NOTES

Some observations on Khmer discourse markers!

ORAWAN Poo-israkij
Australian National University

During March—May 1993, I completed my fieldwork collecting data on
subordination in Cambodian Khmer at Aranyaprathet, Prachinburi Province,
Thailand.

Working on the data, I have found that some discourse markers appear to be
crucial for the understanding of how Khmer discourse is organized. Here I will
discuss only two phenomena dealing with discourse pragmatics.

I. ka: and tas

As shown in Figure 1, kar and tas occur in the same structural positions;
they occur optionally before verb phrases and occasionally before subject noun
phrases. (Figure 1, examples [1] to [3])

Sometimes thesc two words precede the subject of sentences, as in examples
(4), (5), and (6).

ka:r and tas are used to join important information to a preceding discourse.
Although these two markers share the same syntactic position, it is noticeable that
kar precedes affirmative sentences while taa introduces interrogative sentences.

Nevertheless, one question word, /mac/ or /mdac/ ‘why’ cannot co—occur in
juxtaposition with taa. It always co—occurs with kar This awaits further
investigation. (Figure 1, examples [7] and [8])

11 would like to thank Dr. Anthony Diller, Thai Studies Centre, ANU and Dr. Suwilai
Premsrirat for comments and suggestions. I am indebted to Capt. Kim Chhay, my informant in
Aranyaprathet, Prachinburi.

There were a few problems of data collecting since Khmer speakers near the border tended
to mix Khmer with Thai, especially when they talked to a speaker of Thai people. Language
samples given here are drawn from textbooks, short stories and recorded plays.
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II. nig

Khmer has two optional demonstratives: nih used with an object near the
speaker and nuh with an object far from the speaker. Demonstratives in Khmer
follow head nouns and indicate a noun phrase boundary. (Figure 2, examples [9]
and [10])

There is another word which can occur in roughly the same position as these
two demonstratives. The word nig seems to share the same features as
demonstratives. In the Khmer Dictionary (Buddhist Institute, 1967-1968), nip is
glossed as nuh, one of Khmer demonstratives. Headley’s Cambodian—English
Dictionary (1977) translates nip as “1. this, that” and “2. here, there, right here,
right now”. (Figure 2, examples [10] to [12])

Semantically nip only expresses definiteness; it has an article-like function
in Khmer. This ‘article’ is also optional as are demonstratives.

According to my informant, nif can occur with nuh although in his opinion
it apperas to be superfluous. nig - nih is not acceptable by some speakers, but
perhaps it should not be considered ungrammatical. (Figure 2, example [13])

nip in Khmer may be borrowed from nip in Thai. It is written as / t‘é,"’/
which marks it clearly as a Thai loanword. Nevertheless, nig in Thai expresses
indefiniteness while nip in Khmer expresses definiteness.

The shift from indefiniteness to definiteness could be because Khmer
already has the word muay ‘one’ for indefinite expressions. But then, as we saw
above, it also has two demonstratives. Perhaps nip represents a more neutral
relationship more appropriate for anaphoric discourse definiteness.

L ]

Abbreviations :
BE verb of existence/presence
CAUS causative
COMP complementizer
D.M. discourse marker
DEM demonstrative
excl. exclamation
ints. intensifier
IRRL  irrealis
NEG negative particle
part.  final particle
PRN  [personal] pronoun
REC  reciprocal
REL  relative marker
wh— relative question marker
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