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Abstract

This research article aimed to: 1) explore the methods by which the Thai government
utilized the SEA Games to construct nationalism; and 2) investigate the methods by which the
Thai government utilized the SEA Games to construct soft power. This qualitative research
employed document analysis, participant observation at Rajamangala National Stadium, and
data collection within digital media spaces. The unit of analysis was defined as the Thai
government and state mechanisms spanning the transition across four cabinets. Data were
analyzed using qualitative content analysis, socio-spatial and visual politics analysis, and
institutional dynamics analysis.

The research findings revealed the following: 1) The Thai government constructed
nationalism through the invention of official symbols and rituals. This included designing the
three-peaked gable logo and modifying it to feature the colors of the Thai flag, as well as
altering the design of the mascot, “The San,” from its original seven multicultural colors to a
Thai flag pattern in response to online network nationalism. Furthermore, the opening and
closing ceremonies utilized the “Back to the Origin” discourse, employing core institutions and
the national anthem to establish “Official Nationalism.” However, these operations faced
limitations due to administrative stagnation across cabinets, resulting in technical errors and
criticism from digital citizens. 2) The Thai government constructed soft power by strategically
integrating the sporting mega-event with the 11-branch National Soft Power Strategy,
promoting the creative economy, Muay Thai martial arts, and national branding through the
“Green SEA Games” discourse. Nevertheless, the actual implementation process revealed a
“Two-Tier Paradox” between projecting an image of universalism externally and responding
to domestic nationalist conflicts internally. Additionally, flaws in symbolic diplomacy emerged,
such as graphical errors in maps and national flags of neighboring countries, which negatively

affected Thailand’s prestige and regional soft power.

Keywords: Nationalism; Soft Power; The 339 SEA Games; Sporting Mega-Event; Invented
Tradition
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Figure 1: The Construction of Nationalism and Soft Power through Sporting Events
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