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    What others say…


  




  “The writing is very literate. Tom Tuohy brings together a lot of information from various sources and puts it together to create a very useful orientation to Thailand.” (Willam Page, author of The Nirvana Experiments and Other Tales of Asia and Thai Lite)




  “Watching the Thais is as entertaining as it is informative. At times this book is laugh-aloud funny. A great read - informative and entertaining.” (James Newman - Author of Bangkok Express and Bangkok City.)




  “Whether you’re in Thailand for only a few days, or planning a longer stay, Tom Tuohy’s book will give you a unique insight into the way Thais think, learn, walk, talk, shop, laugh, and love.” (Merlin Lockey, author of Death in Holy Orders)
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  ‘Your gaze scans the street as if they were written pages: the city says everything you must think, makes you repeat her discourse, and while you believe you are visiting Tamara you are only recording the names with which she defines herself and all her parts…However the city may really be, beneath this thick coating of signs, whatever it may contain or conceal, you leave Tamara without having discovered it. Outside the land stretches empty to the horizon; the sky opens, with speeding clouds. In the shape that chance and wind give the clouds you are already intent on recognizing figures: a sailing ship, a hand, an elephant…’ (Italo Calvino ‘Invisible Cities’.)




  ‘A problem cannot be solved at the same level of thinking in which it was created.’ (Albert Einstein)




  “To awaken quite alone in a strange town is one of the pleasantest sensations in the world.” (Freya Stark)




  

    Introduction


  




  It has been said that each journey of a thousand miles begins with one small step. This book is a collection of many such small steps: a collection of essays and blogs reflecting my last fifteen years in Thailand. Seen in this light, each essay or blog post in this book represents some experience that I have had within my stay here in the kingdom, and tries to show some aspect of Thailand and its people to both the recent visitor and long term resident.




  This book is neither long, nor is it meant as a self-help book: too many of them have already been published here in Thailand. My intention has been to steer clear of the style in which many books about visiting new cultures are written; ones which make obviously commonplace statements like ‘X country is beautiful for Y reason’, or ‘X is full of friendly people for Z reason’, or ‘X country is simply X’ (where the X factor is some ethereal entity that is simply not questioned further). The fact of the matter is that no country is perfect, not my own, and not any other, but sometimes it is the imperfection of something that also becomes part of its charm, part of its virtue and enchantment, and goes a long way in explaining why hundreds of thousands if not millions of visitors flock to its shores every year.




  What this book is, is a book filled with a mixture of opinions, facts, anecdotes, lived experiences, and a host of other things, some complimentary to Thai culture and some less so. It is written with an insider’s knowledge, but from an outsider’s perspective. However, I would like to make it clear at the outset, that it is not my intention to show Thai people in a negative light, but rather to show them in a way that reflects their true nature; something that requires a certain degree of critical distance if a western audience is to genuinely better appreciate them as a race of people. If I have failed to achieve this in parts, I apologise to all Thai people in advance for the faults in my writing because I greatly admire their spirit and ingenuity, and love living in their beautiful country.




  Indeed, I am painfully aware that any analysis of all things Thailand by me is bound to be wholly subjective and based merely on something I had read, heard about, or simply perceived as true and not, as in the case of the rest of the book, based on lived experience. This has been my guide throughout the writing of this book: to comment on something that, wherever possible, directly affected me personally.




  I should also point out, however, that, where I offer my own opinion on Thai ways, or Thai life in general, I can promise that, at all junctures, I have made every effort to give my opinion in such a way that is not directly offensive to Thailand, its people, or its culture. I know that Thai people have a wonderful propensity for forgiveness, and if I have said something that upsets my gracious hosts, then I entreat, in advance, their forgiveness.




  My principal reason for writing this book is to show that Thailand is a unique place to live in, replete with a magical language and genuinely warm-hearted people. Moreover, Thailand also has a truly amazing abundance of interesting attractions e.g. the food, the beaches, the wonderful climate, the beautiful women, the easy relaxed nature of its people. Indeed, I believe that Bangkok is as cosmopolitan as any Asian city, and is fast becoming a major hub in Asia, especially for my own passion, the Arts, entertainment in general, and especially its nightlife, its cuisine, and its blossoming fashion industry.




  Yet, at the same time, I am also aware too that no culture is perfect whatever it’s obvious or apparent virtues, and this is also an aspect that I believe the visitor should be aware of when visiting this beautiful country. In fact, because Thailand was never formally colonised by outside forces, it has, in some sense, its own particular way of doing things, peculiar talents that are home-grown because they have evolved exclusively within the context of a Thai landscape, among its people, and therefore cannot be found anywhere else. It is in this overarching context that I hope the reader will be able to form his or her own conception of what Thai people are, what the culture is all about, and how he or she might better understand the customs in this unique place.




  I believe it was Charles Darwin who first discovered then formulated his theories based on the observation that certain species of animal (turtles if I’m not mistaken) were unique to the Galapagos Islands, varieties that could be found nowhere else on earth. I feel that in many ways, Thailand can be thought of and understood in such a light, with its specific mores and social customs. Thai culture is truly unique enough to lure, not only the ambitious botanist, but also the curious visitor and the enchanted tourist, indeed anyone who has the taste for a captivating experience, and who is open-minded enough to enjoy it. There really is something for everyone here, of all ages, races, and creeds; something that awaits those who are prepared to take that first step on a long journey into a strange, yet fascinating and magical land; into a culture that is steeped in history and tradition. Are you ready for that first step?




  T.T.
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  (A smiling ticket collector does the rounds on the Chao Phraya River Express Boat.)




  

    Chapter One


  




  The Thai Smile




  The Cheshire Cats




  “You’re Never Fully Dressed without a Smile”


  (From the musical, Annie)




  ‘You’d have to go a long way to find a nicer, friendlier bunch of people as the Thais’, said the man in the job agency in Golder’s Green London. My interview was for a teaching job in Thailand. Other than the few months I’d spent in Africa a few months earlier, I had no real experience of a classroom nor of teaching in another country, so this was going to be a real challenge. ‘Just smile’, he continued ‘and everything will be fine!’ At the time, I was struck with the simplicity of his advice, but, eight years later, I have come to see that that was the best advice anyone could’ve give me at the time.




  As I have since learnt, Thais famously appear before you with grins larger than a Cheshire Cat’s, and with a general demeanor that says ‘I want to be your friend’. What is it about Thais that makes them so endearing through their smiles? How is it that this has become a national characteristic? I once read that an early meaning of the word ‘Thai’ also meant friendship, and it is fair to say that, as a race of people to the outsider, that is just how they appear - friendly, open people who desperately want to know and please you. However, this can be quite disarming at times, and these ‘Thai smiles’ are often the source of so much confusion when there is interaction between Thais and foreigners (farangs). This book aims to address some of these misconceptions.




  Or is it simply a logical realization and acceptance that, when you smile at people, they tend naturally to treat you better? I remembered reading something the noted anthropologist Desmond Morris said,




  

    ‘We smile in sympathy, in greeting, in apology, and in appreciation. It is without doubt the most important social bonding signal in the human gestural repertoire.’ [1]


  




  I wasn’t sure what to think. Was a smile really the difference between being accepted in this culture or not? I decided to test my theory. When I had done all the necessary paperwork at my new job, signed what seemed like a million forms and registration documents, shook hands and greeted so many new faces, I headed for the nearby hotel recommended by the training manager.




  The smile that greeted the receptionist at the hotel at the Muang Phol building could not have been beaming more broadly. Perhaps she thought I was some kind of eccentric because my smile could have cracked open a bottle of beer at twenty paces! All my less than pristine teeth and facial lines were positively straining to the maximum as they greeted the clearly perplexed receptionist. Not surprisingly, the room key was politely handed over, at arm’s length, not unlike a scene from Faulty Towers, in an uncertain and slightly suspicious manner. I went to take a shower in my room upstairs, the receptionist’s gaze following my every move as I made my way to the elevator. ‘Ok, maybe I should lay off the smiles a little bit’, I said to myself.




  In their book, Working with the Thais, Henry Holmes and Suchada Tangtongtavy identify thirteen types of Thai smile, each with their own facial expression and corresponding meaning. They are called, ‘A Baker’s Dozen’.




  

    	
Yim thang taa: The ‘I’m-so-happy-I’m-crying’ smile.




    	
Yim thak thaai: The polite smile for someone you barely know.




    	
Yim cheun chom: The ‘I-admire-you’ smile.




    	
Feun Yim: The stiff smile, also known as the ‘I-should-laugh-at-the-joke-though-it’s-not- funny’ smile.




    	
Yim mee lessanai: The smile that masks something wicked in your mind.




    	
Yin yaw: The teasing, or ‘I-told-you-so’ smile.




    	
Yim yae-yae: The ‘I-know-things-look-pretty-bad-but-there’s-no-point-in-crying-over-spilt- milk’ smile.




    	
Yim sao: The sad smile.




    	
Yim haeng: The dry smile, also known as the ‘I-know-I-owe-you-the-money-but-I-don’t- have-it’ smile.




    	
Yim thak thaan: The ‘I-disagree-with-you’ smile, also known as the ‘You-can-go-ahead-and- propose-it-but-your-idea’s-no-good’ smile.




    	
Yim cheua cheuan: The ‘I-am-the-winner’ smile, the smile given to a losing competitor.




    	
Yim soo: The ‘smile-in-the-face-of-an-impossible-struggle’ smile.




    	
Yim mai awk: The ‘I’m trying-to-smile-but-can’t’ smile. [2]



  




  It’s no surprise that Thais have a classifying phrase for every smile because, as I shall show later, the structure of Thai society is very ordered and hierarchical. Just as Eskimos have twenty-six words for snow, so Thais have a non-verbal system for expressing themselves in a non-confrontational way. The Thai smile can therefore mean many different things depending on the context and individual situation, and the main confusion or misunderstanding arises when visitors to Thailand are simply not aware of that fact. As Jane Cafarella says in her ‘Thai Diary’,




  

    ‘They [Thai people] smile happily, apologetically, hopelessly, nervously, just to name a few. You interpret the smile the same way someone reads a book - its meaning comes from the context.’ [3]


  




  Part of the reason why Thais have this outward display of inward feelings may be found in the very Thai idea of avoiding confrontation. There can be nothing more anathema to a Thai than to allow themselves to get angry or feel that he or she has caused another person to have a negative emotion. Thais, therefore, go out of their way to avoid situations, which may cause such results and, instead, wrap their feelings and anxieties up in smiles that are often quite disarming.




  

    Khun Suriluck, a cross-cultural trainer and local teacher, explains that the Thais smile in almost every situation. ‘Generally, the smile is to extend friendship and to welcome, but it can also mean ‘I’m sorry or I don’t know, or tough luck,’ she says in her handbook. [4]


  




  Another aspect of Thai culture that visitors either overlook, or simply don’t fully understand, is the idea of ‘losing face’. To cause someone to lose face is simply not done in Thai society and indeed any faux pas that surfaces, is simply accepted as an instance of human frailty and to be accepted as that, nothing more. Indeed, in Thai society, every caution is taken to ensure that nobody is made to feel bad or uncomfortable regardless of whether they made a mistake or brought disapprobation upon themselves. Thai people even have a phrase for it, ‘Sabaii Sabaii’ or, ‘feel comfortable and relaxed’. From the lowliest or most humble motorcycle taxi driver to the boss of a large company, there is no qualitative difference in behaviour when a mistake is made. Allowances will be made and smiles will be shared all round for any folly that befalls either employee. Smiling is in fact the social glue that keeps everyone calm and polite. As Jane Cafarella says when trying to explain this,




  

    ‘Losing face is taboo in Thai culture which makes it hard to tell someone when they’ve stuffed up [made a mistake]. Khun Siriluck had explained that most people cannot take direct comments or suggestions from their boss, so you had to skirt around it.’ [5]


  




  Thais have a deep sense of themselves as at all times being worthy of mutual respect and courtesy. It is for this reason that they have inbuilt mechanisms that ensure a smooth, happy-go-lucky approach to daily affairs. Suntaree Komin explains this well,




  

    ‘Since the “ego” of the Thai is so important, it naturally follows that the Thai have the “avoidance mechanism” to fend off unnecessary clashes. And this intricate mechanism is delicately and keenly observed by all parties involved in an interaction. It is only cases where indirect means are not used that interactions will result in negative feelings and emotional outburst if provoked in public.’ [6]


  




  Of equal importance to an understanding of the Thai way of behaving, is to compare it to the western model. People from the West usually smile for reasons that have little to do anything other than that they have seen or heard something funny or amusing. Thais, however, as we’ve seen, smile for a whole variety of reasons, and those uninitiated into Thai ways of thinking and acting can often misinterpret this.




  

    Part of the problem for visitors is in getting theirs heads around the fact that someone is smiling in X situation, when they are used to understanding that X situation as calling for a serious ‘face’ or serious response in that particular situation. When they encounter the opposite, they are likely to question its validity. For example, imagine that the pressure’s on at work, and your Thai colleague just smiles it away in a seemingly flippant manner, or when someone’s just crashed into your car and greets you with a warm smile. If you’re from the west, you have been accustomed to, even conditioned to reacting in a particular way. Indeed, you would almost certainly be expected to be at least a little bit, if not downright angry in such situations, even to the point where you might confront the individual responsible. But in Thailand, such a reaction would invoke a degree of horror and should therefore be avoided at all costs since it would create disharmony and cause ill feeling. As Thomas J. Knutson says, ‘Overt displays of anger jeopardize social harmony in Thailand, and indicate ignorance, immaturity, and vulgarity.’ [7]

  




  Why should this be so? Part of the reason may lie in the fact that we westerners are brought up to believe that ‘everything happens for a reason’ and if something bad happens, then it’s ‘nothing to smile about’ Moreover, we are taught that we should ‘take it seriously’ and not ‘fool around’. However, in Thailand, the word ‘serious’ is a cognate word and almost always invites a negative idea to a Thai mind. ‘Don’t serious’ is a common Thai epithet meaning ‘lighten up. Our upbringing and education are therefore both obstacles to understanding the Thai preference for hiding these unfortunate events under a veil of smiles.




  Kriengsak Niratpattanasai seems to understand this well,




  

    ‘Another point is about Thais smiling. In your country, people are more ‘rational’. They are supposed to have a reason to explain each behavioral trait including a smile. But Thai society puts much emphasis on relationships. They are nice people, who always harmonise with each other. They have their own reasons to smile. They want to create a friendly atmosphere in the workplace. In fact, you should be happy when your staff members are happy. They will be much more productive if they have good emotions in the office.’ [8]


  




  How then can visitors to Thailand possibly hope to bridge this gap between Thais and visitors to their country, especially long-term visitors? Is it even possible for such visitors to fully understand them, given the ambiguous way they smile, not only at us, but also at each other? In ‘Customs & Etiquette: When in Thailand’ we learn the full force of this ambiguity,




  

    ‘Thais are famous for their smiles. The Thai smile can say many things. Thais smile when they are happy, amused, embarrassed, uncertain, wrong, annoyed or furious. As westerners, we are not generally able to interpret the type of smile we are receiving but be aware that it may not mean what you think it means.’ [9]


  




  This is an intriguing statement because for me it neatly sums up some westerner’s perception of Thais as ‘shallow’ or ‘economical with the truth’ (if I may borrow a famous euphemism). But the fact of the matter is that Thais feel that it is better to hide behind a smile or even tell a ‘white lie’ if it means that a confrontation can be avoided, or that someone’s ‘blushes might be spared’. Daniel Fraser illustrates this well,




  

    ‘In Thailand smiling is a form of subtle interpersonal -messaging which runs deeper and perhaps more accurately than language or syntax. Investigation into this phenomena reveals that Thais are adept at performing no less than Thirteen situational-specific smiles in their everyday lives. In fact, most Thais can perform each smile upon request with flawless accuracy based solely on the commonly used name of each. In addition, Thais are experts at identifying the specific smiles they encounter, and are well aware of the inherent message behind each. Thirteen specific kinds of smiles? How could one possibly know the difference and know how to interpret each one? Many of the smiles that Thais perform are used to relieve tension, calm nerves, seek forgiveness or omission from distressing situations. The name of one particular smile, yim soo, translates as the ‘smiling-in-the-face-of-an-impossible-struggle’ smile. (above).’ [10]


  




  There are countless other situations where Thai people smile, for example, in adversity. The following example of this is perhaps most significant because it truly highlights the Thai personality. I’ll let Bob Wilde explain,




  

    ‘But the Thai smile, so famous to all visitors, is just a little more than a smile. It is often a sign of embarrassment, or distaste. In the 70s an Egyptian airline pilot mistook the lights of a factory for the runway and crashed on top of the factory. Many victims died a hideous death by burning. At such times of disaster, various groups – the Red Gaurs for example - are called in to take the bodies to morgues, and I well remember a picture in the Thai newspapers of a Thai carrying a body so hideously burnt that it had been reduced to half its normal size. The Thai carrying this horrifying object was smiling. But not from any sense of comedy; it was his natural facial reaction to horror.’ [11]


  




  We would normally call this ‘putting on a brave face’, and again as Jane Cafarella says, it is only the context that would tell other Thai people the feelings behind the smile. Actually, many people of all nationalities on the Thai beaches witnessed this particular smile after the Asian Tsunami of 2004 struck with such devastating results. But for all the ambiguity and uncertainty, each smile, whatever its origin, has its own story behind it.




  I remember one such story an English training manager once told me, which perhaps best sums up the true value of a particularly communicative Thai smile. He had been scheduled to meet a Thai manager to discuss a business English teaching course at the company. Unfortunately, nobody had agreed with the senior boss’s idea of scrapping the said classes. When the training manager arrived he was seated, but a few minutes later the boss arrived and enquired as to why he [training manager] was there. The Thai lady who had set up the meeting smiled her broadest smile and simply told the boss that he was just there to have lunch. Satisfied with her answer, he promptly left.




  A little stunned by the blatant lie, the English training manager gently asked later why she had lied to her boss. She explained that it was not unusual to do this in Thai society, as it was a case of ‘what the boss doesn’t see, can’t hurt him’. In other words, she was trying to say that in some way she was protecting him by making sure that he was not aware of any irregularities that were taking place. If some should appear at a later date, he was covered under Thai etiquette because he was (truly) unaware of what was going on. A corporate case of ‘ignorance is bliss’. She went on to explain that since Thais prefer to avoid confrontation, this was considered the proper thing to do as nobody would get hurt.




  What is clear then is that given this understanding of Thai social interaction, westerners should always strive to understand that a smile can and often does mean a myriad of things, based on context, human relationship, proximity, etc., etc. We mustn’t do what so many westerners do which is to don the negative cap of one particular smile, the yim soo, which, as we’ve seen translates as the ‘smiling-in-the-face-of-an-impossible-struggle’ smile, because our ability to integrate should never be seen in such a negative light. What is important is that we learn to recognize, like Thais do, all the smiles of the ‘Baker’s Dozen’ and, as the old saying goes, when you find a chance to ‘laugh…the whole world laughs with you!’




  I’ll let the Dalai Lama have the last word, for he is the person who best sums up the value of a smile,




  

    ‘For me, human beings’ ability to smile is one of our most beautiful characteristics. It is something no animal can do. Not dogs, nor even whales or dolphins, each of them very intelligent beings with a clear affinity for humans, can smile as we do.’ [12]


  




  And who could argue with that?
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  (A view of a tug boat and ferry passing under Pinklao bridge, Bangkok.)




  

    Chapter Two


  




  The Thai Social System




  Collectivism versus Individualism




  One of the first things that I noticed when I had not been long in Thailand was the way in which Thais like to do things in groups. In fact, the bigger the group, the better. It seemed at times like they were all ‘joined at the hip’ and incapable of doing anything alone. This struck me as I had been brought up in London where people do things in a ruthlessly individualistic fashion, and indeed to be different from the ‘pack’ or the ‘herd’ was a prized attribute. At the time, I wondered if this really was the Thai ‘National Characteristic’.




  

    However, once again this is a common misunderstanding that exists among visitors to Thailand. As I said before, Thai society is rigidly structured in a hierarchical way so that the group is the dominant force, not the individual members of which it is comprised. However, as I shall show, this allows a good deal of freedom of movement within its realm. As John Embree says in his exceptional essay, Thailand a Loosely Structured Social System, Thailand is also defined as ‘loosely woven’ as opposed to a ‘tightly woven’ culture, meaning ‘…a culture…here signifying [one] in which considerable variation in individual behaviour is sanctioned.’ [1]


  




  From every aspect of life, from eating, socializing, co-operating in a joint project at work, or attending social gatherings (weddings, funerals etc.) Thais will bond together and form a cohesive group. Yet, within that group, there is considerable scope for individualistic interpretation of what the right course of action should be in any given situation. This is as instinctual to Thais as ants working in colonies or bees making honey in hives. They do it automatically and seldom see the need to question why they do so.




  

    And of course, this can be very frustrating for those who are not in any one of these particular social groups. As anyone who has had to deal with government departments (Immigration, Labour Dept. etc.) will tell you, trying to get the necessary papers, and on time, is often fraught with difficulty. Part of the reason for this is as I said not being in the ‘group’, but it is also because, as Holmes and Tangtontavy say in their Working with the Thais, ‘… Thailand ranks 41st, out of 53 cultures surveyed, indicating a strongly ‘collectivist’ society.’ [2] It is this notion of collectivism that protects the individual by giving them a clearly defined role within the hierarchy. Harry C. Triandis, a famous psychologist had this to say on the subject,


  




  

    ‘Collectivist societies put high value on self-discipline, accepting one’s position in life, honouring parents and elders, and preserving one’s public image for the sake of the group. While collectivists are very nice to those who are members of their own groups, they can be very nasty, competitive and uncooperative towards those who aren’t. There is an unquestioned obedience in one’s own group and even willingness to fight and die for it, and a distrust of those in other groups.’ [3]


  




  Moreover, as Holmes and Tangtontavy also tell us, Thais have three social circles in which they primarily move. They are called: (1) the family circle, (2) the cautious circle, and (3) the selfish circle. It is the last circle that visitors to Thailand often meet with when they are waiting for visas to be processed, have just been barged off the road by a four-wheel drive pick up, or served food in a restaurant after guests who arrived much later. Yes, of course this can be incredibly frustrating, but being armed with this knowledge may help you to be jai yen and keep your cool when all others around you may be losing theirs.




  I remember an incident a few years ago in a French delicatessen called Deli France on Silom Road, Bangkok. An American woman had ordered a particular meal, cooked in exactly the way she liked it. I watched her give exact instructions to the waitress, even down to how the lettuce should be presented on the plate When the food didn’t arrive on time, she created a fuss and asked, neigh demanded to see the manager. The manager, a bespectacled Thai thirty something lady, duly arrived and listened patiently to this obnoxious woman’s tirade though eventually, through a mixture of smiles and diplomacy, managed to pacify her.




  I watched the reactions of the staff and customers alike: it was one of extreme embarrassment on both sides. The Thais were embarrassed because of course they hate confrontations, especially where someone ‘loses their cool’, while the guests, who were mostly foreigners, were embarrassed and a little ashamed to be guests in Thailand.




  It also reminded me of the old adage that ‘People travel a thousand miles but never really leave home’. This woman obviously had an inflated sense of her own importance as an individual which had come to clash with the way things are done in a collectivist society. With delusions of grandeur, she had traveled thousands of miles from America expecting the same food, the same service, and general pandering to her whimsical needs. She had made a mistake that so many visitors to Thailand make: expecting everything to be the same as the place they just came from and finding they were wrong. A good lesson therefore for those intending to visit Thailand is to remember that things are done differently here and when for example things are done in a way you don’t expect – your taxi is going a different way, your food is late, or you get something you didn’t order, a big smile followed by a calm enquiry will almost always get you a more positive outcome.




  Of course the case of the American lady is an extreme one, but it does highlight the expectations that people have when they visit a new country and have always had X done in X way, or Y done in Y way. When you have been brought up to believe that Z is true in all cases where Z occurs, you are often ill-equipped to deal with the situation that arises when you are presented with something else, as our American lady demonstrated.




  However, while this may illustrate the Thai way of doing what’s best for the group, it is also interesting to look at the apparent ‘looseness’ and relaxed interpretation of rules that exists in Thai culture. Although, as we’ve said, the concerns of the group take precedence over the individual in Thai society, nevertheless Thais display a remarkably individualist character streak, too. Embree highlights many other contradictory elements of the Thai way of thinking of the group over the individual,




  

    ‘The first characteristic of Thai culture to strike an observer from the west, or from Japan or Vietnam, is the individualistic behaviour of the people. The longer one resides in Thailand the more one is struck by the almost determined lack of regularity, discipline, and regimentation in Thai life. In contrast to Japan, Thailand lacks neatness and discipline; in contrast to Americans, the Thai lack respect for administrative regularity and have no industrial time sense.’ [4]


  




  This is something of an anomaly since on the one hand, as we’ve seen, Thai culture is very much ordered with a top down approach to all aspects of human interaction. Yet, at the same time, as we’ve seen from Embree, when questioning whether or not Thailand’s loosely structured social system has survival value, comes to the realization that Thais can also be very slack in matters like time, personal responsibility, and the care and attention which they place on order and routine. At times it may appear as though the Thais want to obey the rules only if and when it suits them, but this is only because there is a greater degree of freedom in their culture to interpret the rules themselves.




  Again, this is something that the visitor misunderstands by simply being unaware of the cultural mechanisms that give rise to and thus underpin Thai culture, per se. It is important to be aware then that, just because you are not in that particular social circle or group, does not necessarily mean that you are an enemy of that group, or that its members look on you unfavorably, rather like George Bush Junior’s post 9/11 dictum – ‘You are either with us, or against us’. This is how most visitors to Thailand interpret such situations, and is also where a lot of cross-cultural tension arises. Being outside of the circle does not automatically mean you are ‘out of the loop’. It simply means that your relationship to the host culture is different.




  Another aspect that underpins the Thai collectivist spirit and which Thais are proud of, is something that is often quoted in bars and restaurants from Sukumvit to Silom. It is the fact that Thailand was never colonized while all its neighbours were. This is very important to the collective Thai psyche because it has emboldened them to see themselves as a strong and independent spirit - proud and unconquerable. As Embree says, the Thais were able to avoid colonization because they were able to utilize the same self-defense mechanism, which neutralizes situations when conflict arises in their own society. Suntaree Komin calls this the ‘avoidance mechanism’ or the ‘uncertainly avoidance’ principle,




  

    ‘This third national culture attribute refers to the extent to which a society feels threatened by uncertain and ambiguous situations and tries to avoid them. A society of high uncertainly avoidance is characterized by a high level of anxiety among its people, which manifests itself in greater nervousness, stress, and aggressiveness. Because they feel threatened by uncertainly and ambiguity in the society, so, mechanisms are created to provide security and reduce risk.’ [5]


  




  I quoted earlier the situation with the English Training Manager (Chapter One) where the situation was resolved with a big smile and a lie. The same mechanism was, according to Embree, responsible for helping the Thais resist foreign occupation. In plain English, we might politely call this diplomacy, or more accurately, it allowed them to use doubletalk to keep their enemies in the dark, and thus, at bay,




  

    ‘What saved it [Thailand] was the diplomatic skill of the Thai, a kind of delay and doubletalk, which doubtless irritated more than one foreign diplomat, but which succeeded in preventing them from ever joining forces to carve up the country.’ [6]
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