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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.”

A true and characteristic example of how Thais and Westerners see smiles differently. Suchart returned the case but did not say anything. He apologised by smiling. The farang did all the talking.

When a Thai is self-conscious or feels a little nervous, he can use The Smile of Embarrassment as a way of masking his sentiments and real feelings. There will be no conversation when this smile is displayed. He may not know how best to get around the difficulty he believes he is in. He wants to show greng jai and avoid conflict. He needs the situation to go away. It would not be unusual for him to walk off. He may want some time to think things over. He may even change his mind; but he will not do so that quickly. He certainly won’t let you know straight away as that would be a major loss of face.

He will address the problem from a different angle. Thais will sometimes use an intermediary to mediate on their behalf. A close mutual friend may suggest a compromise or solution. Sometimes a monk or the village headman will get drawn in. In the past, many small villages had a cao khtoe, an adviser on family matters such as marriage disagreements or other personal matters. Petty thefts and land disputes were dealt with by him.

This way of resolving an issue can be a little trying to a farang who is more used to sorting out mix-ups when they occur. Thais frequently complain about how stern and impatient Westerners can be. When you encounter the smile of embarrassment, just smile, deal with it the way they do. Time is not crucial or important to a Thai. While Mexicans embrace the concept of mañana the Thai version has a sense of even less urgency.

You will see The Smile of Misunderstanding when a Thai has no clue what you are talking about. Smile back, repeat the question slowly, and wait for an answer. If you still don’t get a reply, ask the question using similar words. Watch whether the body language changes, indicating the person now understands you. People of many nationalities will refuse to admit they don’t understand the foreign language you are speaking. It is not entirely a Thai peculiarity.

When speaking with a Thai, you may observe a pause and then a smile. This is The Smile Encouraging, an invitation to join in the conversation. It happens a lot when one member of a group is perhaps being a little quiet. The smile means, “I am not making a threat” and is intended to win your confidence and put you at ease. Be careful, though, because scammers and confidence tricksters as well as the ordinary honest Thai, may use it. And they will use it to their advantage.

Thais smile with sympathy when they are sad or giving bad news, an almost mechanical response they are taught from a very early age so that they don’t show their feelings publicly. The English have their stiff upper lip; the Thais have The Smile of Sadness. In The End of a Life, we see that smiles do not have the same connotations as in the West. No one in the family was happy that Dta Sompet had died but that didn’t stop anyone from having a smile on his face. The smiling was not disrespectful; it was compassionate.

Smiles are not easy to distinguish. I was told to watch the eyes for a clue for their true meaning. A dullness indicates the smile is not a happy one and may even be a sign of sarcasm. I have found it a useful technique in most but not all circumstances.

This comment, made by a Thai to a farang, was overheard at a Bangkok cremation service.

Why do you look so sad? This is a funeral. You believe he’s gone to a better place, don’t you?

Well, yes, I suppose I do.

Then why are you not smiling?

A different culture; a different attitude.

Being in pain does not suppress the smile. A road accident victim, bleeding profusely, will smile at the ambulance crew when they arrive. The Thai sees no reason to appear sad or unhappy, whatever the circumstances. He is thinking practically. He’s on his way to hospital where he will be taken care of.

It seems contradictory, but Thais can smile when they agree with you and also when they are in disagreement. The Smile Agreeing and The Smile Disagreeing are good examples of how Thais never show their true opinions on a subject. Only the context will provide clues to determine which smile is which in this confusing situation. Thais believe in being jai yen (cool hearted, calm) so that disagreements result in a smile and not outward anger.

Thailand is not just the land of smiles; it is the land of not knowing what is going on in people’s minds. Are they agreeing or disagreeing?

One is reminded of the classic line in the film, The Godfather: “Never let people know what you are thinking”.

Not telling you what is happening is a trait you will quickly notice. Thais don’t like to commit themselves or take responsibility. You can try asking a question framed so that you get an unambiguous answer. You may be lucky, or you may just get the smile.

I’ll come back to fix the washing machine.

Will you come tomorrow?

I’ll come soon

Tomorrow?

Yes.

What time? In the morning?

I’ll come soon.

Shall we say 10am tomorrow morning?

Big smile. He may turn up; he may not.

Sometimes the following words seem appropriate even though Joe South was not singing about the Thai:

Never meaning what they say

Never saying what they mean

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GzH7AyYGDks

Making up a completely false story or a white lie to avoid unpleasantness or disappointing you occurs regularly. Smiling, the Thai believes, is better than being completely honest. We find it odd but Thais do this to avoid disagreeing with you (greng jai again) and to remain your friends.

They do not want to argue and are sensitive to criticism and anything considered insulting behaviour. They have been brought up to believe that harmony is to be preferred to clashing with you. Thais may just walk away. Or, you will get either a blank look or the smile of avoiding conflict.

Both mean the same: that getting into a squabble is pointless and completely unproductive. You will need to talk about something else. Avoid disagreements and clashes. This is not comfortable territory for either of you. The Smile of Avoiding Conflict is the device used to avoid quarrels and fights. Shouting or getting violent is very much a last resort for the Thai when a smile fails and it can occur if you try to stand your ground instead of moving on and seeking the harmony that they feel you should be aiming to achieve. The Thai will feel that, as the indirect means of avoiding conflict – with the smile – has failed, he must resort to the fist, the gun, or the knife. It is not easy for the farang to appreciate that this can happen quite regularly with Thais. It comes as a shock when first observed.

Although a Thai will
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