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Predictability and role relations in Thai honorifics 
Songthama Intachakra 

Faculty of Liberal Arts, Thammasat University 

 
Abstract 

Exchange of honorifics is regarded as an important linguistic phenomenon in Thai society. 

It serves to promote interpersonal harmony among interactants with different statuses, or between 

those speakers interacting in formal settings. As a matter of principle, conventionalised use of 

honorifics is more often than not encouraged. However in real-life conversation, speakers may not 

always avail themselves of these forms. Therefore, projecting accurately whether particular honorifics 

will be called for, and which positions in a conversational turn they might be employed, is a very 

difficult task. This paper reports on a study that makes inquiries into the idiosyncrasies of honorifics in 

Thai, drawing upon two sets of data from formal interactions. Parts of the findings are testimony to 

the fact that conventions of honorifics are not adhered to for various reasons, and that occurrences of 

honorifics mixed with other less formal speech styles are commonplace in many of the examples 

investigated. A working hypothesis I put forward is that: despite breaching traditional norms of honorifics, 

speakers indulging in dropping honorifics, or replacing them with otherwise conventional speech, do 

so within an allowable unit, which consists of language devices they are deemed appropriate to the 

institutional, and other (possible) role relations, they assume and negotiate with the hearer at the 

moment of speaking. Approaching how and why honorifics, and their informal alternatives, can co-exist 

in this way not only allows us to consider this practice from an objective perspective, but also to 

make sense of the management of the often dynamic, and overlapping, social relations through style 

mixing most typical among many younger generation Thais.  

 

Keywords: honorifics, predictability, role relations, Thai language 
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 ( , 2544: . 252)  

  2  

 (polite particle) “ ”  2 

 1 

 (casual particle) “ ”  3 

 

    

 

  

 

  

   

 

   

  

(honorific)   

/  

 (Cook, 2011; Hudson, 2011)  

 

  (highly 

hierarchical speech community) (Kummer, 1992; Bechstedt, 2002, p. 241; Holmes     

et al., 2003, p. 26) 

   (  “ ”  “ ”) 

  (  “   ” “   ” 

 “   ” ) ( , 2546, . 102-105; Iwasaki & 

Ingkaphirom, 2005, p. 179)  

 

 

   (
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) 

   (drop) /

  (switch)  

  

  

  “

/ 1 

    

 ” 

 (predictability) 

 (role relation) 

    

 

 

2.  
  2   

  

2.1  

 

 (Irvine, 1992; Okamoto, 2004; Pan & Kádár, 2011) 

 (   (address term) /  

(title)   )   

  

  

                                                           
1   

(co-culture)   

  “ ”  “ ” ”  

      

 (prescriptive)    

/  
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 3   (addressee) 

 (referent)  (bystander) (Comrie, 1976)  

 2  

 

 (1)  (2)  2  

 2   
(1) What would you like, sir? 

(2) Dr Roberts, here’s your book. 

 “sir”  (1) 

 (addressee honorific)   “sir”  

( )   

 (sentence final particle) “ ”  “ ”  

 “-masu”  (Shibatani, 1998, p. 344; Cook, 2011,  

p. 3656)  “-yo”/”-supnita”  (Brown, 2011, pp. 23-25) 

  “ ”  

 /  (  “Dr”  “professor”)  

(  “grandma”)  (referent honorific) 

 (2)  “Dr”  “Roberts” 

  “   

”   

  “sir”  (1)  (personal 

deixis)   

 “addressee”  “referent” 

 2 2  

   ( )  

                                                           
2  2  (converge)  2  (Shibatani, 

1998: p. 344)  

    “vous”  2  “tu” 

 2 /  (  “Je voulais vous voir devant mon départ.”) 
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  “ ” 

 “ ”  

(Brown, 2015, p. 44-45)  2  

“polite style”  “deferential style”   

2.2   
 

 (      ) 

 (  Shibatani, 

1998; Ide, 2005; Khanittanan, 1988; Irvine, 1992)  

 2  (Shibatani, 1998, p. 346; Keating & 

Duranti, 2006, pp. 147-148) 

 

 

 (

   (2556) 

 ( )   

 

 

  “ ” “ ”  “ ” 

 (Iwasaki & Ingkaphirom, 2005, pp. 179-185;  Smyth, 2002, 

pp. 126-129)  4 

  “ ” (  “ ” “ ” “ ”  “ ”) 

  “ ” (  “ ”  “ ”) 

 “ ” (  “ ”  “ ”)  

 

 “ ” (  “ ” “ ”  “ ”)  

 

 

  

 (asymmetrical power) 
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   (respectful form  

subject honorific)  (  “ ”) /

 (  “ ” “ ” “ ”)   (  

“ ”  “ ”)  (  “ ”  “ ”) 

 (  Khanittanan, 1988, pp. 355-360) 

 (humble form  object honorific)  

   

  /   (  Okamoto, 

1999, pp. 52-54; Tokunaga, 1992, p. 129) 

 (  “ ”  “ ”)  (Shibatani, 1998, p. 343) 

  “ ” (  1 “ ”) 

  

  

    (  ) 

 (paralinguistics) (  ) 

 

  

 

 

 4  

 
3.     

  

 

 (interactive conversation)  1 

  (continuous talk)   
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 2   “Mr O Corpus” 
3  (task-based interaction) 

 2    

  2  (

 10   10 ) 

  

 15  (  1)  
 

 1  “Mr O Corpus” 
 

 
 

 

  

  /

 /  

 . . 2555  . . 2557  

 (semi-formality)  2  

 (high formality) (  

  ) (Heylighen & Dawaele, 

1999, p. 3) 

 /  

 

  2 

   4 

                                                           
3  “Mr O Corpus”   

 . . 2555  Japan Society for the Promotion of Science 

 . . 2012-2013 (  23320090) 
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 2  

 

  

  

  “ ” 

  

 

  

 (1)   (2) 

 ( ) 

   /

 (    ) 

   

  

  (  , 2522, . 207-210; , 2546, . 103-105; , 2558, 

. 95-107) 

 

4.    
 4  

 

 5   

4.1  
 ( )  

  

/  

  

  ( / ) 

/   
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 1  2 

 

 

  

  
 1  

1 :  / \ 

2 : / \ 
3 :  

4 :  
5      :  [ ]  

 […] 
6  :   (.)     
7 :  (.)  participate   
8 :  [ ] 
9 :    
10    [ ]  
11      (-)  (.)  / \  
12 : /  (.)\  (-)   [ ] 

13 :   
14 :  (-)  (.) : [ ] 

15 :   / \  
16 : / \   

 
 2  

1 :  

2 :  

3 :  (.)  

4 :  

5 :  (.)  (.)  (.)  (( ))  

6 :  

7 :  (-)  (.)  / \  / \ 

8 : / \ (-) / \ 

 […] 
9 :     (.)  (.) / \  
10  : / \    

11 :  (( ))  
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12 :     

13 :     
  

 2   

(female-specific particle)  “ ” 4  

 (   6  14  1  10 

 2)   

 “ ”    

 (   1  3  1  

4  12  2)  “ ” 

 

(   12  1  2, 6  8  2) 

  

 “ ” 

 ( )  “ ” 

  “ ” 

 “ ”   “ ”  

  (“ ”  “ ”) 

 (  12  16  1)  

 

 “ ”    (

: “… ”  “... ”  “ ...”  “ ...”) 

  

  

(  Shibatani, 1998, p. 347) 

 1  2 

 

  

                                                           
4  2.1   “ ” “ ”  “ ” 

    

   “ ” “ ”  “ ” 
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(Maynard, 1993, p. 179)  (

)  (1)  (2) 

  (3)  

(4)  (jointly creates utterances)  (5)  

(backgrounded information)  (6)   (familiarity) 

 (closeness)  

  1  5 

  6  

  

(prescriptive)  

  1 

 6 (“ ”) 

 12 (“ ” “ ”)  14 (“  ”) 

 “ ”  ” ”  (  1) 

 (  3) 

 
 3  

1  : :: 

2 : :: 

3 :    

4 :  (.)  / \ 

5 : / \  

6 :  

7 :    
8 :   

9 :   (.)  (.) 

 

 

 3  
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 ( )   1  2 

 “ ”  “ ” 

  

   9  (“ ”) 

 (“ ”)  (“ ”)  

 3      

  3 

 “ ”  2   

   

   

   

  

  12  2  “ ”  1 

 3  “ ”   “ ”  “ ” 

   “ ”  

 

  

  
5   1  3  1 

 

  

  

                                                           
5    

    

    

“ ”  “ ”    “ / ” “ / ”  “ / ” 

 /  
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4.2  

   

 1  5 

 (  4.1)  

  2    

 

4.2.1  
 (pattern)  

  

 

 

  (honorific shift) 

  (drop)  

  (switch) 

  (add)   3 

  (

) /  (  Eckert & Rickford, 2001; Jones & 

Ono, 2008; Cook, 2002)    

 
 4   

1 :  (.)  (.)  [ ] 

2 :  

3 :  

4 :  (.)  (.)  (.)  

5 :  [ ] 

6 :  (-)  (.)  

7 :  

 

 5   
1 :  (.)  

2 :  ( ) 

3 : [  ] 
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4 :  (-)  (.)  (.)   

5 :  

6 :  (.)  (.)  / \ [  ]  

7 : / \ [  ] 

8 :  

9 :   (.)  (-)  

10 :  

11 :  (.)  

12 :       

13 :    [ ] 

14 :    

 

 4  5  “Mr O Corpus” 

   4 

 4   “ ” 

   1 

    3 

  5  7 

 

 “ ” 

 “ ”  “ ”  5  2  10 

 “ ”  “ ”  4, 8  12 

  

  6 

  

 14   

  (Cook, 2011, p. 3658)  (Hudson, 2011, p. 3689, p. 3691) 

   

 

 (  Jones & Ono, 2008)  

  /
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 “Mr O Corpus” 

 2    

 
 6   

1 :    morning news (.)   

2   : (.) google  application  google maps   

3   apple store  (.)  iphone  (.)  

4    (.)  app  
5    function  (.)  android  (.)  

6   (.) : function  app google map  

7    (.)   

8  (.)  panorama (.)  (.)  street view (.)  

9  business photo:   3  (.)   

10    CEO  apple  Tim Cook  

11   apple  (.)  (.)  software   

12   (.)  (.)  (.)  

13   apple  (.)  morning news (.)  

14    (.)  1  

  

 6 

  

  

    

56  “ ”  “ ” 

 “ ”  “ ” 

     

 

  “ ”  “ ” 

   

 (   “ ”  “Morning 

News”  2  “ ”  4 
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 “  1 ” 

 14)  

 

 7  
1 :   

2 :  

3 :     

4  (.)  ( )  

5 : [ ]  

6 :  (.)   (.)  

7 :  (.) ( )  
8 :  ( ) 

9 :  (.)  (.)  

10 :  (.)  (.)  (.)     

11 :  (.)  

12 :  (.)  (.)  (.)   

 7  

    

 “ ”  “ ” 

 

   

   4, 6, 10  12  

 7  (service encounter) 

   

   

 (  Spencer-Oatey, 1996, p. 10) 

  

 

4.2.2  

  (role re-assignment) 
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 4.2.1  

  

  

 /

  

  (Bousfield, 2008, pp. 131-132) 

 

 “ ” (enforce role shift) 

 

  

  5 

 2   

 (  8  10)  (  9, 

11  12)  

 8  “Mr O Corpus” 

 

 10  

 “ ”  (  2  4) 

 (  6)  

 9  “ ”  

  

 “ ”  

 
 8  

1 :   (.)  /(.) \ 
2 :   / : :\ 
3 :      (.)  
4 :  ::  
5 :         
6 :    / :\ 
7 :      / \    
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   […] 
8 :   (-)  
9 :      (.)  (.)  [  ]  
10 :     (.)   
 

 9  
1 :  

2 :  (.)  

3 : [ ] 

4 :  (.)  

5 :  (.)  (.)  (.)  (.)  

6 :  (-)  

7 :  (.)  

8 :  

 […] 

9 : /  [ ]\ 

10 :     / \ 

11 :  (.) / \ 

12 : / \ 

13 :  (.)  (.)  (.)  

 9  (  1 

 8)  (  9  13)  

   “ ” 

 1, 5, 11  13  7  9 

 5  9 /

 “ ”       

  11 6 

 12   13 

 “ ”   

    

                                                           
6 
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  8  9 

  9  8 

 “ ”  

(  

)  5  9  

    “ ” (

)  (  2 ) 

 “ ”    

  “Mr O Corpus”   

  

(negotiation)  

 “Mr O Corpus”  10 

  

 

 “ ”  

  “ ” ( ) 

 4  “ ” 

 “ ”  (“ ”  1  “ ” 

 2)  

  “ ”  “ ” 

  

 10  
1 :  (.)  (.)  (.)  (.)  

2  (.)  

3 :  

4 :    (.)  (.)   

5    (.)   (.)   

6     (.) ( )  (.)  

 11 

 

 (  “ ”)  
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   “ ” 

 4   3 

  

 

 “ ” (  1)  “ ” 

(  6)    

 

 11 

1 :  (.)   

2  (.)  (.)  

3 :  

4 :  (.)   

5  (.)  (.)   

6  (.)  (.) 

 (.) 

 12  

1 :  (-)  (.)  (.)     

2 :  

3 :   

4 :  

5 :   (.)  

  

6 : :     

7  (.)  (.)  (.)   

8  (.)   

9 :   

 60 

 30  

  

   1 /

 “ ”  “ ”  
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 (“ ”) 

  “ ”  “ ” (

)  “ ” 

    

  2  

 (“ ”)  “ ” 

 4  7 

 12   6  “ ” 

 

( )  

  (pseudo-kin) (  

)  

 

 

  

 

5.  
 

 (  5.1) 

 

(  5.2) 

5.1  
 

  

 

   

  (Payne, 1992) 

 (Sacks et al., 1974) 

 (genre) (Corbett, 2009)  

 “ ” (predictability)    

/
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 /  

/    

 

 4  

 

 

 2   (1) “ ” 

 

 (   

)  (2) “

”  

 (    

)  

 (form)  (variant)   

(   “ ”  “ ”  

 “ ”  “ ”  “ ” 

 “ ” ( )  “ ”  “ ”  

 “ ”   “ ” 

)  
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 ( ) 

 4.2.1 

  

(Keating, 1998, p. 39; Okamoto, 1999, p. 55, 2010, pp. 79-80; Kim, 2015) 

   

 

5.2  

 

  (objective view) 

  (Cook, 2008,  

pp. 9-11, 2011, pp. 3658-3659)  

   (external 

factor) (    

 )     

 ( )  

 

  

 (social constructionism) 

  

 

 (Holmes, 2003, pp. 88-92; Coupland, 

2001; Agha, 2007)  

 (

)   

 

 ( ) 

 /
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  (  

 -

 

)  “ - ” 

   “ ” 

 “ ”     “ ” “ ”  “

”   

 “ ”7 (role relation) 

  

 

 “ ” (hybrid role relation)  

  6  7  

 “ - ”   2 

 “ ” 

    “ ”   “

”    (

)  

  “ ”  

   10 

 “ ”  “ ”  

 “ -

”  “ - ”  

   “ - ”  

                                                           
7 “ ” (relation  relationship)  

  “ ” (role)   (right)  

(obligation)   (   ) 

(  Spencer-Oatey, 2008: p. 15; Merton, 1968: pp. 423-426, 2007[1949]: pp. 449-452) 

 “ ”   
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“ - ”  “ - ”   

( ) ( ) (sisterly language) 

 (motherese) (  Nwokah, 1987; Gleitman et al., 1984 ) 

    12 

 

 “ - ”  “ - ” 

  (  Ide, 2012, p. 127) 

 

 2 

   “

” (allowable unit) (  “allowable contribution”  Levinson, 

1979, pp. 370-371)    2 

 “ - ” “ - ” “ - ” 

“ - ” “ - ”   

  

   

 /

  

 

  

 

 (membership categorisation analysis) (Butler & Weatherall, 2006; Hester & Eglin, 

1997)  (relational work) (Locher & Watts, 2005) 
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* 
(.)   1-2  

(-)   2  

(???)   

( )   

(( ))   

[ ]  /  

[…]     

… / \ …   

… / \ …  

:   

-     

 

   

*  (Holmes & Stubbe, 2003)  

(Schnurr & Chan, 2011)  (Mullany, 2011)  (

) 
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