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THE THAI SMILE

The world always looks brighter from behind a smile

Lanna, the northern part of Thailand, is known as the land of a million rice fields (lan = million, rice fields). After you have read this chapter, you may feel you want to call Thailand the land of na =a million smiles. The Thais, and their neighbours, are often described as inscrutable because the different meanings of their smiles are not easy to understand.

In the West, a smile always indicates pleasure. In Thailand, you cannot make that assumption. The Thai smile can express many emotions, not just that the person is pleased to see you or meet with you. For example, a smile in a club or disco is not necessarily a come-on. Far from it.

Let’s look at the different types of Thai smile before we visit a department store and then a bar where we will meet some Thais who will demonstrate the Thai smile in action.

The Smile Friendly is merely a polite welcoming smile and no more. Enjoying life and having sanuk (fun) are central to being Thai. Why be too serious? This smile says that the person is happy and contented with life.

Smiling comes naturally to Thais; they were born with smiles on their faces. If there is a choice between smiling and not smiling, they will choose smiling every time. They see no reason not to smile. In that sense, the smile is an automatic reflex. They smile whenever they are speaking to you. The Smile Automatic. You should not read as much into it as you would in the West.

If a Thai doesn’t want to do what you ask him, he will smile automatically. It is his natural response. You may have to be less indirect or more persuasive. Be long-winded to avoid coming across as too serious or annoyed. Introduce some friendly humour into the conversation, engage in a little sweet talking pootwan, get him on side, and try again. This time with a smile of your own.

We all smile when we hear a good joke, and the Thais are no exception. They love double-entendres and clever wordplay. Sarcasm escapes them because of their basic polite nature and unwillingness to engage in insults. When you joke with a Thai, you will see The Smile Humourous. Some people, particularly young girls, will put a hand over their lower face in a show of shyness and modesty.

It is not uncommon for motorcyclists to collide on Thai roads. If there is no grave injury or damage, the riders will just get up, brush themselves off, smile, and go on their way. The Smile Mai Pen Rai. It doesn’t really matter. It is not important. The smile defuses any tension in the situation. We might not get angry in the West over a few negligible scratches, but we certainly would not be smiling.

The Thai values his freedom so much that he takes it to extremes. Appointments will often not be kept. Jobs will not be done. They want the freedom to do what they want to do. So they smile.

A police officer fines you for not wearing a seat belt. He smiles and salutes. You smile and pay up. That’s not a happy smile; that’s The Smile Downhearted. For Thais, despondency carries no sense of dejection or despair. As a Westerner, you probably would not see any point in crying over spilled milk after such an incident, but I doubt you’d be very happy about it.

The more you get to know Thais and the more you visit Thailand; the more you will notice that they come across as having enormous outward self-confidence. Thais have big egos. They have a tendency to believe they are always right (like everyone else in the world, of course). Sometimes though it can be an illusion.

An electrician told me there was no need for an earth wire because electricity is different in Thailand. And of course, he smiled The Smile of the All-Knowing.

This smile can come across as patronising and even a little arrogant. Thais take pride in believing that they were never colonised and forced to accept new ideas. This can make their way of thinking appear somewhat inward looking, an inability to think outside the box.

Thais will not usually give a formal apology if they do something wrong or have made a mistake. What you will get is The Smile Apologetic, which you should take as an apology. It is the Thai way to say, “I’m sorry,” so try not to feel insulted and annoyed, as you would if someone gave you such a smile back home. Smile back. If they have made an error, discuss how it can be resolved. Stay calm, keep smiling, and avoid showing anger or raising your voice.

Thais do things slowly; they try to avoid a war of words and will search for compromises. When they make what we may consider an inexcusable gaffe, they will smile. But they won’t want to talk about it and lose face.

Khun Suchart was tired and jet-lagged when he arrived at Terminal 5 at Los Angeles International. He inadvertently picked up the wrong suitcase from the carousel and started walking off with it to the customs desk.

The farang next to him called out, “Hey, you Thai. What are you doing with my suitcase? Can’t you see it has my name on the tag?”

Suchart looked down and saw that, although it was the same brand and colour, it was indeed not his case.

“I don’t know why you’re smiling. It’s not a smiling matter.”
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