Chapter 7

Thai Cuitural Characteristics

Reflected in the Findings of the Linguistic Analysis

And the expression in writing and conversatton, there is a
. Thai way of daing it that is not similar to any other nation.

(M.R. Kukrit Pramoj)*

7.1. Introduction

In this chapter, the findings of the analysis of features of contemporary Thai
narrative language will be related to Thai cultural characteristics. As has been discussed
in chapter 2, cultural characteristics reflected in linguistic usage can best be described
in terms of the concept of Qvortd vuew The areas of the linguistic analysis (chapters 3 to
6) have not been selected to suit a certain preconceived outcome of the study. Instead,
they have been chosen according to four fundamental functional aspects of language,
communication about time, causality, people and places - as they are represented in
standard narrative texts. The extent to which certain linguistic phenomena can be related
to the Thai world view varies naturally. The linguistic analysis has shown that in the case
of terms of address, the refationship between fanguage and culture is fairly obvious and
it can be presumed that the linguistic material to a certain extent influences the
perception of the world. The same can be said about the characterization of people in

terms of action. This is partly a result of the absence of adjectives. In the cases of

! see Beek (1983; 204)
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chronology and causality, however, the influence of the language on the perception of
the world is not so obvious. It can be assumed that it exists but lt is methodologically
problematic to pinpoint it and make exact stateme'nis about it.

Apart from that, it should be remembered that the Humboldtian view of tanguage
as the only possible means te conduct and communicate inteliectual activity should not
be misunderstood' to the effect that different languages providé concepts and patterns of
thinking that are mutually exciusive. Nor should it be interpreted as a limitation of a
person's outlook on the world. People learn other languages and the reason for doing so
is precisely to gét‘ aquainted with different ways of understanding and interpreting the

world.

7.2. The Perception of Time

7.2.1. The impact of the Absence of Morphological Time-Marking on the
Perception of Time

Thai has no morphological devic}e to indicate tense. The natura! chronological

succession of events or non-morphological means to indicate time are the dnly way to
distinguish between past and present. Consequently, the narrator's or speaker's point of
reference is always situated in the present time. There is no morphological marking of
the past tense as in Westem languages that would allow the speaker or narrator to
establish a second point of reference within the past. It is important to realize that the
selection of a point of reference in Westem languages is not a matter of voluntary
choice. Th'ere I8 Nno escape from choosing a specific indication of time. Such obligatory
time-marking is missing in Thai. Explicit indications of time by non-morphological means
may be required to convey a message properly but they are by no means obligatory.
The absence of morphological time-marking and the optional character of non-
morphological marking strengthens the linguistic representation of time by means of the
chronological order. Since the speaker or narrator has onty one point of reference and is
not forced to make a choice between past and present, the chronological order

dominates the discourse. It is at least inconvenient rot to mention first in the linguistic
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representation of events what has actually happened first. Purposes, for instance, are
‘not mentioned before the purposeful action while causing events are not mentioned after
the resultt,

The absence of morphological time-marking does not only strengthen the
dominance of the chronological order of narration. By doing so, it further supports a
tendency to neglect specific and exact marking of time. Since chronological order has to
be assumed in practically every kind of conventional narration, it becomes self-evident. It
would be superfluous to add specific markings of time, uniess, of course, it is

indispensable to fulfill the proper function of a text, as, for instance, in a police report.

7.2.2. The Use of Non-Morphological Indicators of Time

Non-morphological means to indicate time are adverbial expressions like
yesterday, tomorrow or at twenty past six, adjuncts of time like then or after that or the
reference towards historical dates and events. Generally, they are used to mark an |
approximate time or time range but not exact time. In “Si Phaendin®, for instance, it is
conspicuous how vague the indication of time can be compared, for inStance, to the
accuracy in the description of ;:;laces and considering the fact that the novel is intended
to be realistic. The imprecise time-marking by non-morphological means supports the
general impression that time is percelved as something vague. At least, accuracy in
matters of time does not seem to be of great importance, a notion that is confirmed by
the general habit among Thai people to make appointments, They are usually not made
for an exact time but for approxamate time ranges such as 00u (in the evening),

v 'Nm B3 (around noon), Tty & (in the early aftermoon).

7.2.3. The Vague Perception of Time and the Buddhist World View

The chronological order presents time as a continuous flow of present moments.
Exact indication of different time levels within the past is rarely found and generally
vague. The focus remains on what is happening presently. According to Fieg (1989:23),
"Thais, and Asians generally, tend‘ to view time as a circle with recumng phases; one

season follows the next, one life leads into another [...]" while “with their lineal view of
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time, Americans divide up the future into discrete segments; they then plan, schedule,
and compartmentalize these segments.” (ibid.) A circle with recurring phases certainiy
makes divisions quite difficult. Grammatical time-marking, however, tries exactly that: a
division of ime into segments.

The perception of time as something vague appears to be in accordance with the
Buddhist teaching of impermanence. Impermmanence means that things “never persist in
the same way, but that they are vanishing and dissolving from moment to moment.”
(NYANATILOKA, 1972: 14) Since everything changes permanently, an overt concem for
the past is of no avail. Things of the past don't beilong to the present. They have

‘changed already and are not real anymore, Accuracy in matters of the perception of time“

is as illusory as the attempt to parce! out water. There is no point in being too much
occupied with what has happened when in the past. It is much more imporant to
concentrate on the present. This is what Kukrit Pramoj himself says: "} don't try to
memorize the past at all. What's done is done. I'm either enjoying the benefit of it or
suffering as a result of it. | merely regard the present and the future.” (BEEK, 1983:189)

It may be argued here that it is too far-fetched to iink the absence of
morphological time-marking and the optional character of non-morphoiogical .time
marking with the Buddhist conqept of impermanence. After ali, the Chinese language
has the same linguistic features as Thai with respect to indication of time whereaé the
ancestry cult very much indicatés a strong appreciation of the concept of permanence.; it
shouid be pointed out. here that the specific features of indicating time in Thai narratives
may not make it impossible to mark time correctly. According to my data material,
however, they seem to make it inconvenient and thus support a tendency to neglect -
exact time marking. - Any examination of finguistic phenomena - this is, in fact, the whole

.point of my study - has to consider both the linguistic material and the way it is used.
The fact that the Chinese language has to indicate time by purely non-morphological
means does not necessarily mean that it has to indicate time in the same way as Thai

does. It is possible that Chinese has other non-morphological means to indicate time or
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that it uses the common ones like adverbials and conjuncts in a different way.? Apart
from that, | doubt whether the ancestry cult does indeed indicate a perception of
permanence in a realistic sense. Although, for instance, paper replicas of everyday life's

commodities like houses and cars are prepared at Chinese funerals for the deceased to

enjoy in his other life, everyone knows that these replicas are not the “real thing”. After.. —......

all, they are made from paper and they are burnt at the funeral.’ Reverence and respect
for one's ancestors and an elaborate ancestry cult do not have to stand in the way of a
general perception of the world and of reality as impermanent.

The cpncentration on the present which can be a consequence of a thorough
understanding of the conce:pt of impermanence also coincides with the important
Buddhist practice of AWM (rru'nd development). (NYANATILOKA, 1972: 165-167)
FAWAIWN (mind development) is a contemplation of the body, the feeling, the mind and
mind-objects in their present state of being. It is done to realize that everything changes
all the time and that any dwelling on the past is useless and futile. Although this is a
monastic practice, no Thai would call the wisdom behind FANGIUD (mind development)

into question or hesitate to recommend it in times of trouble because of its healing effect.

2 Time marking would be an interesting topic for a comparative study of Thai and Chinese.

® There is a passage in "Si Phaendin” where Ploi’'s brother Perm and her son Oot discuss what
kind of things should be rebuift in paper in order to be enjoyed by Khun Prem after his cremation.
(ﬁnqnf:zsza. 575-576) The main topic of the discussion is the question whether paper modeis
of beautiful girls should be made so that Khun Prem could enjoy in his next iite what he did not in
his earlier life because of his own high moral standards. Boath uncle and nephew are not sure if
Khun Prem would accept the girts. The question is settled by Oot who suggests that if Khun Prem
has no use for the girls he could retum them to Khun Perm later when his time to die and enter
ancther life has come. The whole dialogue is rather funny and ironical. it shows that the idea that
people use items of evaryday life after their death and that a comfortable life after death can be
ensured by building luxury item from paper and buming them together with the body is not taken
too seriously,
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7.3. The Understanding of Causality

The interest in causes is motivated by a universal human desire to understand.
Curiosity only stops when a satisfying answer to the question “why” has been given. It
can be_assumed, therefore, that every language has means to convey -causality.
However, causality does not refer to the perception of a concrete object, a place, or a
living being. The only “objectivity” or universal agreement found in the perception of
causality is of a temporal nature: the causing condition or event must be temporally
somehow located before the resulting condition or event. Al other aspects of causality
are matters of interpretation. The causal fink between two or more events, states or
condittorts is an abstract and highly complex part of men’s reality construction activities.
It is, therefore, not surprising that not only the causal aspects in the reiationship between
events are subject to interpretation but also that different concepts of causality as such
exist. At least, the concept of causality is not the same in the Westem and in the

Buddhist perception of the world.

7.3.1. The Western Concept of Causality

The Western concept of causality is an essential part of rationatism that is built
upon the principles of Aristotelian logic. Christian religion has never discarded these
principies. The Scholasticism of the M‘idc.tle Ages incorporated it into the Christian world
view, Later Protestantism, itself unthinkable without Humanism * the rediscovery of pre-
Christian ancient philosophy, tumed out to be rmost favourable for the development of
rationalism in the Age of Enlightenment. The success of Western economy, science and
technology in the last three centuries is due to a rationalism that has, és Max Weber

pointed out, developed under the influence of the Protestant {Calvinist) ethic.®

“ Erasmus von Rotterdam's reconstruction of the original of the New Testament was the basis
for Martin Luther's transtation into German. This transiation tumed out to be the foundation of
Protestantism. -

° Different Protestant ethical attitudes have combined to make the “formula of success” of the
Westem economic system: Luther's view of profession as a calling, Calvin's attitude towards
Itfe in this world as a task which automatically excludes any hedonistic enjoyment of one's
material achievements but instaad instilis a sense of duty and responsibility. (WEBER, 1687:

79-81, 96-128) :
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The essence of the Western concept of causality is the principle of verification, A
cause is credible if. it is verifiable. The cause of the bubonic plague that killed nearly half
of the German population in the 14" century was at that time understood to be the
wrath of God. Today, we don't accept this as an explanation because we know that the
plague is an infectious disease caused by germs that have been impornted from overseas
by rats in trading ships. Thus, the rational i.e. verifiable explanation takes precedence
over the non-rational, no matter how plausibie ithe latter may have been at a certain
time. In fact, there are no non-rational causes, There are superstitions and beliefs that
stand in for verifiable causes as long as these causes have not been discovered. The

- wrath of God couid be regarded as the cause of the plague 600 years ago for lack of
scientific knowledge. Today, it doesn’t qualify as a cause because the explanations of

modern medicine are much more convinging.

7.3.2. The Karmic Understanding of Causality

The karmic law of cause and effect is of Buddhist origin. It is rational in its own

right, atthough not neccessari'ty verifiable in an Aristotelian sense. In Thailand, cause
and effect are often linked according to the karmic world view of Buddhism. The illness of
cancer for instance is often regarded in the Weét'as fhe resuit of ah unhealthy diet,
environmentél pollution or extrempi_stress. Adcording to the Buddhist world view, these
causes may be perfectly valid but the fact remains that there are other people living
under equally unhealthy conditions who do not develop cancer. This indicates that the
ultimate reason for this grave iliness is of karmic nature, the result of one's own bad
behavior, probably in a former life. Depending on the severeness of these past actions,
one may be able to recover, maybe with the help of a change in diet and lots of merit-
making or one has to die, however great the effot may be one makes to get well.
Suffering, in the Buddhist view, may befall a perfectly good person because of his deeds
in a former life of which the suffering person doesn't know anything. To be able to verify
the cause is of no avail to the present situatioh. What is more important is the way one
deals with the present situation. The most important task for the cancer patient is to deal

with hi_s iiness in a mindful and generally appropriate way - not to dwel! ubon its causes.
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7.3.3. The Karmic Concept of Causality and its Reflections in the Thai
Language
At first sight, the linguistic representation of causality in Thai does not differ very

~much from that in Westem languages. The language provides;- for instance, the
conjunction LWTIY whose semantic and syntactic properties appear to be roughly
equivalent to those of the English conjunction becausse. There are also a conjunction to
indicate purpose and conjuncts fo point to resulis. At a closer look, however, the use of
the different conjunctions and conjuncts does not atways cormespand to the use of these
markers qf_causa!ity in Westem |anguages. These differences can be seen as relating to
the differences in the Westem and the karmic concepts of causality.

The linguistic marki.ng T01' causality in Thai is generally conditioned by the
absence of a2 morphoiogical indication of time which, as we have seen, results in a
strengthening of the chronological order of hanatlcn. Since causing events or conditions
are temporally located before the resulting events or conditions, the natural order of
chronology becomes automatically the natural order of causality. As long as this order is
obvious, usalﬁy does not have to be marked specifically. As a result, there may not be
any difference between the marking of causality and asyndetic coordination of clauses,
i.e. no marking.at all. Marking of causality can be redundant and the function or the
semantic properties ‘of markers -of ‘causality may not always be cleainy defined. The .
conjunct ﬁ, for instance, functions ‘both as an indicator of result and as an indicator of |
the chronological succession. The conjunction W™ does not aiways refer to direct
causes and reasons but aiso to events or conditions that are ot primary causes. Apart
from that, the perception of time as something vague poses, in some cases, a difficulty
for the accurate conveyance of cause and effect. An exact temporal identification of an
event is sometimes necessary to relate it unambiguously to its effect. It is conspicuous
that the conjunction INTE (becauss) never refers to a single event located in the past
that would require an exact temporal identification. instead, LW T (because) is used in
the overwheiming majority of cases to refer to qualifications or simuoultaneously

happening events,
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On a syntactic level, the prominence of the chronological order tends to put the
focus from the cause to the resuit. The direction of the general outlook is thus looking
forward rather than looking back. The focus on the result, together with the perception of

time as something vague and the liberties in the marking of causality correspond to the

attention paid to the consequences in the natural dynamics of cause and effect as found = -~

in the karmic world view.

In the karmic world view, wholesome and unwholesome actions are the driving
forces of ordinary human existence. The Pali word “kamma” means “action”,
(NYANATILOKA,1972: 77) Every kind of action inevitably has an eflect.® Every activity
should therefore be considered with regard to its possible resuits. What makes it even
more important to be extremiy careful in what one does is the fact that one cannot
foresee the resuits - at least not in the jong run. Activities in this life may well affect one's
status and well-being in the next life. In difficult situations, it is often advisable not to act
at all in order to avoid possible negative results. It is of special importanoe not to
contribute to one's own bad karma and to get unneccessarily involved in other people’s
karma. Good deeds have to be done and merit has to be accumulated to
counterbalance any as yet unknown negative results of one's actions.” In comparison to
this orientation towards possible future resufts, the past is_insignificant. It is gone and
thus not real anymore. It has, according to the universal law of impermanence, changed
already. It is, therefore, difficult to estabiish a direct causal connection between the past
and the present. There is simply no use in getting too much interested in it.

In everyday lfe, a common practical advice in the face of misfortune is BHAN
NN (Dont think too much). This is not meant to stop anyone from intellectual activity
but from tormenting oneself with questions like Why did it happen? It is considered to be

a pointiess question. Often, the advice is combined with the consoling wisdom nn'ﬁmn

® Toawoida misunderstanding: | am not saying here that, according to Buddhism, everything is
the result of previous action. This wouid be a repetition of the old Western misconception of
Buddhism as a fatalistic doctrine. The contrary is true: every Buddhist is free to act in a2 way he
deems suitable or not to act at all. He wili keep in mind, however, that his actions will have a
result.
" Karma can be without Karma-resuit. ineffectual Karma can be, among others, the result of
counteractive Karma. (NYANATILOKA, 1872 78)

\
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] A N N " )
atnAURuULY R (everything is in the process of change). Since nothing remains the
same, what's the point in looking back and worrying about something that has passed

already? Why not hoping for something better to come?

7.4. The Characterization of People

7.4.1. The Prominence of Verbs and the Characterization Through Action
and Behavior

According to the karmic world view, a person’s position in life and his fortunes
and misfortunes largely depend on his actions, A person is who he is because of what
he has done and he will be able to exert a certain infiuence on his present or his future
iife by what he is doing. “Qltumately life is conditioned by the faw of Karma [..J"
(MULDER, 1990:35) For the contemporary Thai, it is common knowledge “that to do
good willl improve one’s karmic poéition ‘and that to do evil worsens it." (ibid:34) In
accordance with the literal meaning of the word N334 (Karma / “action” NYANATILOKA,
1872:77) deeds are the crucial factor to determine one's position and fortunes in Iife. It
is, therefore, perfectly plausible to characterize, evaluate and judge someone by what he
does. A person reveals his true character in his deeds and his behavior.

The Thai Ianguage seems to reflect this attitude through the prominence of verbs
and the absence of adjectlves Qualm,nng words are never used in pre-modifying posutlon
so that verbal expressions dominate the narrative discourse. [n Westem languages,
characterization is done rather by the use of adjectives than by the use of verbs.
Adjectives are employed to descﬁbe and characterize, for instance, emotions and the
physical appearance of people or images of nature. Western narratives can be very
inventive in their creation of adjectives by means of compounding or derivation. The use
of adjectives can also be very artistic. Several adjectives with semantic properties that
may complement, intensify or weaken each other can be strung together in front of a
single noun. This makes the use of adjectives much more economical and practibal for
descriptions than the use'of verbs. Verbs are the core of the predicate and sentence

clauses cannot have more than one predicate. Complex description by means of verbs
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may, therefore, require several sentence clauses. A noun prase, however, can contain
different adjectives and only one, however compiex, sentence clause may be enough to
give a detailed description. A master in the art of using adjectives and constructing
complex sentences was the German writer Thomas Mann. The following example

contains five adjectives (underlined).

Mit dem In-Erfullung-Gehen von Prophezeiungen, sagte ich, sei es ein eigenes

Ding; sie bewahrheiteten sich oft nicht wo rtwdrtlich, sondem auf eine
ndemend e Weise, die etwas von ungenauer und bestreitbarer, doch aber
nve[gennbgrg Erﬂlliung habe. (MANN, 1949.6)

(There is, | said, somethf,ng peculiar about the coming true of prophecies.
They often do not come trué in a [iteral sense but by way of intimation which

carmes an air of vague and dfsgutable but unmistekable fulfiiment. [my

translatlon])

Such a description is not easily done by means of verbal expressions. It is no surprise
that the long descriptive passages so typical for the 18th century European novel, are
difficult to reproduce in Thai and are usually absent‘ from Thai narratives, at least from “Si
Phaendin”, - The absence of adjedtives and other pre-modifying qualifying words
somewhat hampers elaborate Iihgﬁistic descriptions, charracter evaluations, subtie

psychological analyses and mimetic reproductions of landscapes.

7.4.2. The Ritual Character of Oral Communication as a Conseguence
of the Characterization Through Action and Behavior

The importance of one's deeds may be responsible for the often ritual use of the
spoken language. Since the true personality reveals itself in what one does and not in
what one says, words are to a large extent “downgraded” to an exchange of formalities,
They are needed to convey politeness, show respect, to protect oneself from shame and
embarrassment and to avoid confiict. They beliong to the worid of outward appearance

like clothing and manners. As any Thai television soap opera will prove, the principle of
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saving face and the fear of rejection are stronger impulses than the impuise to reveal
one’s thoughts and emotions in spoken words. Revealing one's true character is not so
much a matter of language but of action. Deeds will speak for themseives and don't
have to be announced, commented upon, analyzed and evaiuated. To brag about one's
- 3000 de€dS IS Of Dad taste and to reveal one's mistakes is unskillful and useiess.
| One of the functions of a ritual use pf spoken language is to counter the effects of
wrongdoings. Saving face, apologizing, finding excuses, avoiding confrontation are all
important speech acts of the Thai language. This may result in what is' sometimes
-Misunderstood as a discrepancy between one's true feelings and attitudes and one’s
words. Thais do not regard language as a means to confess and “talk it all out” but as a
means to uphold social harmony and one'’s personal standing.

The attitudes of Ploi and ‘her brothers and sisters towards their eldest sister Oon
is a good example for the predbminantly ritual function of spoken language and the
importanée of deeds. Khun Oon is atways shown the proper respect by way of words
and ritual. But when Khun Choey ﬁnai!y runs away with Khun Luang, the doctor who
treated Cheo Khun father and who is goihg to be Khun Choey's husband soon
afterwards, she reveais her true feelings towards Khun Oon,' that is contempt and
disrespect. She does not ask Khun Oon i.n her capacity as head of the househoid and
most senior berson for advice. Sne‘does‘ not even take leave. In fact, she does not say
anything but just runs away. This destruction of the image of a decent and harmonious
family clan causés such shahe and embarassment for Khun Oon that reconciliation
becomes impossible. Khun Oon feels she will never be able to forgive her sister, not
even beyond death, the harshest possible kind of social punishment. What finaily
causes Khun Oon to change her mind is not Choey’s pieading for forgiveness and not
Ploi's own request to let bygones be bygones but the fact that this request is uttered by
Ploi whose acts of kindness have proved her goodness beyond doubt. It is these deeds
that cause Khun Oon to be indebted to Pioi and to give in to her request to forgive their
sister Choey - not an insight into her cwn failures or a simple act of generosity.

There are many more examples in “Si Phaendin” that show how language is used

to retain a proper and decent outward appearance. When Un, in the following passage,
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announces to his mother that his French wife Lucille will be taking a home leave, he
gives a perfectly harmless and socially acceptable explanation for something very
embarrassing and disturbing: the end of his marmiage. In her answer, Ploi moves

smoothly within the polite linguistic framework by assuming that Lucille is indeed doing

nothing more.than.going to visit her family but nevertheless her admonition that too long “

a separation is not good for a young couple shows that she senses the truth behind her
son's words. At least her son thinks so and feels the necessity to reassure his mother
that nothing is wrong in order to excuse himself (uﬁ'ﬁ":) for any disturbance of the

family harmony to come.

'luﬂauﬂmﬂmauwqumﬂuﬂuuma MBU AW TUNTS EpHT)
dwh "L amaa’mamnnau‘lﬂuuumun:Jsmﬁ Nun'm'flﬁ'm'lﬂ"
"ﬂﬂﬂﬂﬂﬁ?ﬂ?ﬂﬁﬂ?" waamgmm 'mummmu'luﬂ'mzmnnumu ﬂ\‘l
ueindussuiuguwe  SylimenniwAuniideunitasy  e=fithef
nnguweldntms Tdeumndmhthe lesadine el
sowen. ld liflerlawsenaiugou meuneudda  gEadianll
'l:iﬂu'lnumnﬂ'wmﬂsnUﬂt'uwﬁﬁaqﬁﬂﬁamwu'l[...]" (1009-1010)
(One day in the beginning_ of May-z"hat year, Un went to see his mother and
said: “Mother, Lucilie wahts to visit her home in France. | think | will permit her
to go." “Have you rhouéht about it weli, son?” Pioi started to answer,
“Normally, husband and wife should not be separated for long. Since | mamed
your father, we have never been separated for fonger than one month, only
when. your. father was —on official duty, -rehearsing the  Tiger corps,
accompanying His Majesty, but that were hormal things ... “- °“No, no, there is
nothing, mother” Un said fto avoid his mother would get the wrong
impression], “Lucilie is not a Thai and she has been Sseparated from her home

for several years. She must miss her home [..])

Un's answer (U8 ("No, no, there is nothing, mother’) is not an answer to what his

mother said but to what he thinks she meant to say. Also, the finguistic surface of what
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Ploi is\saying doesn't give any indication as to why Un should feel the need to UWN@7
(save face). (Interestingly, this piece of dialogue has not been transiated into the English
versien of “Si Phaendin”. Instead, there is a namator's summary of wﬁat Ploi says about
herself and Khun Prem in direct speech.)

The relationship between-the importance of deeds and the role of language as a
means of ritual communication becomes obvious when it comes to promises. One has
to be extremely careful in what one says because it has to be honoured by one's deeds
sooner or later. The use of language as a predominantly ritual means of communication
may occassionally lead to the wrong assumption that one does not need to take one's
own words too seriously. Discrepancy between words and deeds is quite common but
ultimately ohe"s social standir]g_end reputation is eroded by words that are not honoured
and promises that remain unkepi;; "P_elit.icians sefve as a good example of how people are
looked down on upon who try to 'feellothers by words. Some people acquire quite a
reputatioﬁ with their masterly use of words and 'I_their. skilful avoidance to commit
themselves but ultimately they are judged by what they do and not by what they say. In

any case, it is prudent and advisable not to commit oneself too much by words.

7.4.3. Terms of Address and the Characterization Through the Position in the
Hierarchy |
The hierarchical character of Thai soeiety has often beeh_pointe'd out by scholars

of Thai Studies. “The primary direction. of integration. among people appears to be
vertical.” (MULDER, 1880:108) A look at the Thai language shows that it is impossible to
perceive and describe the world as non-hierarchical in Thai. The hierarchical character of
the Thai language becomes evident in the terms of address. These terms are chosen
according to the position in which the speaker sees himself in relation to the addressee.
Equality or symmetrical relationships do exist but they are rare compared to hierarchical
relationships. Equality is expressed by the reciprocal use of the first name onty. It aiways
denotes a iack of distance which carmries both a negative and a positive aspect. The
negative aspect is the absence of formal respect, the positive aspect is a high degree of

intimacy as in close friendships or partnerships. Lack of formal respect and presence of
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intimacy as denoted by the use of the first name only also applies for the relationship
between parents and children or boss and employee but in these cases first names
cannot be used reciprocally. Children never call their parents by their first name.

There is one equal pair in "Si Phaendin": Ploi and Choi. They are of the same
- --2ge,-same social background and.same upbringing but they are not members of the
same family. Traditionally, equality does not apply to family relationships. There is always
a hierarchy between eider and younger sibling, children and parents, husband and wife,
Afthough Pioi feels very close to her elder sister Choey, she never addresses her by her
first name only. |

The hierarchical differences between husband and wife, however, are decreasing
in modem Thai society. More-and more couples regard themselves as equal partners
and address each other by first names only. (TINGSABADH & PRASITHRATHSINT ,
1989: 142) This development -may be indicative of a slow process towards the equality

of women in urban middle-class society.

7.4.4, Hierarchy and Thai and Westem Concegts of individuaiity

The hierarchical worid view also has an impact on what is meant by
"individualism”; As with the term "causality” much confusion is caused by using one and
the same word for different concepts. The term “Thai individualism" (PHODISITA, 1985:

42-44) is misleading because it implies a Western concept of individuality. Wéstern
individualism is based on the assumption of the fundamental equality of every human
being. Equality here does not mean equality of social status - it is impossible for
everyone to hold the same social status - but equality of one's value as an individual with
regard to one's fellow human beings and to society. Status may be different but one's
individual worth is eqUaI and should not be measured according to social status. Again,
this concept is influenced by Christianity: everyone is equal in the eyes of God. As the
chapters on hierarchy and status have shown, such a concept of equality is aiien to the
Thai world view. Since status depends on the degree of accumulated merit or demerit, it

Is inconceivable that everyone has the same individua! worth.
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The difference between “Thai individualism” and “Western individualism" clearly
shows in the terms of address and in the means of pronominal reference. | have already
pointed out how rarely Thai people address each other by first names only. In the West ,
however, the name has a special function within the concept of individualism. !t serves to
..identify someone as an indiwduel. It symbolizes difference in personality and equality in
individual worth. In Thai, people are often referred to by their social position. Teachers
are addressed 879178 er A3 (university teacher /’ school teacher) and refer to
themselves as 8137158 or A3 in communication with their students instead of using their
name. In the same way, doctors are referred to by their position. Among friends,
colleagues and relatives, people of seniority are referred to or refer to themselves as ﬁ'
(elder sister / brother) without using their proper names.

The notion of "Thai individualiem“ stems from Embree’s famous ethnological case
study which led him to the assumption of Thai society as being loosely structured,
indicatiné a high degree of independence and individualism of the Thai people.
(EMBREE, 1969: 4-5) Aithough this hypothesis has been questioned by pointing out the
hierarchical structure of Thai society and the strong sense of reciprocal duty (MULDER,
1990), the idea of Thai individualism is often supported with reference to the Buddhist
teaching that "By one's &elf the evil is done; by one's self one suffers; by one's self evil is
left undone; by one's self one is purified. The pure and the impure are individual; no one
ean purify others.” (PbeISITA, 1985: 43) This teaching, however, does not point to
individualism in the Westem sense. !t just underlines the importance of doing things
(again implying that words without deeds are worthless). it does not mean that Thais
conceive of themselves as being loners or being free of social obligations. Certainly, the
moral vaiue of one's deeds can only be determined in relation to other people and
beings. Good deeds that accumulate merit are deeds that are good for others and
demeritorious deeds are bad because they cause hardship and misfortune to others.
Only the fact that “no one can purify others” prevents people from rigidly enforcing social
| rules. No one can force another person to be good. But that doesn’t mean fhat Thais

think of themselves as independent individuals in a Western sense.
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7.5. The Accurate Description of Places and their Metaphorical Value

In contrast to the linguistic representation of time, the description of places is very’
accurate, An indication that this is not an idiosyncrasy of the novel "Si Phaendin” is the
common Thai greeting-'lﬂi‘ﬂu.or 1 lwuan literally meaning “Where are you going?" or
From where are you coming?’

The accurate description of places becomes plausible if one considers the
metaphorical equation of place with status. The perception of the world as hierarchical is
a logical consequence of the kamic world view. The different positions in the social
hierarchy depend on the amount of accumuiated mert. One obvious and, as far as |
know, universal way to visualize different status is by equating them with places in a
verﬁcal order. The Thai language expresses social standing, for instance, by describing
the different levels of residences. High ranking people live on the top floor of their
houses, They are Iiterétly above other people. More than that, the word 114 (house) is
used synonymously for village, community and domestic matters. (HAAS, 1964:289)
The equation of the small and private sociel entity found in a house gnd the larger social
entities like a village of the state is expressed in compound words such as ﬂﬂlﬁad
(country), ‘lj"'t_uuﬂn (rural area [as opposed to the ci‘_ty]), Q‘lm}jﬁjﬂ (village headman).
(ibid.) 4 (house) thus not only means “building used as a private place of living." It
becomes a microcosmic symbol of the macrocosm of Thai society. The hierarchical
family structure manifests itself in the structure of the traditional Thai house. It is the
pattern for the Thai social structure in general. Consequentiy, the King, occupying the
highest position, is regarded as the father of all Thais. Although this particular aspect
has not changed, Westemization has brought changes to the architectual structure of
Thai houses and to the perception of Thai society as an extended family - at least in
Bangkok and other municipal centers which have grown to iarge to be perceived in
terms of family structures . The elaborate description of a traditional Thai house,
however, remains more than a realistic atmospheric detail. It is a description of the

traditional Thai social hierarchy wich is an essential part of the Thai cutture.
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Explanation of Chart 7:

Chart 7 is a short and comprehensive overview of the findings of the linguistic analysis and
their relation to aspects of Thai culture and the Thai world view. On the left-hand side are
_the four areas of analysis: 1. Time, 2. Causality, 3. Characterization of Peopie and 4. Places
and Space. Arrows point to the right towards the linguistic features. From there, pointed
lines stretch out to the corresponding aspects of the Thai world view. | have chosen
pointed lines to indicate that these relationships are not neccessarily reiationships of direct

causality.
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