releases it at sundown, so that the property owners nearly cook in their own heat. But the big point is they will not be bothered to plant, water or worst of all, rake leaves.




    If global warming continues, of course, it could be that ranchers in Wyoming will switch from antelope hunting, to bagging crocks.
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