
Komi ' Thai V a l u e s S u r v e y 

"Values are b e l i e f s about what i s d e s i r a b l e " 

(Komi 1990, 2 3 ) . Komi th inks tha t the quest t o understand 

a n a t i o n a l character must focus on v a l u e s . These va lues 

form a part of the c o g n i t i v e b luepr in t that l eads to a c t i o n . 

At the core of a world view are e v a l u a t i v e ideas about what 

i s r i g h t , good, d e s i r a b l e , how l i f e i s and how l i f e should 

be l i v e d . "Values are the core concept ions of the d e s i r a b l e 

w i th in i n d i v i d u a l s and s o c i e t y " (Komi 1990, 3 4 ) . Childhood 

i s the time during which the world view i s communicated and 

learned . The va lues are a c t i v a t e d in a t t i t u d e s , behavior 

and f e e l i n g s about t h i n g s . But, these va lues are dynamic 

because the exper iences and cho ice s of the i n d i v i d u a l 

r e i n f o r c e or change the v a l u e s , o f t e n unconsc ious ly . Values 

are i m p l i c i t assumptions about l i f e tha t are u s u a l l y not 

examined by i n d i v i d u a l s or s o c i e t i e s , much l i k e the 

foundations of b u i l d i n g s . They are a l s o not n e c e s s a r i l y in 

harmony. The inner t e n s i o n of c o n f l i c t i n g va lues g i v e s a l l 

c u l t u r e s depth and complexi ty . But no c u l tur e can be 

u n i f i e d and d i s c e r n i b l e without shared v a l u e s . The Thai 

share many va lues with r e s u l t i n g behavior so that we can 

t a l k about "Thainess" as d i f f e r e n t from "Chineseness ." But, 

even here , d i f f e r e n t segments of the s o c i e t y rank the 

importance of these va lues d i f f e r e n t l y , according to Komin's 

survey. 

Komi understands va lues as a r e l a t i v e l y s t a b l e 

part of a c u l t u r e . Various s o c i a l i n s t i t u t i o n s r e i n f o r c e 



and c u l t i v a t e v a l u e s . The powerful i n a s o c i e t y are 

concerned to maintain the s t a t u s quo, so seek to preserve 

c e r t a i n v a l u e s . 

There are two kinds of v a l u e s , terminal and 

ins trumenta l . Terminal va lue s are the d e s i r a b l e end r e s u l t s 

in l i f e , such as to become r i c h or famous, or to have a long 

and easy l i f e . Instrumental va lues r e l a t e to the means used 

to seek the d e s i r e d ends. Instrumental va lues would be 

t h i n g s l i k e hard work, s e l f contro l or deference to o t h e r s . 

Values are standards that operate in judgments about what i s 

and what ought to b e . 

Examination of the Nine Value Clus ters 

Based upon the r e s u l t s of her surveys , Komi 

organized the 20 terminal and 23 instrumental va lues i n t o 

nine value c l u s t e r s l i s t e d in order of importance. The nine 

value c l u s t e r s are as fo l l ows 

1. Ego Or ienta t ion 

2 . Grateful R e l a t i o n s h ip Or ienta t ion 

3. Smooth Interpersonal R e l a t i o n s h ip Orientat ion 

4. F l e x i b i l i t y and Adjustment Or ientat ion 

5 . R e l i g i o u s - P s y c h i c a l Or ienta t ion 

6. Education and Competence Or ientat ion 

7. Interdependence Or ienta t ion 

8 . Fun-Pleasure o r i e n t a t i o n 

9. Achievement-Task Orientat ion 



These n ine va lue c l u s t e r s are Komin's i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of how 

the survey data about the terminal and instrumenta l va lues 

can be put i n t o r e l a t i o n s h i p with each o ther and i n t o an 

order tha t r e f l e c t s how the Thai ranked them (number 1 be ing 

the s t r o n g e s t and most important va lue , decreas ing in 

s t reng th to 9 ) . There were other va lues i n the survey that 

ranked s i l l lower. 

1, Ego Or ienta t ion 

I t i s very important to be o n e s e l f , independent 

and f r e e . Kulick and Wilson w r i t e , "the Thai s t a r t s by 

s e e i n g the human world as a world of p a r t i c u l a r i n d i v i d u a l 

persons" (Kulick and Wilson 1992, 6 6 ) . The Thai do not see 

themselves pr imar i l y as part of a group, not even a fami ly . 

The Thai have a deep sense of pride and d i g n i t y , and they 

cannot t o l e r a t e c r i t i c i s m or any v i o l a t i o n of the s e l f . 

This may even extend to o thers r e l a t e d c l o s e l y to o n e s e l f , 

l i k e o n e ' s wi fe or p a r e n t s . Foreigners at f i r s t might not 

grasp the depth of t h i s i s s u e beneath the smi l ing Thai 

e x t e r i o r . Many of the v i o l e n t outburs ts in Thailand spr ing 

from an o f f ens e to the s e n s i t i v e ego ( s a k s i i ) . Many Thai 

fear revenge from o thers who might be ego offended. 

Therefore, they take great care not to of fend another ' s ego . 

The high va lue of the ego i s supported by the 

importance of sav ing face , avoiding c r i t i c i s m and the 

importance of c o n s i d e r a t i on (kreangja i ) . A l l of these 

va lues attempt to guard the o t h e r ' s ego whi le preserv ing 



o n e ' s own. The r u l e for a l l Thai i n t e r a c t i o n s i s to 

preserve the o thers ego or face (Komi 1990, 1 6 2 ) . The 

importance of s e l f i s seen in how e a s i l y the Thai can r e a c t 

to mild c r i t i c i s m or a s o c i a l s l i g h t . Often the o f f ense i s 

c a r r i e d in the heart for years as p a s s i v e r e s i s t a n c e and 

b i t t e r n e s s . They cannot t o l e r a t e any v i o l a t i o n of the ego . 

The Thai world view at i t s root holds s e l f as an 

i n d i v i d u a l in a sea of o t h e r s . This , on the one hand, seems 

to be at odds with Buddhism which denies that the s e l f 

e x i s t s and i s seeking to escape s e l f - a w a r e n e s s . The 

preoccupation with s e l f among the Thai i s what the s e r i o u s 

Buddhist i s t r y i n g to escape through enl ightenment . But, to 

the ordinary person the path to enlightenment i s so 

d i f f i c u l t that most do not even t r y . They have a vague hope 

that t h e i r good karma w i l l outweigh the bad and that in the 

next l i f e they might advance. Yet, a s p e c t s of Buddhism 

r e i n f o r c e these i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c percept ions because i t 

emphasizes that only the ind iv idua l can save h imse l f . The 

Thai have a saying that one can only r e l y on o n e s e l f and 

must he lp o n e s e l f . There i s l i t t l e sense of congregat ion or 

group. R e l i g i o u s a c t i v i t i e s are seen as a p r i v a t e and 

i n d i v i d u a l matter that are done to he lp o n e s e l f . 

A n o n - r e l i g i o u s way to look at t h i s concept of the 

ind iv idua l in a sea of o thers i s to observe the crowded 

s t r e e t s of Bangkok at noon. Pouring out of the large banks 

are women with the same p r i n t for a b louse and the same 

mater ia l for a s k i r t . With a c l o s e r look, one w i l l n o t i c e 



that the s t y l i n g i s d i f f e r e n t for each s k i r t and b l o u s e . 

This same phenomenon can be n o t i c e d at o ther b u s i n e s s e s and 

companies. The common mater ia l i d e n t i f i e s the i n d i v i d u a l s 

with a company. The i n d i v i d u a l s t y l i n g aff irms t h e i r 

uniqueness . So, people dress in a uniform and ye t there i s 

an i n d i v i d u a l statement of p e r s o n a l i t y . 

The Thai are not e g a l i t a r i a n but f e e l that some 

persons are more va luable and have more i n t r i n s i c worth than 

o t h e r s . Buddhism, and to a greater ex ten t Hinduism, 

contr ibuted to the idea that not a l l egos are equal . The 

person with "bunwassana" ( p o s i t i v e karma) w i l l be born 

r i c h e r , smarter, more b e a u t i f u l , and higher up the 

h ierarchy . He or she w i l l have l i g h t e r sk in , a coo l 

p e r s o n a l i t y and e a s i e r work. The person with l i t t l e worth 

w i l l be born ug ly , d u l l , stubborn and subjec t to grea ter 

misfortune than o t h e r s . He or she w i l l have darker s k i n , a 

c h o l e r i c p e r s o n a l i t y and do manual labor . The only way to 

know o n e ' s worth or value i s to understand o n e ' s p lace in 

the h ierarchy . 

The c l a s s i f i c a t i o n of d e s i r a b l e and undes irab le 

tends to be very black and whi t e . Therefore, many Thai 

people grow up f e e l i n g i n f e r i o r because they may be h o t -

hearted, ug ly , dark and have a low s o c i a l s t a t u s (about 80 

percent of the p o p u l a t i o n ) . Most seem to f e e l t h i s way 

about themselves anyway because almost no one measures up to 

the i d e a l . Parents t a l k openly about the worth of t h e i r 

c h i l d r e n . They choose f a v o r i t e s based on t h e i r assessment 



of the "bunwassana" (karmic value) of a c h i l d . There seems 

to be an inner sense among the Thai tha t i t i s r i g h t to 

r e s p e c t the "good" people and okay to be unconcerned for the 

"bad" p e o p l e . Af ter a l l , they are tha t way because of 

karma. 

There are no equals but everyone i s e i t h e r an 

"elder" or a "younger." "Parents of twins . . . c a r e f u l l y 

t r a i n the younger to obey the o lder" (Sharp and Hanks 1978, 

4 9 ) . The Thai words here do not j u s t r e f e r to age but to 

s t a t u s . The person with higher s t a t u s i s always e l d e r , even 

i f younger in y e a r s . Again r e f e r r i n g to c l o t h i n g , uniforms 

are wide ly used throughout the government, in s c h o o l s and 

many b u s i n e s s e s . The uniforms e x h i b i t i n d i c a t o r s of rank. 

The uniforms he lp the i n d i v i d u a l s understand t h e i r 

h i e r a r c h i c a l r e l a t i o n s h i p , t h e i r s t a t u s and r o l e in the 

context o f o t h e r s . 

Mulder summarizes the impact of ego o r i e n t a t i o n 

t h i s way, the " indiv idual centered s o c i e t y l o g i c a l l y r e s u l t s 

in a h i g h l y unpredic tab le s o c i a l p r o c e s s , charac ter i zed by a 

short time p e r s p e c t i v e , pragmatic and immediate s o c i a l 

arrangements and i n t e r - i n d i v i d u a l uncerta inty" (Mulder 1977, 

615) . 

2 . Grateful R e l a t i o n s h i p Or ienta t ion 

R e c i p r o c i t y of kindness i s h i g h l y valued as the 

means to p l easant and mutually b e n e f i c i a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s . 

The b a s i s o f the p a t r o n / c l i e n t r e l a t i o n s h i p i s t h i s 



r e c i p r o c i t y . Komi notes that in the rura l areas t h i s va lue 

i s more important (where i t ranked f i r s t ) than in Bangkok 

(where i t ranked f o u r t h ) . Kindness r e c e i v e d o b l i g a t e s a 

person to respond thankfu l ly and with some form of s e r v i c e , 

g i f t or a l l e g i a n c e that appropr ia te ly demonstrates tha t the 

kindness r e c e i v e d has been recognized . "How a Thai behaves 

to another person depends on the prev ious h i s t o r y of mutual 

s e r v i c e s or o b l i g a t i o n s between them" (Kulick and Wilson 

1992, 6 7 ) . In Mulder's sa fe inner world t h i s i s f e l t as 

l o y a l t y , and demonstrated in car ing and shar ing . But in the 

outer world i t i s f e l t as a debt , and demonstrated in a 

p r e s e n t a t i o n a l show of re spec t and pragmatic re sponses . 

What i s d i f f i c u l t to understand (by those of with 

d i f f e r e n t va lues) i s that many of the young g i r l s in 

p r o s t i t u t i o n , some even s o l d by t h e i r p a r e n t s , f e e l they are 

demonstrating t h i s p o s i t i v e q u a l i t y o f r e c i p r o c a l 

g r a t e f u l n e s s , by sending t h e i r earnings home! 

Mulder's inner world of grace i s r e s p o n s i v e . 

Namely, the ego r e c e i v e s kindness and the proper response to 

kindness i s to be g r a t e f u l and return k indness . The inner 

world of grace has no punishment for f a i l u r e , only 

acceptance . Karma w i l l take care of punishment. I f 

kindness i s not returned, the i n i t i a t o r s of the kindness 

w i l l gradual ly withdraw from the r e l a t i o n s h i p . 

However, in the outer world of power, the i n f e r i o r 

ego must i n i t i a t e i n t e r a c t i o n . I t i s the world of "do good 

to r e c e i v e good." Fai lure to do good could have many 



n e g a t i v e r e s u l t s i f powerful peop l e o r s p i r i t s a r e o f f ended . 

For example, t h e o r d i n a r y Thai a r e wary of t h e p o l i c e and 

w i l l a v o i d them i f t h e y can . But , i f t h e y have t o r e l a t e t o 

t h e p o l i c e , t h e y w i l l b e v e r y p o l i t e and d e f e r e n t i a l , t h e y 

w i l l d r e s s v e r y w e l l , t h e y w i l l b e v e r y c o n t r o l l e d . They 

f e e l a t a d i s a d v a n t a g e w i t h t h e p o l i c e and seek to p r e s e n t 

t hemse lves w e l l . This i s p a r t o f do ing good. The a u t h o r 

has even seen p e o p l e g r e e t t h e p o l i c e w i t h an o f f e r i n g o f 

money as a way of do ing good to r e c e i v e good. 

G r a t e f u l n e s s as a r e s p o n s e to k indness and f avo r s 

i s t h e b a s i s o f meaningful r e l a t i o n s h i p s . Showing k indness 

and f avo r s a p p r o p r i a t e l y i s t h e means used t o b u i l d 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s i n t h e h i e r a r c h y (Holmes and Tangtongtavy 

1995) . When t h e r e i s a p o s i t i v e r e l a t i o n s h i p t h e s e v a l u e s 

a r e f e l t as a p s y c h o l o g i c a l bond. But i f k indness i s abused 

i t r educes t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p t o s imple t r a n s a c t i o n s o f power 

w i t h no bond ing . 

3 . Smooth i n t e r p e r s o n a l R e l a t i o n s h i p s 

The Thai v a l u e s u r f a c e harmony. They smi l e and a r e 

f r i e n d l y t o i n s u r e t h a t t h e y have p l e a s a n t i n t e r a c t i o n s . 

They t en d t o b e n o n - a s s e r t i v e t o p r o t e c t t h e s o c i a l 

p l e a s a n t n e s s . While some p o i n t to t h i s as a f r u i t of 

Buddhism, Komi s u g g e s t s t h a t t h e s e v a l u e s a r e no t r e l i g i o u s 

s i n c e Thai Muslims and C h r i s t i a n s have t h e s e same v a l u e s 

ranked t h e same way. The key i d e a s a r e coo l h e a r t ( j a i 



us ing a non-present t h i r d party to make a p o i n t . They a l s o 

make l i b e r a l use of g o s s i p as i n d i r e c t c r i t i c i s m . They w i l l 

agree i n front of the important people with no i n t e n t to 

comply wi th or implement the i d e a . 

Because of the emphasis on i n d i v i d u a l s and 

h ierarchy , there i s a great deal of j e a l o u s y . Ind iv idua l s 

are unhappy when o thers ge t ahead of them or ge t something 

they want. Jea lousy l eads to p l o t s and schemes to p u l l 

o thers down. So, whi le many are h e s i t a n t to say anything 

n e g a t i v e about another person to t h e i r face , they are not 

r e l u c t a n t about g o s s i p behind the back. A small group of 

Thai might be t a l k i n g about another in the most mal i c ious 

way but if tha t person suddenly entered the room, surface 

harmony would be immediately maintained with warmth and 

grac ious s m i l e s . 

The s u c c e s s f u l p e r s o n a l i t y in Thailand has a 

"so f t" p r e s e n t a t i o n (Komi 1990, 193) . P o s i t i v e emotions 

are expressed whi le nega t ive emotions are f e l t but not 

expressed . Good l eaders according to a Thai saying are , 

"sof t on the o u t s i d e and firm on the i n s i d e . " 

4. F l e x i b i l i t y and Adjustment Or ienta t ion 

The Thai are high context people and want to be 

respons ive to s i t u a t i o n s . They do not l i k e long term 

commitments because i t c o n f l i c t s with t h i s d e s i r e to be 

spontaneous. They l i v e in the p r e s e n t . The pas t i s not 

very important . The future i s not the focus . The present 



i s . The n e g a t i v e s i d e o f t h i s t r a i t i s tha t they are non-

committal and o p p o r t u n i s t i c . The p o s i t i v e s i d e i s the 

r e a d i n e s s to respond to s i t u a t i o n s , what Shin c a l l s 

spontane i ty (Shin 1989, 9 4 ) . The Thai are not c r i s i s 

o r i e n t e d (L ingenfe l t er and Mayers 1986, 71) and do not l i k e 

to p lan long term or prepare for c r i s e s but to be respons ive 

to the flow of e v e n t s . 

F l e x i b i l i t y and adjustment means adjus t in g to the 

demands of r e l a t i o n s h i p s or the o p p o r t u n i t i e s , not to 

p r i n c i p l e s . People are more important than p r i n c i p l e s or 

sys tems . Thai p o l i t i c s are f u l l of quick s h i f t s of a 

p o l i t i c a l party or people wi th in the party as the 

c ircumstances warrant the changes and real ignment . This was 

an important n e c e s s i t y h i s t o r i c a l l y for the Thai g iven the 

i n s t a b i l i t y of t h e i r ne ighbors . Law i s viewed as a t o o l 

made by the powerful to contro l the powerless as needed. 

R e l a t i o n s h i p s and context a f f e c t the a p p l i c a t i o n of the law. 

Money can change the context and r e l a t i o n s h i p s very f a s t ! 

Thus, corrupt ion i s r i f e . Komi s e e s t h i s as a fac tor in 

why law enforcement hardly ever works. 

Morals are s i t u a t i o n a l . Morals are not bounded 

s e t s but fuzzy s e t s determined by the c o n t e x t . When Prime 

Min i s ter Chatchai ' s government was overthrown in 1991, the 

people i n i t i a l l y applauded the m i l i t a r y i n s t i g a t o r s . This 

was because the general populat ion f e l t that h i s government 

was too corrupt. Everyone expected some corrupt ion but 

there i s an acceptab le l i m i t to corrupt ion and the general 



popula t ion f e l t tha t Chatchai ' s c r o n i e s had go t t en too r i c h ! 

The general populat ion l a t e r turned a g a i n s t the m i l i t a r y 

i n s t i g a t o r s when they went beyond the acceptab l e l i m i t s of 

corrupt ion . 

This f l e x i b i l i t y value i s r e f l e c t e d i n the non-

i d e o l o g i c a l nature of the Thai. They view s trong 

i d e o l o g i c a l commitments as a threa t to the s o c i a l f a b r i c . 

S o c i a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s are a more s i g n i f i c a n t f a c t o r than 

p r i n c i p l e s , r u l e s , p o l i c i e s or agreements. 

5 . R e l i g i o u s - P s y c h i c a l Or ienta t ion 

R e l i g i o n i s not the most important va lue in Thai 

l i f e but i t i s important and Komi ' survey r e s u l t s i n d i c a t e 

tha t it becomes more important as a person grows o l d e r . 

R e l i g i o n i s r i t u a l . The r i t u a l s provide 

p s y c h o l o g i c a l b e n e f i t s . One Thai Buddhist , when asked why 

they went to the temple r e p l i e d , "It makes my heart 

comfortable ." This seems to be the main focus of Buddhist 

p r a c t i c e s for the Thai. Komi notes that Thais are " t h i s 

worldly" in t h e i r r e l i g i o u s o r i e n t a t i o n and that t h i s i s 

contrary to s t r i c t d o c t r i n a l Buddhism that seeks l i b e r a t i o n 

from t h i s world (Komi 1990, 214 ) . 

Another aspect of r e l i g i o n i s karma. Komi p o i n t s 

out that karma i s used as the exp lanat ion a f t e r the fac t for 

t r o u b l e s . The author was once in a b i c y c l e a c c i d e n t . As he 

was l y i n g on the ground, an o ld lady t o l d him that h i s karma 

had caught up with him. This seemed very odd comfort to the 



author, e s p e c i a l l y when the acc ident was not h i s f a u l t ! 

Komi b e l i e v e s that the appeal to karma i n these s i t u a t i o n s 

i s a defense mechanism aga ins t personal r e s p o n s i b i l i t y . The 

Thai see misfortune as the r e s u l t of karma. They see good 

fortune as the r e s u l t of luck, not hard work or a b i l i t y . 

Komi p o i n t s out that almost a l l Thai are 

s u p e r s t i t i o u s and invo lved in var ious kinds of p r a c t i c e s : 

fortune t e l l i n g , pa lmis try , a s t r o l o g i c a l readings , vows to 

s p i r i t s , charms, exorcisms and black magic. This extends 

from the p l a n t i n g of c e r t a i n kinds of t r e e s near t h e i r homes 

or the hanging of. mirrors on t h e i r houses , to the c o l l e c t i n g 

of Buddha images. The Thai view of the s p i r i t world i s much 

l i k e the Thai view of the world of p e o p l e . There i s a 

h i erarchy . One wants to s ta y on good terms with these 

be ings by g i v i n g appropriate honor. Magic, amulets and 

other r i t u a l means are used to manipulate the s p i r i t s for 

o n e ' s own b e n e f i t . In some cases magic r i t u a l w i l l be use 

to ge t revenge on an enemy. The s p i r i t s thus become a kind 

of patron and the person a c l i e n t . I f people do not get 

what they want from a given s p i r i t they can and w i l l seek to 

pa tron ize another one. If they get what they ask for , they 

are o b l i g a t e d and had b e t t e r pay up or the s p i r i t w i l l 

punish them. I t should be noted that the s p i r i t world i s 

focused on t h i s l i f e i s s u e s not on u l t i m a t e truth or 

s a l v a t i o n . Komi p o i n t s out that very few Thai are 

i n t e r e s t e d in the pursu i t of nirvana. The a n i m i s t i c s ide of 

Buddhism appeals to the Thai quest for power. 



6. Education and Competence Or ienta t io n 

In Thailand, knowledge i s not sought for i t s own 

sake but for the sake of advancement and s o c i a l l i f t . 

Degrees are to be gained for the sake of ego enhancement in 

the s o c i e t y . Education i s a means ( instrumental value) not 

an end (terminal v a l u e ) . Komi p o i n t s out that the symbols 

of educat ion are what i s sought (Komi 1990, 2 2 7 ) . Form i s 

what i s important, not content or a b i l i t y . One of the 

scandals in the Thai p o l i t i c a l world in 1988 was the 

exposure and temporary embarrassment of many high l e v e l 

p o l i t i c a l l eaders who had g o t t en bogus degrees from a 

defunct u n i v e r s i t y in the P h i l i p p i n e s . They sought the 

degrees for s t a t u s enhancement. 

There i s a n o t i c e a b l e e t h n i c d i f f e r e n c e here 

(Holmes and Tangtongtavy 1995, 2 9 ) . The Thai with a Chinese 

background value educat ion and hard work more. They tend to 

see d i l i g e n c e as a d e s i r a b l e character t r a i t that l eads to 

s u c c e s s . They work very hard to g i v e t h e i r c h i l d r e n the 

b e s t educat ion they can. 

The t r a d i t i o n a l r o l e of the educated was in the 

government bureaucracy (Wyatt 1984) , But as more 

o p p o r t u n i t i e s for educat ion have become a v a i l a b l e , the Thai 

government cannot absorb a l l the educated. This i s causing 

some s h i f t i n g in the s t a t u s value of educat ion and the 

reasons to seek higher educat ion . General ly , degrees from 



o u t s i d e o f Thailand s t i l l have grea ter s t a t u s value than 

those from wi th i n Thailand. The Thai want the p r e s t i g e of 

educat ion and recognized competence. But, because they have 

a very low value toward achievement, mot ivat ion for 

educat ion comes from the increased s t a t u s of the s e l f . 

7. Interdependence Orientat ion 

The Thai o f t en joke about how they do not do w e l l 

at team s p o r t s . They recognize that they have a problem 

s a c r i f i c i n g t h e i r i n d i v i d u a l egos for the good of the team. 

They l i k e i n d i v i d u a l spor t s and f e e l tha t they can e x c e l as 

an i n d i v i d u a l but have a hard time with interdependence . 

"Thais r e l i s h t h e i r freedom, and are d i s i n c l i n e d to p lace 

t h e i r l i v e s in the hands of a group" (Kulick and Wilson 

1992, 7 8 ) . Groups are not valued as groups but for the 

s o c i a l b e n e f i t s and networking of i n d i v i d u a l s which a group 

might prov ide . Thus, groups tend to form and d i s s o l v e 

e a s i l y . The q u a l i t y of the i n t e r p e r s o n a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s are 

important, the task i s always secondary. Interdependence i s 

not a h i g h l y he ld value although i t i s sometimes a 

n e c e s s i t y , e s p e c i a l l y among the poor farmers. 

Hanks note s that the word for family in Thai i s 

b e t t e r understood as household. In a l l households there i s 

a key person around whom a l l the r e l a t i o n s h i p s r e v o l v e . 

This p a t r o n / e l d e r must manage the a f f a i r s of the household 

for the b e n e f i t s of each i n d i v i d u a l in order to maintain 

t h e i r a l l e g i a n c e and h e l p . The household can be very loose 



with new people e n t e r i n g and/or people l e a v i n g at w i l l . A 

c h i l d i s e a s i l y g iven to an o lder aunt or another household, 

or a young person might j o i n a household e a s i l y when they go 

i n t o the b i g town to s tudy. Many marriages are common law 

arrangements because , i f a marriage i s r e g i s t e r e d , then when 

they s top being married they would have to ge t a d ivorce ! 

I t i s more convenient not t o r e g i s t e r i n the f i r s t p l a c e . 

The d i r e c t i o n of r e l a t i o n s h i p s i s up and down, not 

a c r o s s . Groups are not composed of equals but have a 

h ierarchy even in a very re laxed atmosphere such as a 

f r i e n d l y game of s o c c e r . Groups such as labor unions lack 

cohes ion and d i s c i p l i n e as each person tends to "go i t 

a lone" with management. Because the Thai farmers have not 

been i n c l i n e d to long-term cooperat ive groups, the 

Chinese/Thai r i c e merchants have p r o f i t e d . The low ranking 

of t h i s value has s e r i o u s consequences for the Thai 

churches, where b r o t h e r l y love and mutual h e l p f u l n e s s are 

e s s e n t i a l s and may take time to deve lop . 

8. Fun and Pleasure Orientat ion 

Thailand has been known as the "land of s m i l e s , " a 
s t ereo typed image that comes along with the much-
ta lked-about myth of the Thai be ing easy -go ing , 
enjoy ing the everyday rout ine p l e a s u r e s of l i f e with a 
happy c a r e l e s s n e s s , not l e t t i n g t r o u b l e s touch them 
e a s i l y , v iewing l i f e as something to be enjoyed not 
endured, and would not do anything that i s not sanuk 
(to have fun, to enjoy o n e s e l f and have a good t i m e ) . 
They are e a s i l y bored or buua, not because of having 
nothing to do l i k e Westerners, but because the 
r e p e t i t i v e a c t i v i t i e s they are doing are not sanuk. 
They there fore lack the " s t i c k - t o - i t - i v e - n e s s " or the 
s e r i o u s commitment and sus ta ined l e v e l of hard (and 
o f t e n unpleasant) work, which i s e s s e n t i a l l y required 



for the success of i n d u s t r i a l undertakings . They are 
g e n e r a l l y l e t h a r g i c , l a z y , i n a g g r e s s i v e , and fond of 
having fun and l e i s u r e . 

Empirical data show that most of t h i s myth are 
not t r u e . I t ca tches only the outward 
p r e s e n t a t i o n of the "fun" and the " l i g h t n e s s " 
approach of the th ings of the Thai. (Komi 1990, 
233) 

The author ' s own observa t ion s would confirm that 

the Thai are w i l l i n g to work very hard at many unpleasant 

t a s k s . But in r e a c t i n g to a s t e r e o t y p e and myth has Komi 

ranked t h i s value to low? 

The value o r i e n t a t i o n toward fun and p l e a s u r e , and 

the w i l l i n g n e s s - to hard work should not be confused. Hard 

work i s perce ive d as a n e c e s s i t y and not as a d e s i r a b l e 

a spec t o f l i f e . Values r e l a t e t o d e s i r a b i l i t y , according t o 

Komi . People seek work that has fun, p l e a s a nt s o c i a l 

i n t e r a c t i o n s . According to K o m i n ' s d a t a , Bangkokians and 

government workers, rank fun and p l e a s u re more h i g h l y than 

rural p e o p l e . S i t u a t i o n s where there i s open c o n f l i c t , 

unpleasantness and s e r i o u s t e n s i o n among people are avoided 

by the Thai. 

I t i s remarkable how, even hard working peop le , 

w i l l move i n t o re laxed fun very q u i c k l y . I t should be noted 

that the word, "work" in Thai i s a l s o the word for par ty . 

The hard, back breaking, t r a d i t i o n a l work of r i c e p l a n t i n g 

and harves t was endowedwith t h i s "fun" Thai q u a l i t y by 

songs , s p e c i a l meals eaten t o g e t h e r , dr inking and f l i r t i n g . 

"Sanuk" or fun i s the t e n s i o n o u t l e t for the Thai 

and func t ions as a kind of counter theme to the s e n s i t i v i t y 



of the ego o r i e n t a t i o n of an i n d i v i d u a l Thai (Mulder, 1994) . 

Sanuk i s care free amusement with congenia l companions in 

which there i s no c r i t i c i s m , blame and c o n f r o n t a t i o n . The 

Thai want almost every a c t i v i t y to have t h i s q u a l i t y . 

The Thai meal i s a l s o a part of r e l a x a t i o n and 

enjoyment. Eating i s not j u s t the food but the occas ion to 

r e l a x with f r i ends and enjoy l i f e . The Thai l i k e 

conv iv iance , comfort and .fun. They l i k e re laxed and 

enjoyable s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s . Sharing food and e a t i n g 

toge ther i s an important part of enjoy ing l i f e . Komi ranks 

t h i s va lue c l u s t e r too low in the author ' s op in ion . This 

va lue i s very important in the s o c i a l and group a c t i v i t i e s 

of the churches . 

9. Achievement Task Or ienta t ion 

Achievement i s a t t r i b u t e d to luck and 

"bunwassana," and misfortune to karma. Thus, hard work 

toward achievement i s not encouraged. The author was 

i n t r i g u e d by an unusual bumper s t i c k e r he saw one day. I t 

s a i d , "Do not t r u s t in luck or bunwassana for for tune . Work 

for i t . " The author asked a Thai church l eader to exp la in 

t h i s bumper s t i c k e r . The leader aff irmed that it was a 

c o u n t e r - c u l t u r e s tatement . 

As was noted in the d i s c u s s i o n on educat ion , the 

Thai are not h igh ly motivated toward educat ion for i t s own 

sake . Mot ivat ion comes from the increased s t a t u s of the 



s e l f . This i s because the Thai have a very low value toward 

achievement, and a t t r i b u t e succes s to luck . 

Being ambitious and hardworking were c o n s i s t e n t l y 

ranked low in Komin's survey. However, Komi p o i n t s out two 

groups who regard t h i s va lue more h i g h l y . "Thai businessmen 

who ranked it [being ambitious and hardworking] the 

n i n e t e e n t h , and h i g h e s t of a l l Thai groups was the Thai of 

Chinese descendants who ranked i n the t h i r t e e n t h " (Komi 

1990, 2 4 2 ) . But, g e n e r a l l y , Thai are much more concerned 

about s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s than achievement. Many Thai 

achieve many tasks that they want and need to do. But the 

low ranking r e f l e c t s that other va lues are s tronger and more 

prominent in determining behavior . 

This i s seen by the response to the ques t ion , "How 

do you mot ivate the Thais?" by Holmes and Tangtongtavy. 
. . . of the many f a c t o r s that can i n f l u e n c e 
p a r t i c u l a r i n d i v i d u a l s in the Thai work force , 
f i v e are e s p e c i a l l y s i g n i f i c a n t among a wide range 
of p e o p l e . Those f a c t o r s are: money, s e c u r i t y , 
company image, personal p r e s t i g e and workplace 
atmosphere. (Holmes and Tangtongtavy 1995, 71) 

Achievement for the Thai u s u a l l y r e l a t e s to ego, s t a t u s 

enhancement and the in terpersona l dimensions of r e c i p r o c i t y 

and fun. 

Summary 

There are s evera l key elements to the Thai world 

v iew. Hierarchy i s one e lement. The assumption i s that 

s o c i a l p o s i t i o n r e f l e c t s a person ' s karma. Power i s another 

element in t h i s world view. A l l persons and be ings have 


