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Why this book is called Thailand Take Two?

It is an up-to-date and balanced exposé of Thais and Thailand.

A fresher look at the differences between the Thai and the Westerner.

A “no holds barred” TAKE on the real Thailand that gives an authentic flavour of the country.

Who should read it?

The traveler to Thailand.

Readers who want to learn about the Thais from the comfort of their armchairs.

The expat who has made his home here.

Students studying on cross-cultural courses.

How is it different?

It “tells it as it is” and pulls no punches.

Thai society is explained through real life examples.

The book reveals what really makes the Thai tick.

It shows the Thailand that you may well miss while on holiday.

Often, tourist guidebooks and articles on retiring in Thailand are written with commissions and commercial interests in mind. This is no such book. We do not mislead you into tourist traps. We do not tell you the advantages of staying or retiring here without also discussing the downsides and pitfalls of such a decision.

The ten chapters of Thailand Take Two cover the essential differences between Thai and western values and ideas. There is a great deal of material to absorb. Through the characters that are introduced we see there are two distinct worldviews. Accepting that we do not always think the same way as a Thai does, and that we look at life differently sometimes, will help us understand this fascinating country.

Some foreigners assume that a way of life that does not conform to their own cultures or experiences must be deficient or even morally wrong. Such ethnocentric views are put in perspective when we look at how Thais think of corruption and prostitution. Observations about the Thai class system and the eastern concept of face can appear alien to our way of thinking.

Many aspects of what we describe may be familiar to you; some may be unexpected. You may find that you can associate yourself with some of the illustrations given, at other times your experiences may be quite different from what we express. Because things are not always what they first seem in Thailand you may find some opinions and observations contentious. Only careful scrutiny of Thai activity may allow you to consider the possibility that what you are seeing and hearing are indeed unusual cultural differences common to Thailand.

Although you can skip to the various topics of interest listed in the Table of Contents, it is probably best to read the book in chapter order as many features of Thai life are inter-related and depend on an understanding of the key aspects described.
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Oh, East is East and West is West

And never the twain shall meet

Is Kipling right?

When Rudyard Kipling wrote those words, he was making the point that Westerners, whether travelers or expats, do not easily integrate into the ways of an eastern society.

However, he went on to conclude that the people of two cultures could indeed absorb the traditions and life styles of other countries provided that they have the will to do so. The twain can meet. Those from the East and the West can come together, communicate with each other, and will find no trouble in doing so.

They looked each other between the eyes, and there they found no fault.

Kipling correctly summarised the difficulties and frustrations of living in a different national culture from one’s own; and was right to say that it was certainly not impossible to bridge the cultural divide. Both those who come as travellers to visit the country and those who have made their home here can try to understand and appreciate the differences between people from other societies.

If the Thais and the émigrés both adopt a little give and take then living together will be more harmonious and satisfying. The Westerner will find that he is living rather than existing.

There is a good reason why this book is called Thailand Take Two. In the same way that Kipling turned the much-quoted phrase never the twain shall meet on its head by saying that the opposite is in fact true; this book suggests that we all take a different approach on Thailand in an attempt to understand the Thai better.

Put on hold for a moment the stories you may have read or heard about this country.

Let’s take a fresh look, a second take, at the reality that is Thailand.

We will explore together the differences between Thai and western cultures. You will meet the real Thai, people like Lek, Adoon, Weelai, and Suchart. The bargirl and the banker, the teacher and the well-heeled traveler. You will discover parts of this country and its national culture that may well surprise you.

Thailand Take Two is an impartial, honest, and balanced view of the country and its people, showing both faces of The Land of Smiles – a Thailand that is neither a perfect paradise on earth nor a dangerous den of dishonesty and deviousness.

The tendency to avoid arguments and to adopt a hassle-free lifestyle is what you will probably notice quite quickly about the Thais. You would not be wrong. Thailand Take Two goes into some detail on these themes from several angles. We will look at cheating, corruption, the idea of face, and even the sex trade; and we will note how inter-related these and other concepts are.

Thais can be obsessed about apparent slights or snubs. Shouting, raising one’s voice, arguing however logically, criticising in front of others; all can be a formula for disaster in your relationships with a Thai. This book will thrash out these characteristics and offer some ideas for compromise, some ways for the twain to meet.

The Thais have a strong community spirit. You will see their eagerness to help others. I shall share with you some stories of the Thai family circle and demonstrate what really influences the Thais in their daily lives.

There is also a strong class structure and we will illustrate some of the “unwritten” rules of hierarchy that are second nature to a Thai. Because it highlights everything that happens in Thailand, we will describe many examples of how hierarchy works in our first chapter, before we move on to other aspects of Thai life style.

Every man, woman, and child knows his or her place in society. It is a stabilising factor. There are accepted and unchangeable conventions to establish the pecking order. The ideas of respect for elders and betters, and the noblesse oblige concept are absolute in Thailand. Thailand Take Two will compare them with western values.

However, before we do that, let us look at first impressions.

On holiday, we enjoy the friendliness of the smiling people, the warm weather, the eye-catching scenery and coastline, and the mai pen rai (laid-back) attitude to life. It is not something we experience that often in the West.

We appreciate the colourful cultural shows of music and dance, the varied styles and splendour of the temples, and the diversity of regional life outside Bangkok. Do we always see the real Thailand away from the tourist spots? Do we get to know Thai people and understand why they are so unlike us?

As visitors, we put up with the minor nuisance of a tourist tout telling us that the Temple of the Emerald Buddha is closed for essential repairs, but that his brother owns a good gem shop nearby. We tolerate being charged higher prices than the locals in many places. Sometimes we see through the white lies we are told and sometimes we do not. We wonder why we get evasive answers to some of our questions. Is it Thai shyness or is there some deeper reason?

Reading Thailand Take Two will enable you to distinguish between the myths and the realities of Thailand. It is not only sun, sand, sea, and sex. Lying and dishonesty will be put in perspective. Avoiding arguments and quarrels are Thai traits that you will not be slow to recognise. Turning the other cheek and avoiding a tricky and uncomfortable situation is, as well as saving face, a way to avoid conflict. It makes for a pleasant mai pen rai attitude and a relaxed lifestyle. However, it can become problematic if the situation involves a foreigner.

This book will give you some hints of the essential character of Thais and Thailand. You will see the words face, hierarchy, family, community, mai bpen rai, no conflict, sanuk (fun), and freedom appear in several chapters: sometimes in a lighthearted way, sometimes in more depth. These are all indispensable ingredients of Thailand’s enigmatic pot pourri. A real mix of different ideas, thoughts, concepts, and attitudes.

I hope you enjoy Thailand and meeting the typical Thai. And, I sincerely hope you enjoy Thailand Take Two.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1

The Thai Hierarchy
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Why are you here today, soldier?

Because I was told to be here, sir.

That was the perfect answer to Colonel Jaran’s blunt question. Bancha had only been in the Thai army for two months but he knew how to talk to superiors. He knew how to obey orders.

Whether in the army or not, many Thais, depending on their place in the Thai hierarchy, would just obey. Questioning would not be an option for them.

Let’s look at some examples of hierarchy and describe with examples.

The “rules” are reinforced in the family and in the schoolroom. Children call their elders pee and father and mother are always referred to as mae or paw, never by anything else. Heated arguments in a family are almost unheard of. I’ve never heard a son or daughter answer parents back in Thailand.

The two-year stint in the Thai army, mandatory for almost all Thais, is a further powerful influence on preserving this class structure and instilling a sense of discipline and subservience.

There are no written guidelines explaining how Thais must conform to their particular position within the class system. Everyone knows which rung of the ladder he or she stands on. There are implied conventions that underline everything that happens in Thailand. That is why it is important to consider this topic before any other feature of Thai life.

Thais dislike any change from the norm. They feel safe when their precise place in society, in the class system, is secure and transparent to all with whom they come into contact.

Class, age, and perceived wealth are very significant to Thais. They feel more at ease if they know where you stand relative to them in the social order. This explains why, if they cannot get clues from the clothes that you are wearing, they will ask how old you are, where you were educated, and what you do for a living.

The carrying out of an action or a command without question is imperative. A soldier often has to react quickly and without thinking. Lives could be lost if he hesitated, discipline is important. Questioning an order from a superior is not acceptable and disobeying could be a court martial offence. A soldier can in some circumstances suggest that there is a better solution to carrying out an express order, though he would have to do so tactfully and with respect. Using initiative does not come naturally to a Thai. They regard it as showing that they are acting out of their proper station or place in society.

As anyone who has been an ordinary soldier knows, it is not easy to find a means of telling an officer that his judgment may be a tad impractical or show signs of naivety. His analysis of a situation may defy logic in the minds of more experienced soldiers who have been closer to real action.

As in the armies of other countries, there is no one more dangerous than a newly commissioned officer, straight out of training, consulting a map when seasoned men have already assessed the situation and are ready to move. Thailand has its fair share of such men in power. They can be found outside the military too. The class system, the hierarchy, enables those with money, influence, and position to be put into senior appointments. Merit and ability is not always evident. It can cause frustration with subordinates but is never shown.

Every day in the workplace, Thais appear to be submissive to what the boss wants them to do. You will more often hear them saying “I was ordered to do this” rather than “I was asked to do this.” There is total outward respect for someone of a higher class or position. If you watch carefully, you will see that they know their station in life. They do as they are told.

The subordinate will be very cautious about carrying out an action not specifically requested. He will be uneasy in offering any alternative plan. Any proposal that is made will be made with a liberal measure of tact and meekness. (How meekness is considered important in Thai culture is covered, from a different angle, in Meekness in Thai Culture.) The boss will never be put in a position where he may appear wrong or lose face.

Class and Hierarchy is not only a feature of Thai life

From his early childhood, through school, and when Bancha was employed as a labourer on a building site, he understood the unwritten rules of Thai hierarchy. He knew he had to submit to his elders and to those higher up the social scale. His parents and teachers had taught Bancha that he must know his station in life.

Thai people are aware of the limitations that are created by their rank in society. They learn the principles of hierarchy early in their lives. Those lower down the social scale learn that they must obey their superiors and elders. The junior person in the hierarchy is more subservient and compliant. He will almost always do without question what the senior expects of him. Saying “no” is often not a choice available to the ordinary Thai.

Their love of show is born of necessity. They need to know your status, importance, and authority in society. It starts at an early age. At a local school fete, I saw several uniformed schoolgirls around 11 or 12 years of age directing cars in the school car park. It was a sensible attempt to get vehicles parked neatly and in their correct positions. But did it really need a lot of whistle blowing and waving of arms? Even at that young age it appeared to be an example of their need to show authority.

Some Thais will show off their uniforms, fine clothes, and expensive jewellery, even on occasions when it is not appropriate to do so. We see later, in The End of a Life, how Thais deal with such presumptuous people. Whether they are car park attendants in the shopping malls, workers in some commercial organisations, or bank employees; staff will wear their uniforms with pride to show the value of the job they are doing. Thais believe it is important that you are aware of their position and authority over you.

Members of parliament, local government officers, and the village headmen, all have white uniforms to wear on ceremonial or official duties.

That said, you will meet many high-ranking Thais who wear their formal white dress only as a badge of office and they would never think of taking advantage of their status or seniority. Like the ordinary Thai, they are the nicer people to be with.

Important government functions require attendees to wear full ceremonial dress. Resplendent in their starched meticulously ironed white uniforms, they indeed present an impressive sight marching or standing to attention. However, I noticed at a recent event that not everyone was wearing their entire entitlement of ribbons and medals. Times are changing. Yes, the white uniforms will remain obligatory and the Thais will still wear them. The new generation, including teachers and government workers, do not use the occasion to impress. They wear only what they believe is the minimum formal dress that tradition demands.

In 2013, female students in some northern universities had some limited success in getting the authorities to change their rigid uniform rules. They can now wear clothes more becoming young ladies in their late teens and early twenties. Still dressed in white blouse and black skirt, they do have some freedom in choosing the particular fashion that best suits them as individuals.

The Thais talk a lot about those they refer to as “hi-so.” Some they respect; some they do not. The people believe in and respect class divisions if they are genuine. Good doctors and teachers are well liked. Thais do not appreciate those who show off deliberately and make out they are better than others in an offensive way. Successful business people, often Thai-Chinese from well-established families, hardly ever flaunt their wealth. Like the ordinary Thai, they can integrate well with foreigners. It is those in the middle, those with new money, who may prove less easy to get to know as they are inclined to think they are more superior than they actually are.

Technically, the word “hi-so” refers to members of high-ranking families and the status is obtained only at birth. Thais talk of them as being “the higher.” They are often patrons of good works and they can be role models to whom people can look up. They provide psychological encouragement to communities. Many are third or fourth generation Chinese immigrants in the business or political community. Invariably, a hi-so name implies wealth and power.

A surname which is a place name preceded by “na” indicates a distant descendant of royalty or nobility. For example, na Chiangmai tells you the person has a distinguished and powerful background, usually traceable to the former Lanna royal family. The equivalents in Europe are names such as von Trapp or de Vigny.

Those with new money, the nouveau riche, who can afford to live a trendy lifestyle are not of the same upper class. While they are still regarded with some awe because of their riches and influence, they are not genuinely liked by the average Thai. In fact, the term “hi-so” has become derogatory because so many of them have forgotten that with position and privilege comes a social responsibility to those of lesser fortune.

A group of around twenty graduates, mainly in their mid-forties, attended a funeral of a fellow student, Seri, who had tragically met an early death. One was an entrepreneur who travelled extensively worldwide, another ran her family palm oil business, another held a relatively minor job in government, yet another was a college professor. Seeing them together, you could not have determined who had money and who had not. They would not have regarded themselves as “hi-so” and were not displaying their success in life or in any way showing off.

The common bond was that they has studied in university with Seri twenty years ago. They now follow different careers, some are better off financially. But they have remained in the class into which they were born. There is little upward mobility in Thailand; it is rare to transcend class (hierarchical) boundaries.

The elite, at the top of the ladder of hierarchy, accept their own obligations to society, to the community. Noblesse Oblige has duties as well as privileges. The senior person may be a prominent local employer providing work, and therefore some financial security for those in the community. He may use his contacts and influence to assist in resolving minor problems that his employees get into. He may well help financially in times of family hardship. Support and advice is repaid by employee loyalty, though Thais would not regard that as a permanent obligation. You would still outwardly respect a boss that has been demoted but you would no longer owe him any loyalty and you may take opportunities to gossip about him. Maybe getting one’s own back for when you had to bite your tongue in conversations with him.

Although social distance is maintained, a bond, albeit temporary, has been developed between boss and worker. Similar bonds exist between teacher and student, elder and junior. It is part of the fabric of Thai society. They will not, though, be close friends. The boss is always the boss.

A Westerner sees many enigmas in Thai culture. Students will respect and follow a teacher’s rulings in school or university. Questioning is neither expected nor thought to be correct form. Student activists can, however, be enthusiastic and forceful in making their views on social and political issues known. Teachers won’t intervene but would feel a strong responsibility towards them and a little let down by their activities. Their relationship with their students means they accept they are somewhat blameworthy for the actions of their students. On the one hand, there is unswerving respect; on the other, an unwelcome sense of the rules of hierarchy not being followed. In Thailand, a patron, be he boss or teacher, is for ever identified with his subordinates.

Local community projects and the local wat (temple) benefit widely from the largesse of the powerful elements in Thai society. And whom you know can be very useful in Thailand. The rich, the amart, provide employment and security. There is a sense of noblesse oblige. The poorer people give outward respect in a deferential and meek way.

In this country, both the rich and the not so well off depend on each other. It makes for a cohesive society, even if it appears a little undemocratic at times. But at a distance. Classes don’t easily mix unless there is the natural attachment that we saw when graduates attended their friend Seri’s funeral.

The ordinary Thais will keep a low profile when dealing with the elite. As in the hymn, “The rich man in his castle, the poor man at his gate. God made them high or lowly, and ordered their estate.” There is no tangling with any powerful people, particularly those in big business or who hold important positions in government.

The way you dress can indicate your standing in the eyes of others. Thais judge you by what you are wearing and how you present yourself. They place greater emphasis on that than on anything else about you.

Your views and ideas will fall on deaf ears if you dress scruffily or do not “look the part.” Thais look for credibility. The clothes you wear are determining how they react to you and how they treat you. The car you drive, the accent with which you speak, or the region in which you were born in Thailand, all will influence how you are perceived.

A recent example. At a dance studio, a Thai couple were greeted by the instructor. She welcomed the man in the local dialect, “sawatdee jao.” His wife of twenty years, whom the teacher knew for the same length of time, was greeted with “sawatdee ka,” the more formal and accepted form of address when speaking to a “hi-so” Thai. She was from a wealthy family in Bangkok and had married an ordinary, and poorer, “local boy” from the north of Thailand!

On a comment on Christian missionaries, the Thai academic, Dr Ubolwan, highlighted that the Thai is more responsive to the messenger than the message. If the western missionary, the messenger, does not make an impression on the Thai by his general appearance and bearing, then he can forget trying to get the message across. He should have shown his position more clearly in order to get the respect and credibility that he needed.

To sell his goods, a salesperson must understand his customer’s needs and his background. The early missionaries failed to copy that technique. One of the two reasons for their lack of success in Thailand was precisely that. The other was a failure to understand Thai culture.

A farang goes into a Ferrari dealership and looks at the top of the range model. He’s dressed in jeans and an open T-shirt. He’s virtually ignored by the salesman who is neither treating him seriously nor answering his questions about the car. He walks out of the showroom and jumps into his Porsche; the salesman is kicking himself because he has lost commission on a potential sale.

Though outwardly he will put on a brave face and may just say mai pen rai to himself.

This well-known story illustrates how Thais can misjudge a farang (white foreigner) because they do not understand that a Westerner does not always parade his wealth for all to see. To many Thais, it seems logical that if you have money or position, you make sure other people know it.

On occasion, there is a fine line between a Thai wanting to dress expensively to show his position in society, and the Thai that regards himself as better than others and is doing so merely to show off.

How you dress helps them decide whether they should wai you first and whether to call you pee (if older) or to use a particular title to show respect. Being inquisitive about you was never further from their minds. Who wais whom is determined mainly by class. You do not wai a servant. Thais will, however, wai foreigners who are understood to have money even if the Thai knows he is not of a high class or background. Tiger Woods, who is of mixed Thai/American blood, is accorded a wai because of his golfing prowess. If he were an average golfer like the rest of us he would not be so accepted in an elite golf club in Thailand. The fervent nationalism of the Thai sometimes smacks of xenophobia.

If you listen to a Thai conversation between a superior and an assistant, you will notice that the subordinate's responses can be limited to kap, kap, kap. (yes, yes, yes.) No questioning, no dialogue, the instructions will be followed. You can always sense who the pooyai (superior) is and who has the lower status (the poonoi.) No Thai honestly believes he is equal to the next man. He willingly accepts that some people are better than he is and some are inferior.

Perhaps that takes away a little of his personality and self-esteem. Thais don’t show that. They project a confidence in themselves. It is one of Thailand’s many enigmas. Following the Buddhist view that your position in life is pre-determined and not to be challenged while also believing that they are free to have personal convictions about their abilities and opinions (even if they feel restrained to express them.)

For example, a construction worker will be confident that he is tiling a floor correctly despite his being told of faults, particularly if it’s a farang who is making the observation. He may correct his work later but rarely admit his errors. If working for a rich Thai he will make the repairs without any comment, his rationale being “I have to obey orders.”

Krap is the polite word (or particle) used by male speakers at the end of a sentence. It normally has no meaning, though in some contexts it can mean, yes, I agree, I accept. A female subordinate would say ka and a male might often offer a smattering of krapom as well, showing even more respect.

(As with many oriental peoples, the Thais tend to pronounce an ‘r’ as an ‘l’ or not at all. So the technically correct krap (with its rather unfortunate connotation for western listeners) softens to kap more times than not.)

When you hear only krap, kap, or ka as responses, whether in the military or in any other social situation, you will know that the Thai speaker is only carrying out orders as expected. Doing as he is told. The position in the chain of command is perfectly understood and respected by both parties. The hierarchical structure is not flexible and tradition dictates that the unrecorded rules established centuries ago are tacitly understood.

Thais would never refuse outright to carry out an order from a superior or a member of the privileged classes. They may perhaps find an excuse not to comply. They would never cause offence by saying “no” to one’s face. That would be unacceptable to the Thai, be emotionally upsetting, and to be avoided. Westerners can’t change that thinking but we can try to understand it. Cultures are different throughout the world.

You may notice class distinctions as you travel through Thailand. Northerners, those from the province of Isaan, and the hill-tribes are often looked down on by the richer city dwellers of Bangkok.

There are divisions based on hierarchy on the island of Phuket between the chao lay (sea gypsies, from chao person, talay sea) and local landowners. The sea gypsies regard themselves as Thai as they have lived in these coastal regions for over 300 years. They have their own language, etiquettes, and they subscribe to the animist religion. They do not readily join in with other Thais.

As they have no legal papers to the land they occupy, there are continuing problems with developers who want to build profitable tourist facilities. The government tries to find compromising solutions but can do little to solve the basic problem of there being such wide class differences between the chao lay and the property developers.

Thai attitudes to communism and colonialism are linked to their understanding of how the class system operates in Thailand.

Thai hierarchy was so strong that communism found no foothold in the country. Workers felt unable to take a strong stance against the elite. The influence of the two concepts of family and community on a Thai, as we see in a later chapter, was stronger than the principles of any political party. Thais knew their role in life and felt secure in that knowledge. They were fearful of the unknown consequences of communism. To accept it, or even to consider it, would have meant questioning the status quo and it is not a national trait to do that.

Communism tries to appeal to a person’s perceived lowly station in life and to a notion of fairness and equality. Thais follow their hearts and not their heads. They listen to their emotions, what they feel. Personal loyalties are fundamental to a Thai and they need to experience a sense of belonging to family and community and not a belonging to a cause. Thais will compromise; communists, with more entrenched political philosophies of the rightness of their cause and an unwillingness to accept other forms of government, may tend not to.  Pragmatism and the need to live contentedly in a land with sharp separations between classes outweigh any thoughts of looking at the principles of a political party. Thais don’t question.

Most Thais followed their emotions and, conscious of their position in the social order, rejected those cold rational political ideas, however logically the proponents of communism had put their arguments.

The rigid hierarchy and the strong patriotic fervour of the Thai did not sit well with ideas of colonisation and partly explains why Thailand was never formally colonised. The country did however benefit from the work of the many doctors, engineers, and other professionals who came as expats or on short tours of duty.

When Japan invaded in the Second World War the Thais capitulated out of pragmatism within a few days and declared war on the Allies. By some definitions, therefore, it cannot be said that the country was never colonised by a foreign power.

Over the last 400 years there was much immigration from China, mainly by the Han Chinese. The upper class, big business, and government are all heavily populated by those of Chinese origin. The largest private company in Thailand, the CP group, was formed in 1921 by two Chinese immigrant brothers. Its net worth is equivalent to between 5% and 10% of Thailand’s gross domestic product. Because many businesses in Thailand are family-run, one sees a great deal of nepotism in the country.

Nowadays, their families have fully assimilated into Thai life. They have complete Thai citizenship. They are prominent in business and government and keep many Chinese traditions. We should perhaps refer to them as Thai-Chinese. I once asked a prominent business owner whether she thought of herself and her very successful family business as Thai or Chinese. She took her time in answering but said, “I have a Thai ID card. I am Thai” But her body language and delay in replying said it all.

The French empire-building ambitions of the 19th century left a nasty taste in the mouths of many Thais. It is no coincidence that a white foreigner became known in Thai as a farang from the adjective farangset (French).

Even today, particularly amongst the older generation, there is an uneasy feeling about foreign powers trying to colonise other countries; trying to “westernise” them (the white man’s burden, as Westerners described it in the context of other colonisations.) Some Thais still think that farangs can occasionally come across as condescending and even racist, trying to impose their ideas and western customs. They invariably believe that foreigners are all extremely wealthy.

Thais don’t like hearing any criticism about their country, and a Westerner making too direct a comparison with the West in an attempt to change a Thai’s way of thinking will never succeed in doing so. To get your point across you would need to use a lot of persuasion, but more fundamentally, you should try to express your ideas in terms of their own experiences and not yours.

We all cheer and root for our national team to win, whatever the sport. Sometimes, English football fans, for example, go over the top in shouting abuse at the opposing foreign team, even getting violent at times. Generally, however, western nationals can be patriotic and supportive of their team without any incidents being caused. One can have patriotism without xenophobia. 

This hyperlink is a good example of being patriotic with no tinge of xenophobia. There were many nationalities in the audience none were offended.

Patriotism but not Xenophobia

Although there are separate words in the language for patriotism and xenophobia, in practice no distinction is made. They will take any criticism of themselves or their country very seriously.

In Thai schools and universities, there is a strong sense of hierarchy. You can see this when you observe children and students listening to teacher but seldom asking questions or thinking critically or constructively. It is almost as if the teacher is infallible and always regarded as being right. The same way that western teaching methods fifty years ago showed the same signs of unswerving acceptance of what teacher said. In fact, you may observe many parallels between Thai life today and those of the West in the less prosperous years before the beginning of a more enlightened approach to teaching and education in the 1970s in the UK 

I am sure you will note also that Thais, whenever they meet you, ask a great deal of questions. Where are you going? Are you having fun? How old are you? That is being sociable and friendly. Questioning to get information or making comments, particularly to more senior people, is not a feature of their lifestyle. It is partly shyness, partly showing respect, and partly not wanting to appear “pushy” or assertive.

Asking your age is, however, a way of finding out your position in relation to that of other Thais, older people being treated with more respect and being given the first wai on meeting.

Students who feel more confident, and want to find out more about their subject, may ask a question in class, but there is always that inbred reluctance to challenge or criticise. Great care will be taken to phrase a question or make a comment in ways that are neither disrespectful, nor sarcastic, nor challenging. The phrase, “I think you are wrong, teacher,” which might be permitted in a western classroom, would not be tolerated in Thailand.

If a teacher quoted a wrong source, a student might more courteously say:

Is it also true, Ajarn, that some people, some text book writers, have suggested that it was Isaac Newton who gave us the theory of universal gravitation and the three laws of motion?

No loss of face, no challenge to the hierarchy, no presumption that a war of words was about to develop. The teacher would not feel that the student was challenging her position. She would respond positively to the question. If, however, she replied, “that is not true,” the student would give in and not argue the point. The student would have tried subtly and politely to put her point of view to her ajarn, her professor. She would not be able to do more. What she says to her fellow students outside the classroom is a different matter.

Academic gowns are no longer worn in the classroom but students will wai and bow their heads whenever they see their teachers. It’s not uncommon for a pupil to stand while addressing a teacher and to wait outside the classroom door until permission is given to enter.

Some educators are encouraging more critical appraisal from their classes, often because they themselves have had some exposure to western educational methods. They try to encourage students to think for themselves and challenge ideas in a way their parents would never have dreamed of doing. Rote learning and accepting whatever is written in a textbook without too much discussion is, however, still prominent.

If you telephone a secretary in the West and leave a message for a superior (a serious complaint, say) it will usually be relayed. Apart from being normal business practice, it covers the secretary if the problem escalates and her manager had not been informed. A Thai secretary may appear to forget to pass the message on and need to be reminded.

It is not a case of forgetfulness or laziness. It is an example of the Thai easygoing style of life, the concept of mai pen rai. She is trying to save face for her boss by not relaying an unwelcome message. Nobody likes to be the messenger of bad tidings. In a highly stratified society such as Thailand’s, it is difficult for a subordinate to give bad news to a superior. Thais do not like unpleasant argument. If she does indeed eventually pass on the message, she would find it uncomfortable to do so and would probably comment that she thought the complaint was frivoulous or unfounded.
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