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Abstract

Self-construal can influence the ways people in distinct cultures think, perceive
and interact with others. To date, scholars still present different arguments on
the prominent self-construal of Thais. The present study aims at examining Thai
linguistic data including proverbs, sayings, cultural key terms and interactional data in
response to the question of whether Thai culture places emphasis on independent or
interdependent perspectives of the self. The findings reveal that Thai sayings, proverbs
and cultural key terms reflect both independent and interdependent self-construals.
Yet, those that stress interdependency outnumber independency. As for interactional
practices in daily exchanges, the usage of pronominal terms, final particles for (im)
politeness and lexical variants marking interpersonal relationships make it mandatory
for Thai speakers to pay attention to interpersonal relationships. Lastly, in task-based
superior-subordinate conversations, collaborative and non-confrontational styles are
preferred by Thai superiors. Their interactional style reflects features influenced by
interdependent self-construal.
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1 Introduction

Coined by Markus and Kitayama (1991), the term ‘self-construal’ describes the
way people understand and define themselves, especially the degree to which
they perceive themselves as connected and separate from others. As proposed
by the researchers, self-construals can be divided into two primary types —
independent and interdependent. Based on this well-known theory, people
with independent self-construal are likely to define themselves with reference
to internal traits that are stable across situations. In contrast, those with inter-
dependent self-construal perceive themselves not as separate from their social
setting but as part of an encompassing interpersonal relationship.

The notion of self-construal is one of the most adopted constructs in stud-
ies on psychology and related fields (Cross et al. zon). It is argued in previous
works that self-construal can influence the ways people in distinct cultures
think, perceive and interact with others. In linguistic and communication
research, the notion is used as an underlying logic to account for cross-cultural
differences in interactional style (Gudykunst et al. 1996; Kapoor et al. 2003;
Fujii 2012). As observed by Kapoor et al. (2003), Indians who regard themselves
as having more interdependent self-construals tend to prefer silence and indi-
rect communication. Fujii (2012) notes that the American participants in her
study are likely to express ideas directly and prefer a one-person-at-a-time style
of interaction whereas Japanese participants prefer to put forth ideas mainly
through question forms and frequently seek understanding and agreement
from partners during interactions. According to Fujii, the fact that the two
groups prefer different interactional styles is owing to the different ways they
perceive and situate themselves in interaction.While the American self-con-
strual is more independent, the Japanese self-construal is connected to others
or interdependent.

As stated in Markus and Kitayama’s seminal work (1991, 228), Thai culture
is an example of a culture in which people are likely to have some version of
an interdependent self. Nevertheless, not all scholars working on Thai culture
agree with this proposal. Some argue that Thais have a strong sense of inde-
pendence, and their individualistic behavior can be found in many aspects of
daily life (e.g., Embree 1950; Komin 1991).
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INDEPENDENCE OR INTERDEPENDENCE? 3

To date, scholars continue to present different arguments on the prominent
self-construal of Thais. Most previous studies were conducted from the per-
spectives of social psychology and anthropology using data from interviews,
questionnaires and psychological experiments. Little has been done from
the linguistic viewpoint. The present study aims at examining Thai linguistic
data in response to the question of whether Thai culture places emphasis on
independent or interdependent perspectives of the self. The paper consists of
4 sections. Section 2 is an overview of previous studies on the Thai self. Section
3 presents theoretical perspectives and data. Section 4 presents an analysis of
linguistic data and Section 5 is the conclusion.

2 Previous Studies — Different Views of the Thai Self
2.1 Thais are Individualistic and Tend to Construe the Self as
Independent

In a pioneering work by Benedict (1943), Thai people are described as friendly,
fun-loving, laid-back, self-reliant and individualistic. According to Embree
(1950), Thai society is loosely structured as opposed to a tightly woven society.
He also notes that Thai people do not have a strong sense of duty and obli-
gation in social relationships whereas people in more tightly woven cultures
such as the Vietnamese, Chinese and Japanese, emphasize the importance of
observing rights and duties. As can be seen in daily life, Thais tend to act of
their own will, not as a result of social constraints. Nevertheless, Bunnag (2010,
1) points out that it is not clearly stated in Embree (1950) whether the term
“loosely structured” refers to the psychological traits of individual Thais, to the
ease with which they change their social roles or to their antipathy to be coop-
erative with others. Even though Embree’s claim has been criticized for being
inaccurate and oversimplified, the view of Thai society as a loosely structured
society appears to have inspired subsequent studies.

A well-known psychological study conducted by Suntaree Komin (1991) rein-
forces Embree’s model to some extent. Based on data from two sets of national
samples, Komin claims that Thai people are first and foremost ego-oriented
and have a deep sense of independence. The individualistic behavior of Thais
can be found in many aspects of daily life. The Thai expression /pen tua kh3:y
tua?e:/ or ‘being independent — being oneself’ reflects the outstanding Thai
characteristic of being independent. However, Komin points out that individ-
ualism does not encompass all aspects of Western individualism, namely a
sense of separate personal identity, self-actualization and moral reasoning. As
further stated by Komin, Thais might have a gentle and calm front, but if the
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4 PANPOTHONG

self is offended, they can easily become angry and sometimes react violently.
It should be noted that anger and frustration are considered to be aspects of
ego-focused emotions related to those who have independent self-construals.

In a recent work by Yamklinfung and Nishio (1998), it is argued that Thais
place high value on maintaining their individual freedom and autonomy. For
the Thai, it is significant to be able to be oneself, to do things one’s own way and
to be free of obligation (Yamklinfung and Nishio 1998, 54). Similar to Komin
(1991), Yamklinfung and Nishio (1998) also note that Thai individualism is not
the same as Western individualism. While Western individualism emphasizes
asserting one’s rights and protecting one’s interest against infringement, being
individualistic in the Thai sense focuses on being free from controls by exter-
nal powers.

2.2 Thai Culture is Collectivistic and Thais Have Some Version of
Interdependent Self-construals.

Let us turn to the existing literature that presents a very different picture of
Thai people. As pointed out by Markus and Kitayama (1991, 227—229), people
with interdependent self-construals perceive themselves not as separate from
the social setting but as part of encompassing interpersonal relationships.
They are likely to think first and foremost about their roles in a relationship. In
Markus and Kitayama’s influential work, Thai culture is presented as an exam-
ple of a culture in which people are likely to have some version of an interde-
pendent self.

According to the cultural dimensions model proposed by Hofstede (2001),
Thailand is categorized as a highly collectivist country with alow score of 20 on
the individualism index. Despite being criticized for inappropriate sampling,
Hofstede’s theory has been widely cited in subsequent research focusing on
business practices in Thailand. As proposed in business management research
(Buriyameathagul 2013; Vathansri 2015), Thai people focus more on the group
interest rather than an individual’s needs. Similarly, in a cross-cultural study
by Neff, Pisitsungkagarn and Hsieh (2008), Thailand is presented as a typical
example of an interdependent culture where people place high value on inter-
personal relationships and social conformity.

The Thai view of interdependent self-construal is somewhat related to the
Buddhist concept of inter-being. Hitokoto, Takahashi and Kaewpijit (2014)
claim that Buddhism, practiced by over 94% of the Thais, is the historical prec-
edent for the notion of interdependent self-construal. The Buddhist teaching
of Paticca-samuppada or ‘dependent origination’ appears to have an influence
upon the Thai view of self. According to this Buddhist concept, existence is
seen as an interrelated flux of phenomenal events without any permanent,
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independent existence of their own. Another cultural value that is evidently
related to Thai interdependent behavior is /kremcaj/ which is literally trans-
lated as ‘fear of hearts’ Intachakra (2012) describes /kre:njcaj/ as the principle
of self-restraint and other-accommodation. By observing this principle, Thais
are reluctant to impose upon others, are considerate of others’ feelings and
tend to value the needs of others above the needs of themselves.

To summarize thus far, previous works present different views of the Thai
self. As pointed out by various anthropologists and psychologists, Thais have a
deep sense of independence. The expression /pen tua kh3:j tua?e:n/ or ‘being
independent-being oneself’ reflects one of the outstanding characteristics of
Thai people. In other studies, Thai society is presented as a typical example
of an interdependent culture. Thais tend to place high value on interpersonal
relationships. Thus, it is yet undecided whether the Thai self-construal is inde-
pendent or interdependent. There is also the possibiliy that may hold both
independent and interdependent self-construals, with the salience of each
depending on context. To shed further light on these issues, we shall look into
some linguistic evidence which is rarely examined in the existing literature.

3 Theoretical Perspectives and Data

Within the field of pragmatics, Brown and Levinson’s (1978; 1987) notion of
face as the key motivating force underlying our interactional behavior has
been influential on a vast amount of research. Yet, as argued by Ide, Hanks
and Katagiri (2006), there are other motivating forces we should take into
consideration when examining interactional behavior. According to some
scholars (e.g., Markus and Kitayama 1991; Gudykunst et al. 1996; Hara and
Kim 2004; Fujii 2012; etc.) self-construal — the way people perceive and situ-
ate themselves — is one of the key components that has influence upon our
ways of interaction.

As proposed by Markus and Kitayama (1991), there are two major types of
self-construals — independent and interdependent, and people from different
backgrounds develop different versions of self-construals. Those who have
independent self-construals tend to give priority to the individual’s personal
needs and goals. They define themselves with reference to their internal traits
that are stable across various situations. In contrast, those who have interde-
pendent self-construals define themselves in reference to others and tend to
give priority to their social relationships. To be able to fit into a group is their
major concern. Markus and Kitayama (1991) argue that self-construals play a
significant role in cognition, emotion and social behavior.
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As for the effect of self-construals on our interactional behavior, Kim (1995)
and Kim et al. (1994; 1996) note that people in cultures where interdependent
construal of the self is predominant tend to place a high value on concern for
minimizing imposition, concern for avoiding damage to the hearer’s feelings
and concern for avoiding negative evaluation. In addition, Gudykunst et al.
(1996), points out that the styles individuals use to interact with others vary
across cultures and within cultures and are influenced by self-construals and
values. Those who have a version of independent self-construal prefer low-con-
text communication which involves the use of explicit and direct statements.
On the contrary, those who have a version of interdependent self-construal
tend to use implicit and indirect strategies which are features of high-context
communication.

Following Markus and Kitayama (1991), Kim et al. (1994), and Gudykunst et
al. (1996), this study maintains the assumption that there are two main types
of self-construals, independent and interdependent, which have an influence
upon our linguistic behavior. It is hypothesized that by investigating linguistic
evidence in Thai, we might be able to indicate the Thai self-construals under-
lying them.

Goddard (2006) provides a long inventory of linguistic evidence that serve
as indexes of our ways of thinking including cultural key words, proverbs and
sayings, words for speech acts and genres, terms of address, interactional rou-
tines, discourse particles and interjections, etc. Nonetheless, it is beyond the
scope of this paper to look at the entire list. The present study focuses its exam-
ination on three sets of data:

1. Sayings, proverbs and cultural key terms about self and interpersonal
relations are examined to see whether their meaning reflects features of
independent or interdependent self-construals. The data was collected
from Wichitmatra (1998), The Royal Institute (2002), Klaysuban (2012),
Amorntham (2013) and Satha-Anand and Boonyanate (1999).

2. Linguistic elements relating to interactional context in Thai daily conver-
sations, namely Thai pronominal usage, final particles for (im)politeness
and Thai lexical variants marking interpersonal relationship are exam-
ined from an interactional pragmatic perspective to see how they reflect
the concept of self. Examples are drawn from personal observation of
Thai daily conversations.

3. Interactional behaviors in task-based interaction are examined to deter-
mine whether they reflect features influenced by the interdependent
self-construal. The data consisting of 10 teacher-student conversations is
taken from the Thai dataset of Mister O Corpus. This study focuses its
analysis on linguistic devices adopted by teachers who are superior. Their
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interactional behaviors when proposing ideas and expressing disagree-
ment are examined to see if they reflect concerns for the subordinates’
feelings.

4 Analysis

4.1 Thai Sayings, Proverbs and Cultural Key Terms

Markus and Kitayama (1991, 224) cite the American proverb “The squeaky wheel
gets grease” and the Japanese proverb “The nail that stands out gets pounded
down” as pieces of linguistic evidence to support their claim that the inde-
pendent self-construal is predominant in American culture while the inter-
dependent self-construal is influential in Japanese culture. Correspondingly,
Goddard (2006, 14-16) proposes that taking a closer look at sayings, proverbs
and cultural key terms can allow us to understand the speaker’s cultural world-
view. Thus, let us first examine these linguistic items to see how they reflect the
Thai view of the self.

411 Thai Cultural Expressions Reflecting Independent Self-construal
Findings reveal that there are several Thai expressions that reflect independ-
ent self-construal. Among these, one remarkable example is /pen tua kh:y
tua?e:n/ ‘being independent-being oneself’ The expression ‘being independ-
ent-being oneself’ is widely used in daily conversation with the positive con-
notation emphasizing that independence is a desirable personality trait. In
addition, the sayings /ton pen thi:phin ha:y ton/ ‘it’s one own self that one
should depend on’ and /tham ?araj ta:m caj khi: thaj thee:/ “To do whatever one
pleases is a real Thai’ are noteworthy. The saying /ton pen thirphin hee:r ton/
‘it's one own self that one should depend on’ is deeply related to the Theravada
Buddhist teachings on self-reliance. Theravada Buddhism stresses the signifi-
cance of self-reliance as a way for a Buddhist to attain nirvana or the ultimate
deliverance (Astore; 2016). An individual must put forth her/his own effort to
liberate her/himself from repeated rebirth in samsara and achieve the state
of ultimate liberation. Since Buddhism is the major religion in Thai society,
this teaching and this saying appear to have a certain influence upon the Thai
way of thinking. Lastly, the saying /tham ?araj taim caj khi: thaj thee:/ “To do
whatever one pleases is a real Thai’ is often cited for explaining one of the out-
standing characteristics of Thai people and justifying certain disorderly misbe-
havior. Nonetheless, it should also be noted that the expression is sometimes
used with sarcastic intent towards those who are inconsiderate.
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8 PANPOTHONG

To summarize thus far, Thai has some widely-used expressions that stress
the significance of self, self-worth, self-reliance and independency.

4.1.2 Thai Cultural Expressions Reflecting the Interdependent
Self-construal

There are also several proverbs, sayings and cultural key terms that reflect the

interdependent view of the self. These expressions can be categorized into two

groups, namely 1) proverbs, sayings and cultural key terms stressing the con-

cept of interdependency and social bonding, and 2) proverbs and cultural key

terms emphasizing consideration and thoughtfulness towards others.

As for the first group, the notable examples stressing the concept of inter-
dependency and social bonding include the proverb /na:m phin ria sia phiy
pa:/ ‘The necessity of water depends on the existence of boats. The survival
of tigers is dependent upon the existence of the forest, and the proverb /sia
mi: phrd? pa: pok pa: rék phrd? sia jar/ ‘Tigers can survive because the forest
exists. The forest is abundant because the tigers are there. These two proverbs
reflect the Thai way of thinking that everything is interdependent and mutu-
ally supportive of each other.

Moreover, there exist a few proverbs and sayings about dependency with
negative connotations. To illustrate, the saying /htia diaw krathiam Ii:p/ which
can be literally translated as ‘a single withered garlic head’ is frequently used
with the contextual meaning ‘being friendless is disadvantageous.” This meta-
phorical saying obviously represents a negative aspect of being independent.
On the contrary, a related saying /s3:1) hua dizkwa: htia diaw/ ‘two heads are
better than one’ indicates that interdependency is advantageous.

As for Thai cultural key terms emphasizing interdependency and social
bonding, the terms /bunkhun/ ‘debt of gratitude’; /phakphtiak/ ‘partisan’; and
[thi:phiy/ ‘patron’ are considered notable examples due to their widely use
in daily interactions. The term /bunkhun/ ‘debt of gratitude’ refers to a psy-
chological and social bonding between oneself and others who render her/
him the needed help and favors. The favors and kindness result in gratitude
and the emergence of a psychological and social bond between them (Komin
1990; Smuckarn 1985; Boonchai and Beeton 2015). These indebted (bunkhun)
relationships in Thai society bring about strong social bonds in the vertical
dimension (between patrons and clients) (Taylor 1997). The term /phakphtiak/
‘partisan’ stresses that being a part of a collective group is crucial for members
of Thai society. If one is not accepted as a member of a group, one’s own self
will become meaningless (Pothisita 1999). Lastly, the term /thi:phiy/ ‘patron’ is
related to the patron-client relationship in Thai society (Pothisita 1999, Komin
1991). These cultural key terms reflect the perception of oneself as a part of
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one’s social relationship with others. Also, it can be seen that the interdepend-
ency and social bond in Thai culture are partly based on the concept of patron-
age and the debt of gratitude.

As for the second group, the proverbs and cultural key terms emphasizing
considerateness and thoughtfulness indirectly reflect the influence of the
interdependent self-construal. To give an example, the term /kre:caj/ fear of
heart’ or ‘self-restraint and other-accommodation’ reflects the Thai principle of
interaction stressing that one should give high priority to how another person
feels or thinks. As pointed out by Intachakra (2012), /kre:ncaj/ is a Thai notion
of politeness that underlies the concern for the feeling of others. Likewise, the
proverb /na:mkhun jii: naj nammsaj ju: nd:k/ ‘keep the murky water inside, let
the clear water out’ stresses the role of self-control and attending to the feeling
of others. Both the concept of /kre:ncaj/ and the proverb indicate that norms
of Thai interactions are related to the interdependent concept of self.

Let us now turn to a quantitative analysis to find out what type of the self is
predominantly emphasized by proverbs and sayings in Thai culture. The find-
ings reveal that 27 proverbs and sayings reflect the interdependent construal
of the self while only 7 indicate the independent self-construal. The items
related to the interdependent self can be categorized into three groups namely
1) those stressing the concept of interdependency and social bonding, 2) those
emphasizing considerateness and thoughtfulness and 3) those stressing inde-
pendency with negative connotations. The following table displays an over-
view of the analysis.

The proverbs and sayings related to the concepts of self-construal are listed
below.

4.1.21 Proverbs and sayings reflecting the concept of interdependent
self-construal

A.  Proverbs stressing the concept of interdependency and social bonding
- On interdependency
(1) /ndm phin ria sia phin pa:/
The necessity of water depends on the existence of boats. The
survival of tigers is dependent upon the existence of the forest.
(2)  /namm phinria sia phiy pa: ja: phiy din/
The necessity of water depends on the existence of boats. The

survival of tigers is dependent upon the existence of the forest.
The existence of grass depends on that of earth.
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(3) /kha:w phiy na: pla: phin namm/
The growth of rice depends on the existence of paddy fields; the
survival of fish depends on the existence of water.

(4)  /sta mi: phrd? pa: pok pa: rék phrd? sia jan/
Tigers can survive because the forest exists. The forest is abun-
dant because the tigers are there.

(5) /ria kia pha:j sia kia pa: na:m kia pla:/
Boat and paddle support each other. The relation between tigers

and forest as well as that between water and fishes are in a simi-
lar vein.

(6) /penriaja: thin tha: pen sia ja: thig pajaj/
Boats and piers are concomitant. Tigers and forests are in the
same vein.

- On social bonding and bunkhun (debt of gratitude) network

TABLE 1 Proverbs and sayings reflecting the concepts of self-construal in Thai
Proverbs and sayings reflecting the Proverbs and sayings reflecting
interdependent self the independent self
Proverbs and sayings stressing 20  Proverbs and sayings 7
the concept of interdependency related to the concept of
and social bonding independent self-construal

— On interdependency (6]

— On social bonding or [14]

bunkhun network

Proverbs and sayings empha- 3
sizing considerateness and
thoughtfulness

Proverbs and sayings stressing 4
independency with negative
connotations

Total 27  Total 7
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(1)

/kha: phiy ca:tw ba:w phiry nazj/

Servants depend on their master. Retainers depend on their
lords.

/meeziw phin phra?/

Cats depend on monks.

/kha: kaw taw liay/

Slaves since childhood. (Old servants who have been brought up
by their masters.)

/jz bamn than ja: nin du:da:j pan wua pan khwa:j haj Itk than
lén/

Earn one’s keep.

/kin bon rian khi: rét bon lagkha:/

Betray the one who feeds you. (Don't bite the hand that feeds
you.)

[?aisa: carw con tua ta:j ?a:sa na:j haj pho: reeiy/

Serve your lord till you die. Serve your master to the utmost.
/kha: s3: citw baiw s3:n) naj/

A servant of two masters. (No man can serve two masters.)
[keeiny ci:t cin ra: khun klia/

You never miss the salt till you try the bland soup. (You never
miss the water till the well runs dry.)

{/kha:w deem ke rdmn/

Rice and curry. Debt of gratitude. (Don’t bite the hand that feeds
you.)

/nék raj ma:j ho:t ma:j rom nok cap/

Birds leave rotten trees for healthy ones.

/rompho: romsaj/

Being protectors.

/thi:p huia ria soy/

To disregard one’s benefactor.

[tho:raphi:/

To be ungrateful to one’s parents.

[sit khit la:y) khru:/

To be ungrateful to one’s mentor
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B.  Proverbs and sayings emphasizing consideration and thoughtfulness
(1)  /bua maj hij chaAm nd:m méj haj khun/
Neither let a lotus get bruised nor let water get turbid. (To think
before you speak and to speak tactfully to satisfy both parties.)
(2)  [?aw caj khaw ma: saj caj raw/
To be considerate.
(3) /namm khin jl: naj ndmm sgj ju: nd:k/
Keep the murky water inside, let the clear water out.
C. Proverbs stressing independency with negative connotation
(1)  /hua diaw krathiam li:p/
A single withered garlic head. (Being friendless is
disadvantageous.)

(2)  /s3:my hua ditkwa: hua diaw/
Two heads are better than one. (Interdependency is
advantageous.)
(3) /ma:hta naw/
A social outcast. (A bad penny)
(4) /ma:j ndik koz/
A black sheep.

4.1.2.2. Proverbs related to the concept of independent self-construal
(1)  /cha:t sia cap nia kin ?e:)/
Tigers catch their own meat.
(2) /jin dbaj lamkhée:n tua?e:n/
To stand on one’s own feet.
(3) /phiyp lazmkhé:n tua?e:y/
To rely on one’s own feet.
(4) /ja:jiim camu:k khon?in ha:jcaj/
Do not borrow another person’s nose to breathe.
(5) /tuakhraj tua man/
Every man for himself.
(6) /pen tua khd:m tua?e:/
Be yourself. (To be self-assured.)
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(7)  [ton pen thi:phiy hée:y ton/

To rely on one’s own self. (To be self-reliant.)

To sum up, Thai proverbs, sayings and key cultural terms reflect both the
independent and the interdependent construals of the self. Nonetheless, it is
evident that those stressing interdependency and attending to other people’s
feelings clearly outnumber those reflecting independency.

4.2 Linguistic Elements Relating to Interactional Context in Daily
Thai Conversations

Some linguistic elements in daily Thai conversation are determined by com-
ponents of interactional context, for instance, the gender, age and social status
of the participants, relationship between the speaker and the hearer, degree
of formality, etc. These linguistic elements include Thai pronominal usage,
final particles for (im)politeness and lexical variants marking interpersonal
relationship. The principles governing the use of these elements make it man-
datory for Thai speakers to pay attention to the context of interaction, par-
ticularly the interpersonal relationship between the speaker and the hearer. In
order to select appropriate choices of pronouns, (im)politeness final particles
and lexical variants for an on-going conversation, one has to take into account
the identities of her/himself and the other party and their relationship. To put
it another way, Thai speakers cannot ignore the co-existence of themselves and
others. Thus, the use of these elements in Thai obviously reflects the predom-
inance of interdependent construal of the self in Thai culture. Let us examine
how these elements are used in everyday interaction.

4.2.1 Thai Pronominal Usage

The Thai pronominal system is complex. An appropriate use of personal pro-
nouns or pronominal terms in Thai is contingent on the context, particularly
the interpersonal relationship between the speaker and the hearer. In Thai, it
cannot be appropriately specified which pronominal terms should be used in
a conversation unless the relationship between the participants is taken into
consideration.

In English, the pronoun “I” serves as the first-person singular pronoun
in most, if not all, cases. But in Thai, as observed in previous works (e.g.,
Palakornkul 1975, Bhandhumedha 1998, Hongladarom 2009), the pronominal
system is much more complicated since there are several terms equivalent to
“l.” Let us provide some of the examples for those who are not familiar with
Thai.

MANUSYA: JOURNAL OF HUMANITIES 26 (2023) 1-25



14

/chédn/
/dichan/
/nuz/
[kha:pacé:w/
[ku:/

[phi:/

[ndiy/
/phb:/

/mée:/

/khru:/
/md:/
[?a:ttamaz:/

[ndzj/
[somchazj/

PANPOTHONG

female speaker; informal),

female speaker; formal)

female speaker; intimacy or the hearer is of higher status)
female or male speaker; formal)

female or male speaker; vulgar)

o~ o~ o~ o~ o~ —~

female or male speaker; kinship term meaning ‘an elder
sister or brother’)

(female or male speaker; kinship term meaning ‘a younger
brother or sister’)

(male speaker; kinship term meaning ‘a father’)
(female speaker; kinship term meaning ‘a mother’)

(female or male speaker; occupation term meaning ‘a
teacher’)

(female or male speaker; occupation term meaning ‘a
doctor’)

(male speaker; the term to be used by a Buddhist monk)
(female or male speaker; a nickname, Noi)

(male speaker; a personal first name, Somchai)

Likewise, there are also several pronominal terms equivalent to “you”
depending on social identity and the role relation between the participants.

For example,
/than/

/khun/
/tha:/
[kae:/
/miy/
[phi:/

[ndim/

/ph3:/

/méa:/

(female or male hearer; formal; the hearer is of higher
status)

female or male hearer; formal)
female hearer; intimate)

(
(
(female or male hearer; informal)
(female or male hearer; vulgar)

(

female or male hearer; a kinship term meaning ‘an elder
sister or brother’)

(female or male speaker; a kinship term meaning ‘younger
brother orsister’)

(male hearer; a kinship term meaning ‘a father’)

(female hearer; a kinship term meaning ‘a mother’)
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[khru:/ (female or male hearer; an occupational term meaning ‘a
teacher’)

[ m3:/ (female or male hearer; occupational term meaning ‘a
doctor’)

[phra?khun-  (male hearer; the term to be used for addressing a Buddhist
caw/ monk)

[Thayphd:/ (male hearer; informal; a term to be used for addressing a
Buddhist monk)

[/jorm/ (female or male hearer; a term used by a Buddhist monk for
addressing a layperson)

[si:ka:/ (female hearer; a term used by a Buddhist monk for address-
ing a female layperson)

[ndzj/ (female or male hearer; a nickname, Noi)

[somchazj/ (male hearer; a personal first name, Somchai).

Bhandhumedha (1998) insightfully points out that the Thai pronominal
system reflects the Thai view of an individual as a social being. That is, pro-
nominal terms in Thai mark not only the role of the individual in an ongoing
interaction but also the social identity of that person. Furthermore, the use
of Thai pronominal terms is dynamic and context-dependent, as observed by
Hongladarom (2009). For instance, when a female teacher talks to her student,
it is most likely that she will refer to herself by the term / khru:/ ‘teacher’ in
order to mark her social status. On the other hand, when she speaks with her
colleague, she may switch to refer to herself by another first-person pronoun
that fits their relationship. In the situation in which she talks to her supervi-
sor, she may use / nu:/ ‘I-- female speaker; intimacy or the hearer is of higher
status’ to refer to herself in order to lower herself and to show recognition to
the supervisor’s status. Moreover, kinship terms can also be used as pronomi-
nal terms. It is normal for Thai people to extend the usage of kinship terms to
address those who are not their own relatives. Vongvipanond (1994) conceptu-
alizes this practice by using the term countless / ya:t/ ‘countless relatives.

The above-mentioned context-dependent and dynamic nature of pronom-
inal usage in Thai interaction entails that to communicate in an appropriate
manner Thai speakers must constantly take into account the relationship
between themselves and the hearer. Iwasaki and Horie (2000, 524) corre-
spondingly point out that “the 1st and 2nd person pronouns in languages that
have more than one form of these pronouns (such as Thai) index the partic-
ipants’ concern for their mutual social relationship.” This is remarkably con-
gruent with the notion of interdependent self. As for the concept of countless
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| ya:t/ ‘countless relatives, it is argued that the practice of extending the usage
of kinship terms to others who are not one’s own relative clearly demonstrates
the interconnectedness between oneself and others in Thai culture.

4.2.2 Thai Final Particles for (Im)politeness
Final particles in Thai can be adopted to serve several semantic and pragmatic
functions. Cooke (1989, 5) categorizes the final particles based on their func-
tions into four types, namely those signaling speaker-addressee relationships,
those calling for a response from the addressee, those signaling the speaker’s
response to the verbal or situational context and those signaling the contex-
tual orientation of the utterance in question. The first type of final particle is
related to the Thai view of self. These particles include /kha?/, /kha?/ (female,
polite, respectful, formal); /khrap/ (male, polite, respectful, formal), /ca?/
(female, polite, informal), /wa?/ (neutral, intimacy, informal, impolite). It can
be seen that the Thai final particles for im/politeness are used to mark not only
politeness but also the gender of the speaker, the degree of intimacy between
the interlocutors and the level of formality (Peyasantiwong 1981). To appropri-
ately use these final particles, the speaker must pay attention to the relation-
ship between the participants and the degree of formality of the speech event.
Even a small final particle used in daily interaction can indicate the level of
interpersonal relationship. The following exchange between a senior professor
and a junior lecturer serves as a remarkable illustration. The two are not only
colleagues, but the junior lecturer was also previously a student of the senior
professor. Hence, the social ties between them are quite strong. When they
interact with each other, the junior lecturer usually adopts kha?/ or /kha?/--
the respectful and formal forms while the senior professor adopts /ca?/ or /
ca?/ -- the intimate and informal forms in return to show caring and intimacy.
However, it happened that one day the senior professor greeted the junior by
saying /sawatdi: kha?/ ‘Good morning’ — a greeting ending with the formal
form instead of /ca?/ as she normally did. Soon after the senior professor had
turned away, the junior lecturer realized that she might have done something
wrong and their social bond was damaged for some reason. Normally, the sen-
ior professor would say /sawatdi: c?/ — a greeting with the informal and inti-
mate form of particle. That the senior lecturer switched to use the formal form
of final particle signals distance and coldness.

4.2.3 Thai Lexical Variants That Mark Interpersonal Relationship

Many Thai words not only encompass lexical meaning but also mark the degree
of formality and interpersonal relationship of the participants in a speech
event. To illustrate, the words /sizsa?/, /hua/, and /kaba:n/ all mean ‘head’ but
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mark different levels of formality and interpersonal relationship. The term /
si:sa?/ is used to communicate with the hearer who is of higher status in for-
mal interaction while /hutia/ is more informal. As for /kaba:n/, it is considered
vulgar and is only used when the other party is of equal or of lower status.

To further elaborate, there are several utterances in Thai equivalent to “What
would you like to eat?” in English. In order to select an appropriate utterance
for a speech event, the speaker must take into account the interpersonal rela-
tionship and degree of formality. The following are some examples.

Example 1: A man asks a Buddhist monk what he would like to eat.
ltagph3: ca? chan ?araj khi:rap (S: a man; H: a Buddhist monk; R: formal)
ltanphs: ca? chan Paraj khdrap
you [a Buddhist will to eat [term fora what khawrap-Fp
monk] Buddhist monk]
[male speaker;
polite+formal]

‘what would you like to eat?

Example 2: A female waitress in a luxury restaurant asks a customer what she
would like to eat.

khunph:jiy ca? rappratha:n ?araj kha? (S: a female waitress; H: a customer;
R: formal)

khunphiijiy ca? rapprathamn Paraj kha?

you [female will to eat [polite; formal] what kha-Fp [female
hearer; speaker;
polite, deference, polite; formal]
formal]

‘what would you like to eat, ma'am?’

Example 3: A female student asks her teacher in an informal context what she
would like to eat.

Parcain ca? than ?araj kha? (S: a female student; H: a teacher; R: informal)

Parcamn ca? tham Paraj kha?

You [occupational will to eat [polite, informal]

term what kha-FP [female

-- alecture] speaker; polite; formal]

‘what would you like to eat?’
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Example 4: A woman asks her friend in an informal context what she would
like to eat.

tha: ca? kin ?araj ca? (S: a female friend; H: a female friend; R: informal)
tha: ca? kin Paraj ca?

you [polite; will to eat [polite; what ca-FP [female speaker;
informal] informal]

intimate, informal]

‘what would you like to eat?

Example 5: A woman asks her close friend what she would like to eat.

kee: ca? kin ?araj (S:a friend; H: a

wa? friend; R: intimate)

kee: ca? kin Paraj wa?

you [impolite;  will to eat [polite; what wa-Fp
informal] informal] [intimate;

vulgar]
‘what would you like to eat?

Example 6: A man/woman asks her/his close friend in a casual context what
s/he would like to eat.

mir) ca? deetk ?araj wa? (S: a close friend; H: a close friend: R: intimate,
vulgar)

mir) ca? deetk Yaraj wa?

You [vulgar] will  toeat[vulgar]  what  wa-FP [intimate; vulgar]

‘what would you like to eat?’

Table 2 provides an overall picture of the lexical variants presented in the
examples above.

Thai speakers need to constantly pay attention to the context and the rela-
tionship between themselves and the hearer in order to select appropriate lex-
ical variants for an ongoing interaction. This interactional practice indicates
that Thai speakers must be aware of the co-existence between themselves and
other participants.

Likewise, Iwasaki and Horie (2000) also point out that Thai speakers must
constantly pay attention to the components of an ongoing interactional con-
text, be it identity of the interactants, relationship of the participants, or level
of formality, in order to select the appropriate register for the current conver-
sation. In most cases, the components of an interactional context are clear,
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TABLE 2:  Examples of Thai lexical variants marking interpersonal relationships
Speaker Hearer Degree of  YOU EAT Final
formality particle

a man a Buddhist  formal ltagphs: chan khd:rap
monk

a female a female formal khun- rap- kha?

waitress customer phiijiy pratha:in

a female a teacher informal ?a:camn thamn kha?

student

a female a female informal tha: kin ca?

friend friend

a friend a friend intimate kae: kin wa?

a close a close intimate, mir) da:k wa?

friend friend vulgar

and this enables a competent Thai speaker to properly adopt the available pre-
defined set of devices to fit such context. However, a speaker may encounter
a situation in which the components of the interactional context are unclear
which causes certain difficulties for the interlocutors in handling such an
ambiguous interaction. In such cases, the speaker must work out on her/his
own to figure out the middle ground register and select alternative choices for
the interaction.

As we have seen, the use of the three elements in Thai verbal interaction
appears to serve as evidence to support the argument that the interdependent
self-construal is salient in Thai.

4.3 Interactional Behaviors in Task-based Interaction from the Thai
Dataset of Mister O Corpus
As proposed by Kim et al.(1994; 1996), and Kim (1995; 2004; 2017), people in
cultures where interdependent construal of the self is predominant tend to
place high value on concern for minimizing imposition, concern for avoiding
damage to the hearer’s feelings and concern for avoiding negative evaluation.
In this study, we investigated teacher-student task-based interaction from
the Thai dataset of Mr. O Corpus. The participants were university lecturers
and undergraduate students. All were female. They were asked to arrange
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fifteen picture cards to make a coherent story. In Thai culture where teachers
are powerful and highly respected, teacher-student interaction is considered a
notable representation of superior-subordinate discourse. The analysis focuses
on interactional devices adopted by Thai teachers when proposing ideas and
showing disagreement to see how those of higher status in Thai culture inter-
act with their subordinates.

The findings reveal that in all ten pairs, it was the teachers who took con-
trol of the verbal exchange. Interestingly, teachers appear to prefer indirect
ways of control which enable them to simultaneously seek agreement, min-
imize imposition and maintain smooth interpersonal connection with their
students. There were three devices frequently used by Thai teachers.

First, to minimize imposition in proposing ideas, Thai teachers preferred
question forms and mitigated forms to declarative statements. The repeated
use of /chijmaj/ and /chéjri:plaiw/ by Thai teachers in this study indicates that
they prefer to have student’s consent at each step during the task of arrang-
ing cards and co-constructing a story. In addition, they frequently use the
Wh-questions /wamaj/ or /2awnaj/ ‘What do you think?" to stimulate discus-
sion. Instead of giving orders, Thai teachers achieve control of the interaction
in a subtle manner. By using question forms and mitigated forms to propose
ideas as well as using stimulating questions, teachers take control of the inter-
action in a less imposing and more hearer-oriented manner.

The second strategy is using /raw/ or the inclusive ‘we’ instead of / khru:/
‘teacher’ as the first-person pronoun while working on the task with their
student to evoke a sense of togetherness. As observed by Palakornkul (1975),
almost all Thai teachers use the occupation term /khru:/ ‘teacher’ for self-ref-
erence when speaking to students. But in the task-based discourse examined
here, nine out of ten teachers adopted /raw/ or the inclusive we in propos-
ing ideas. As noted in several studies (Brown and Gilman 1960; Brozin 2010;
Hakansson 2012), the inclusive we can be used as a strategy to evoke solidarity.
The choice of the inclusive we made by Thai teachers appears to evoke a sense
of togetherness and reduce the gap between superiors and subordinates.

Lastly, Thai teachers used expressions such as /?¢?/ ‘Uhm, [?a:tca?/ ‘maybe,
and /bamthi:/ ‘perhaps’ to show uncertainty and hesitation. Both teachers
and students show hesitation and uncertainty in proposing ideas. Yet, it is the
teachers who adopt the device more frequently. It is found that Thai teachers
sometimes show hesitation and ask their students to provide suggestions. By
showing uncertainty, teachers seem to propose ideas and show disagreement
in a less imposing manner. Furthermore, the device is also used to stimulate
discussion.
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Based on the strategies repeatedly adopted, it is evident that the Thai teach-
ers in this study preferred the indirect way of control while working on a task
with their students. The fact that they preferred to guide their students in a
subtle way and asked for consent from time to time indicates their concerns
for minimizing imposition and avoiding damage to the hearer’s feelings even
though they are of a higher status. As proposed by Kim et al. (1994; 1996)
and Kim (1995; 2004; 2017), concern for minimizing imposition and concern
for avoiding damage to the hearer’s feelings are conversational constraints
observed by those with interdependent self-construal.

Even though the corpus size of Mister O data is considered adequate in
pragmatic research (e.g., Fujii 2012; Kim 2014; etc.), the findings in this study
might be limited to the group examined. Further research using more samples
is required to get more widely generalizable results.

5 Conclusion

This study examines Thai proverbs, sayings, cultural key terms and interac-
tional practices in order to see which type of the self is predominant in Thai
culture. Most linguistic evidence seems to support Markus and Kitayama’s
(1991, 228) proposal that Thai is one of the cultures in which people are likely
to have the interdependent construal of the self. The findings reveal that Thai
proverbs, sayings, and cultural key terms reflect both the independent and
interdependent construals of the self. Yet, those that stress interdependency
and attend to other people’s feelings clearly outnumber those in the other
group. As for the interactional practices in daily exchange, the use of pronom-
inal terms, final particles for (im)politeness and lexical variants marking inter-
personal relationship make it mandatory for the Thai speakers to pay attention
to the context of interaction, particularly the interpersonal relationship.
Lastly, in task-based superior-subordinate conversation, the less-imposing
and hearer-oriented interactional devices which are characteristics of col-
laborative and non-confrontational styles are preferred by Thai participants.
Thai speakers’ concerns for minimizing imposition and avoiding damage
to the hearer’s feelings are conversational constraints observed by people with
the interdependent self-construal (Kim 1995, 2017). Nonetheless, results from
the task-based interaction might not be completely generalizable to other
social groups of Thais. Further research using conversational data from various
social groups is required in order to confirm the findings in this study.
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A crucial question that arises is: How can we explain the existing linguis-
tic evidence that stresses the values related to the independent construal of
the self? It is argued in this study that both the interdependent self-construal
and the independent self-construal co-exist in Thai culture. As explained by
Gudykunst and Ting-Toomey (1988), individualism and collectivism exist in all
cultures, but one pattern tends to be predominant.

As for Thai culture, the interdependent self-construal appears to be promi-
nent in most of the contexts. Thais define themselves with reference to others,
prefer to be a part of collective groups and opt for an indirect and less-impos-
ing style when interacting to maintain smooth interpersonal relationships. Yet,
in a certain context, a version of independent self-construal might be more
salient. Thais prefer to be unrestrained and sometimes tend to do things in
their own ways as demonstrated by the sayings /tham ?araj ta:m caj khi: thaj
thee:/ ‘To do whatever one pleases is a real Thai’ and /pen tua khd:y tua?e:n/
‘being independent-- being oneself’

While previous works in cultural psychology and anthropology propose dif-
ferent views of the Thai self, the findings in the present study based on linguistic
evidence reveal that the interdependent self-construal is more predominant.
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