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Introduction 

 For most of the twentieth century the Thai government, 

more than any other government in mainland Southeast 

Asia, regarded learning the Chinese language as an 

ideological threat and tried every means to eliminate 

Chinese language programs.

 Today, however, Thailand has the largest number of 

volunteer language teachers from China, the most study 

abroad students in China, as well as the most Confucius 

Institutes (CIs 孔子学院) in Southeast Asia.



In this presentation, I explore the ways in 

which Thailand and China differently exercise 

soft power in the development of Chinese 

language programs in Thailand, illustrating the 

interplay of linguistic, economic, and political 

power within such a process. 



Definitions of “Soft Power” 



Nye’s Definition  

Joseph Nye coined the term “soft power” 

meaning “getting others to want what you 

want” (2005:61) or “the ability to get what 

one wants by attraction and persuasion rather 

than coercion or payment” (Nye 2012:1). 

 Nye believes that soft power can only be 

effectively exercised in a civil society (not an 

authoritarian one) and so suggests that what 

China is doing cannot be considered practicing 

soft power (Nye 2012; 2011: 49).



China’s Definition

“The core of soft power” is believed to be 

“culture”; a fascinating culture is assumed 

to have power to bolster China’s image on 

the global stage (Glaser and Murphy 2009: 

12-13).

Hu Jintao once stated that China must 

“enhance the country’s cultural soft 

power” (文化软实力). 



Overlooking Thailand’s Soft Power



Multiple Soft Power Players 

Academics and officials tend to focus on big 

players such as China and rarely pay attention 

to less prominent players like Thailand. 

As Foucault reminds us “power relations are 

rooted deep in the social nexus” (1983: 222).



Thailand as a Soft Power Player

Thailand has a distinctive history of having 

successfully negotiated with bigger and smaller 

players in its own way. 
oThe 19th century 

oThe Cold War 

oThe 1997 Economic Crisis 

“Thailand has always been conscious of China’s 

power in the region” (Anuson 2015:17).

Having a friendly and cooperative relationship with 

China helps Thailand reap benefits from China’s 

economic growth (Murphy 2010:12). 



The Suppression of Ethnic 

Minority Languages 



Deterring all ethnic minorities from having 

their own language has been part of the Thai 

government’s longstanding effort to regulate 

minorities and to promote a homogeneous 

Thai identity.

The Thai government is concerned that 

minorities may enhance their ethnic identity 

by learning their ancestors’ language. 



 For most of the twentieth century, limiting 
Chinese language instruction, reducing the 
number of Chinese schools, and closing 
Chinese newspapers were policies 
implemented by the Thai state in an attempt to 
assimilate ethnic Chinese. 

“No other Southeast Asian government has 
gone so far in limiting the scope of Chinese 
education” (Coughlin 1960:145).



The New Social Construction of the Meaning of 

Learning the Chinese Language since 1992 

Thailand shifted from suppressing learning the Chinese 

language as an ideological threat to promoting it as an 

economic tool. The value of learning Chinese has been 

exclusively associated with gaining access to the 

Chinese market or finding a good job. 

In contrast, the cultural dimension of studying the 

Chinese language is seldom discussed. Thai 

government’s assimilation policy towards ethnic 

minorities remains constant. 



Playing the Soft Power Game 

Emphasizing friendship and kinship

o“Chinese and Thais are like one family ” (中泰
一家亲)

oThailand as “China’s most sincere friend” 

(Thaksin 2002)

Thailand and China have accommodated each 

other in various arenas and in multiple forms. 



Each gets something they want 

 Thailand:

o Rapidly revived Chinese language programs: 13 Confucius Institutes 

and18 Confucius Classrooms as well as instructors and funding from 

China. 

o From 2010 to date, China has been the biggest buyer of Thai goods, while 

Thailand has been importing an increasing number of Chinese goods 

(Somsak and Kanittha 2015:36).  

o Chinese tourists make up the largest number of foreign visitors to 

Thailand.

 China: 

o CIs organize various cultural events in Thai society. 

o Chinese media has a greater presence in Thailand than ever before. 

 Three TV stations broadcasts programs in Chinese (Waranya 2014: 14-

15)

 The People’s Daily publishes a Thai edition. 



Two Different Approaches 

Thailand emphasizes learning the Chinese 

language as an economic tool but downplays the 

cultural aspects of acquiring it. 

China rarely discusses the cost of operating CIs 

overseas but vigorously promotes Chinese 

culture.  



The Negative Effects of Reducing 

Culture to an Economic Tool 



In part due to equating 
learning Chinese to an 
economic tool, Thai 
students tend to not take 
the cultural aspects of 
learning the language 
seriously. 

To be a successful 
entrepreneur, one needs to 
master not just language 
skills but cultural 
knowledge. 



Culturally Sensitive CP Logos 



Chinese Thai are unlikely to 

“turn Chinese” but many do 

become bridge builders.

 Some Chinese Thais remain 

fearful about teaching or 

learning the Chinese language. 

o The Overseas Chinese 

Celebrate His Majesty the 

King University (华侨崇圣
大学). 



Limitations of China’s Approach

Some ethnic Chinese in Bangkok that I know regarded 

Chinese cultural events organized by CIs as “pretentious 

propaganda” (夸夸其谈; 讲套话) or “a fancy act without 

much content” (花架子). 

Most of the Chinese volunteer teachers know very little or 

nothing of the Thai language or Thai culture (Chen 2012:12; 

Han 2012; Li and Yao 2014:71). 

Sending large numbers of volunteer Chinese teachers to 

Thailand should only be a temporary strategy for meeting 

immediate needs—not a long term solution.



Suggestions 

Thailand's assimilation policy needs be 
abandoned.

Thai and Chinese governments may consider 
training committed Chinese Thais (in addition 
to others) who have linguistic and cultural 
advantages to replace volunteer Chinese 
teachers. 

 Improving China’s reputation must include 
improving education in China and promoting 
the Confucian values CIs have promoted 
overseas among Chinese citizens in the 
People’s Republic of China.



Conclusion

Analyzing approaches for deploying soft power by big and 
small nations helps us to gain insight into the diverse 
policies and strategies employed by these nation-states in a 
particular context and time.

 I argue that emphasizing friendship and kinship is 
characteristic of the soft power relationship between the 
Thai and Chinese governments.

The Thai government’s transformation—from regarding 
studying Chinese as a threat to regarding it as an economic 
tool—is the newest form of the social construction of 
learning Chinese informed by the assimilation policy. 

 Thailand’s Chinese language programs and CIs need to 
support committed local language instructors as 
replacements for the volunteer Chinese language teachers.


