
THE SO-CALLED PASSIVE IN THAI 

PONGSRI LEKAWATANA 

Thai student s studying English often equat e the English passive c on­

struct ion with the t h u u k  or d o o n  c onstruc t ion in Thai . Thi s paper 

offers a different approach t o  the so-called pass ive in Thai . 

Thai t h u u k  i s  generally analysed as an aux i l i ary verb whose funct ion 

i s  to mark the prec eding NP as the subj e c t  o f  the pass ive c onstruction . 

Another morpheme t hat i s  used in the s ame way i s  d o o n . Both t h u u k  and 

d o o n  can be main verb s meaning ' touch or come into contact w i t h  s ome ­

thing ' .  However , d o o n  i s  felt to be c o lloquial . This "pass ive construc­

tion"  analys i s  equat es t h u u k  sentences wi th the English pass ive . 

Chaiyaratana ( 19 6 1 : 26 )  observed , for example , t hat t h u u k  was used o f  

something unpleasant ; she derived t h u u k  s entences through the applicat ion 

of  a trans format i onal rule that convert s one string int o another . A c ­

cording t o  her , w e  should only find verb s signifying suffering and 

destruct i on occurring with t h u u k. Phya Upakit ( 19 4 8a ) , however , pointed 

out that t h u u k  also oc curs with verb s t hat on their own do not imp ly 

anything unpleasant , e . g .  c ha a n  ' i nvi te ' ,  c h om 'prai s e ' .  By c ontrast , 

Waro t amasikkhadit ( 1 9 6 3 : 3 2) uses a derivat ion from two st rings with 

t h u u k  + COMP occurring in the matrix S .  

I t  i s  a well-known fact that t he same s ituat ion can be d e s cribed in 

many ways depending on what t he speaker chooses t o  t alk about . Each of  

t he following s e t s  of  sent ences d e s cribes the same s ituat ion : 

(1)  a .  s u d a a  c h a a n  d aa� 
Suda i n v i te Dang 

Suda invi ted Dang . 

b .  d aa� s u d a a  c h a a n  
Dang Suda i nv i te 

Dang was i n v i t e d  by Suda . 
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c .  d ceCl!!) t h u u k  s u d a a  c h een 
Dang Suda invi te  

Dang was invi ted by Suda (bu t he did not want to be inv i te d ) . 

( 2  ) a .  s u d a a  c hom d cecel) 
Suda pra i s e  Dang 

Suda prais e d  Dang . 

b .  d ceClll) s u d a a  c hom 
Dang Suda pra i s e  

Dang was prai s e d  by Suda . 

c .  d cecel) t h u u k  s u d a a  c hom 
Dang Suda pra i s e  

Dang was prai s e d  by Suda (bu t  h e  d i d  not 'li ke being pra i s ed ) . 

In the ( a )  sentence s  s u d a a  i s  the t op i c , t he speaker t e l ls the 

l i s t ener what she did ; in ( b )  the t opic  is  d cecel). The ( a )  and the ( b )  

sent ence s  are synonymous i n  s o  far a s  t he c ontent i s  concerned ; t hat i s ,  

i f  one i s  t rue , the other cannot b e  false . They are not completely 

synonymous ,  for they are not interchangeab le . The appropriatenes s  of 

(a)  and ( b )  depends on the t opic of  the conversat ion . 

The ( c )  sentenc es, however , are di fferent from the others in that 

they are appropriate only if the speaker t hinks that Dang d i s l ike s b e ing 

invited in the case of  ( lc )  or d i s l ikes b eing prai sed in ( 2c ) . The dif­

ference b etween ( c ) and the others i s  c lear i f  Suda i s  the speaker , in 

which case c h a n  or some other pronouns will rep lace all the oc currences  

o f  s u d a a  in ( 1 )  and ( 2 ) . 

( 3 )  a .  c h a n  c h a a n  d ceall) 
I i n v i t e  Dang 

I i n v i t e d  Dang . 

b .  d alall) 
Dang 

Dang 

c .  d alall) 
Dang 

c h a n  c haen 
I i n v i t e  

was inv i ted by me . 

t h u u k  c h a n  c h a a n  
I inv i t e  

Dang was inv i ted by me (bu t  he did no t wan t  to  b e  i n v i t e d ) . 

( 4 )  a .  c h a n  c hom d alall) 
I pra i s e  Dang 

I pra i s e d  Dang . 
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b .  d mmo c h � n  c h o m  
Dang I ppa i s e  

Dang w a s  ppa i s ed by me . 

c .  d mmQ t h u u k  c h � n  c hom 
Dang I ppai s e  

Dang w a s  ppai s e d  by m e  (bu t  he did no t Z i k e  b e i ng ppai s e dJ .  

3 

Sentence s  ( 3 c )  and ( 4 c )  are odd whi l e  ( l c )  and ( 2c )  are not . On 

synt a c t i c  grounds , there i s  no reason why ( 3 c )  and ( 4 c )  should not oc cur 

as frequent ly as ( lc )  and ( 2c ) . The oddity of ( 3 c )  and ( 4 c )  can be ac­

count ed for i f  we take the posit ion that t h u u k  is used t o  indicat e  that 

something hurts or affe c t s  someone adverse ly . When the speaker u s e s  

t h u u k ,  h e  i s  as sert ing that a n  animate being suffers t h e  e f f e c t  of  an 

event or an ac t ion . The occurrence of t h u u k  in ( 3 c )  and ( 4 c )  imp l i e s  

that t h e  speaker knows he i s  hurting someone . Sinc e , within t h e  conven­

t ions of  Thai et iquet t e , it  is unlikely t hat a speaker w i l l  consider his 

invitat i on or praise as an act of hos t i lity , we have grammatical sen­

t ences that do not oc cur in actual speech . 

In tradit ional Thai grammar ( a )  and ( b )  belong to di fferent sentence 

types , ( b )  and ( c )  are grouped t ogethe r ,  with ( b )  deriving from ( c ) . 

This c l as s i fi c at ion ignores the fact that except for focus ( a )  and ( b )  

are synonymous , and that although ( b) and ( c )  focus o n  the same i t em ,  

they di ffer great ly a s  far a s  meaning i s  concerned . Moreover , the rule 

t hat moves the obj ec t  t o  the front and insert s t h u u k  would only work 

with sentences like ( 3 )  and ( 4 ) . It cannot account for the fol lowing : 

( 5 )  s u d a a  t h u u k  k h a mooy  k h � n  b a a n  
Suda thief e n tep house 

Suda ' s  house was bupg Zapi s e d .  

( 6 )  s ud a a  t h u u k  p h &� p aa t  c o t - m � a y  
Suda fathep open Z e t tep 

Suda ' s  ' Z e t tep was opened by hep fathep . 

The passive rule as formulated by Tonglaw ( 1 952 : 28 3 ) ,  a grammarian 

of the trad i t i onal s choo l , i s  the same as the rule t hat Chaiyarat ana 

( 19 6 1 : 5 ) has for her trans format ional grammar of Thai ; it moves the 

whole NP t o  the front . Tonglaw ' s  rule for changing an act ive sentence 

into a pas s ive sentence consi s t s  of  two operat ions : 

i .  The obj ec t  i s  moved to the subj e c t  p o s it ion . 

i i . The subj e c t  i s  p laced between the auxiliary t hu u k  and the 

verb , and b e c ome s a part o f  the predicate . 
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Warotamas ikkhadit ( 1 963 : 32 )  has a different rule . He derives the 

th u u k  c onstruct ion from two strings . His  rule requires t hat the NP 

that oc curs with t h u u k  be ident ical with the NP obj ect in the embedded 

S. These rule s , however , cannot derive ( 5 )  and ( 6 )  from the fol lowing 

a c t ive sentences : 

( 5 '  ) k h amooy k h ;n b � a n  s u d a a  
t h i ef enter hous e  Suda 

A thief broke into Suda ' s  hous e .  

( 6 '  ) p h o o  pea t c o t - ma a y  s u d a a  
fa ther open le t t er Suda 

Fa ther opened Suda ' s  le t ter . 

I f  we modi fy the rule so that it can also move the NP inside t he NP 

obj e c t  to the front , we will get ( 5 ) and ( 6 )  from ( 5' )  and ( 6' ) . The 

new ru le , however , will produc e  ungrammat i c al as well as grammatical 

s trings from t he fo llowing : 

( 7) k h r u u  t i i l u u k  s u d a a  
teacher b e a t  chi ld Suda 

The teacher beat Suda ' s  chi l d .  

( 8  ) s u d a a  c hom n:Sol) d aHll1) 
Suda pra i s e  s i s ter Dang 

Suda pra i s e d  Dang ' s  s is ter . 

I f  we move the who le NP obj ect to the front , we get acceptable sen­

t ences . I f  we only move t he NP inside the NP obj e c t , we get strings 

t hat are unacceptable . 

( 7 ' ) a .  l u u k  s u d a a  t h u u k  k h r u u  t i i 
chi ld Suda teacher b e a t  

Suda ' s  chi ld was beaten by the teacher . 

b .  * s u d a a  t h u u k  k h r u u  t i i l u u k  
Suda teacher b e a t  chi l d  

( 8 '  ) a .  n:Sol) d aHll1) t h u u k  s u d a a  c h om 
s i s ter Dang Suda pra i s e  

Dang ' s  s i s ter was praised by  Suda . 

b .  * d alall) t h u u k  s u d a a  c hom n:So l) 
Dang Suda pra i s e  s i s ter 

The fact that none o f  the passive rules can account for all  the occur-

rence s  and non-occurrences  of t h u u k  makes one que s t ion the as sumpt ion 
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that t h u u k  i s  the marker of the passive c onstruct ion in Thai . 

In the Fil lmorean case framework, the re lat ionship between sentences 

like ( la )  s u d a a  c h a a n  d emo and ( lb )  d mmo s u d a a  c h a a n  c an be accounted 

for quite naturally through two processe s :  subj e c t ival isation and 

t op icalisation . In the case of ( la )  s u d a a  c ha a n  d mmo only subj e c t ival­

i sation applies . As for ( 2b )  d meo s ud a a  c h a a n  top i c ali sation move s 

d mmo to the front after subj ect ivali sat ion has applied . We can acc ount 

for the fol lowing in the same way : 

( 9 )  a .  p h So p ea t  c o t -m a a y  s u d a a  m�a - waa n - n f i  
fa ther open l e t ter Suda y e s terday 

Father opened Suda ' s  le t t e r  y e s terday . 

b .  c o t - m a a y  s ud a a  p h So paa t mfa -wa a n - n ( i  
l e t ter Suda fa ther open y e s terday 

Suda ' s  l e t ter was opened by Fat her y e s te rday . 

c .  m�a -wa a n - n ( i  p h o o  p ea t  c o t - ma a y  s u d a a  
y e s terday fa ther open l e t ter Suda 

Ye s terday , Father opened Suda ' s  l e t ter . 

Here ( b )  and ( c )  d i ffer from ( a )  in t hat topicali sat ion app lies as well  

as  subj e c t ivali s ation . They differ from one another because in each 

case a di fferent item is top icalised . Note that t opicalisat ion cannot 

apply twi ce , for we do not get 

d .  *m�a - wa a n - n ( i  c o t - m a a y  s u d a a  p h o o  pea t  
y e s terday l e t t e r  Suda fa ther open 

e .  * c o t - m� a y  s u d a a  m'a - waa n -n f i  p h So pea t  
l e t ter Suda y e s terday fa ther open 

Since subj e c t ivalisation and top i calisat ion account for the occur­

rence of an NP at the b eginning of a sentenc e , the NP that precedes 

t h u u k  in ( lc )  d emo t h u u k  s u d a a c h a a n  must have been moved to  that 

posit ion by one or both of these proce s se s . Another related prob lem i s  

t h e  status of t h u u k: I s  it  a n  auxil iary verb as most grammarians c laim ; 

and i f  it i s ,  at what point i s  it introduced? 

I f  we s t art with the as sumpt ion that t h u u k  i s  an aux i l i ary verb, we 

can account for its oc currenc e by a phrase structure rule that expands 

an AUX node or a trans format ion t hat inserts it into the string . 

Chaiyaratana introduced t h u u k  b y  an opt ional trans format ion . In Waro­

tamas ikkhadit ' s  grammar t h u u k  is introduced by a phrase structure rule , 

but not as an expans ion of AUX. Ac cording to him , t h u u k  i s  a main verb 

which has a special property of triggering the pas sive trans format ion . 
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In case grammar , it i s  p o s s ible t o  have a rule stat ing that a non­

normal choice of subj ect has to be regist ered in the V as Fillmore ( 1968a : 

3 7 ) prop o s e s  for the English pass ive . This rule will move 0 or E over 

the verb and provide a condi t i on for the insertion of t h u u k ;  it  wi ll  not 

give us the correc t  surface struc ture , for A is s t i ll left behind . In 

Thai , the Agent ive has to oc cur be fore the verb ; we there fore need an­

other rule to p lace A between t h u u k  and the verb . This set of rules 

wi l l  handle sent ences like ( lc )  d rereQ t h u u k  s u d a a  c h a a n  and ( 2c )  d rereQ 
t h u u k  s u d a a  c hom . Dele t i on of t h u u k  will yield ( lb )  d rereQ s u d a a  c h a a n  
and ( 2b )  d rereQ s u d a a  c hom . Since sentences with t h u u k  and those that 

are supposed t o  have t h u u k  deleted are not synonymous, this so lut ion i s  

not sat i s factory . Moreover , it cannot handle s ent ence s  like ( 5 )  and 

( 6 ) . I f  we as sume that ( 6 )  s u d a a  t h u u k  p h So pea t c o t - m a a y  come s from 

the same proposit ion as p h So pea t c o t - m a a y  s Ud a a , the rules needed t o  

derive ( 6 )  wil l  b e  different from those that give ( lc )  and ( 2 c ) . The 

structure underlying ( 6 ' ) could be roughly repre sented as follows : l 

(10 ) s 

� 
M 

V 

P 

o 

� 
K NP � 

N N 

paat K
O 

cot-maay sudaa 
open Zetter Suda 

K NP 

phSo 
father 

The subj e c t ivali sat ion rule could move A over giving p h So pea t c o t - ma a y  
s u d a a  o r  0, a non-normal choice of subj ect , and t h e  surfac e  string would 

be c o t - m a a y  s u d a a  t h u u k  p h So pea t. To get s u d a a  t h u u k  p h So pea t c o t­
ma a y  we have t o  move not 0 but an e lement inside an NP dominated by it. 

lsudaa in (6') probably comes from an S with sudaa occurring in the Agentive or the 
Dative , for cot-maay sudaa can mean a letter that Suda wrote or a letter that some­
one wrote to Suda. Since s udaa can come from two different sources, (6') is ambigu­
ous. 
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I f  we make the subj e c t ivalisat ion rule move a part of  an NP over to the 

front , we may b e  ab le to get ( 6 )  but at the same t ime it wi l l  give un-

grammatical sent enc e s  like 

( 1 1 )  a .  " t h  t i d alall) k h Ta n  t h tl) s u d a a  t h u u k  p ho o  pea t  c o t - mila y 
that Dang wri te to Suda father open l e t ter 

b .  * t h t i s u d a a  k h Ta n  t h u u k  phoo pea t 
tha t Suda wri te fat her open 

It seems that we have problems in acc ount ing for ( 5 )  and ( 6 ) b ecause 

we as sume that t h u u k  gets into the string by a rule or a set of  rules . 

Since we can derive surface structures AVO and OAV through t he app l ica­

t ion of subj e c t ivalisat ion and t op i calisation rul e s , t here i s  no need 

t o  cons ider deriving OAV from the t h u u k  c onstruct ion . 

We have seen t hat the analys i s  of t h u u k  as proposed by grammarians 

working in the traditional and trans format ional framework c annot ade­

quate ly account for the o c c urrences  and non-occurrences of  t h u u k  in 

( 1 ) - (8 ) . It i s  also evident t hat the introduct i on of t h u u k  b y  a rule 

s imi lar to the one used by Fillmore to ac count for the English pass ive 

does not solve all the prob lems eithe r .  The theory of  case re lat ion­

ship , howeve r ,  makes it  possible t o  analyse the t h u u k  construct ion d i f­

ferent ly . In this new analy s i s  t h u u k  will b e  treated as a verb . It 

c an be des cribed as a verb that t akes an Experiencer and an Obj e c t ive 

which expands as an S. ( 6) can be represented as follows : 

( 12 )  So 
------
M 

____ ,T------------_ 
V A A 

K NP K NP I I I I 
thuuk K

O /\ KE sudaa 

M P 

V 

peat 
open 

o � 
K NP 

A 

A 
K NP 

cot-milay K
A 

letter 

phoo 
father 
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Subj e c tivalisation of E in the top S and A in the lower S will give 

( 1 3 )  

M p � 
V 0 

� 
K NP 

I I 
th� 

A A 
K NP V 1\ 

K NP 

phoo 

With t h u u k  as a verb we can account for t he oc currence and 
'
non-oc currence 

o f  the following : 

( 14 )  a .  s u d a a  t h u u k  h a y  t h oO Q  n � Q s ; f  

( 15 )  a .  

b .  

Suda s tudy book 

Suda was made to  s tudy the boo k .  

Suda know book 

d realr) t h u u k  s u d a a mOOQ  
Dang Suda look 

Dang was s tared at by Suda . 

* d aHllr) t h u u k  s u d a a  h e n  
Dang Suda s e e  

by s t at ing that t h u u k  requires a n  act ivity verb i n  t h e  embedded sentenc e . 

As a lexical i tem , t h u u k  can have a meaning and t here i s  no reason 

why i t  should not mean ' suffer,  or experienc e  s omethi ng unp leasan t ' ,  the 

meaning attribut ed to the t h u u k  construct i on . With this meaning we can 
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see why (lb ) d aaQ s u d a a  c h een i s  not quite the same as ( l c )  d aaQ 
t h u u k  s u d a a  c h een . Another advantage in having t h u u k  as a verb with 

its own meaning is that we can account for the feeling t hat t he follow­

ing are not Thai s entenc e s  but translations of  the English pass ive : 

(16) n � Q s � +  t h u u k  s u d a a  h a y  d aaQ 
book Suda give  Dang 

The book  was g i v e n  to Dang by Suda . 

( 17 )  n � Q s �+ t h u u k  s u d a a  p l aa 
book Suda trans Zate  

The book was trans Za ted by Suda . 

Moreover , with this analys i s  we do not have t o  have a special c ondit ion 

on the subj e c tivalisat ion rule and we do not need the noti on "non-normal 

cho i c e  of subj e ct " .  
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