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Seekin

truth:

Being open,
being true

Truth seeking is more important than
ever in an age marked by conflicts.
But how to go about it?

Hsieh FuHua

We find, more than ever, that the
worldis split. Recentyears have
been troubled by heightened
political and social conflicts across
the globe. Societies in every
continent are riven intopolarities
withaccompanying attention to
fake news. This isn’t matched by
commensurate attention toits
binary opposite, truth.
Weareindire need of reflection
onwhat it means to seek truth.

TRUTH AND TRUTHS

There is the Truth and there are
truths, human discoveries and
understandings held to be true

: until provenotherwise.

: whatis held to be trueis, in some
: way,ephemeral and subjective.

: pursuitof knowledge and
i understanding hasyielded evolving :
¢ truths. The discoveries of Newton,
: Einstein,and the advances of

: quantum physics present a series

: oftruths about the material

: realities of our universe. The quest
: for “the grand theory of

: everything”is never-ending.

i toestablish truthshave been

: shown, time and again, to be but
: attempts to attain the Truth.

i exciteand stimulate further
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i research. In thearts, truth-seeking
: revolvesaround detailed

: observationsaboutnatureand

: thehuman condition.

Art-makingis amystery, giving

¢ voiceand form to what is inside the
: self, presenting the lived truth of
: theartist tohis audience.

i EXPLORATION

: Inthe university, the arts and the
: sciencesare academic realms of

: truth-seeking. Theyare

: environments in which new

i knowledgeis sought, discussed,
: andestablished.

But truth-seeking isn’t confined

¢ tothelibraryor the laboratory. Itis
¢ aneveryday practice involving

: exploration, introspection and

: reflection.

Ireflected on this with Latiff

Mohidin, without doubt the most
: highlyrated Malaysian artist
: livingtoday.

There was an exhibition of his art

¢ inParis in2018, at the Centre
: Pompidou, which later journeyed

¢ toKuala Lumpur and ended
: recentlyin Singapore at the
¢ National Gallery.

In the 1960s, he travelled through

South-east Asia,across Indochina.
: Hewenttostudyin Germanyona

Truthis quintessential, whereas

Over time we have seen how the

Thebestefforts in human history

In the sciences, limitations in
conceptions and experiments

: scholarship. Hereads extremely

: widely, drawing influences from

: many different cultures. Heisnot

: onlya painter, butalso apoetand

¢ translator. Inmy interactions with
: him, IThappened to ask about his

: childhood. He told me about

merantau, the Minangkabau

Explorationisat the heart of

: merantau. Latiff Mohidin wrote in

: oneofhispublications: “Every

i child, without him knowingit, is an
: adventurer.”

To be an explorer in this sense

¢ isn’tabout travelling in search of
¢ thrills fromrisky physical activities

i orInstagrammable sensory

: experiences. Itisabout opening up
i theselfto the world, whetting our

¢ innate curiosity and desire for

: knowledge.

Exploringallows you togo out —

: intothe world; and go in - towards
: adeeper understanding of the self.
i Asthepoet T.S. Eliot said:

: Weshallnot cease fromexploration

i Andtheend of allour exploring

: Willbe to arrive where we started

i Andknow the place for the first time.
i Merantau shaped Latiff Mohidin as
i manandartist, Opennessis

: characteristic ofhis oeuvre, asin

i the caseofallgreat artists. His

: Pago-Pago series, for instance,

¢ manifests hisinterpretations of the
: Eastern motif of the pagoda,

i demonstrating his engagement

: with tradition, nature and history

¢ through fresh forms.

: OPENNESS

i Bynature,lam moreamediator
i thanonewhois inclined towards
: contesting.

Twill contest aview if it is

i warranted, but contesting is a tool I
¢ useultimately to seek amediated

: end. This brings me to a very simple
: principle Iuse whichIfeelisn’t

i used enough: triangulation.

Toarrive atabetter

: understanding, the intersections
. of differentrealms of knowledge
i needto be examined.

Atmost meetings Iam listening

: out for diverse points of view. In
i board deliberations Ilook for

i intersections, exploring around
¢ tradition of sendingboys at puberty :
: away from home, out into the

: world. Exploration, introspection
: andreflectionare intertwined in

: therite of passage of merantau in

: Minangkabau culture.

them tolook for not just common

i ground but clarity.

Truth-seeking in this sense

i necessarily involves introspection
¢ andreflection. Introspection is

: internal to yourself, digesting one’s
¢ thoughtsand experiences.

: Reflectiontakesone beyond one’s

. self, forwhen wereflect, we learn

i todrawon the knowledgeand

: experience of others, including

: their introspections. Thisis how we
¢ gain collective wisdom.

Truth-seekingis about listening,

: being open to differentapproaches,
: arenaofglobal businessand
: politics.

different systems of thought.
Quite often, we fail torealise

that truth can be culture-bound.
Eastern philosophical traditions
areadifferent culture of seeking
knowledge from that of scientific
nquiry.

The evidence-based Western

i system ofknowledge came about in

the Age of Enlightenment. But this
snot the only viable mode of
understanding the world, asother
realms of knowledge have shown.
The Nobel Prize in Medicine was
awarded three yearsagotoa trio of
scientists for theirresearch on
circadianrhythms. This scientific
fieldisalsoanareaofancient
knowledge and animistic practice.

: Circadianrhythmshave long been

central to traditional Chinese
medicine. Indigenous peoples, too,
have known about them for along
time through lived experience.
Differencesin opinionaboutan
ssue are often the result of cultural
difference. Being aware ofhow our
personal and social truths are
culture-bound makesus appreciate

the need for all ofus to be mindful
: and opento other philosophies and

systems of belief.
Before the schools systemin

and 1980s, truth meant different
things depending on the language
and culture in your school.

Ifyouhad attended a Chinese
schoolin the old days, how you
understand thingsis very different
as opposed to someone who went
toan English school. Different
values seed different truthsand
vice versa.

There is a necessary virtue of
humility inall this. All our attempts
canlead to truth only if we
recognise first of all that no matter
how dominant or correct aview
may be at some point in time, it's
never for all time. The only
exception would be certain eternal
truths, which are privy only to the
saintliest and the wisest.

Today, we see conflicts that arise
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from cultural difference in the

The world s clearly entering a

¢ clashof different systems of

: thought: Chinaversus the US. This
: global geopolitical reality is volatile
: andimpacts our lives and that of

: future generations. If we are not

: nuancedand open to new ways of

: seeingand understanding, we will

: beintrouble.

i ARRIVING AT WHO YOU ARE

: When Ihave to make very difficult
: decisions, injecting asense of

: feeling is extremely important.

Very often, hard decisions

¢ involve lives; there are stakes for

: thepersonsinvolved, and thus

: potential situations of conflict. All

: the hard decisions Ihave had to

¢ makehave been decided notonly

: byideasand reason, butalso by

: sensesand feelings. Together, they
: bringclarity.

Openness to one’s intuitionis at

i play; openness to others too. What
i isatstakeislived truth, the
: internalising of truth to one’s self.

Truth-seeking, asIsee it,

: happensin theeverydayandis
: lifelong. Very often the word

: “truth”leads people to imagine
Singapore was changed in the1970s :
: monolithiclike a mountain.

something immovable and

Truth is soughtin the hope that

: itwillbe given,and thatall we

¢ have to dois to wait toreceive it.
i Instead, truth isdynamicand

¢ truth-seeking isa way oflife.

How to bring truth into your life

¢ sothatitgrounds you - that,
i indeed, is thereal challenge
: ofone’slife.
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