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0. Introduction

In the literature, discourse particles are a heterogeneous class of items found in a variety of European and non-European languages. Examples include but, so, after all, yeah, okay, well, even, oh and too (English), ja and doch (German) and ka, yo, da, ne, zo (Japanese). The use of discourse particles is not intended to reflect a commitment to a class of discourse particles. However, I will assume for the sake of argument that the items above do form a class, but will end up making a distinction between the class of discourse markers (DMs) and discourse particles (DPs). In a contact variety of English in Singapore, there is a group of discourse particles such as lah, lor, meh, hah, and hor, which give Singapore Colloquial English1 (SCE) its special flavor. These DPs belong to the most frequent words used in conversations.
. The meanings and functions of these particles have been the subject of previous discussion (e.g., Kwan-Terry 1978, Platt 1987, Gupta 1992, Pakir 1992). Examples of DPs in Singapore Colloquial English taken from the recently completed lexical corpus of Singapore English (ICE-SIN2) are:

(1) a.  Go to Chinatown lah.  (ICE-SIN-S1A-007)
b.  A: Aye when are you going to [do your] income tax. 
     B: Tomorrow lor, one to two. (ICE-SIN-S1A-077)
c.  You mean at home cannot sleep with aircon on meh? (ICE-SIN-S1A-014)
d.  A: The hand still shaking. 
     B: Hah. Damn funny.  
(ICE-SIN-S1A-014)
e.  When? 5 to 6:30 pm. Come hor, alright.
(ICE-SIN-S2B-043)

The frequency of the top-ten DPs in the spoken categories in ICE-SIN (a corpus of about 600,000 words) is shown in Table 1.

	
	SCE particles
	Frequency

	1
	lah 
	       1,742

	2
	ah
	       1,242

	3
	hah
	          256

	4
	what 
	          224

	5
	lor
	          114

	6
	hor
	            63

	7
	nah
	            50

	8
	leh
	            43

	9
	ma
	            27

	10
	meh
	            20


Table 1: A comparison of the top-ten SCE DPs in the spoken categories in ICE-SIN. 

0.1 Approach

The account argued here is a unitary one (like some accounts in this volume, for example, Fischer, Nyan, Gupta and Travis) in which inferences (pragmatic) play a more considerable role than those that are done in polyfunctional alternatives. I am motivated by the following hypothesis about human cognition: on the basis of cognitive economy concerning storage of information, a unitary account (if possible) is to be preferred to a polysemous one (following Grice’s Modified Occam’s Razor3). I find that relevance theory (Sperber and Wilson 1995), with a view of utterance understanding in which the consideration of cognitive economy extends to utterance interpretation, provides an adequate framework for this task. My approach builds on work done by Sperber and Wilson, Blakemore, and others.
0.2  Methodology

The methodology I am using is the cognitive approach based on the recently developed pragmatic framework, relevance theory (Sperber and Wilson 1995). This theory is a general theory of communication based on cognitive principles. It looks at utterances as inputs to inferential processes which affect the cognitive environment of the hearer. In this account of communication, interpretation of utterances is not merely a matter of linguistic decoding but relies heavily on inference. The process of utterance interpretation is governed by the principle of relevance, that is, “every act of ostensive communication communicates a presumption of its optimal relevance” (Sperber and Wilson 1995:176).  

Optimal relevance can be simply expressed as the greatest cognitive effect for minimal processing effort; while cognitive effect, also sometimes called contextual effect, is achieved when newly presented information interacts with existing beliefs in one way or another. According to Sperber and Wilson (1995), this kind of effect can be achieved through three ways:

(i) by strengthening an existing assumption

(ii) by contradicting or eliminating an existing assumption

(iii) by combining with existing information to yield a contextual implication, i.e. a logical implication which can be derived from a combination of the context and the new information.

Another important postulate is that expressions in language can be seen to encode not only concepts but also procedures. Such expressions guide the hearer in the process of utterance interpretation and contribute to relevance by reducing the processing effort needed to reach the intended interpretation (Blakemore 1987; Carston 2002). How the processing effort is reduced can be affected by “constraints on relevance” (Sperber & Wilson 1995), i.e. by making the context set smaller for the hearer. The following analysis of examples (2) and (3) will give a better understanding of constraints on relevance.

(2) Benjamin Bratt likes to please Julia Roberts.

(3) He loves Julia Roberts.

(2) and (3) can be construed as being in a variety of relations.  For example, they could be just two facts or beliefs, or one could be construed as giving evidence for the truth of the other. In that case, one is the conclusion, while the other supports the conclusion. Because either one can be the conclusion, there is the possibility of misinterpretation. In such cases, argues Blakemore (1987), constraints on relevance play a vital role. Consider the following: 

(4) a.  Benjamin Bratt likes to please Julia Roberts.
b.  After all, he loves Julia Roberts.

(5) a.    Benjamin Bratt likes to please Julia Roberts.
b.    So, he loves Julia Roberts.

Although the two utterances remain in the same order in (4) and (5), they are related in different ways. In (4), it is (4a) which is the conclusion, with (4b) providing the evidence.  In (5), it is (5b) that is the conclusion, with (5a) giving the evidence. In both cases the speaker expects the hearer to have further contextual assumptions available, and they are not the same for (4) as they are for (5).  Thus, in (4), the speaker expects the hearer to access assumption (4’):

(4’)
If X loves someone then X likes to please this person.

In (5), however, the assumption is different:

(5’) 
If X likes to please someone then X loves this person.

Thus after all and so constrain the processing of the two utterances in different ways.

Blakemore argues, on the basis of examples such as (4) and (5), that words such as so and after all do not contribute to the truth-conditional content of the utterance in which they occur and that they do not encode conceptual meaning.  Their role is to help “constrain the hearer’s choice of context for its interpretation” (Blakemore 1987:141).

0.3 Data

The data in my study are from two main sources.  The first is the recently completed one-million-word lexical corpus, ICE-SIN (Ni and Ler 2000), which is by far the most comprehensive collection of Singapore English. I have used the data from the spoken component of ICE-SIN, which consists of about 600,000 words. The second source is personal conversations or statements overheard at churches or canteens, and recorded either immediately or noted down in the immediate future. Occasionally, for clarity, I have constructed examples.

0.4 Problem statement

Different approaches have been taken towards the study of DPs, for example, conversation-analytic (Schiffrin 1987, 2001), contrastive-analytic (Fischer and Drescher 1996), historical-pragmatic (Brinton 1996), formal-pragmatic (Fraser 1996), relevance-theoretic  (Blakemore 1987, 2002; Jucker and Ziv 1998; Andersen 2000, Infantidou 2001), discourse-pragmatic  (Lewis, this volume), etc. Most researchers agree that DPs are polyfunctional in nature. Nearly all the evidence provided in the literature so far seems to indicate that DPs have different interpretations and perform different roles under different contexts. But the view of polyfunctionality also raises a problem for grammarians as it implies the existence of several distinct particles for each discourse particle (DP), each displaying different semantic properties or pragmatic forces. Unfortunately, none of these researchers could provide a clear explanation of why the same particle could always fulfil different roles in different contexts. 

In SCE, the particles have been discussed by various writers, but there is considerable disagreement as to the functions of these particles.  Generally, most previous accounts are based on a few examples, except for Gupta (1992) who had a substantial body of data (18 hours of natural data) and Richards & Tay (1977) who included in their study a fragment of a telephone conversation. Data in this study is mainly from the spoken component (about 600,000 words) of ICE-SIN and involves different races (Chinese, Indians, Malays and others) and different ages. The question of how one particle can perform many functions has preoccupied previous analysis. I believe previous accounts, which are largely descriptions of the uses of these DPs, are inadequate. The important point to consider is not the many functions that these DPs perform, but rather, how these DPs are interpreted in actual discourses (Ler 2001, 2002). 

Another problem is that few of the cited studies maintain a clear distinction between semantics and pragmatics. Their analyses and explanations tend to involve a mixture of semantic matters and pragmatic matters.  It is also not always clear whether they believe that these expressions affect the truth conditional content. 

I will attempt to show that relevance theory offers tools which can provide a unitary account for the DPs in SCE. My account will rest on the basic assumption that these DPs are procedurally used by the speaker (cf. Sperber and Wilson 1995) and that for each DP, the various uses of the particle can justifiably be subsumed under a single description, and within this framework, glosses of the type presented by the previous studies become redundant. This model can also show the clear distinction between semantics and pragmatics.

1. Definition

Interest in DPs has grown with the increased  attention in the pragmatic and contextual aspects of utterance interpretation. Numerous articles on DPs, both descriptive and theoretical, have been written in the past decade. The study of DPs is a growth industry in linguistics (Fraser 1996). However, whether there is a  class of DPs (also known by other names such as discourse markers and pragmatic markers) or not, has not been ascertained. Researchers are divided as to what constitutes this class. But, most researchers are in agreement that these items are elements of discourse that are generally thought of as not affecting the propositional content of the utterances in which they occur. They are non-conceptual but encode procedural meaning4 (Sperber and Wilson 1995; Blakemore 1996). 

It appears that the term ‘discourse’ is used to denote that a description of these entities needs to be at a level higher than the sentence, that is, at the discourse level (Blakemore 2002:1). This study adopts the view that makes a distinction between grammatical systems and one that is outside grammar, namely utterance interpretation. Thus, discourse markers are linguistic constituents (morphemes, phrases, clauses) that are “marginal” to the syntax of the sentence or clause to which they relate in the sense that they can be omitted without affecting the truth conditions of the sentence (Brinton 1996:267). They encode various functions such as connectivity, turn taking, and stance or propositional attitude5. 

The term discourse particle refers to a morphologically rather different set of linguistic expressions including grammatical phrase (e.g. good grief), formulaic clauses (e.g. you know, I mean, I think) as well as monomorphemic words (e.g. oh, well). This study (like Gupta, this volume) takes the view that particles must be single morphemes that occur utterance finally. Furthermore, discourse particles must not have homonyms in a word class (this will exclude terms such as right, you know). Thus, in this study, I propose the following provisional definition of discourse particles. Discourse particles are monomorphemic items that occur utterance finally with no related homonyms in a word class and which encode propositional attitude. Discourse particles, so defined, are used in various discourse marker functions and thus, they are a subset of discourse markers. 
 
DPs in SCE are regarded as expressions (6a-d) which are syntactically optional in that their omission will not affect the grammaticality of the sentence (6e-h). 

(6)  a.
Don’t be shy lah.

b. He’s not asleep meh?

c. Buy this hor.

d. He also cries what.

e. Don’t be shy.

f. He’s not asleep?

g. Buy this.

h. He also cries.

Brinton, in her study on DPs, finds that omitting the DPs does not render the text ungrammatical or unintelligible (1996:267). Though syntactically optional, DPs are not redundant, as they are semantically obligatory (as is the case of DPs in SCE). Fraser (this volume) states that a DP (he calls it DM, discourse marker) is a lexical expression that signals a relationship of contrast, implication or elaboration between two segments.  He further states that he objects to the claim that DMs have procedural meaning but no conceptual meaning (this volume: his claim is that DMs encode both procedural and conceptual meaning). I will not deal with Fraser’s definition of DMs. I do think, however, that Fraser’s definition of DMs would not be able to accommodate DPs such as meh and lah in Singapore English (it is not his objective to do so, perhaps). This study takes the view that DPs guide the hearer toward a particular interpretation, that is, they encode procedural meaning, and will show that they do not encode conceptual meaning. Together with Blakemore and others, I see DPs as expressions that are syntactically optional, not contributing to the propositional content of the host utterance but contributing to the procedural meaning, and constraining the relevance in the utterance (cf. Section 3).

The following list is a summary of the basic features of DPs. 

(i) Syntactically optional

(ii) Multifunctional, operating on several linguistic levels

(iii) Context sensitive

(iv) Generally non-truth-conditional

(v) Expresses certain emotions/attitudes of the speaker

(vi) Contribute to procedural meaning

2. Functional spectrum

2.1 Polyfunctionality of DPs

One of the main characteristics of DPs in Singapore Colloquial English, as in other languages, is that they are polyfunctional. How is it possible that one particle can have many different functions? Some of the descriptions given by past researchers of DPS in SCE are so varied (and many) that one wonders if they are describing the same entity (cf. Section 2.2). What is puzzling is to establish how a hearer understands what is being conveyed by the particle. It seems to me that a DP encodes certain cognitive information, in particular, it instructs the hearer to proceed in a certain manner. A hearer is able to understand (process) an utterance (containing a DP) through inference and the context. As such, a unified account of DPs along these lines will help provide a clearer picture of the meaning of the DPs (cf. Section 3). In the next section, I give a description of the various functions of two DPs, lah and meh in SCE. Lah and meh are chosen for various reasons. They are the first and tenth items in the frequency table for DPs in SCE (Table 1). I choose lah, a particle that is frequent, widely discussed but still hard to account for, and meh, a particle that is rather less frequent and that has not been extensively discussed.

2.2 The DP lah

Lah has been discussed by many writers, but there is considerable disagreement as to its uses and functions. Previous researchers say the following about the various functions of lah.

In the earliest published account of the lah particle, Tongue maintains that depending on the way it is pronounced, lah can function as an “intensifying particle, as a marker of informal style, as a signal of intimacy, for persuading, deriding, wheedling, rejecting and a host of other purposes” (Tongue 1974:114). Tongue’s account of lah marks the beginning of treating the particle as characteristic of Singapore Colloquial English. 

In a number of accounts that followed, in addition to treating lah as a marker of rapport or solidarity (Tongue 1974; Richards and Tay 1977; Kwan-Terry 1978; Bell and Ser 1983; Pakir 1992), the particle has been described also as a marker of emphasis (Richards and Tay 1977; Platt et al 1983; Loke and Low 1988). Lah has also been seen as an entity communicating a range of different attitudes, such as obviousness, persuasion and impatience. Other functions ascribed to the particle include an expression of friendliness or of the opposite sentiments, such as hostility or annoyance. It can also be described as an indicator of enthusiasm and assertion or as a word communicating the attitude of objection. Lah is also described as belonging to the assertive group on a scale (expressing varying degrees of commitment to an utterance) with three main categories: contradictory, assertive and tentative (Gupta 1992). The list is not exhaustive. The main functions, as described by past researchers, are shown in the following examples. (Unless indicated otherwise, the examples are from my personal collection or from ICE-SIN).

A.  Solidarity

Lah is first described as a marker of rapport or solidarity, comparable to the English ‘filler’ you know.
(7)
Don’t be shy lah.  [We are friends]

(8)
No use trying to hide our roots lah.  [We are Singaporeans]

The problem with this classification is that it cannot accommodate data such as example (9) where no element of rapport or solidarity can be detected. It cannot be argued that in this dialogue A is using lah to establish rapport with her daughter. 

(9)
Context: A mother (A) and her daughter (B) had a disagreement on who is to buy Mandarin oranges. (It is customary for the Chinese to exchange Mandarin oranges when visiting during the Chinese New Year).

A:
Then after that it’s the Lunar New Year special lah.

B:
So?

A:
Ya lah, then during that period we can go what?

B: 
Cannot lah. Aiyah, when I wash my hair, I don’t want to go out. 

 

Dirty my hair lah.

A:
You bring one of them lah.


(ICE-SIN-S1A-007)

B. Emphasis 

According to previous researchers, what lah contributes to utterances such as (10) and (11) is an element of emphasis. 

(10)
Do you want to go? I’m not going lah. [Emphasis]
(Kwan-Terry 1992:69)

(11) Normal doctors lah who are on our medical panel. [not specialists]
(ICE-SIN-S1B-073)


C. Obviousness

The lah particle is often described as having the function of conveying the speaker’s attitude of “obviousness”. There is also a note of impatience or annoyance in these cases. 

(12)
They generally don't take beef lah. [It’s obvious; everybody knows that.]

(ICE-SIN-S1A-023)

(13)
I mean of course it changes lah.
(ICE-SIN-S1A-065)

D.  Persuasion 

Lah can also be used with a certain tone to persuade or to suggest.

(14)
Come with us lah. [Won’t you?]  (Oxford English Dictionary online, 2000) 

(15)
Go to Chinatown lah. [Why don’t you?]
(ICE-SIN-S1A-007)

E.  Friendliness  

Lah is sometimes used when the speaker wants to be friendly.

(16)
Okay, doesn’t matter lah. [It’s all right; we’re friends.] (ICE-SIN-S1A-091)

(17)
Quite nice lah. [I’m your friend; consider my opinion.] (ICE-SIN-S1A-023)

F.  Hostility 

Sometimes, lah is described as conveying a sense of “hostility”.

(18) If you want then it should be after this week lah. [Not earlier!] (ICE-SIN-S1A-091)

(19)
I don’t want to eat lah. [Don’t force me!]

As has been mentioned, the list of functions ascribed to lah and illustrated by examples (7) to (19) is not exhaustive. The inadequacy of looking at lah as performing multi-functions can be seen when we compare lah-utterances with utterances without the particle.  

(20)
a. I mean of course it changes lah!
(ICE-SIN-S1A-065)

b. I mean of course it changes!

The “obviousness” in (20) is evident even without the particle. We see that it is present in the semantics of the utterances, as indicated by “of course” in (20a, b). Hence, “obviousness” cannot be characterized as an inherent part of lah. For “persuasion” (examples 14, 15), “friendliness” (examples 16, 17) and “hostility” (examples 18, 19), we have to be careful that these meanings do not come from other devices such as intonation or tone. These meanings (in examples 14 to 19) are preserved even when lah is omitted. Thus, these functions are not inherent in the particle itself.

2.3 The DP meh

Treatment of the meh particle in SCE is scarce as previous researchers concentrate on the more popular particles such as lah and what. Gupta (1992) described it briefly while Wong (1994, 2000) concentrated on the invariant meaning of the particle.  The various functions of meh are as follows:

A. Questions a presupposition. 

The DP meh serves to “question a presupposition” (Gupta 1992:43). The following is an example from Gupta with the codes: MG – mother of the girls, EG – elder girl, YG – younger girl. 

(21)
Context: MG has asked YG where her color pencil is, twice.

      
EG:  You don’t know meh? 

      
YG:  No, I don’t know.  Didn’t see.

B. Expresses surprise. 

Meh adds a sense of surprise at the question asked as shown in (22).

(22)
A rang B at 11pm and was surprised to find that B is still not asleep.

    
A:  You not asleep meh? [Surprise as B normally sleeps at 10.30 pm.]

    
B:  Got to finish some work. Urgent.

C. Meh means the opposite of what was thought is true.

The speaker previously thought something (not P) was true but someone tells him or something shows him that the opposite (P) is true (Wong 2000:21).

(23)
Context: Price tag on a pair of shoes indicates $109.

     
A:  It’s forty dollars.

     
B:  Not 109 meh?        [Customer is surprised.]

     
A:  Got discount. 
[A affirms proposition by giving reason.]

Speaker previously thought: Price is $109. (Not P)

Speaker now thinks: Price is $40 (i.e. price is not $109 = P)

Question:  Not 109 meh? (P meh?)

What is striking about the descriptions of lah and meh is that they tell us different things about each particle. In the case of lah, some of the descriptions contradict other descriptions. For example, lah is said to show friendliness, which is the opposite of another description, that of lah as a conveyor of hostility. I believe that the reason for the varied descriptions could be that the descriptions are partial pictures of what the particle is. It is like the traditional Chinese story of the three blind men describing what an elephant is. The descriptions of the elephant include ‘like a wall’ (body of the elephant), ‘a snake’ (tail) and ‘a fan’ (ears). 

Thus, while such findings shed some light on what lah and meh do, the problem of how the varied uses of the particles are related to some general description of its properties have not been dealt with. The relationship between the different functional interpretations is not accounted for. While looking at the inherent meaning of the particles, I am also concerned with the meaning of the particles in different contexts.  I will attempt to offer an explanatory account of how lah and meh can be interpreted in various contexts within the framework of relevance theory. By doing so, I would like to show that lah and meh can be said to contribute to the relevance of utterances and that relevance theory can provide an adequate set of tools for the description of DPs and illustrate its use in communication.

2.4  DPs and syntactic positions
It appears that certain DPs can occur only in particular syntactic positions (Table 2). 
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Table 2: Syntactic distribution of DPs in Singapore Colloquial English

In this study, I would like to concentrate on two DPs, lah and meh, and the syntactic positions in which they occur or do not occur. I have observed that lah does not occur in yes-no questions and declarative questions (cf. Section 3.2). It appears that meh is not used with wh-questions. These restrictions are not in the literature, and an explanation should be part of the full description of the particles.

3. Model

As mentioned earlier, DPs are polyfunctional. An adequate account of DPs would need to account for the different readings of the DPs. In other words, how do we account for the many varied functions of, for example, the DP lah? I believe that an understanding of how the particle is interpreted in actual discourse should be of theoretical interest. For example, it would address the problem of how the varied uses of particular particles are related to some general description of their unique properties. It would also reveal ways in which languages have evolved systematic means of coming to terms with problems that communicators are faced with in conducting everyday practical affairs through conversational interaction. In my model, I argue that though a linguistic expression, such as a DP, performs various functions, it contains a certain cognitive meaning. An adequate model would also need to account for the relationship between the different readings and the context. These two points would be demonstrated through the discussion of two DPs, lah and meh, in particular how they are interpreted in discourse. Wong (2003) provides the inherent meaning but does not specify the context, nor does he relate meaning to syntax, which is useful in our understanding of how the particles are interpreted in discourse (Gupta, this volume). My account, like Gupta’s (this volume), connects the meaning of DPs with the syntactic structures they occur. 

In Singapore Colloquial English, most studies of DPs have concentrated on the different uses of various particles, but no general framework, except for Gupta (1992), is provided in which these can be seen as parts in relation to a whole. Gupta attempted a unified account by placing the eleven pragmatic particles of SCE (9 mentioned in Gupta, this volume, Table 1) expressing varying degrees of commitment to an utterance on a single scale of assertiveness: contradictory, assertive and tentative. Although this is a step forward in describing DPs, I thought that it would be better to put aside arranging the particles on a scale until we have a clearer understanding of the properties of the various individual particles.

This study is an attempt to address the problem of how to describe the varied uses of particles by providing a unified account of the various particles. I argue that we need to have a unified meaning of the various particles in order to understand how the DPs are interpreted in actual discourses. This can be done by using an approach that is concerned with the cognitive processes involved in utterances. I explore the attitudinal functions of various DPs in SCE using the relevance-theoretic framework. From the relevance-theoretic point of view, DPs can be seen to facilitate inferential processes. For example, Blakemore argues that DPs such as but, so and after all constrain the derivation of implicatures. There are other DPs that are ‘higher-level explicatures obtained by embedding the proposition expressed under an appropriate speech-act or propositional-attitude description’ (Wilson and Sperber 1993:14). My study is a step in this direction of linguistic enquiry. My concern is to examine the meanings of the DPs in terms of three fundamental issues: the kind of meaning that the DP encodes (i.e. conceptual or procedural?), its effect on the truth-conditions of the utterance it is attached to (i.e. truth-conditional or non-truth-conditional), and the manner in which the DP constrains the relevance of the host utterance.

3.1  A relevance-theoretic account of lah

This section offers a possible interpretation of the particle lah using the relevance-theoretic approach. Consider (24):

(24)
Context: A and B are discussing how the economic downturn has affected business and as a consequence organizations have to be prudent to protect the interests of shareholders.


A: So you know we are not spared lah. Okay we are not spared lah. 

B: Uhm nice to know that I am not alone in all this. 

   
A: You are not spared okay.   (ICE-SIN-S1B-077)

(25)
A’s contextual assumptions include:

Premise 1. The economic downturn has affected A’s business.

Premise 2. A knows that other businesses have been also affected by the downturn.

Premise 3. A wants B to know that his business has been affected by the downturn.

Premise 4. A wants to reassure B that he has his understanding.

Premise 5. A knows that he has to be prudent.

A’s intention in the utterance is not only to inform B that they are not spared the consequences of the economic downturn but also to indicate the speaker’s desire for the hearer to recognize the shared assumption behind the utterance, something such as (26), which is similar to Premise 4.

(26)
A wants to reassure B that he has his sympathy. 

This shared assumption is recognized when B says that it is nice to know that he is not alone in all this. B feels reassured. What lah does is to instruct the hearer about the speaker’s desire for the hearer to recognize the shared assumption behind the utterance. Let us now take a look at a lah-appended utterance involving an imperative.

(27) Context: Two friends, A and B are having a meal outside the home. B has not been eating her food. They have to go off soon for an appointment. B knows that she needs to eat her food quickly. 

A:  Eat your food lah.


B:  Sorry.

In (27), without lah “Eat your food” can sound impatient, given the right intonation. With lah attached to “Eat your food”, A is not simply asking B to eat her food but rather a signal for the hearer to recognize an extra message, for example, that they do not have much time. The speaker knows that B understands this message. 

(28) A’s contextual assumptions may include:

1. A wants B to eat her food.

2. A and B have to go for an appointment.

3. A wants B to understand that they do not have much time.

4. A should have eaten the food some time ago.

What lah does is not to indicate impatience but to convey the speaker’s desire for the hearer to recognize a shared assumption made manifest in the context. The assumption made accessible is something like Premise 3 (the extra message that the speaker would like the hearer to recognize). In (27), B knows that A wants her to understand that they do not have much time and the speaker thinks that A knows it (shared assumption). In attaching lah to her utterance, A shows that she expects more from B than just to carry out an action. B’s reply, “Sorry” indicates to A that she understands the urgency, thus showing that she knows what A meant. Lah helps to convey the speaker’s desire for the hearer to recognize the shared assumption made manifest in the context. In other words, the speaker desires that her (informative) intention to make manifest the shared/common assumption be fully recognized by the hearer. 

Our analysis that lah signals to the hearer the speaker’s desire to recognize the shared assumption behind the utterance can explain, I believe, all the communicative effects ascribed to lah in the literature (as mentioned in Section 1). It is able to account for the solidarity and rapport felt between communicators. If I make known to you that there are shared assumptions between us, I am treating you as someone I can relate to, as a member of a certain community which is also mine. In so doing, I create an impression of rapport between us.

The present account also explains why (14) “Come with us lah” is seen as being more polite than “Come with us”. In other words, it can account for why lah has the effect of making imperatives more polite (‘weakening’ imperatives). 

In (14), lah invites the hearer to recognize the speaker’s desire to have the same shared assumption behind the utterance. To explain this, it is necessary to look at what mood a sentence encodes, and how this affects the way relevance is achieved. According to Wilson and Sperber (1988), the indicative mood shows that the thought communicated by the utterance is entertained as a true description of an actual state of affairs. The imperative mood, on the other hand, indicates that the thought communicated is entertained as a true description of a potential and desirable state of affairs. In a command or request, lah has the effect of asking the hearer to find and accept how relevant it is for the speaker to achieve some potential and desirable state of affairs. In a suggestion or persuasion, lah has the effect of asking the hearer to find and accept how relevant it is for the hearer to achieve some potential and desirable state of affairs.

The present account also explains why lah added to an imperative appears to be persuading or pleading. In (14), lah instructs the hearer about the speaker’s desire to have the hearer recognize the shared assumption behind the utterance. In a context where the hearer appears unable to recognize the speaker’s intention to draw on a shared assumption (e.g., it will be good for the hearer to go along with them), lah can be interpreted as an attempt to persuade the hearer to accept the speaker’s point of view. 

That lah appended to utterances adds an element of annoyance or impatience can also be accounted for in our explanation of the particle. If the hearer appears not to recognize the shared assumption as desired by the speaker, then the speaker’s insistence that he do so may have a touch of annoyance or impatience. This does not mean that lah contains annoyance or impatience in its semantic make-up.

The various functions of lah as described by previous researchers, such as obviousness, friendliness, consultativeness, etc. can be subsumed under our description of the particle. Lah encodes the speaker’s desire that her/his hearer recognize the shared (common) assumption behind the utterance, which in turn, functions as an explicit guarantee of relevance.  As a consequence of such an explicit guarantee of relevance, the hearer is encouraged to expand the contextual assumptions in order to obtain the intended contextual effects.

I have shown so far that lah is used when the speaker intends to draw on the shared assumptions behind the utterance. There are two ways in which linguistic meaning contributes to the interpretation of utterances. It may encode conceptual meaning, on the one hand, or it may contain procedural information, that is, instructions for processing propositions (Blakemore 1996:151).  In the case of lah, the particle appears to belong to the group of linguistic entities that encode procedural meaning. In my analysis, it can be seen that lah does so by signaling the speaker’s intention to make the shared assumption be fully recognized by the hearer, which in turn, functions as an explicit guarantee of relevance.

The distinction between truth-conditional meaning and non-truth-conditional does not equal the distinction between conceptual meaning and procedural meaning. For example, sentence adverbials such as ‘frankly’ and ‘seriously’ are treated as non-truth-conditional but they encode conceptual meaning (Wilson and Sperber 1993; Blakemore 1992).  In the case of lah in SCE, the particle can be omitted without affecting the truth-conditions of the host utterance. Consider (29a):

(29)
a.
They generally don't take beef lah. 

(ICE-SIN-S1A-023)

b.
They generally don’t take beef.

For both (29a) and (29b), the proposition is the same, namely, that there is a group of people who generally do not eat beef. If the particle is omitted, as in (29b), there is no loss in propositional meaning. Lah instructs the hearer about the speaker’s desire for the hearer to recognize the shared assumption behind the utterance, that is, what the speaker wants to say is not “They generally don’t take beef” but that the speaker need not have to spell this out; the hearer should be able to gather that from the context. In this way, the presence of the particle allows the hearer to process the utterance in the smallest context, thereby making for optimal relevance.

The present account of lah has several advantages. First, it explains the difference between an utterance with lah and one without lah, which has not been adequately dealt with in the previous studies. A relevance-theoretic account of lah explains the difference in the following manner.  By providing an overt guarantee of relevance, lah can guide the hearer to explore assumptions implicitly communicated by an utterance with lah, including contextual assumptions intended by the speaker. An utterance without lah does not have this encouragement. 

Next, I argue that lah  is procedurally used by the speaker and the various uses of this particle can justifiably be subsumed under a single description of a code marker instructing the hearer to recognize the shared assumption behind the utterance. With this unified meaning, glosses of the type presented by the previous studies become redundant. 

3.2  A relevance-theoretic account of meh
.

In this section, we can see that meh can be similarly analysed using the above framework. Consider the following exchange:

(30)
Context: An overseas student having a conversation with someone in Singapore. 

a.
A: You got overdraft facility meh? 
(ICE-SIN-S1A-062)

            
B:  Ya. Students have overdraft facilities there.



b.  
A:  You got overdraft facility?

In (30a), the speaker is doubtful that B has overdraft facility. A previous assumption at time T1, namely, that B does not have overdraft facility, is challenged by one that is becoming manifest to her at the present time T2 (that B has overdraft facility).  In other words, there is an incongruity in A’s cognitive environment. The hearer processes the utterance in a manner to help the speaker meet the challenged posed. By answering in the affirmative and providing further verification (Students have overdraft facilities there), the hearer provides the necessary auxiliary assumptions to help the speaker resolve the incongruity.

What distinguishes (30a) from (30b)? The presence of meh restricts the possible interpretations of (30b) by indicating that a previous assumption in the speaker’s cognitive environment is challenged by one that is recently manifest in the situation. In (30b), the fact that A asked the question gives the hearer grounds for assuming that he has immediate access to some context in which the information the speaker is presenting is relevant. However, the form of utterance (30b) does not suggest that the speaker expect the hearer to have any particular idea of what exactly this context is. In other words, the hearer is free to assess a whole host of meanings of the question including commenting, keeping the conversation going, seeking confirmation, and seeking agreement. In the meh-appended utterance (30a), the speaker expects the hearer to access a specific contextual assumption. The meh particle guides the hearer particularly towards a certain interpretation to the exclusion of the other possible interpretations. In other words, the addition of meh in (30a) constrains the relevance of the question, thus saving the hearer processing effort. Meh indicates to the hearer that a previous assumption is challenged by one that is recently manifest in the external environment.

In (30a), that the speaker knows the answer to the question she is asking is becoming manifest in the external environment. If the answer is not manifest (at least partially), meh is not used. Perhaps, this explains why meh does not occur in wh-interrogatives such as “*Where are you meh?” and “*Which one is it meh?”, where the answers to the questions are not manifest in the speaker’s cognitive environment. 

Relevance in a meh-appended utterance, for example (30a), consists in resolving the incongruity that is the result of the challenge posed by an assumption recently manifest and a prior assumption in the speaker’s cognitive environment. We can predict, then, that when there is no proposition expressed by the question being manifest in the external environment, meh will not be used.

Let us consider another example:

(31)    a. Context: B has just returned home with several shopping bags full of things and emptying them.

 A: So many meh?

 
b.  B:  There was a 20% storewide discount.

This use of meh can be frequently heard in SCE.  The speaker A utters (40a) when the hearer is emptying her bags.  A’s utterance suggests something like “I can’t believe it” and shows that he cannot accept the proposition expressed by the question (she bought so many things) in the given context.  The use of meh indicates that the external environment (the situation) poses a challenge to the contextual assumptions (32) manifest in his prior cognitive environment.  

(32)
A’s contextual assumptions may include:

1:  B is not working.

2:  B does not have a lot of money.

 
3: Money can be put to better use.

4: B should not spend so much money on shopping.

Meh guides the hearer to access and consider assumptions explicitly communicated by an utterance, assumptions that may or not be retrieved in the absence of the particle. The assumption made accessible by the proposition in (31a) is something like assumption 4. The hearer would choose the first interpretation coherent with the principle of relevance. In a sense, A is inviting B to resolve the incongruity.  B explains why she has bought so many things.  In other words, B tries to provide auxiliary assumptions to allow A to make the proposition compatible with the context set (external environment). She makes the utterance there was a 20% storewide discount, indicating that it is value for money. The proposition made manifest by (31b) helps to resolve the incongruity between the proposition made manifest by the external environment and the proposition as it would be derived from the previous contextual assumptions in A’s cognitive environment.

On the other hand, let’s say B’s answer is:

(6) They are not mine. Juliana (sister staying with the couple) asked me to bring them home for her.

Given the explanation, A will be able to accept the situation.  In this case, the answer given reinterprets the external evidence and has the effect of modifying the proposition expressed in (31a).  

Examples (21) by Gupta and (23) by Wong can be similarly explained. Let us take a look at an example involving a rhetorical question.

(34)
Context: A asks B if she had bought any classical video cassette disc (VCD) at the shop.  A has forgotten that the shop did not carry any classical VCD.  B reminded A of that with a rhetorical question. 

        
A:  Did you get any classical VCD?

B:  They got classical VCD meh?  

                  ‘They got / have classical VCD?’

B’s contextual assumptions may include

1. The shop sells VCDs.

2. A has bought some VCDs from the shop before.

3. B and A have looked for a classical VCD from the shop before.

4. The shop does not sell any classical VCD.

5. A knows that the shop does not sell any classical VCD.

However, the external environment (35) challenges B’s previous cognitive environment (e.g., contextual assumption 4.):

(35)  The shop sells classical VCDs.

B’s previous contextual assumption (e.g. The shop does not sell any classical VCD) is challenged by one in the situation, resulting in an incongruity. B challenges A’s implication that the shop sells classical VCDs. The incongruity can be possibly settled by A saying something like What was I thinking about?  Of course the shop does not sell classical VCDs.  B’s utterance serves as a reminder to A.  In this case, the assumption that the shop does not have any classical VCD is strengthened.  

On the other hand, A’s answer may cancel the proposition expressed, for instance, (36).

(36)  A:  The shop got, but not the one I want. 

Here, the answer provides clues for B to modify her prior cognitive environment in that it cancels some previously manifest assumption  (4. The shop does not sell classical VCD) and replaces it by another to make it compatible with the proposition. 

In the light of the above analysis, it is clear that meh signals to the hearer that an assumption recently manifest in the external environment challenges an existing one in the cognitive environment of the speaker. The resulting incongruity needs to be resolved. The speaker is asking the hearer to provide the premises required to allow her to access the proposition and to process it against a context with the aim of resolving the conflict. The DP meh does not encode conceptual meaning.  Its function is to impose guidance on relevance in virtue of the inferential connections it expresses. 

The study provides a way to account for the relationship between different functional interpretations of DPs and the relationship between the different interpretations in various contexts. DPs can be studied in terms of three fundamental issues: the kinds of meaning the DPs encode (i.e. conceptual or procedural), their effect on the truth-conditions of the host utterances (i.e. truth-conditional or non-truth-conditional), and the manner in which the DPs constrain the relevance of the utterances they are appended to. 

3. Broadening the picture

This study has given synchronic descriptions of individual DPs, lah and meh within the framework of relevance theory. Relevance theory, a pragmatic theory of information processing has provided a set of tools for the description of how the particles can be interpreted in discourse.  In my study, DPs can be observed as expressions which are syntactically optional, non-truth-conditional, contain procedural meaning, and serve as a guide in the inferential stage of the interpretation process.

Many different entities go under the title of semantics or semantic theory. For each of these, there is a correspondingly different conception of pragmatics. This study calls to attention the distinction between ‘what was said’ and ‘what was implied’ (Grice 1989), and two related disciplines in language studies: semantics and pragmatics. On the relevance-theoretic view, this distinction is a distinction between two types of cognitive processes employed in understanding utterances: decoding and inference. For example, in ‘They generally don’t take beef lah’, lah instructs the hearer to recognize the shared assumption behind the utterance (semantics). What this shared assumption is will have to be recovered by taking the context into consideration and by inference (pragmatics). In this case, it means ‘I shouldn’t have to spell this out!’ The relevance-theoretic scheme consists of the following:

i. linguistic semantics, which decodes the expressions used in an utterance;

ii. pragmatics, which employs an interplay between the decoded content and extralinguistic assumptions under the constraints of principles of people’s “reasonable communicative behaviour” (Carston 2001:693)

In this framework, linguistic semantics is about linguistic representations and computations while pragmatics is about non-linguistic representations and computations. ‘What was said’ is recovered by both linguistic semantics and pragmatics and ‘what was implicated’ is recovered mainly by pragmatics. Thus, this model can shed some light on the distinction between semantics and pragmatics. I hope that this study can draw attention to these observations and encourage further work on them in the goal towards a more refined understanding of what DPs are, their functions and classification.
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Notes
1.  For a more detailed description of the contact variety, Singapore Colloquial English or Singlish, as it is more popularly known, please refer to Gupta (this volume), Foley  (1998), Wee (1998), Brown (2000), and Lee-Wong (2001). 

2. The lexical corpus of ICE-SIN was compiled at the Department of English Language and Literature, the National University of Singapore. The initiative was supported through a series of funded research projects. It was completed in April 2000 thanks to the NUS-funded project A study of Definite Noun Phrases in Singaporean and British Discourse (RP3982058).  It is a one million-word corpus, consisting of 500 texts (200 written and 300 spoken) of approximately 2000 words each. The data used in this study is taken mainly from the spoken texts. 
3.  Grice’s Modified Occam’s Razor, ‘Avoid multiplying senses (or polysemous facets) without necessity’, cut back on a growing conflation of (linguistic) meaning with use (Grice 1989:47). What Grice is saying is: avoid multiplying senses (or polysemous facets) without necessity.
4. The distinction between conceptual and procedural meaning is a useful one as it expresses the intuition that there are different types of linguistically encoded information. It is also useful in explaining expressions that do not affect the propositional content of an utterance.  Due to constraints of space in this paper, a detailed account is not possible. I refer the reader to the literature (Blakemore 1987, 1992, 2002; Wilson and Sperber 1993).

5. I will capitalize on Andersen’s view on propositional attitude, that ‘we not only express propositions, we also express different attitudes to them. That is, we communicate how our mind entertains those propositions that we express (2000:3).
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