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The smiling faces of the Thais can be misleading. Although noted for their friendliness and caring nature, the people of the Land of Smiles are quite shy and unassuming (greng jai) Together with the language barrier – the Thai language and its tones are notoriously difficult to learn – this makes it challenging for any writer of Thai lifestyle and culture to obtain reliable anthropological data on this amazing country’s people. 

And as was realised after publication of Margaret Mead’s “Coming of Age in Samoa”, an author should be very careful of the accuracy of what he or she is being told. Thais like to please and avoid conflict and argument; often they will tell you what they think you want to hear. I have been careful to avoid that by having a focus group which is comprised of Thais from varying backgrounds and with vastly different experiences.

I am therefore extremely appreciative of the opportunities which a number of Thais have given me to discuss with them, so freely and frankly, countless aspects of Thainess and Thai culture.

I thank all those who consented to be interviewed and assisted with my research. I owe them all a tremendous debt of gratitude. I acknowledge particularly Haniba, Ning, Neenee, Boon, and Lek

Introduction

How can we appreciate, understand, and enjoy the real Thailand?

The country is not like China, where it is difficult to venture off the guided tourist trails and where your movements are discreetly watched. Thailand welcomes you in discovering the ways of life and customs of the ordinary Thai. Generally Thais can be reticent and, as a proud race – patriotic to the core – a little shy of foreigners. You will often have to make the first move if you really want to understand what makes this country and its people tick. Above all, OBSERVE what is going on around you with an open and thoughtful mind.

Travel guidebooks are useful introductions to the country and provide many useful tips and ideas but they don’t show you how to experience the neighbourhoods where the ordinary Thai lives. 

A Thailand Diary takes you into that world. A virtual journey into an authentic Thailand from the comfort of your own armchair. In its pages, you will meet Khun Fon, Ratchanee, Noi, Bancha, and many others. You may be surprised as you learn about aspects of Thai life that remain undetected by the average tourist. I am sure you will find new experiences of your own, whether described here or not. Thailand will never fail to amaze. 

You can of course read A Thailand Diary from cover to cover. But dipping into entries that may interest you is another way of reading the book. Because most readers tend to do that, you may find some repetition in the explanation of some cultural aspects or concepts, but usually from a different angle or perspective.

In her well-written and researched book “Mai Pen Rai Means Never Mind,” Carol Hollinger captured the spirit of the Thai and the enigma of Thailand: the smiling, lay-back, and carefree lifestyle and the lack of stress and seriousness in day to day living. She mentioned the wide gap between the classes, the robust concept of never losing face or self-respect, the dislike of direct confrontation, and the firm self-belief that is linked to a xenophobic patriotism and is an integral part of Thai culture.

Little has changed since the book was written in the1960s: that in itself is testimony to the irrepressible attitudes and lifestyles of the Thai. 

The Land of Smiles can also be a perplexing Land of Surprises and a Land of Secrets. Not everything is what it seems. Hollinger, Welty, and a few others understood and described the differences between eastern and western cultures but it is still not easy for a foreigner, with his or her own worldview, to fully comprehend and accept that Thai thinking can sometimes confirm Rudyard Kipling’s famous comment: East is East and West is West and Never the Twain Shall Meet.

Let us briefly look at the essence of Thainess: the basic ethos that underpins Thai culture, and which is covered in depth in Thailand Take Two and in a more light hearted approach, with many examples, in A Thailand Diary. 

I cannot do justice in a few paragraphs. The following gives a quick overview of the concepts which may appear bewildering from a western standpoint. 

MAI PEN RAI

Literally mai pen rai means “never mind, it doesn’t matter.” 

A lay-back non-serious view of life. Thais work to live and not live to work. Although they prefer to smile and avoid stressful situations and conflict, that does not always mean they are being subservient or backing-down. They have a hedonistic, pleasure seeking, outlook on life and are conciliatory in resolving arguments or problems. But Thais would rather walk away than face an argument which does not seem to be resolving a problem.

FAMILY AND COMMUNITY

Thais are more family oriented than people in the West. Communities are more closely knit. Social integration is often centred on the temple or local food market – places where people can congregate and socialise. 

THE FEUDAL HIERARCHY

Almost all Thais believe that past karma will pre-determine one’s position in society. The rigid class structure is respected and not questioned; not through fear but from an acceptance that everyone “knows their place.” The monarchy is a force which binds the nation together: from the hi-society amart families with their inherited wealth and power at the top to the ordinary working Thai. There is no powerful or assertive middle class to challenge or change the Establishment. The political parties are effectively right-wing and not liberal in the western sense. No Thai believes he is equal to the next man. That’s a tall order for Westerners to come to grips with. Our world view is that equality, democracy, and universal suffrage are given concepts. 

FACE 

This eastern concept of not losing one’s reputation or good name is one of the more frustrating aspects of Thainess to understand. Although we don’t like being humiliated or proved wrong in the West; in Thailand, the concept is stronger. It is simply not accepted that anyone should publicly lose face, even for the slightest of reasons. As we shall see in some of the diary entries, it is the thinking that lies behind Thais walking away from a problem and making up “white” lies. When their patience breaks, however, violence and injustice can erupt. 

GRENG JAI AND NAM JAI

Thais can be hard and ruthless while also displaying kindness and caring in particular circumstances. The two concepts of Greng jai and Nam Jai are unique to Thailand and are explained by some of the events in the diary. Interestingly, both ideas have the word jai (heart) in their name. The relevance to Thai thinking is that they tend to be guided by their emotions (heart) rather than rational reasoning. Some Westerners have commented about this odd Thai “logic” but it is actually more of a cultural difference. 

––––––––
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Principal Characters in A Thailand Diary

These are real people, only names are changed.

Adoon; a banker in Chiangmai

Art; a neighbour with a spirit level

Bancha; a soldier now back in the building trade

Dao; a university undergraduate

Faa; Fon’s daughter foraging for insects

Fon; a neighbour lighting a candle

Geng; a drinking partner

Goong; a cashier at a photo shop

Gop; a former teacher and Louis’ wife

Mana; a Thai student caught cheating

Noi; Stuart’s wife, an ex-bargirl

Nok; Dao’s husband with a building problem

Oh; Tong’s hard-working builder husband

Ratchanee; Fon’s daughter 

Siriporn; a provocatively dressed visitor

Sompanya; a “hi-so” organising the opening of a toilet

Somsee; Tim’s wife at their new home

Tong; an employee with a problem with her boss

Weelai; a retired Thai university lecturer

Wongpaet; the family of the murdered brother

––––––––

[image: ]


​1 July

You will always find rows of orange buckets, filled with gifts, in the supermarkets. Rice, soap, toothpaste, soft drinks, and some snacks. People buy them to give to the monks in the sang katan ceremony.

Technically, they are not gifts; they are to show your merit. Men give their “gifts” first, followed by the women. The man can pass directly to a monk; a woman must place it on a cloth that the monk can draw towards him. A monk cannot touch a woman.

While those present are kneeling, with their hands in the wai position, the monk reads a blessing and sometimes sprinkles holy water, nam mon, over the people. He will also usually tie a white cord, the sai sin, around each person’s wrist as part of the blessing.

Today, I saw a monk perform the sai sin by tying the cord around a woman’s wrist. To comply with the “no touch” rule, that function is normally given to a layman, who ties the sai sin on the monk’s behalf.

Buddhist rites and traditions can sometimes appear a little flexible. There is no standard form or procedure observed throughout Thailand.

Thai women will avoid even brushing against a monk when walking. They keep a respectful distance. Monks will sit in the front of a sawngtaew, (a truck used as a taxi) and not in the back with the other passengers. If the front seat is not available and they have to sit inside, they will select a seat next to a man. A woman will typically move to the opposite side of the sawngtaew to make sure he can do that.

Having said that, I did, on one occasion, witness a monk sitting next to a woman in a crowded sawngtaew. That was most unusual and irregular and I have never observed it since.

The monks can use the contents of the buckets. I understand that. But I have often wondered what they do with the actual buckets when they are empty. They can’t possibly make use of them all. 

One day, I’ll pluck up courage to discreetly ask.

2 July

Sunantaa is a good cook and enjoys working in her kitchen preparing meals for her husband, Surachai, and their three teenage boys. He has bought her many labour-saving gadgets over the years.

They live on the same compound as Surachai’s unmarried twin sisters. Sunantaa gets on well with them but does not want to go to their home every morning to collect purified water. She wants her own water softening machine. With a family of five, she uses a lot of water.

Surachai refuses to buy her the filter machine. It’s not that they are expensive. Just a few thousand baht. No, his reasoning is that collecting water each day gives her an opportunity to keep in touch with family.

She would keep friends with them in any case, I am sure. That is the Thai way.

But her husband is adamant. She is not getting a water softener. Sunantaa tells her friends about it. She won’t argue the point with her husband. Sunantaa avoided the issue when her father came to visit and asked why his daughter had to collect water every day.

3 July

Just seen a few farangs walking down a soi towards a bar with red balloons festooned outside.

The sign of a free party or at least a free drink. It’s traditional to congratulate the host whose birthday or other event is being celebrated. But some foreigners don’t do that. The Thais may still smile and make the farang welcome but they find it strange that Westerners can come across as impolite and selfish at times.

4 July

Although not a public holiday in Thailand, there are many festivities organised to celebrate 238 years of American Independence. Thailand has a high proportion of expats from the States. The two countries have had close links for 180 years and particularly since it became a favourite rest and recuperation destination for soldiers fighting in the Vietnam War.

Its strategic position in the Far East ensures America will always look favourably on its ally. “Two nations; one friendship.”

When he was Secretary of State, John Kerry confirmed he was disappointed that there had been a coup and hoped for a return to an elected democracy. Military aid is, however, still being provided and no sanctions have been considered. Thailand holds a significant amount of America’s bond debt.

5 July

The locals gathered at Khun Yai’s again today. It has become a regular meeting place. The women potter around and start preparing food for lunch. They make sure all the volunteer workers have drinking water and bring hats round when it gets hot or rains. Awnings and chairs have been provided from the local wat.

I’ve never worked in construction, my DIY skills are zero, and my knowledge of building techniques wouldn’t even fill a small thimble. I busied myself carrying buckets of cement to where they were needed and cleared away some rubble.

The concept of helping others is so strong in Thailand that it seemed natural to get involved. It’s not just helping, it’s engaging with the community. Getting on with people. The Thais are social creatures and like being in groups. They do not care for working individually outside a team. They are born team players who like company and not being alone. A couple going out for a meal or taking a swim in the local lake will invite friends or family to join them. They appreciate the company and it’s more fun, sanuk.

Although there’s a great deal of frivolity, joking, and gossiping going on; the work gets done. Though anyone who has ever seen Thai builders in action will be tempted to frown at some of their methods. Today, they were plastering the outside walls and left one area at the base un-plastered because the lower part of the brickwork was not in a vertical line with the rest of the wall. One guy started chiseling away to make it less noticeable. A large section of the wall then had to be re-plastered.

I know from previous observations that when they start painting, they may well do the walls in some of the rooms before the ceiling and there’ll be spills on the work already completed. But nothing surprises me in Thailand: I doubt I will be proved wrong when decorating time comes around.

It’s not a major issue of course though it would have been easier and less time consuming if they had got the wall straight before beginning to plaster. Time isn’t too important to the Thai and they tend not to think that what they do now can affect a future part of the job. It does not bother them much; it’s mai pen rai.

––––––––
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Broke off for lunch for half an hour. The conversation was friendly and happy though difficult to always understand as both the men and women were reverting to the local dialect. Hand gestures help when they use a Lanna word rather than a Thai word.

6 July

One of Tim’s friends has decided to sell up and go back to Blighty. He’ll probably get about half what he paid for his house, unless he is lucky enough to find a farang to buy it. Thais prefer to buy newly built houses or to build to their own specification on the family compound. They believe old houses may have ghosts. This pushes the value down.

They may buy if the price is right, but will usually demolish the building and re-build. Westerners don’t always appreciate that real estate depreciates much more than in the West. Land itself holds its value but you can almost write off the building cost of the house.

Following the floods in Bangkok, the northern Lanna province is seeing a new interest in building homes here and land prices are rising. Tim’s friend may be fortunate and find a buyer for his land and house, but he will basically only get the value of the land.

7 July

Rained off at Khun Yai’s today, so just stayed half an hour for a chat. They kept offering food but I took just a little. There’s a balance between their offering out of politeness and your being greng jai and either not eating or having a taste only.

Went to see Pannee’s family in Maerim. It was not raining there and the new house build is coming on well since they started construction in January. Pannee’s father checks on progress every day and approves all invoices. The family are buying the more expensive materials, which gives them better control over quality. He checks that materials are not being substituted for those of lower specification.

Thais trust only when they are given reason to do so. There’s no assumption that there’ll be no cheating going on.

Popped round to talk to Sandra and John. They both appeared quite glum and have not got over their swimming pool being overlooked from Pannee’s home.

8 July

The boss had put a thick green line under the last entry in the office clocking-in book. Staff are allowed to be fifteen minutes late and the line is drawn after that time expires each day.

But his watch must have been at least fifteen minutes fast because it was still not time for the office to open.

Nobody complained. That was not surprising, Thais are inclined to turn the other cheek. Mai pen rai. It doesn’t matter. They like working with a bit of give and take, and dislike rules being followed too rigidly.

A few of the staff took exception and just turned round and went back home. Not going upstairs to the office meant avoiding any possible argument for technically being late. In a way, their idea of freedom is being able to do as they like. Life must not be too serious.

The next time the boss wants a favour done in a hurry, he may not find the staff particularly cooperative.

You can go months in this country and still be taken aback by how Thais react to certain situations. Never underestimate a Thai’s ability to be unpredictable.

9 July

I am sure it’s only a minority of expats here that don’t “fit in”. The impression one gets from the internet forums and from some Facebook comments is that most farangs living here dislike what they perceive as unacceptable behaviour from the Thais. 

The frustration of not getting straight answers, dual pricing, a cheating mentality, the difficulties of coping with Thai face, the confusing meanings of the Thai smile, and their propensity to lie to cover problems. All are well documented on the internet pages. Most are exaggerated. The majority of foreigners here adapt well to the Thai way of life and settle in to their local communities. Those posting on the blogs and forums represent a minority, albeit a vociferous one.

––––––––
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When I first came to Thailand I joined the local expats club and suggested to a neighbour that he did the same. He was married to a Thai, they had a two year old daughter, and he ran a small business delivering gas bottles to the locals. I thought it a sound idea for him to meet people other than Thais. However, he had been here three years and declined. He had got to know many Thais and made many friends in his local community. He said he had no need to join a farang club. At the time I thought there was every advantage in enjoying the best of both worlds: having Thai and expat friends.

Paul, on the other hand, is a regular at the club. That’s fine but he socialises with farangs to the exclusion of the Thai community. Apart from his partner he has no Thai friends or acquaintances. He has zero tolerance for anyone missing an appointment and is very forceful in complaining when Thais don’t do things promptly or in the way he wants them done. His partner gets visibly embarrassed. As with many Thais, he is reluctant to explain to him that Thais do things differently: that they have a different culture, lifestyle, and attitude to life than in the more hectic and serious west. I see Paul’s frustrations. I just wish he could be a little more like his neighbour delivering gas bottles.

10 July

Even with the power of today’s internet, being aware of what’s happening in Thailand is not that easy or obvious. I recall, a few days after the 2006 coup, reading a respected observer of the Far East writing that anyone who knows anything at all about Thailand accepts that no one really knows what is going on.

He went on, “those that think they know what’s happening are doing a lot of talking, however cautiously. Those that really are in the know aren’t saying anything at all.” 

––––––––
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Most of the media have their own agendas. Thais, in any case, dislike reporting criticism, conflict, or unpleasant news that their countrymen do not want to read or would prefer to ignore. It is a cultural characteristic which is a little enigmatic when you see gory photos of road accidents on the front pages. Thai newspapers, including the English language dailies, openly self-censor. Sometimes there are legal reasons why information cannot be published.

It is not a uniquely Thai phenomenon. Leading up to the abdication crisis in England in the 1930s, the Prince of Wales’ relationship with the American divorcée Wallace Simpson was known only to a handful of the élite in the UK. Some papers in France printed the news but copies were not available for general distribution in England. I tend to watch Al Jazeera, CGTN and RT. These programmes have different points of view and spin the news differently; by comparing them one can get a more balanced picture of events.

––––––––
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Only by having a wide range of Thai contacts, ordinary folk and maybe a few in higher places, and reading between the lines and listening carefully will you ever get a smattering of the truth and reality within the country. Browse the internet forums but check what you read from other sources, other Thais, and from your own observations.

11 July

It is not only in government departments that senior people get moved to other offices at regular intervals. Bank managers and supervisors are swapped between branches after a few years. Usually 3 years for managers, 5 years for other staff. In the West, promotions and sideways moves are typically the reasons for employees moving out of their current job. In Thailand, it is the fear of corruption developing and a manager or official getting too strong, powerful, or influential in his or her post. Relocation expenses are rarely paid.

It is this concept of lack of trust again.

––––––––
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Military and police promotions and changes are announced annually every October by the government though there is much discussion and probably compromise being made behind the scenes. Where there is no civilian government or where only a caretaker government is in place, ministers have no say at all.

Sideways moves or transfers to “inactive” positions are more common than dismissals.

12 July

Sometimes it is useful to try to bear in mind the value of the local money instead of thinking in your own currency.

By remembering that the average wage in Thailand is between 328 -358- baht per day, you can appreciate and understand just what Thais can and cannot afford.

Most Thais do not have enough money to afford lawyers, but if one has to be employed the fee is about one sixth of the rate quoted to a farang. That’s quite a difference and is not the only example we will see of dual pricing directed at a foreigner.

If you try to consider what a Thai would be prepared to pay, given his income, you can often determine whether what you have been offered is good value for money or not. Ask whether you would buy the goods on sale at that price if your income was 300 baht a day.

––––––––
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13 July

One metre foundations have been laid along the roped off area around the wat next to Sengdeuan’s property. The monks are obviously going to build a wall. The public telephone cubicle is inside the perimeter. Nobody will be able to get to it without walking through the wat and it’s closed at night. No one feels able to comment.

Not that Thais walk any distance. Bikes, motor bikes and trucks are their preferred means of getting where they want to go, even over short distances.

––––––––
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Ever since the wat was built the land between the temple and Sengdeuan’s house and factory has been available for public use. The telephone box had been erected on it without comment and Sengdeuan had planted vegetables on one side of the strip of land. The locals were free within reason to help themselves. No one took advantage. The piece of land was regarded as a soi for everyone’s use as a short cut between two other roads.

14 July

Met with Jaran, Tong, and Latdee today. Three people from completely dissimilar backgrounds. Jaran has retired from the army now, Tong still has problems with her jealous boss, and Latdee has landed a good job with a foreign owned company.

––––––––
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It’s unusual to get Thais talking together when they are from different sections of Thai society. They normally “know their place” and don’t speak their mind openly. Jaran, Tong, and Latdee are rather exceptional characters whom I have known for a long time. 

Conversations with them are always stimulating. It’s refreshing to hear Latdee’s unrestrained point of view as a younger person. Thais are, of course, as susceptible to propaganda and political spin as any other people.

––––––––
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Colonel Jaran could not understand the attitude of the foreign press and some of the social media towards the recent coup d’état. It was not, he said, a straightforward military takeover of the state, far from it. The armed forces had acted to put in place a temporary government that would now be able to function for the benefit of the country and democracy. They had moved, for example, against some well-known corrupt activities and many senior people in the private and public sector have lost their positions. Sideways moved to a non-job rather than being sacked. Jaran said that the military were right to act as they did to keep the country safe and avoid further strife and a continuation of a dysfunctional system of government. Not that the army is all powerful. Thailand has strong feudal roots that are not completely severed. Mafias, whether small local groups or larger and more powerful country-wide bodies, have great influence.

––––––––
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Tong and Latdee nodded in agreement. They said that he was factually correct in what he said but he was ignoring the fact that western ideology is anti-coup and pro-democracy and little had been done to explain to farangs that this non-violent “coup” was not an anti-democratic act: that it had taken place specifically to safeguard future democracy.

––––––––
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The problem, of course, is a misunderstanding between two cultures. To the western mind all coups are wrong. As indeed they may well be in other parts of the world: where violent and not universally popular regime changes take place. The Thai people, for the most part, welcome the changes they have seen, despite some reservations.
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