
BU ACADEMIC REVIEW

8

Lexical Innovation and the Use of English  
in Thai Contexts on Internet Forums 

Philip  Mathias 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 This study investigates the English used in online forum discussions relating to Thailand and 
Thai issues.  Since lexical innovation is an important part of the adaptation of English to different 
contexts and varieties, the purpose is to identify lexical items that can potentially be seen as part of 
the vocabulary of ‘English for the Thai context’.  Lexical items specific to Thai contexts were 
identified and compared across three Internet forums.  They were then analyzed according to their 
method of assimilation into English use.  The findings suggest that there are indeed words 
regularly used online in English-language discussions of Thai topics that may only be intelligible 
to English speakers with the relevant sociocultural knowledge.  Borrowing from Thai was the most 
common method of integration. 
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Introduction 
 Lexical innovation is one of the characteristics 
that has contributed to the adaptability of English in 
many different settings around the world and that has 
played a role in the nativization and emergence of 
new varieties of English, including Southeast Asian 
varieties like Singaporean English and Malaysian 
English.  While certain words may also be commonly 
found in Thai contexts, especially in the marketplace 
with examples like custard apple and pomelo, along 
with words suggesting cultural similarities such       
as betel, part of a chewing mixture, and mahout,
which refers to an elephant driver (Hogue 2001), 
researchers have found little understanding or 
enthusiasm for the idea of a national variety of Thai 
English (Butler, 2005, 543).  Kachru and Nelson 
(2006, 30) found that English in Thailand generally 
'has limited roles in public life and very restricted 
functions in the personal domain', with L1 varieties 

of English, particularly now American English, pro-
vide the models and standards.  In fact, there has 
been some previous work on vocabulary, which     
has viewed English in Thailand as 'contextualized 
English' rather than a 'full variety' (Butler, 1996, 82).  
This means that specific phrases and vocabulary  
have been added as necessary to respond to the 
demands of the context, but it does not possess other 
established characteristics, like identifiable pronun-
ciation features or a body of literature, that allow it  
to be referred to as a 'full variety' like Singaporean 
English or Philippine English.  Butler (1996) 
reported on the preparation of a regional English 
dictionary that would include contributions from 
South-East Asian Englishes.  The dictionary, no 
longer in print, was published by Grolier (Butler, 
2005), and included 23 entries drawn from the 
Macquarie ASIACORP database that were labelled 
'Thai English', most of which were noted as 
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'borrowed into English from Thai'.  The following 
examples are entries for the words farang and 
sanuk:

farang
 noun Thai English a foreigner of European racial 
origin; a white person This word is borrowed into 
English from Thai, from Arabic ferenghi, faranggi
Frank, generalised to refer to all Europeans and 
spread along Muslim trade routes into Africa, India 
and South-East Asia. 

sanuk
--noun       1. enjoyment; fun 
--adjective  2. enjoyable; pleasant 
This word is borrowed into English from Thai.  

The dictionary also a further set of words that were 
not labelled as 'Thai English' but had 'Thai' or 
'Thailand' as part of their definition such as longtail 
boat and spirit house:

longtail boat
 noun in Thailand, a type of boat used on the 

rivers and canals of Bangkok, steered by a long pole 
coming out from the outboard motor at the back  

spirit house
 noun in Thailand, a miniature house placed in 
front of a building to house protective spirits to 
whom regular offerings of food and flowers are made 
(Source files provided by Macquarie Online via email)  
Farang is an example of a loanword borrowed from 
Thai.  However, Macalister (2007, 494) points out, 
“borrowing is only one of the methods available to 
language users for incorporating the newly experienced 
into their lexicon”.  Other possibilities include semantic 
loans, loan translations, hybrids and neologisms.  For 
example, longtail boat is a translation from Thai, in 
other words a loan translation; while spirit house   
has been coined from existing elements in English   
to create a new word, or neologism, for the Thai 
context.  The possible outcomes of different methods 
of lexical integration are presented in Table 1 below.  
I In the current study of English in the Thai context, 
language A is Thai and language B is English: 

Table 1 Possible outcomes of lexical integration and adaptation (adapted from Macalister 2007) 

 Loanwords Loan translations    Semantic loans      Hybrids   Neologisms 

Meaning From A (Thai) From A (Thai) From A (Thai) From A (Thai) 
and/or B (English) 

From A (Thai) 

Form From A (Thai): 
a new word 
added to the 
lexicon of B 

From B (English):  
a new word created 
from existing 
elements in B  
based on a  
model from A 

From B (English): a 
new meaning added 
to an existing word  
in B 

From A (Thai) and 
B (English):  
a new word created 
from existing 
elements in both  
A and B 

From B 
(English): a 
new word 
created from 
existing 
elements in B 

 While some of the words included, particularly the 
address terms kha, khrap, phi and nong would most 
likely occur only in the English of Thai speakers, and so 
might perhaps be appropriately described as 'Thai 
English', sources for other words included literature by 
non-Thais with an intended audience that would 
presumably also be predominantly non-Thai.  In this 
case, the label 'Thai English' seems to be misplaced 
since it does not refer to a specific national variety of 
English spoken by a clearly defined speech community.  
However, it also suggests that in addition to looking   
for words that belong to a 'Thai English', it may be 
possible to identify English vocabulary used specifically 
for Thai contexts.  This would require a different 
approach since, rather than focusing on English pro-
duced by Thai speakers, it would mean investigating 
contexts where English is used in the discussion of 
Thai-related topics.  A study by Gupta (2007, 362) 
found that in ASEAN countries where English is not a 
local language, which obviously includes Thailand, 
websites using informal English, in particular those of 
an interactive nature, are predominantly written for or 
by foreigners who are currently residing in the country, 

or who have previously done so.  In the case of 
Thailand, the number of westerners residing in the 
country, albeit for the most part without official 
'resident' status, prompts Howard (2009) to refer to a 
reversal of the normal direction of migration from 
developing to developed countries.  While it would once 
have been relatively difficult to bring such people 
together in any great numbers, and even more difficult 
to make any record of their discussions and conver-
sations, the Internet now provides a variety of ways      
in which expatriates can come together in online 
communities to compare notes, ask for information and 
otherwise discuss life in Thailand.  There are a number 
of very active online forums providing an interactive 
environment where English is used to relate to the Thai 
context and the language is more informal than that 
often available from corpus databases, which often 
consist of newspaper articles and literary texts.  These 
web forums also offer a potentially valuable resource 
for researchers, since all topics and threads are stored  
on databases and are easily retrieved by the forums' 
own search functions, allowing searches to be made 
for individual words or complete phrases.  
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 The purpose of the current study is: 
 a) to identify whether there are words that may 
be part of a specific English vocabulary for the Thai 
context in use on Internet forums; 
 b) to examine the ways in which such words are 
brought into English language use.  Specifically, we 
will be investigating the English vocabulary produced 
on three online forums devoted to the discussion of 
Thailand and Thai-related issues in order to identify 
those lexical items that can be considered as specific 
to English within the Thai sociocultural context, and 
which may be out of place or incomprehensible in 
other English-language settings. Benson (2000, 374) 
suggests that where vocabulary is concerned “the 
notion of 'regional context' may be more helpful than 
the notion of 'regional variety'”, and in this paper we 
will refer to 'English for the Thai context'.  This is 
primarily a study of language used by L1 English 
speakers, although it should be noted that the online 
forums we will be looking at also receive contributions 
from L2 English members, including Thais.  

Methodology 
 The aim of this study is to identify whether there 
are words in use on Internet forums that may be 
described as specific to English for the Thai context. 
To this end, it was decided to include twenty-four 
words from the Grolier dictionary entries labelled as 
'Thai English', or with 'Thai' or 'Thailand' in the 
definition, as part of the search process.  Other 
potential items were gathered by a manual search 
carried out by reading forum discussions and 
identifying vocabulary that appeared to be specifically 
related to the Thai context, including those words 
that would perhaps be unknown or unintelligible in 
other English-language contexts.  It was then possible 
to search for these words and phrases across the three 
websites by using Google and the forums' own search 
engines.  While the scope of the study is relatively 
limited when compared to the possibilities of searching 
a computer corpus, it should be viewed as an initial 
investigation to determine whether there are such 
lexical items in wider use and whether a more 
thorough and extensive method of data gathering 
would be of value. 
 The forums selected for the study are each a 
little bit different in terms of their membership and 
their focus.  Without access to members' personal 
details, it is impossible to be sure of the exact 
proportion of L1 English speakers on each forum, but 
it is clear that a large majority of the members fall 
into this group.  The three forums used were the 
following: 

1. Thai Visa Forum (http://www.thaivisa.com/forum)  
 The Thai Visa website is a source of up-to-date 
information regarding visa and work permit 
regulations and the forum allows members to discuss 
related issues.  Thai Visa Forum has the largest 
membership of any Thai-related English-language 
forum, with over 92,000 members.  There is a whole 

range of sub-forums dedicated to most aspects of life 
in Thailand, each region of the country, and the daily 
lives of the members.  In addition to the majority of 
L1 English speakers, there are also L2 users from 
Europe and Asia, though perhaps only a small 
number of Thais.  

2. Ajarn Forum (http://www.ajarnforum.net) 
 Ajarn Forum, membership around 15,000, is 
aimed at foreign teachers in Thailand, and focuses on 
issues that concern the teaching profession.  Most 
members are, or have been, in the teaching profession 
at some point.  Sub-forums allow for discussion not 
just on teaching and related topics but all aspects of 
life in Thailand.  

3. ThailandQA.com (http://www.thailandqa.com) 
 The ThailandQA.com membership of approximately 
35,000 again consists of a majority of L1 English 
speakers, with an active contingent of users from 
Singapore and Malaysia, as well as Thais living 
abroad and other L2 speakers.  Based in the province 
of Samutprakan, discussion topics cover the full 
range of life in Thailand, especially news items, daily 
life and cultural topics including sub-forums dedicated 
to Thai television and film, song transliterations and 
requests for translations.
 In order to avoid words that might be specific to 
a particular forum, an individual member's idiosyncratic 
usage, or cases of nonce borrowing, where a single 
occurrence of a loanword is used by a bilingual 
speaker on a particular occasion, all of the potential 
items were checked across the three forums, and it 
was decided to follow up only on words that were: 
 a) found on all three forums;  
 b) used by at least two different members in 
separate discussions on each forum; 
 c) used within a three-year period from January 
2007 to January 2010. 
 This would make a total of at least six occurrences 
of each item and although these criteria led to some 
potential items being discarded, the purpose here was 
to look for words that could already be considered 
established items of a vocabulary of English for the 
Thai context.  It was felt that the three-year period 
should be long enough for lower-frequency items to 
appear on all three forums, while ensuring that words 
are in current use.  It is not sufficient to simply count 
the number of occurrences of lexical items on each 
forum since there may be topics or contexts in which 
certain words are used repeatedly, while other low-
frequency items could be discounted (Poplack, Sankoff, 
& Miller, 1988).
 It was decided to discount occurrences of words 
as proper nouns, names and in addresses, since it was 
felt that in these situations their use is unavoidable 
and would not necessarily reflect natural usage. 
 A further complication with the forum searches 
was the wide variety of spelling that sometimes 
occurs when different members are transliterating 
from Thai to English.  No distinction was made between 
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different transliterations, and all were considered to 
be occurrences of the same word, although it is possible 
that some of the more idiosyncratic spellings were 
missed.  
 Once a list of words had been made and put 
through the search process, those that met the criteria 
outlined above were analysed in order to identify the 
method of integration following the model from 
Macalister (2007) that was presented in Table 1.  

Findings and Discussion 
In all, seventy-two words, including twenty-four 

from the Grolier dictionary, were collected and put 
through the search process, with fifty items meeting 
the criteria set out in the previous section. Considering 
the scope of the study, this suggests that there could 
be a larger body of English vocabulary specific to 
Thai contexts, and some of the words discarded here 
may be present in a wider set of data sources.  The 
vast majority of the words that appear are nouns. 
Make merit and wai are the only verbs, with wai
occurring as both a noun and verb.  While certain 
words are used with inflected forms, such as the 
following examples of wai, for the purposes of this 
study they are considered to be a single item:  

 a) I wai to my boss...if anyone else wais me, then 
i will wai them...  
  (http://www.ajarnforum.net/vb/thai-language-
and-culture/18753-when-to-wai-2.html#post561423) 
 b) I renewed my visa the other day and those 
immigration police women certainly do get a lot of 
wais, especially the most senior... 
 (http://www.thailandqa.com/forum/showthread. 
php?p=173707) 
 c) If I wai'ed the mother in law evrytime I saw 
her she'd think I was mad... 
  (http://www.thaivisa.com/forum/waied-t284923. 
html) 
 d) Nothing looks more stupid than a farang
running loose waiing everything from a Tuk Tuk to 
a soi dog...
  (http://www.thailandqa.com/forum/showthread. 
php?p=164944) 

Integration and Adapatation 
 Once a set of fifty words had been identified 
according to the given criteria, they were analyzed     
to establish the method of integration into English-
language use.  The results can be seen in Table 2 
below:  

Table 2  Integration and adaptation of English vocabulary for the Thai context 

Loanwords Loan translations Semantic loans Hybrids Neologisms 

32 items 9 items - 3 items 6 items 

ajarn
amphur 
anuban 
chanote
farang  
jok 
katoey 
khao pad 
khlong 
kratong 
lakorn  
luk khrung 
luk thung 
mai pen rai 
mathayom 
mia noi 

mooban 
mor lam 
pad thai 
prathom 
samlor 
sanuk 
sin sod 
soi
somtam 
songtaew 
tabien baan 
tessaban 
tuktuk 
tom yum 
wai
wat

 floating market  
 housebook / house 
 registration 
 longtail(-ed) boat 
 make merit 
 merit making 
 minor wife 
 red shirt / reds 
 sticky rice 
 yellow shirt / 
 yellows 

    farang price 
   soi dog 
   baht bus 

     90-day report 
     Big Mango 
     ladyboy 
     noodle soup 
     spirit house 
     visa run(-ner) 

 Loanwords form the biggest group with thirty-
two words, and it is interesting to note that some of 
the borrowed words have ready English equivalents, 
such as wat, meaning temple, and khao pad which 
means ‘fried rice’.  Two of the loanwords are 
synonymous with loan translations, tabien baan/
house registration and mia noi / minor wife, and 
there are no clear reasons from this study for why a 
user would choose one over the other.  Examples of 

some loanwords found in the data are presented here 
with the borrowed words highlighted in bold: 

 soi – sidestreet / moo bahn – housing development 
 I live on a dead end soi on the edge of a moo
bahn in Bangkok. When I want to park my car in my 
driveway I pull up and reverse it in, but… 
 (http://www.thaivisa.com/forum/Idiots-Living-
Oposite-t309941.html) 
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 tabien ban – house registration 
 There is a greater risk lending to Westerners 
because we can just buy a plane ticket and leave the 
country.  Thai people can't really do that, and their 
families can be tracked down via the tabien ban.
 (http://www.ajarnforum.net/vb/practicalities-of-
living-in-thailand/38351-personal-car-loans2.html# 
post1153546) 

 wat - temple 
 I'm engaged to my lovely fiance and like the 
romantic sap that I am, I proposed with a puzzle that 
when she solved it opened up to reveal a lovely 
picture of a ring, a wat, and a beach. 
 (http://www.ajarnforum.net/vb/the-travel-bug/33
377-planning-a-trip-soon.html#post1030060) 

 songtaew – form of local public transport, pickup 
or larger 
 They were also offering discounts to those who 
were walking in to check the rates. I observed this as 
I was checking out and waiting for the songtaew.
 (http://www.thailandqa.com/forum/showthread.p
hp?p=201089) 

 The use of loan translations was less productive 
but nine examples were found.  It is possible that loan 
translations provide simpler English alternatives for 
Thai words or provide greater clarity of meaning: 
 If you are considering making merit on a special 
occasion such as a birthday, I strongly recommend 
you visit the monk's hospital mentioned in Richard's 
post (Rong Phayabaan Song).  
 (http://www.thailandqa.com/forum/showthread.p
hp?p=199076) 
 The "troubles" were not discussed tho at our 
Songkran party since some of my wife's uncles are 
reds while others, who work in local government in 
other provinces, are yellows.
 (http://www.thailandqa.com/forum/showthread.p
hp?p=179044) 
 The three hybrids, baht bus, farang price and soi
dog, deal with familiar concepts that have their own 
particular characteristics within the Thai context by 
modifying the English word with one from Thai:  

farang price – higher price paid by foreigners 
I presume it is one price for everyone but I asked 
about the price in front of a boatful of customers so 
wasn't likely to be told the farang price if there is 
one...
 (http://www.thailandqa.com/forum/showthread.p
hp?p=156635) 
 baht bus – pickup-sized form of public transport 
in Pattaya 
 And if you try to cross the street, the baht bus 
drivers aim for you. Then, once passed, they stop and 
try to make you their fare. 
 (http://www.ajarnforum.net/vb/the-virtual-pub/ 33 
775-pattaya-visitor-arrivals-plummet-30-a.html) 
 Of the neologisms, ladyboy is perhaps the only 
one that would be familiar to many Thais.  The use of 

the name the Big Mango to refer to Bangkok would 
probably mean little to most Thais, while 90-day
reports and visa runs only have to be performed by 
foreigners, and noodle soup provides an easy reference 
for a common street food.  Spirit house is interesting 
since it is the only neologism from the Grolier entries 
to be found in the study and is likely to have been in 
use for a long period.  The following examples 
demonstrate the use of neologisms: 
 That accounts for daily spirit house offerings, 
weekly King Rama V offerings, Chinese saints and 
various and sundry events and so on… 
 (http://www.thaivisa.com/forum/Annual-Budget- 
Joss-Sticks-t290322.html) 
 I am not due to do 90 day report until October 
22nd but mrs wants to go upcountry on 14th for two 
weeks Could I go in tomorrow on the 13th and do the 
report or would they say too early? 
 (http://www.thaivisa.com/forum/Early-90-Day-
Reporting-t305768.html) 
 No examples of a semantic loan were discovered 
and there were two additional items that have not 
been placed in this analysis: BTS and MRT.  They are 
interesting because while many companies are known 
in Thai by their Thai initials, the rail systems get their 
common Thai usage from the initials of their English 
names.  Their adoption into English vocabulary may 
be attributed to borrowing from an early adoption 
into Thai but further research and evidence would be 
needed to be certain of this.  

Future Research 
While this study shows quite clearly that there 

are lexical items in use on English-language Internet 
forums that are specific to English in Thai contexts, 
there are also some other points of interest that invite 
further research.
 As we noted earlier, some words used on the 
forums are used with a range of English inflections. 
Further investigation could reveal if patterns can be 
established or whether such use is the idiosyncratic 
usage of individual participants.  It was also noted 
earlier that some loanwords and loan translations 
occur alongside existing English vocabulary and future 
research could examine the reasons behind users’ 
preferences.
 Another area of interest is the distribution of the 
items across word and semantic categories.  There are 
some obvious groupings that could be made such as 
‘food’ and ‘transport’.  There are also other potential 
groupings which might be possible such as words 
relating to official documents and processes such as 
amphur, chanote and house registration.  A detailed 
analysis may reveal areas where existing English 
vocabulary is found inadequate for use in Thai contexts 
and there is greater innovation in vocabulary use. 

Conclusion 
 We noted at the outset that the online forums we 
have been investigating are used first and foremost 
by L1 English speakers but also include L2 English 
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users, including a relatively small number of Thais. 
There is no single variety of English in use on the 
forums but, as we have demonstrated, there is clearly 
vocabulary that is specific to the Thai context, the 
majority of which consists of Thai loanwords.  The 
study has identified fifty lexical items that can be 
seen as part of an active vocabulary of 'English for 
the Thai context'.  These items were gathered from a 
relatively limited environment and further research 
that is able to gather data through a more systematic 
approach or from a wider variety of settings would 
likely produce a larger number of words.  While 
lexical borrowing is the most widely used method of 
integration, it has been seen that other processes, in 
particular loan translations, are also productive.  
 Further studies that make use of traditional corpus 
data compiled from sources such as newspapers and 
literature should be combined with more interactive 
forms of communication that provide readily available 
data, such as Internet forums, blogs, Facebook and 
Twitter, to provide a much broader perspective on the 
use of English for the Thai context.   
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