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Praise for Spiaking Singlish

More than any cunning linguist who has produced cheem publications (self included), Dr Gwee Li Sui has been the one to put Singlish on the map, in world media, and, most of all, in our mouths. Spiaking Singlish is what it’s all about – not just a list of quaint sayings, formally explained, but a whole book, in Singlish. Perhaps most crucially, Gwee shows how Singlish – indeed, any emergent contact language variety – isn’t a handicap. Articulate and persuasive, he amuses, he expounds, he argues – fully grounded in theories of language contact and change – and all in Singlish! His performance throughout the book is a delight to proponents of translingual practice, seamlessly bringing together the more “standard” and more Singlish dimensions of his repertoire. I especially appreciate how much he sayangs Singapore’s diversity and multiculturalism, in word and in deed. He continues to do for Singlish what many of us only talk about – revel in it even on the most formal of platforms, use it as one would use any language. This is precisely how any once-maligned language variety can increase in international intelligibility, garner greater acceptability, and attain legitimacy. I’m putting this book on my course reading list.

– Dr Lisa Lim, Associate Professor and Head of the School of English, University of Hong Kong

 

When I approached Dr Gwee to write a Singlish column for The Middle Ground, I knew I might be asking for trouble. Would The Middle Ground kena suan for promoting Singlish? If so, I would argue that the rest of our columns and news reports clearly showed our support for good, standard English – and at a high level too. We can’t deny that Singlish is part of our heritage, so why not delve into it more deeply? Dr Gwee obliged. He very nice one.

– Bertha Henson

Veteran journalist who declines to reveal her age

 

He’s done it! Gwee has written a book explaining Singlish... in Singlish! Champion! So better fasterly buy this powderful book before it kena banned or dunno what!

– Colin Goh and Woo Yen Yen

Editors of The Coxford Singlish Dictionary

 

Singlish has always been a big part of my personal and maybe even more so of my professional life. I am excited that Gwee Li Sui has decided to embark on this project to make Singlish accessible to the masses not just locally but for the international market to appreciate something we can really call our very own. Don’t play, play!

– Gurmit Singh

Artist, author, and director of InDaHouz

Actually ah, I neh intended to be the Queen’s-English-enemy-number-one with my op-ed in The New Paper. Just so happens at the time, bladdy TV execs and mega-angkat cronies were telling us TV sitcom writers to write “proper English”. So, of course, everyone angry la siol. Liddat the tone of voice sure salah one what. Hallo, when have writers EVER listened to cockanaden execs?! Big surprise meh? Ah Gwee, you hantam them properly, can?

– Imran Johri

Scriptwriter for Phua Chu Kang Pte Ltd, Season 3

Wah seh! Who more tokong to write about Singlish than Dr Gwee! His England is more powderful than Queen of England sia! Also, inside the book got mention me, so I lagi must sappork! You may think Singlish is just anyhowly one but acherly is quite cheem ok? Dun say I bojio! Buy his book now!

– mrbrown (aka Lee Kin Mun)

Blogfather of Singapore
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PUBLISHER’S NOTE

We have included this note for the sake of readers who might otherwise wonder what this incomprehensible, gibberish book is. Spiaking Singlish is arguably the first language book written entirely in Singlish. Not surprisingly, it also centres on Singlish.

Many people think that Singlish involves adding “lahs” and “lors” to regular sentences, but the truth is that it is so much more. The language has evolved since the 1970s when journalist Sylvia Toh Paik Choo wrote regularly about it. Acknowledged as the Queen Mother of Singlish, Toh’s columns in Fanfare magazine and her Eh, Goondu! books had generated much discussion. Colin Goh and Woo Yen Yen of the website Talking Cock published The Coxford Singlish Dictionary and cartoonist Miel An Essential Guide to Singlish in 2002 and 2003 respectively. Today, over forty years after the term was coined, the Singlish discussion continues in earnest.

Singlish, just like its country Singapore, has undergone upgrading, and Dr Gwee Li Sui explains its development to what it is today here. Some readers may find Spiaking Singlish challenging to read because of a lack of familiarity with several terms used. For this reason, there is an index with over 600 entries at the end of the book to help you track down definitions within it. If you faithfully read all forty-five chapters, we guarantee that you’ll find every term explained at some point.

A couple of features need us to intervene and clarify though. Firstly, it may take a while for a reader to figure out the way some words appear in the book. For example, the root word “mati”, meaning die, can take a form in the past tense and thus be spelt as “matied”.

Secondly, because Singlish is oral and aural, Dr Gwee has put a spelling to several words that were previously only verbal. To give two examples, “liddat”, for “like that”, and “Gahmen”, for “government”, are spelt the way they are pronounced in Singlish. Hopefully, doing so can help form the basis of some future standard Singlish like how the initiative to standardise Malay spelling in the 1970s had worked.

The talented Dr Gwee goes the extra mile of adding to his writing a series of fun, expository comic strips. Exclusively curated and lovingly drawn by hand in coffee shops all over Singapore (the proof is in his compulsive Facebook posts), these strips are witty, hilarious, and often spot on. There is also a Singlish test near the end for diligent readers, and you can use this to gauge how good your grasp of Singlish is. We suspect that many will just skip straight to the test, but be warned that it is quite tough.

Finally, we will leave you with some solemn warnings. Spiaking Singlish has puns, wordplay, double entendres, and even a few cuss words. Reading it may also make you temporarily forget everything you were taught in English class. However, as with learning any language, learning Singlish is never easy. So do read at your own risk – and enjoy!


TERIMA KASIH!

Got people I need to say kum sia for their roles in the long journey of this book. First, Leong Ching from the Ah Kong School of Public Policy started me on the track of reflecting on Singlish. Dunno whether she realises it anot, but last time I deen know I got such a talent one! I just blur-blur spiak Singlish here and there. Then came her lobang of a public lecture I was invited to give on 13 April 2015, and the rest – as they say – is history.

The earliest form of most material here came from the chapalang stuff I wrote for the news website The Middle Ground. Between June 2015 and October 2016, I had this Wednesday column named SinGweesh the lao jiao journalist Bertha Henson gave me to play with. I was asked to just talk cock about Singlish in a way that could celebrate Singaporeanness. The Middle Ground folks – Daniel Yap, Abraham Lee, Md Suhaile, and others – were full of sarpork throughout, and the stint was sibeh shiok.

Oso, how to forget The New York Times and its editor Stéphanie Giry who let me chiong with my op-ed “Politics and the Singlish Language”? Without that article published on 13 May 2016, I wouldn’t have kena buak gooyoo by the Gahmen soon after. I wouldn’t have become – kua kua – the latest Phua Chu Kang-level celebrity in the history of Singlish. All said and done, it had some abstract good lah. So, errr, thank ha?

My kawan-kawan Zack Zainal, Prashant Thadathil, Brenda Tan, Chee Soo Lian, Lawrence Chong, and Lai Chee Kien helped me double-confirm some Singlish info. Kilat Singlish resources written by Sylvia Toh Paik Choo, Colin Goh, Woo Yen Yen, Lee Kin Mun (aka mrbrown), and Jack Lee I oso got consult. Findings Pte Ltd let me use its office equipments as masak-masak. Melvin Neo and Mindy Pang of Marshall Cavendish International keep sayanging me since the months leading up to publication.

Lastly, a big hormat to everybawdy I normally spiak Singlish with: my family, relatives, friends, neighbours, public servants, kopitiam people, whoever lah. You are the reason this gila effort is possible to begin with, and so, if I kena buak gooyoo again, please come rescue me hor? Seriously, it’s all your fault: I want to spiak good England nia. Now that things have become liddat, let’s just wish for the best. Keep calm and huat ah!
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CHEEM INTRODUCTION

Dun siow-siow: this book Spiaking Singlish is sibeh kilat! It’s hands-down the cheemest Singlish book in print ever or at least to date. By this, I dun just mean how it talks chapalang about Singlish. For that, you can always go consult those cheem publications on Singlish by cunning linguists, the kind I read I oso catch no ball. But my book is, in some ways, lagi steady poon pee pee than those. What it does is to discuss Singlish directly in Singlish wor!

If got people laugh and say who so stupiak try to explain a language in the same language, you point them to the Oxford England Dictionary first lor. Then you point them to hampalang single-language dictionaries, thesauri, and encyclopaedias out there. With that, you invite them to laugh. Please lah! Now market got all kinds of Singlish-to-England reference books liao. The classic ones by Sylvia Toh Paik Choo, Colin Goh, and Woo Yen Yen have done solid work, and unker clap for them. What they have achieved is mo tak teng in the history of Singlish.

But now Singlish oso must advance, can? If we seriously consider it a language, then a book like this must happen sooner or later. Spiaking Singlish doesn’t want to describe Singlish words and phrases and crack jokes nia – liddat where got still fun? Rather, it aims to show Singlish being used confidently, in a zai and stylo-milo way, to communicate. I’d like Singlish to become more than something observed lah. It should appear practical enough to talk all kinds of cock. It should seem so steady that people won’t anyhow see it no up.

What is Singlish ah? If read until this point you still need to ask, then you cannot make it liao. Briefly, Singlish is the unofficial language of Singaporeans. Singapore has four official languages – England, Melayu, Mandarin, and Tamil – but the most tok kong one everybawdy must know is England. Singlish is different: it gets no love from the Gahmen, and yet, unlike the others, it’s actually made in Singapore one! Singlish is what happens when the various languages and dialects on the island campur. It gasaks words, phrases, and syntaxes from these and transforms them with wit and charm. So shiok!

i. Simi Book is This?

OK, so first I must make clear that this book Spiaking Singlish is my book hor. My book means what? It means that here I discuss what I suka discuss. I consider what I suka consider. It’s not about showcasing the stuff Singaporeans or foreigners know well or the most solid Singlish expressions or the most important or enduring or notti, whatever lah. It’s oso not about being comprehensive – so dun later complain why I dun expand on this word or that word ha. You want to kolaveri, tolong go write your own book, can?

All I want to do is to jot my long love letter to Singlish nia. I want to be able sometimes to call up old or forgotten Singlish words and phrases. Other times, I want to focus on new, happening, or kuai lan components. Sometimes, I want to observe origins and histories; other times, I suka just play the cunning linguist. So this book is less about Singlish terms per se than about what they mean to me and, by extension, a people called Singaporeans. Singlish must be owned and used in context one, and my writing wishes to recreate the world of Singaporeans even as it chiongs with Singlish.

In this sense, Spiaking Singlish can further be considered a historical document wor. Wah, really? Well, as diction and syntax in Singlish change with the times, with influences and usage, what I write must ownself be part of its development mah. My book only shows Singlish as used at this point in Singaporean history – and, to be precise, it’s a certain mode of Singlish hor! The elements I find in current use may well fall out of circulation eventually. Others I fewl people bo hiew may terbalik become trendy again. Meanings, pronunciation, and spelling may change while new components continue to emerge. So take note ha: some explanations I give are steady only for now.

But there is another way my book is contributing to the development of Singlish leh. Indeed, I cannot act blur and tembak that this hasn’t been a conscious experiment. I am trying here to see whether Singlish can be written long-long and with intelligence anot. My prose is thus more England-based and sikit cheemer, not macam what you may find normally elsewhere. It’s a thinking Singlish and oso a reading, as opposed to talking, Singlish. Unker got pay attention to standardising, spelling, and sentence structures one! All this work to move Singlish from an oral to a textual or even literary form may end up looking too zhng. Or maybe – just maybe – it can help potong a way to a lagi tok kong Singlish?

ii. Can Dun Anyhow?

For writing this book alone, I will sure kena left, right, centre from all kinds of buay song people one. It’s only to be expected – but why neh? Because we Singaporeans suka anyhow critisai others mah. Whacking others somehow makes us fewl tua ki. Several folks may even politisai the issue and either sarpork or tekan me for celebrating a language they deem anti-Gahmen. Liddat sibeh sian, you know? To be kind, I suspect that most of them act out of a teruk or plain salah understanding of Singlish nia.

For example, got those jokers who think Singlish is pecah England and so spiaking it can screw up their grasp of the ang moh tongue. The more Singlish is used, the more Singapore’s international business climate will suffer… and, ten years down the road, we’re a fishing village again. Kawankawan, Singlish and England only sometimes seem and sound sama-sama hor. The two are, in fact, macam apples and oranges – and becoming more and more so. Besides, if got England words must mean is England, then won’t Melayu be England too since it oso got England words, some more always misspell?

Oso, as much as Singlish isn’t England, it isn’t Melayu, Mandarin, Tamil, Hokkien, or so on either lah. It is spoken not by a particular ethnic community and lagi not by a particular generation. But there are kukujiaos who use Hokkien or street Melayu with a few ang moh words and then call it Singlish. Others are so yaya that they fewl expressions they haven’t heard before aren’t Singlish. Hello, bodohs? Singlish is bigger than any speaker or group of speakers, and what we still dunno makes this point. As Singlish is a rojak shared among different linguistic communities, we are always learning how it is being used and transformed. Nobawdy spiaks all of Singlish in the same way nobawdy spiaks all of England one.

But what about people who suka make the cockanathan point that words and phrases aren’t Singlish because they’re actually Melayu or Hokkien or Sinhalese or whatever? Unker got two reactions here: firstly, those blur sotongs think Singlish is what ha? I am curious since, without foreign words, ninety-nine per cent of Singlish is habis liao. Having bits from other tongues is the whole idea of a multicultural language – which, by the way, describes England oso, in case you’re so stupiak that you want to keep arguing.

Secondly, in Singlish, as in any language, kapoed expressions take on the meanings accepted by its new users. Original meanings are bo pakay liao. As such, what Singlish gasaks has to be understooded in its precise context, which is why I sometimes buay tahan those who suka-suka condemn this and that as offensive. They say “ang moh” is racist, “kuniang” is sexist, “Ah Beng” is demeaning, “walao” is filthy, blah-blah. Kong simi? Yes, Singlish got a few horrigible terms we shouldn’t celebrate, but, before kolaveri-ing, can tolong first consider broadly what a word or phrase implies?

Then – alamak! – oso got champion critics who claim that Singlish sayangs Singapore’s ethnic majority. Those argue that many Melayu and Tamil words in Singlish got koyak sense, pronunciation, and spelling because cheena people any-o-how. No lah! When any language absorbs something, it tends to distort it so as to reinvent and then own it. Language is liddat one! In fact, consider “pokkai” which distorts Cantonese, the way we say “xiao mei mei”, and so on: cheena terms oso kena! England terms lagi worse. So can dun stir and simi sai oso politisai? Tolong, tolong.

iii. Singlish Got History

Now here is some history hor. Nobawdy knows for sure when Singlish emerged, but last time kampung people could spiak a few languages one. During British days, England was oso taught in several schools while a lot knew pasar or market Melayu – so most geenas would at least be bilingual lah. But, after World War II, with growing pro-independence fewlings, young people wished for our own idiom. In fact, even got a literary movement called EngMalChin, which campurred words from our various languages!

Soon after Singapore’s independence in 1965, bilingualism – limited to England and Melayu, Mandarin, or Tamil – became policy. But you think leh: having people learn two tongues well will increase their talent for code-switching and chum-chumming languages anot? Some more, the birth of NS saw Melayu and Hokkien become powderful stems for talking cock among young men. Then came the Spiak Mandarin Campaign which, from 1979, began tekanning cheena forms like Hokkien, Teochew, Cantonese, and Hakka. It ended up domesticating them, making us lagi able to switch and think between languages.

To be sure, what we now call the Great Singlish Debate has been around long-long liao. Singlish was studied at university level as early as in 1975.1 Its rise and rise led the Gahmen to buang it out of the classrooms from 1982.2 But even Sir Randolph Quirk, a leading England authority who was Ah Kong Distinguished Visitor in 1985, praised Singlish as “beautiful” leh.3 Sylvia Toh Paik Choo’s gila books on Singlish, Eh, Goondu! (1982) and Lagi Goondu! (1986), were oso super-huat during the time.

Then came dark days once the Gahmen noticed how general England proficiency got more and more kena sai. I dunno whether it relooked at teaching in schools anot, but a link was soon established between Singlish’s huatness and England’s lack of. The teruk link has persisted to this day! Ah Kong famously warned all si geenas in 1999:

Do not popularise Singlish. Do not use Singlish in our TV sitcoms, except for humorous bits, and in a way that makes people want to speak standard English. We will see a difference in another one generation. The people who will benefit most are those who can only master one kind of English. Singlish is a handicap we must not wish on Singaporeans.4

That same year, Lao Goh, who was then PM, hum-tummed a tok kong TV sitcom called Phua Chu Kang Pte Ltd for zhnging Singlish. The central actor Gurmit Singh became Lumber One to kena buak gooyoo for Singlish – kua kua! Some more, it happened in the National Day Rally speech:

Gurmit Singh can speak many languages. But Phua Chu Kang speaks only Singlish. If our children learn Singlish from Phua Chu Kang, they will not become as talented as Gurmit Singh.5

The next year saw the birth of the Spiak Good England Movement. That Gahmen campaign to make England huat at first came paired with a mission to whack Singlish jialat-jialat. For hailing Singlish as “our national language” in his The New Paper op-ed “Singlish No Good Meh?” in 2001, Imran Johri, who wrote for Phua Chu Kang Pte Ltd, was next in the buak gooyoo corner.6 Ah Loong, then Deputy PM, made him famous at that year’s campaign launch, clarifying:

There is nothing wrong for us to inject a few Chinese or Malay words to our daily usage of English when we are talking about local things, especially food. Char kway teow is char kway teow, not rice noodles fried with egg, cockles and sweet black sauce. Even chao guo tiao does not quite taste the same. Likewise with nasi lemak. But it is wrong to think that we are only Singaporean if we speak Singlish. We want to strengthen our common Singaporean identity, but let us do so in other ways and not by using Singlish.7

But Singaporeans generally bo chup that advice leh. Singlish-using satirical websites Browntown and Talking Cock became sibeh popular, and Colin Goh and Woo Yen Yen’s The Coxford Singlish Dictionary (2002) sold like siow. The powderful blogger mrbrown is still using Singlish to talk cock sing song today! But, frankly, such a war against Singlish cannot win because you know why? The Singapore system – from army to the tourism industry, which uses Singlish to sell Singaporean mystique – ownself needs this language!

University professors can see how shiok Singlish is and sarpork it. Writers such as Arthur Yap, Elangovan, Haresh Sharma, Alfian Sa’at, Ann Ang, Joshua Ip, and Cheryl Lu-Lien Tan got use it. Increasingly, politicians oso – especially during election time to connect with voters. Even the Spiak Good England Movement has since rileked and focused more on… errr, England. At the Jubilee National Day celebration in 2015, we all saw floats with “lah” and “blur like sotong” big-big in neon wor – wah say!

But then, just in 2016, unker still kena buak gooyoo for sayanging Singlish leh. I wrote an op-ed titled “Politics and the Singlish Language” for The New York Times – yea, dun play-play! – but I goondu, suggested that our leaders at last grasped how “irrepressible” Singlish was.8 Unker was wrong lor. The PM’s Press Secretary Chang Li Lin wrote back to suan me:

Not everyone has a Ph.D. in English Literature like Mr. Gwee, who can code-switch effortlessly between Singlish and standard English, and extol the virtues of Singlish in an op-ed written in polished standard English.9

iv. Sayang Singlish

So now here we are sial. Hopefully, my short history lesson can show how cheong hei it all is lah. Singlish’s development has been tied to Singapore’s teruk past, to its struggle with a last time colonial language. It’s further tied to our multiculturalism, to not just different communities but oso different languages meeting. Then got the history of language policies and national changes to keep in mind. Oso got how Singlish ownself kena politisai, made to seem anti-Singapore or anti-Gahmen.

All these help explain why Singlish can fewl so Singaporean lor. It isn’t how Singlish is an image of our chapalang society nia. It’s oso its transcendence, how it can rise above all its parts to make hampalang hang together. Indeed, to mention coherence here, I am already admitting how Singlish has both depth and grammar. Depth comes from Singlish changing or resonating across generations of speakers. Grammar involves the shiok internal logic reached by the whole jin gang across space.

At the core of Singlish is surely pragmatism, a sibeh Singaporean hallmark. Singlish can suka-suka bo hiew articles, tenses, infinitives, pronouns, and so on one. For example, rather than saying “What is it you’re looking for?”, one can say “What you want?” Or, for “Where are we heading?”, just “Go where?” can liao. This efficiency plays up other elements such as tone and rhythm. So Singlish is liddat in-your-face and hardly subtle. It cucuks yayaness because, as with how it suans other languages, it suka compromises and impurity.

People who say Singaporeans lack humour and cannot ownself laugh at ownself therefore dunno or dun spiak Singlish well lah. The language is chock-full of wit, sarcasm, and all kinds of linguistic shiokness. Humour is used precisely to disarm, creating connections between culturally different people. A Singlish speaker is practically suanning, kacauing, tnehing, and talking cock all the time! The most kilat presentations of Singlish – on TV and online and in filems, plays, and books – are sibeh gila one.

I’ve named positive features, but we still need to address that long-long official charge against Singlish. Our Gahmen has always said that, while Singlish is harmless to folks like me whose England very can, it sabo those with jialat England who oso cannot code-switch. For these, only either form can be learnt, and, so if they spiak Singlish, their England will kena sai. We all have heard this argument macam forever liao! It’s sibeh smart to blame social immobility on Singlish and then try to kill Singlish, which – dunno whether the Gahmen knows anot – cannot be done.

You see, Singlish is in a unique context. If you have multiculturalism and you have institutionalised bilingualism, then cannot stop languages from chum-chumming liao. But, if you campur England and, say, Melayu, you can still tell what is England and what Melayu because you know from school what each involves. So why cannot do the same for Singlish ah? Why people must link Singlish to pecah England and then confuse other people?

Even here we must law by law too leh! It seems obvious to unker that, for England to huat, the sure way is to teach it better. Whack Singlish for fiak since you cannot stop people from anyhowly? Without Singlish, they can still turn to other open colloquial forms such as street Hokkien or Melayu, American England, and internet lingo. A multicultural society will always have a multilinguistic space – and I’d rather ours be defined by something truly shared like Singlish lor.

v. Basic Singlish

So what are the parts of Singlish ha? Unker cannot hampalang describe for you here because this isn’t that kind of book. I bo eng lah! Maybe if everybawdy helps make Spiaking Singlish a bestseller, I may consider writing? So let me simply say first that Singlish got a growing vocab. There are England terms like “act cute” and “act blur” whose meanings we tweak, Melayu ones we keep like “cabut”, “pakat”, and “jalanjalan”, cheena ones we use like “cheong hei” or translate into England like “wait long-long”, Tamil words like “goondu” and “aiyoh”, distorted Japanese words like “bakero”, and so on.

Then oso got words whose forms kena changed, from “cucuk” to “chochok”, “poon” to “pom”, and “sabotage” to “sabo”. Others kena expanded into new words: so “agak” becomes “agakration” and “cheem” “cheemology”. Some terms gain unique sense from their use in Singapore’s social context, such as “half past six”, “akan datang”, and “kua kua”. Then got phrases made with words from different languages that become something lagi tok kong, such as “buay tahan” and “jiak kentang”.

Going now into groups of words, Singlish oso got idioms and proverbs wor. Such kinds of expression make natural sense within a language and often cannot be translated into another language without lugi-ing some depth. Consider how much shiokness “bak chew tak stamp” and “blur like sotong” bring to a situation with clueless people being tekanded. Use “pattern more than badminton”, “mee siam mai hum”, or “last time policemen wear shorts”, and you’ll have pecah lobang your true fewling on a matter without saying more.

Every language oso got its own syntax one. Syntax involves the way words and phrases are arranged to form sentences, and unker can name two tendencies in Singlish syntax for now. One is I mentioned earlier: efficiency. Why say “Do you think that you’re that smart?” when you can just keep the central elements and go “You smart meh?” Another tendency is multiculturalism, which lies in how a line can sound lagi Singlish the more rojak its word choice. Then got pronunciation and the singsong Singaporean accent to consider, which you’ll need a Singlish speaker more than my book to show lah.

All these aspects are still one part of Singlish nia! It’s neh complete without talking about the particles that appear a lot to end clauses and sentences and are growing in lumber. Now got “lah”, “leh”, “lor, “liao”, “ha”, “ah”, “hor”, “mah”, “meh”, “sial”, “sia”, “siol”, “nia”, “neh”, and so on liao! Each of these changes the meaning of a whole sentence in an exact way, and I can illustrate my point with the table on the next page.

 







	SINGLISH

	ENGLAND




	I dun have lah.

	I really don’t have it.




	I dun have leh.

	For some reason, I don’t have it.




	I dun have lor.

	I wish I had it, but sadly I don’t.




	I dun have liao.

	I used to have it, but I don’t anymore.




	I dun have ha.

	I’m telling you that I don’t have it.




	I dun have hor.

	Don’t look at me; I don’t have it.




	I dun have wor.

	What do you know! I don’t have it.




	I dun have mah.

	It would help if I had it, but I don’t have it.




	I dun have meh?

	You think I wouldn’t have it?




	I dun have sial!

	I can’t freaking believe I don’t have it!





 

You see how choobi these elements are? They are sibeh powderful although it’s hard to describe what they are, being macam suffixes, interjections, and adverbs rolled into one. In fact, unker dare say that half of Singlish mastery involves the kilat use of these end-particles. If steady, even if you spiak England, Melayu, Mandarin, or Tamil, people can still tell that your Singlish oso can. Tombalik, if you use salah or dun use at all, even with the right Singlish words in the right order, you’ll still sound koyak and sikit cannot make it.

vi. Almost There Liao!

Finally, let’s be clear of one thing hor: there is no pure Singlish, notchyet. This book doesn’t make me an authority on Singlish, and anyway I dowan to be! Sekali people buay song with what I write because – face it – every Singlish speaker thinks he or she is an authority. Indeed, everybawdy who spiaks Singlish holds the power to wayang and can thus affect the direction it goes. So, if you fewl, say, Singlish got not enough Tamil words (and that’s true), you can keep sprinkling a few lawa Tamil ones in your conversations… and who knows?

Oso, Singlish sometimes isn’t spoken alone but slides into England and nowsaday Melayu, Mandarin, Tamil, and so on too. As it branches everywhere, it becomes more and more susah to draw a circle around what it must be. Last time we could just call Singlish all the chapalang stuff plus Singaporean England. Through the years, we have oso discovered Singlay or Singaporean Melayu, Tamglish or Tamil England, Singaporean Hokkien, and others. Unker is happy to lump all these within Singlish rather than have to decide where Singlish ends and something else begins. It’s more practical and oso more sensible lah!

Unker basically suka imagine a big Singlish, can? So, in Spiaking Singlish, I have welcomed much of what others may consider debatable. First, certainly Singlish as it is spoken, but I oso got notti words and funny sounds like “kua kua”. I further spell some words the way we spiak them, as with “fewl”, “liddat”, “lumber”, and so on. Second, since written Singlish is now tok kong especially with the digital age, I have gasaked abbreviations. England words Singaporeans use in a quaint manner, like “cum”, I have oso gasaked.

Third, I fewl affectionate names for national figures we talk cock daily about must include lah. Fourth, on this note of identity, old Singlish words maybe bo lang use now I’ve revived too. Fifth, I oso got sibeh new words, some still experimental and notchyet tested by time. The last two concern historical and future Singlish, and my use of them can make many readers gabra. But dun panic – I do this to signal my wish for the words to tahan outside my use nia. Last, got words I fewl we need to spiak more for the sake of diversity.

This garang idea of a big Singlish is my way of acknowledging complexities in how Singaporeans spiak. With Singlish as now not just an England variant, the name Singlish becomes more and more a misnomer liao. So there’s work to clarify what a goblok linking of Singlish with England blurs, the autonomy of Singlish. Terbalik, we must oso blur the acts of linguists and speakers within communities who create compartments of speech bo sense in day-to-day interactions. Singlish should, first and foremost, sayang multiculturalism, and it can keep huating so long as we leave every door to its heart open.
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1. ANYHOWLY

“Anyhowly” is a fairly recent Singlish permutation of the word “anyhow”. I believe it was popularised by that kilat blogger mrbrown? It got the same meaning as “anyhow” and the same sense of acting suka-suka – that is, as you like – as “anyhow”. It oso (how we say and spell “also”) can be used as an adverb or on its own like “anyhow”. So maybe you ask: if a word sounds and looks like an existing word and got the same meaning and use as it, why the fiak did Singlish speakers go and make another word? For what?

Kawan-kawan, you steady poon pee pee – unker hormat you! Here’s a good time for me to share one typical way I fewl Singlish as a language develops. To be sure, “anyhow” is a sibeh tok kong word for the Singaporean mind, which is always stuck between a love of freedom and a fear of luanness. It’s macam God made this word for us one! But, when a Singlish term kena used a lot, something I call Gwee’s First Law of Singlish Dynamics kicks in. This law states that a frequently employed expression tends towards a rhyme.

The history of “anyhow” proves this law lor! Other than its normal form, a lumber of other versions exist in Singlish. The oldest, “any-o-how”, follows the England term “any old how”. If today you dun hear “any-o-how” much, it’s because mostly ah peks and ah mms, who have lived through last time British colonial era, use it. Even our late great Lee Kuan Yew, aka Ah Kong, got use before although I need to double-confirm with some expert – from preferably the Ah Kong School of Public Policy – first.

Soon after, two rather different forms came into play: “anyhow hentam” and “anyhow pong”. These phrases are an improvement because they buang, or throw away, the whole need for speakers to remember and name the action verb. So, there’s no need to say “Dun vote anyhow!” or “Dun any-o-how vote!” – just “Dun anyhow hentam!’ or “Dun anyhow pong!” can already. If the context is clear, the meaning should automatically be clear one.

“Hentam” and “pong” are quite generic action words in Singlish lah. “Hentam” or “hantam” which oso takes the corrupted form “hum-tum”, means whack or hit, and so to hentam someone or something means to hit that person or thing. It is in this sense that we have the equally popular variant form “anyhow whack”. As for “pong”, it comes specifically from the mahjong game, where a player forms a pong by grabbing three identical tiles and shouts “Pong!” People who anyhow pong in real life as in mahjong are damn one kind.

Then – wah say! – “anyhow” evolved further. “Anyhow-anyhow” as construction is lagi best as it dispenses with not just a precise verb but a verb altogether. Song bo? But note how Gwee’s First Law of Singlish Dynamics has crept in liao: there is a rhyme. Oso note how, while “anyhow-anyhow” looks weird, it shows awareness in a way the earlier forms dun. “Anyhow-anyhow” is careless – in having two adverbs with no verb and the same word twice – and so highlights how “anyhow” is about carelessness. It becomes what “anyhow” means!

Do you see how self-consciously funny Singlish is yet? Notchyet? Well, people who dun geddit can go on and on studying Singlish for this and that influence and wholly miss the point here. Singlish is a creative language in the steadiest sense meant: it’s not no-brain one! If a wordplay fewls shiok, we Singlish speakers will sure use it more and more and arm chio – or snigger – in the knowledge that we may be abusing a word but our version is better. All this will soon become part of Singlish at some point.

So it is that we arrive at what I call Gwee’s Second Law of Singlish Dynamics, which states that a frequently used expression tends towards humour. In “anyhowly”, “anyhow” has found its most compact rhyming form yet. It is oso its most kilat since it can be used both with and without a verb! But never mind or, as we say it, nemmind: we mustn’t miss the pure Singlish shiokness that is at play. This lies in the joke that “anyhowly” has improved on “anyhow” – by making an England adverb look lagi like an England adverb.
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2. BAKERO

Like the vocab of England, the vocab of Singlish tells the history of its speakers. But, while we talk cock a lot about ang moh, cheena, Melayu, and Indian words in Singlish, we hardly talk about one small and quite throw face or mortifying influence. Yes, what about jit pun or Nippon words ha? By Nippon, I dun mean Nippon Paint hor (hello, focus please?) – I mean Japan, Imperial Japan. After all, Singaporeans did kena jialat-jialat from the Empire of the Rising Sun back in the day. Surely our speech would therefore show trauma? Surely got some traces, tio bo?

Well, actually, got! I dun just mean in something like “banana money”, which we use on things that look valuable but worth kosong or nothing. So you can say to a guy who owns a few bad properties, “Wah, you got a lot of banana money hor!” “Banana” here isn’t linked, as some bedek kings claim, to the term “banana republic”, meaning a politically unstable country that exports monyet food. Rather, it points to the cantik banana tree on last time ten-dollar notes issued by the jit pun Gahmen or government – which became worthless after the war!

“Banana money” still isn’t quite about absorption, and so we look elsewhere more. You’d think that Singlish might have words like “ohayou” and “konnichiwa” – but strangely dun have leh. Bo leh. I guess politeness wasn’t something we took away from jit pun culture? Instead, we have “anone” – pronounced “ah-no-nay” – which, in Singlish, denotes a Japanese mei mei or cute girl. Today’s geenas won’t know this word since they’re lagi likely to say “AV star” or “Miss J-Pop” or whatever. “Anone” is agak-agak in Nippon “well” or “you know”, what you say as you act blur lah. You’re quite smart if you can imagine how it came from jit pun mei meis approaching locals and going “Anone, anone…”

The opposite of an anone is an obasan, a label still in use today. In jit pun, an obasan means an aunt or mature lady, but, in Singlish, we have a word for that liao: it’s auntie. So “obasan” comes to mean rather some char bor whose dress sense is auta or obiang, that is, out of fashion. Nowsaday, we may deem Japanese aunties stylo-milo, but last time we thought they sibeh obiang, cannot make it one. “Obiang”, by the way, has unclear origin: some say it came from Hokkien or Teochew and others from Melayu. I’d like to propose that it’s a corruption of “obasan” – you think possible?

But the champion or winning Japanese-inspired word is surely “bakero” – which is so saat that even the Japanese dunno it! “Bakero” is a corrupted form of the Nippon “bakayarou”, an RA word for idiot or moron, and it’s pronounced “buck-kay-ro”, not “baked roe”, hor. Last time jit pun soldiers must have used this word a lot on Singaporeans for its meaning to be understooded right and its form absorbed. It was certainly something we geenas, as late as in the 1980s, used on each other to express extreme disdain or hostility. It is especially nasty when spat at a cheenapok, a traditional Chinese or Chinese-educated person, given the horrific history of what jit pun soldiers did to the cheena community in the region.

The revival of “bakero” in the 1980s, decades after World War II ended, can be blamed on one phenomenomenon – walao, cheem word! That was the TV historical dramas made by the now-defunct Singapore Broadcasting Corporation or SBC, which often told a patriotic, popular form of Singaporean history. Wah, there were so many back then I lost count liao! But those SBC dramas needed to confront the sibeh teruk Japanese period, which played a big part in the trauma leading to the birth of modern Singapore. They hampalang depicted jit pun soldiers destroying families, killing and maiming men, and raping women – all while shouting Singlish “Bakero!”

Those SBC series fed the memories of a young nation aksi or proud about its independence and its swift achievements. They became so successful that the cheena actors playing Japanese soldiers and local traitors would kena from the public whenever they went jalan-jalan. Yes, “bakero” is a dun play-play insult that ranks among the most kuai lan or rascally words you can ever say to an old or knowing Singaporean. As to how to use it, my preferred answer is, dun lah. Dun use notti words; it isn’t good. But, if you must (for some reason), you where got need people to teach you one? Basket!
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3. BALIK KAMPUNG

At a Southeast Asian Games netball match not long ago, some garang or daring journalists from Singapore took to suanning or mocking the Malaysian side with shouts of “Balik kampung!” The act caused an uproar that became lagi jialat when the news hit the Malaysian press.10 Kawan-kawan or friends, tolong dun go and do goondu things like this and throw Singapore’s face, can? Win or lose, we must always be gracious to others and especially to Malaysians!

That said, if you deen play truant and ponteng inter-school sports meets back in your geena days, you might have shouted “Balik kampung!” before too. What – no ha? Dun bedek-bedek me lor. “Balik kampung!” translates from Melayu or Malay as “Go back to your village!”, but its real meaning isn’t that straightforward. Blur sotongs may use it to say “Get lost!” or “Sod off!”, but it’s not accurate either. The phrase is a taunt, a cucuk (sometimes spelt “chochok”), and it belongs more in a competitive or at least an antagonistic setting. You shouldn’t use “Balik kampung!” to suan an annoying friend or relative, for example.

Oso, while the term gives an idea that its origin was in some last time inter-kampung games, it’s lagi likely to have emerged from our early years of modernisation. It seems to have been a product of an era when retreating to kampung life could appear malu or sia suay, both terms mean shameful. The homecoming would be a loss of face. Thus, when you hear “Balik kampung!”, it means that your game performance is so substandard you need to return to your old, backward home and train some more or just retire in humiliation.

“Balik kampung!”, as a figure of speech, is understandably most alive during the days of the so-called Kallang Roar. Remember what that phenomenomenon – walao, cheem word! – was about? Or let’s gostan a little: the Kallang Roar wasn’t a mall macam today’s Kallang Wave. It once involved expressions of a patriotic Singapore spirit made through kilat cheers for our own teams in the old National Stadium. But the Roar oso possessed an ugly side captured in three powderful jeers: “Referee kayu!”, “Kelong!”, and “Balik kampung!”

“Referee kayu!” is a cry you use to suan a game official if you perceive him or her to be auta or unfair or to favour the opposing team. “Kayu” means wood, and so “Referee kayu!” names his or her wooden-headedness. A kelong is ordinarily an offshore wooden shelter for the fishing folk, and several of them used to dot our coastlines. For some weird reason, Singlish has kapoed the word and used it to mean match-fixing, and why saya tak tahu. If someone has a good theory, can share with unker please? Issit because the term suggests a man-made platform that can secure advantage for ownself? Or what?

Anyway, notice how all three sporty cries spin metaphors out of last time kampung reality! Whether or not, or anot, Malaysians remember it, shouts like these once united them and us as people with shared, humble beginnings. It was how such rustic, life-inspired insults could even be insults! Now, with no more kampungs in Singapore, “Balik kampung!” takes a sinister turn and can be provocative in salah ways. It can sound like the xenophobic call “Go back to your country!” – and that’s neh good for a gamely taunt. So tolong show some EQ hor, people. If you must kacau others, at least be sensitive and dun play-play! Dun anyhowly suka-suka hum-tum others!



___________

10 Wan Noriza Meor Indris, “Netball Girls Jeered by Pressmen”, The Malay Mail (8 June 2015).
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4. BETTERER AND BETTEREST

NTUC, that solid champion of Singaporean workers, has given us more than just shiok discounts at their ownself-run supermarkets and coffee shops or kopitiams. It has oso helped to grow Singlish although this contribution nobawdy, bo lang, talks about – why ha? The next time you catch some cynic say “upturn the downturn”, that is, turn a bad situation around, or “cheaper, better, faster”, a trope for capitalism’s dream workers, thank NTUC! Say kum sia or terima kasih to it too for “betterer” and “betterest”, such kilat examples of Singaporean wit!

The solo genius behind all these terms is our last time Labour Chief, Lim Swee Say – so I swee-swee say! Lim once warned that, if Singapore hadn’t become independent in 1965, “today you and I would be Malaysians, heng ah!”11 Poor guy kena whacked a lot for saying that… but strangely not for the way he spoke. Indeed, Lim spiaking Singlish has always confused Singaporeans who are always told by our Gahmen how our economic progress will pecah if we keep fooling around with Singlish. But then we switched on the TV, and there was our Labour Chief, talking.

Lim’s Singlish is bo chut zhui one, which means it doesn’t spout water like a faulty pipe. It’s so powderful that we treat it as not just zhun or accurate but oso oon-oon jiak bee hoon, meaning sure smooth-running. In fact, we go further to use his Singlish to expand Singlish vocab – and that’s on a whole other level liao! It puts him in the same class as Singlish masters such as Jack Neo, Mark Lee, and mrbrown – so dun play-play, OK! Thus, when Lim at last took on the England comparative and superlative, we were naturally all ears.

You see, until then, the Singlish way had been to use the Melayu word “lagi” nia. “Lagi” is used in the sense of “even more”, and so, if you note that Ah Kow bums around at work more than Rajoo, you dun say “Ah Kow is more lazy” – that’s pecah England hor! In England, you say “Ah Kow is lazier”, but, in Singlish, you say, “Ah Kow is lagi lazy”. If Ah Kow’s laziness is utter world-crass, you say that he’s “lagi best” or “lagi worse”: either oso can! “Best” here is ironic, but normally, in Singlish, it just means well done or well played and not the steadiest of three or more things. As such, “You best!” just means “Well done you!”

Meanwhile, from the 1980s, Singaporeans kena lagi more pressure from Ah Kong’s terror propaganda machine to fall in line for the sake of the country. The people needed to become among the world’s most sought-after workers or Singapore would fall behind and revert to a fishing village. Oh no! – or, as we say it, alamak! Ah Kong’s brilliant Labour Chief at the time, Teamy the Productivity Bee, went to work and produced an amazing earworm to charm us all:

Good, better, best

Never let it rest

Till your good is better

And your better, best!

Teamy’s ditty was sibeh huat! If general hearers deen kena tipu or get conned into working harder, it’d have at least made them spiak better England. Every geena in school was singing it. Every unker or auntie was humming it – and you just couldn’t get lagi tok kong than that! So, from the start, Lim knew that he had big shoes to fill since it was his cartoon predecessor Teamy the Productivity Bee he needed to upstage, dammit! On that fateful day in 2010, Lim kept zai. Then he did what any helpless Singaporean would do and recited poetry lor:

If you’re the best today,

strive to be better.

If you’re better today,

strive to be betterer.

And, if you’re betterer today,

strive to be betterest

so that, over time,

Singapore’s service standards

can just keep getting

better, betterer, and betterest!12

Everyone – the whole jin gang – went siow! In one fell swoop, Lim had both out-Singlished “lagi” and out-Englanded “better” and “best”. He had shown that, as “best” was a false height, the quality of being the best could at best be in degrees. Singlish speakers were so inspired by him that we went on to invent another word to correct “best” by denoting the impossible abstraction of being lagi betterer than the betterest: “bestest”. So, in a matter of days, the Singlish scale bettered England’s by expanding into “good”, “better”, “betterer”, “betterest”, and “bestest”.

The language had neh been so productive before! Some wonder whether the day will come when we will hear “bettererer” or “betterester” or “bestester”, and this isn’t unforseeable, to be sure. But there has to be another powderful genius to come along zhunzhun at the right time to make us fewl the logic. For now, tuantuan dan puan-puan, all I can do is to put on record the till-now untold true story of how a steady minister made Singlish history.



___________

11 Julia Yeow, “Malaysia-Bashing at Singapore Election Rallies Lost on Young Voters, Say Analysts”, The Malaysian Insider (9 September 2015).

12 “Hospitality Sector Must Improve Service Standards”, The New Paper (3 July 2010).
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5. BO HEE HAE MA HO

Some people ask whether not just loanwords but whole borrowed phrases can be considered Singlish. Unker says, why not? Phrases, like words, are unit ideas, and unit ideas are what gives Singlish its cultural depth. Plus phrases can still evolve or multiply with time what! For example, “tak boleh tahan” – or “cannot take it anymore” in Melayu – signals how one has reached the limits of tolerance, like on a hot day. But we have since oso a shorter, campurred form, “buay tahan”, where “buay” means cannot in Hokkien.

Sama-sama with “Bo hee hae ma ho”. Increasingly, Singlish speakers are using its England translation “No fish, prawns oso good” – and maybe that’s the form that will survive eventually. But, right now, the original Hokkien form is still very much in play. This old local idiom seems to have come alive again of late, but dun ask me why hor. Maybe because we’re hankering less and less after the once-famous Five Cs of Singapore or cash, car, credit card, condominium, and country club (technically, that’s seven Cs, but nemmind)? Or maybe we’re becoming – gasp! – less kiasu?

Besides, “Bo hee hae ma ho” has such a wonderful ring to it! It is rhythmic with a string of indirect rhymes and its vowels varying sikit in sequence. The last sound returns to the first sound and creates a fewling of completion. Aurally, this expression is so shiok lah! Its “oh-ee-ay-ah-oh” sounds basic like the England “A-E-I-O-U”. Some more, the fact that saying it makes you rilek (sometimes spelt “relak”), or fewl relaxed, is tied to its meaning. The phrase is all about accepting life as it is, being steady and contented with what life gives you.

There’s oso a nostalgic context – which is maybe why people suka or like it so much. It tells of how, long, long time ago in Singapore, fishing was significant as occupation or leisure and prawns were commonplace. Those were the days of sleepy fishing villages and a coastline lined with kelongs housing skinny and tanned seaside folks. Life was less complicated and more senang. When you couldn’t catch fish, then liddat lor. (“Liddat” may mean “like that”, but it oso implies “So be it”.) Prawns for dinner were good too.

That’s at least the background sense to it. There are even two lame jokes we used to tell, and they go like this: how does a fishmonger laugh? “Hee, hee, hee!” How does a prawn-seller laugh? “Hae, hae, hae!” Told you they were lame. These jokes nonetheless capture well the idea of light-hearted simplicity attached to the heyday (not hae day ha) of rural island living. Like the saying, the general experience in them is an invitation always to look on the bright side of life.

I guess the ang moh version of “Bo hee hae ma ho” is “Beggars can’t be choosers” – but, come on, ours is less judgemental and more stylo-milo lah. The ang mohs oso say, “If life gives you lemons, make lemonade”, which at least encourages optimism and a boleh attitude when you’re suay or down on your luck. But – I dowan or dun want to judge hor – liddat makes sense meh? Where got life belanja lemons one? Besides, if I plant lemon trees, won’t I get lemons anyway? So must plant lemon trees, issit? Unker catch no ball!

By contrast, “Bo hee hae ma ho” is so happening. You can imagine the setting, the acceptance, and the flexibility – in short, the underlying kampung spirit! The Babas got their own version: “Kalu tak ah kledek, makan lah ubi kayu” or “If there’s no sweet potato, be happy with tapioca”. Both this and the Hokkien form show the same Singaporean survival instinct, set once against the forces of nature and now against larger powers like globalisation, Gahmen policies, and modern life. Singaporeans are Singaporeans not because we always get what we want or fight for but because we know how to rilek and live with what we got. We can always see the bright side of everything!

So “Bo hee hae ma ho” challenges the more talked-about kiasu mentality of Singaporeans, our competitive, anxiously selfish side. Both sides are us although our Gahmen may suka the kiasu side more since it pushes us forward. But we need to affirm this other side that can settle for prawns – or else how to pursue our own dreams and be happy? So, the next time your kid scores Bs and Cs for exams, dun tekan him or her lah. Sayang or pamper him or her and say, “No fish, prawns oso good!” You’ll sure be loved big time one. When your friend loses a promotion to a Foreign Talent, dun teach him or her to be xenophobic and say “Chow this or that” lah. Consider “Bo hee hae ma ho”.
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6. BUAK GOOYOO

A good Singaporean knows all about punishment. When we were young, we kena caned by our parents and, for some of us, by our principals too. During my time, we oso kena pulled ears and knuckle-rapped and niamed or pinched by our teachers. In the army, we the men kena drop-twenty plus several times of no-count-start-again, run-and-touch-or-kiss-tree-and-come-back kinds of gilaness lah. As civilians, we sometimes kena saman for littering, jay-walking, parking without coupon to have breakfast at the kopitiam, and so on.

In fact, we kena left, right, centre – everywhere or all the time – that “kena” has a meta-meaning in Singlish. “Kena”, a Melayu word some spell as “kana”, normally means being acted upon. It’s kinda like “got” in England or “tio” in Hokkien (not to be confused with the “tio” that means corright). So, while it’s corright to say “I kena whacked by my mother” or “I kena tipu by a chow Ah Beng”, in Singlish you can just say “I kena”, and everybawdy knows what you mean liao! The implication is that you’ve suffered, that you got shit or kena sai.

In Singlish, whatever punishment you may kena for whatever reason can be described with one word: “tekan”. “Tekan” means to be hurt badly and often unfairly, and one can be tekanded physically, verbally, or mentally. By the way, the past participle of “tekan” is “tekanded” because, in Singlish, you must stress the lateness in this form. So it’s “You die”, “You died”, “You dieded” and “I understand”, “I understood”, “I understooded”. A physical tekan is when, say, a bully tekans a community cat. (Dun ha, si geenas!) A verbal tekan is like when a boss scolds an employee for rileking too much. A teacher can tekan her students mentally by setting a sibeh siong exam paper.

But there is tekan and there is tekan, and “buak gooyoo” takes tekanning to a whole teruk level. While anyone can tekan, not everyone can buak gooyoo, which literally means to spread butter. Technically, only a powderful source can buak gooyoo, and this tends to mean the state or any law-enforcing agency. “Buak gooyoo” is considered way worse than “lim kopi”, which amounts to being called in for – ahem – a drink and a conversation nia. But to kena buak gooyoo implies jialat public reprimand or even corporal punishment.

Therefore, if you kena buak gooyoo, it means that you must be guilty of some wrongful act. It oso suggests that you’re still kuai lan, go and test your luck with the system despite your guilt, and so tio your just desserts… and I dun mean chendol or pulut hitam hor. Orbigood! There’s definitely in “buak gooyoo” a sense of hubris or over-confidence leading to a downfall. The one on whom gooyoo is buaked cucuks too much, is too garang with his or her chow kuan or kuai-lanness and tempts fate. So no wonder he or she kena.

The origin for “buak gooyoo” is unclear, but I’ve heard several accounts. In the guai-guai account, it came from the England “You’re toast”, which means you si liao, mampus, habis. So Singlish speakers simply extend this metaphor by spreading butter on the toast too. Another account points to the medical treatment you get after you kena caned in school or prison. This kind of caning is no joke one: after being whacked, your ka chng or buttocks will bleed, and you cannot sit for a long time. You’ll need to buak koyok, that is, apply some medicine or antiseptic cream – and I dun mean Mopiko or Tiger Balm or tea tree oil hor. I mean something lagi strong macam, maybe, Burnol.

Then there is the RA, or adults only, account. This version says that “buak gooyoo” came from being prepared for getting it from behind. Yes, it’s a reference to male rape in prison siol. Saya tak tahu, or I dunno, if this version has arisen from the popularity of TV crime shows or from actual stories set in Changi, but those kopitiam Lao Bengs suka arm chio and claim that’s the truth. I personally prefer the other two accounts since they sound lagi likely in the culture of our conservative silent majority. But, what to do, I very innocent one.
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7. CABUT

My heart breaks whenever I hear a young Singaporean say at the end of a siong workday that he or she pang kang or thng chu. These are Hokkien phrases meaning “let off from work” and “go home” respectively. What happened to the good ol’ times when people got the common sense to see what they’d been doing the whole day and when life truly began? What happened to folks announcing “Mai tu liao: time to cabut!” – that is to say “Dun dilly-dally anymore: let’s escape”?

Maybe got people still use “cabut”, but they aren’t using it enough lor – and that’s sad. The word is pronounced “cha-boot” and came from Melayu where it means to pull out. In Singlish, it’s always chin chye used, or used in a casual, frivolous way, with a tinge of humour one. The use involves three things: first, there’s a kay-kay or put-on act of hurrying, cepat-cepat! Second, there’s the implied guilt or paisehness about having to leave. Third, there’s the implied pleasure or relief that – heng ah! – you’ve found a way out.

Whether any or all of these aspects are real or bluff cannot be known, but all three are always present. So, when you’re hiding from an ah long, a loan shark (not to be confused with Ah Loong, the streetname for PM Lee Hsien Loong), you say that you must cabut. But this word can oso appear in guai-guai situations, as when you need to leave an office meeting to see a client. To cabut here may or may not mean that you want to be excused or are excited about your next appointment. The ambiguity is what lightens the context. “Cabut” becomes a bouncy, la-dee-da or blissful way to be cheeky, evasive, and yet polite in Singlish.

“Cabut” thus has a lot of character and isn’t like two other same-same but different Singlish terms: “siam” and “take cover”. These dun involve guilt and refer more to evading a job that you know too well can fly back in your face. “Siam” – pronounced “see-yum”, not “sai-yam” – and “take cover” aren’t as final as “cabut”; so, in the army, there’s a lot of siamming and taking cover but hardly any cabutting. You can siam or take cover from guard duty, but you can’t cabut from it! “Cabut” assumes some personal power to call an end to work and some knowledge that you’re indeed going to a better place.

As such, returning to the use of “cabut” at the workplace, I’d like to stress its powderfulness if you want the thing we’re all so sian about not having: work-life balance. You see, work-life balance really begins with the way you think, how you ownself tell ownself what life is like. If every day you’re just pang-kanging or thng-chuing, then you’re not demonstrating that you possess direction and vision in life. Why you even deserve to be freed ha? You need to show passion for what comes next, for everywhere else you’d rather be! You need to believe that every day you work… in order to cabut!
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8. CAN DUN

Those snooty or atas kay ang mohs – how to tahan them? How to tolerate the way they’re always trying to correct the England of us Singlish speakers? It’s macam an exercise or exersai in racism for them siol. They think they know and can comment on what they’re hearing, but they dun and can’t! Every time they anyhowly, it’s like kena sai. Singlish isn’t pecah England, and it has its own rules like how England has its own rules. This is true even when a sentence construction uses England words nia.

A sibeh, or very, steady example is a construction with “Can dun”. Maybe you’ve heard it used before or you ownself use it in ways like these: “Can you dun” – or just “can dun” – “put your feet on the seat?”, “Can dun stand so close to the yellow line?”, “Can dun always so pro-PAP?”, “Can dun commit adultery?” All these questions aren’t asking “Can you not” or “Can’t you” hor – and to gasak buta, fight blind, is your first step down the road to bigots’ hell. It may look England, but it isn’t: it’s not poor England!

My proof of this lies in how Singaporeans dun say “Must you dun” or “Must dun”, “Should dun”, “Will dun”, and so on. We say “Mustn’t you” or “Shouldn’t you” or “Will you not” or “Won’t you” – we can one! We only say “Can dun”, which – if you’re at least an air-level, jiak kentang fella – should ring some bell that something else is going on liao. Am I correct or, rather, corright? “Can dun” is a meta-sentence construction, meaning that there are two sentences, two points, being made. The first is a “Dun” sentence while the second is a “Can you” sentence.

Maybe you’re now thinking: apa ini? Kong simi or what talking you? What are you saying? (Simi means what or whatever.) Let me gostan a bit. In England, when you say “Can you not look at me?”, you’re asking another to do just that, not to look at you. It’s a request, a polite one, and your addressee can choose to oblige or not to – depending on whether he or she is a creep anot. But, when you say “Dun look at me!”, that’s no longer a request: it’s a command hor! You’re ordering the kukujiao not to do something, and your tone is fierce. You’re hardly subtle about seeing the other as a creep.

“Can dun” means to say “Dun”, “Stop it” – but, being such nice people, Singaporeans double back to rephrase a command as a request. Yet, despite the politeness, the buay-tahanness remains intact. In fact, the politeness is a last signal to the addressee that got a line of tolerance crossed liao. Yes, we on this Little Red Dot called Singapore are passive-aggressive one; it’s a mode of social interaction that permeates hampalang our Gahmen, workplaces, schools, and homes. Singaporeans can’t just spiak our minds. We go the distance to make others ownself learn how we’re truly fewling.

“Can dun” is this mark of a people stuck between the custom of face-saving and the assertion of self. We want to be brutally honest, but then hor we oso dun wish to deal with any backfire. As a result, we all talk liddat one lor. So let me state this plainly now in case you’re still blur. Whenever you hear “Can dun”, just treat it as “Dun”: you’re not invited to consider. There’s no choice involved, you gila babi or crazy swine. To disregard my advice and persist means you’re either a creep or one sibeh bodoh kay ang moh.
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9. CATCH NO BALL

How come Singlish got so many ways of calling someone clueless ha? Cluelessness is so teruk in Singapore meh? Look, there’s “blur”, which, in England, just means unclear, and, with this, we have “blur king”, a title we crown anyone who’s blur all the time with. Then we have “blur like sotong” and “blur sotong”, both expressions used a lot in the army. Sotongs are squid, but saya tak tahu why Singaporeans consider them blur when science says they sibeh smart. Maybe it’s because they swim macam quite unsteady one?

Then there’s “gabra”, which, unlike “blur”, can be both an adjective and a verb. To gabra is to act out of blurness and, in the process, manifest panic. So someone who gabra doesn’t know what to do and, by panicking, becomes lagi blur. When you always gabra, you’ll be crowned – what else? – a gabra king. Its simile form is gabra like zebra, but dun ask me why a zebra is gabra hor. Maybe it doesn’t know whether it’s black on white or white on black? (Bad joke.) Anyway, remember it’s “blur like sotong” but “gabra like zebra”: dun be a gabra zebra and say “blur like zebra” or “gabra like sotong”!

An older generation will know “mong char char”, from Cantonese, which is sometimes simplified as “MCC” or “MC squared”. “Mong char char” means blur too – surplise! Then there’s “cockanathan”, which is part-based on either Singlish “cock”, meaning rubbish, or England “cock-up”. “Nathan” here is pronounced more in the Tamil rather than the Judeo-Christian way. But dun listen to those bedek kings who claim that it’s linked to our late President S. R. Nathan. No lah! It’s an any-o-how concocted word that has been around for decades!

Next we have “kelam kabut” and “kalang kabut”, these being sikit lagi complex since both draw on metaphors. In Melayu, “kelam” means murky, and “kalang” means dark or unclear; “kabut” means fog. So both expressions have not just agak-agak – that is, more or less – the same sound but oso the same sense of fogginess. It’s hard to know for sure which one came first. But no matter lah: to kelam kabut or to kalang kabut is sama-sama about scrambling amid confusion or chaos.

And, finally, there’s “catch no ball”. The origin of this term itself leaves many people blur since it may be from the Hokkien “liak bo kiew”, but what is this kiew, or ball, that hasn’t been liaked? It’s certainly not one of the “balls” in the phrases “balls drop”, “balls shrink”, “bang balls”, and “carry balls”, where, in all four, balls refer to – errr, RA warning! – testicles. Both “balls drop” and “balls shrink” mean to be sibeh scared. To bang balls means to be sibeh frus or frustrated or full of kolaveri when things dun work in your favour.

To carry balls is same-same but different; that is to say, it may look similar to the other, but there are subtle differences. When you carry someone else’s balls, you’re carrying his or her testicles (metaphorically, OK?) in order to get in his or her favour. So maybe, when you fail to carry balls, then you bang balls? “To carry balls” is direct from “angkat bola” in Melayu – but saya tak tahu why powderful folks need to have their family jewels lifted around leh. For the logic, you ownself need to work it out.

So what is this ball when you fail to understand and say, “What talking you – I catch no ball”? Or, when some arty-farty performance becomes too cheem and you hear it whispered, “Ey, catch no ball”? This ball is presumably the normal one in macam basketball, netball, volleyball, sepak tekraw, or what-have-you lah. Such games involve players seeking to intercept a single ball throughout. To be unable to catch a ball means that you’re sibeh kuniang, gabra, or out of sync with the game lor. Extend a bit, and catching no ball suggests failing to get a meaning, not knowing what’s going on.

But this explanation is no guarantee and is I guessbag or speculate one hor! It seems tied to the other Singlish term “on the ball”, which is distinct from the same phrase in England. The ang mohs use it to say being attuned to new ideas and trends, but Singaporeans mean being sibeh diligent. So, whenever a MP comes a-visiting, the grassroots leaders are on the ball one. “On the ball” can oso appear as just “on” or “siow on” – literally crazily diligent. “Onz” is something else, used to commit to an event. So, when you say onz to running a marathon, you’d better be siow on about training for it!

I connect “catch no ball” with ball games because, unlike geenas today, last time Singaporeans are sibeh sporty one. We used to invent and play several simple games, the most notorious of which was called hentum bola. Hentum bola is very shiok but painful to play. Basically, you take a tennis ball and whack another person with it. The victim groans “Aiyoh! Aiyoh!” and then takes the ball and whacks someone else. This goes on until recess time is over. Sounds fun anot? What – catch no ball? Gabra, kalang kabut? Mong char char? Blur? You cockanathan geenas today are just too kuniang to appreciate.
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10. CHAPALANG AND HAMPALANG

Boleh is the Singaporean who knows when to say “hampalang” and when to say “chapalang”. He or she intuitively knows the difference even when he or she may not be as steady telling them apart. If you think you very can or capable, then please go and try lor. It’s not easy! How to explain why “Hampalang drop twenty!” is corright but “Chapalang drop twenty!” isn’t? Or why “Singlish is a chapalang language” works but not “Singlish is a hampalang language”?

You mull sikit over this while unker slowly describe something lagi shiok. Fun fact: nobawdy actually knows how these two sahsaat words came to relate to each other! Some bedek kings – or kings of bluffing – may kay-kay, yaya say that the words are from Hokkien, but cannot be lah. They say at least “chapalang” in Hokkien means eat-full-people and so suggests being wholly satisfied. Hello, kong simi? Eat-full-people your head lah! Can dun be a bodoh and hampalang with “lang” say is Hokkien? “Lalang” is Hokkien? “Tulang” is Hokkien?

In fact, “hampalang” and “chapalang” may involve almost every other cheena dialect except Hokkien. “Hampalang” is in Cantonese, and, if you go Hong Kong, you can hear “hampalang, hampalang” a lot one. Some Hakkas oso got use! “Chapalang” is tricky because it doesn’t exist liddat anywhere but in Malaya. But “chap” means mixed in Cantonese and Hakka while the Teochews say “zap luang”. Chap chai png at your hawker centre is thus mixed veggie rice – oso known in our cheemer vocab as economy rice (huh?).

“Chapalang” probably emerged as our chut pattern take on “hampalang” – with “palang” maybe from “barang”, meaning stuff in Melayu. That sounds quite likely wor! In fact, a few Lao Bengs – Ah Bengs or uncouth Chinese men who have grown old – insist that they last time got say “chap-barang” one. It makes the word sibeh interesting as it chum-chums or campurs (pronounced “chum-pors”) or mixes cheena and Melayu words. Heck, it makes “chapalang” lagi steady than “rojak”, the other Singlish word meaning the same thing from Melayu. So “chapalang” is a chapalang word that is lagi rojak than “rojak”!

Unker will now attempt to differentiate between “hampalang” and “chapalang” – wah, you think can be done? We know that “hampalang” refers to everyone, everything, or everywhere, and so you say “I hampalang buy from Daiso one” or “When in Geylang, hampalang the lao ti ko visits”. A lao ti ko is a dirty old man. “Hampalang” can oso be a predeterminer that means “all of”, as in “Hampalang Singapore is tu lan with the frequent MRT breakdowns”. When a whole extent is noted already, “hampalang” isn’t a repetition but means “altogether”. So “All the tourists hampalang go queue for Michelin-starred Hong Kong chicken noodles”.

As for “chapalang”, it isn’t so much about extent as about things campurring lah. It’s macam about varieties rather than about totality. “Chapalang” refers to anyone, anything, or anywhere – specifically how liddat oso can. So, while “hampalang” suggests order and awe, “chapalang” conjures chaos and surplise (how we say and spell “surprise”). You differently say “I chapalang buy from Daiso one” or “When in Geylang, chapalang the lao ti ko visits”. See how they not sama-sama… or, errr, maybe not? Nemmind.

“Hampalang” has a sibeh epic sound, with just long vowels giving it a steady poon pee pee, panoramic sweep. Its masculine first syllable “ham” – pronounced “hum”, like in Ah Loong’s famous “mee siam mai hum” – explodes into a tok kong “pa” and tempts you to wave a grand drama mama’s hand and say “lang”. Everything is included – left, right, centre! “Chapalang”, on the other hand, begins with a short vowel and instantly doesn’t fewl the same although it uses the lively “palang” of “hampalang”. In sound, it’s campur-campur in the way its meaning is too.

A cute or choobi aspect of our two words is their rhetorical use. As they invite the dramatic, they’re often stressed in a sentence, and so, even as objects or adverbs, they appear early, impatiently. An ah pui therefore says either “I hampalang makan” or “Hampalang I makan” or either “I chapalang makan” or “Chapalang I makan” – but neh “I makan hampalang” or “I makan chapalang”. “Hampalang” or “chapalang” gets us excited and prepares a sense of relation. We hear “chapalang-style cooking” and expect an anyhowly creative dish. We hear “Hampalang fail exam!” and expect loud gasps, then a lot of wailing or cry father cry mother or cow pei cow bu.
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11. CUM

I kena converted liao! Nowsaday, I believe that “cum” should be considered a Singlish word. Why neh? Well, let’s gostan a bit. Some time ago, I was quite action or zealous about “cum” being England. Must be, corright? After all, Singaporeans learnt it while learning England in school. All England dictionaries oso have it and define it as “combined with” from the Latin. So we hear of beds-cum-sofas lah, restaurants-cum-cafés lah, Summa Cum Laude lah...

But the thing is, England oso has many words whose meanings change over time. Some words go terbalik or tombalik, inverted, such as “egregious”, which once meant sibeh good. Now the word means sibeh bad, shockingly bad – but why liddat? Sama-sama or same-same or similar with “awful”, which last time meant full of awe one. Now you try to tell your boss that he or she is awful. Try lah. Furthermore, England has several words that have grown new, distinct layers of meaning over time – like “high”, “wicked”, and “gay”.

All these bring me to the word “cum” and why we must keep up with its common England use. More and more, people are using it to spell “come” – which is, errr, semen (not seamen). “Come” itself comes (cums? I blur liao!) from its other sense as verb, meaning to have an orgasm. So we tend to giggle like si geenas when we hear “I come” or “I’m coming”, tio bo? At the same time, the Englandspiaking world is using “cum” in its innocent Latin sense less and less. It’s not so happening now because “and” or “with” can do the trick as well, if not better. Yes, England oso got streamline one hor!

So to use “cum” as a preposition in our day and age is aiyoyo lah. Any serious England speaker cannot not see its jialat sexual meaning. The use is technically not salah unless we dun use hyphens, which – alamak! – we dun. Got some people therefore say that the frequency of a Latin “cum” in our use makes it uniquely Singaporean. If mostly Singaporeans tend to use this word innocently, then it should be considered Singlish, no? Ho say liao: I think these folks have a point.

The understanding reveals a lot about Singaporeans too. First, we see that all our talk about maintaining standard England has, in fact, caused our England to go senget, askew, from widely spoken England. This has occurred ironically because we get so ngiao about sticking to dictionary meanings! Tell you hor, sumpah no one who lives by a Learner’s Oxford or Webster will be less of a blur sotong when it cums (comes?) to what “cum” implies today one.

Our happy use further shows a susah over-compensation, a wish to sound lagi England than England speakers. We want to pally-pally or be chummy with ang moh culture but, as a result, appear lagi stupiak. I mean, what’s wrong with just using “and” or “with” ha? Why not “Dinner and Variety Show” or “National Day Concert with Prize-Giving Ceremony”? Noo, we have to go create posters that tembak with “Minister’s Opening Cum Dumpling Festival”.

What to do? Singaporeans suka aksi borak or show off, and we end up liddat lor. We want to sound tua ki and end up sounding tua ki in a cockanathan, goblok way. It’s lagi funny because we actually think it’s double-confirmed Queen’s England! So I open the newspaper and see ads for “receptionists cum secretaries”. I go for a walk and see a town council banner on “Sports Carnival Cum Three on Three Cup”. A real ang moh who’s reading will be stressed until lao big sai! Only a kay ang moh is la-dee-da about such public messages at odds with our otherwise conservative society.
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12. ENGLAND

Why Singlish speakers suka say “England” when they mean “English” ha? Is this a solid or impressive question or what? Well, unker think it’s high time we all get to the root of this mystery and dun just make bodoh, self-loathing remarks. I can see how “Engrish” may be about teasing the less educated who cannot pronounce “English” – not say it’s true hor – but how is “England” sama-sama ha? Because, if someone bo tak chek or is unschooled, everything ang moh he or she cannot tell apart, issit?

Excue me hor, if you want to anyhow-anyhow and buay your koyok, tout your quack medicine, can at least use your head a bit? Less educated people can say “Sing-lish” but somehow cannot say “Eng-lish” – hello? And why must you think that Singlish belongs to those who dun study one ha? Why dun you think that all of us can oso say “English” if we want to ha? Wah piang eh! This argument got so many lobangs or holes that it exposes just how chow atas kay ang moh – chow meaning busok or smelly – some people are!

Fact is, Singlish is smarter than you may believe if you’ll give chance nia. By using “England” (or maybe “Engrish” even), Singlish speakers aren’t just triggering a joke about mislearning, what characterises one who’s blur about a language. Because to gabra over “English” is sibeh unlikely, it rather highlights wilful mislearning. In other words, Singlish speakers are gnay-gnay or forcefully using the wrong word one. We aren’t necessarily showing a gap in knowledge – we’re enforcing a gap in culture!

Dun stress yet hor; let me explain. Through the use of “England”, Singlish reminds its speakers that England the language has been a colonial import. England came from England one, and that means through the tok kong British Empire. As a result, while England is now the first language of all schooled Singaporeans, it can neh be our only language, OK? So “England” forces Singlish speakers to see England in both geographical and historical terms and to acknowledge ang moh impact on our part of the world. It insists that we remember what spiaking England well can make us forget, that we dun own the source of this basic feature of us.

Or consider: maybe you’ve heard people complain that calling white people “ang mohs” or “angmos” – which translates as red-haired – is racist and all that? Last time oso got another term “Mat Salleh”, the origin of which is vague. While “Mat” refers to a Malay guy, some say the phrase came from “mad sailor” in view of drunk ang moh sailors. But, see, “ang moh” or “Mat Salleh” neh began as a reference to a historically oppressed class but a superior class in the region. “Ang moh” is still used today with the implicit sense of the cultural power ang mohs wield in postcolonial Singapore, whether we admit it anot. Even those who dislike the term may use “tua ki”, meaning important or high-ranking. Now note: when it’s used on groups, we say “ang moh tua ki” nia, neh “Chinese tua ki”, “Malay tua ki”, or “Indian tua ki”!

In fact, just pay attention to how Singlish often highlights and reacts to the value of ang moh might lah. “Powderful” is yet another word goondus suka talk cock and anyhowly say despises or sees no up the less educated among us. Tolong, OK: you think Singlish speakers cannot say “power” when we want to meh? In fact, “power” is a Singlish word – although ours is sikit different in meaning from England’s. Ours means top-notch, steady poon pee pee, and we say “power” to this or that precisely to spiak it to power!

But, with the powderful, what or who is already full of power, Singlish is uneasy even if it’s something or someone we suka. The distortion in “powderful” doesn’t happen to adjectives such as “beautiful” or “wonderful”, tio bo – isn’t it true? Because Singlish is essentially wary of authority and force, it tends to cucuk these elements and spiak of them in a kuai lan way. “Powderful” doesn’t just mispronounce “powerful”; it powderises power and makes it something macam sangat kecil or very small. So imagine how much more explosive and brilliant an often used, double subversive phrase “Your England very powderful!” is!

A last case in point: consider the word “support”, which new England learners in Singapore may manage with short syllables. They say “sup-pot”, without the “r” sound. Last time our teacher got kolaveri about how it was “suh-pourt”, with an unrounded first sound and then a long, atas sound like “court” – which we oso misread as “cot”. Dun bedek or bluff me and say you neh kena scolded hor. Well, Singlish cucuks this spiakness too, and so what do we say? Sarpork. With a sharp jab and a long, atas sound, for babi.
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13. GOONDU

How do I call thee a fool in Singlish? Let me count the ways. From England, we last time used to say a lot that someone had a screw loose, macam a robot liddat. The phrase appears in Sinhalese too… so maybe there’s more than one source? We oso have “duh”, which isn’t sama-sama with what the ang mohs say. It’s not an exclamation, like “It’s so simple – duh!”, but an adjective, like “Ey, you very duh hor?” Then there’s “stupiak”, which we call someone so duh that we wish to piak or slap him or her.

From Melayu, there is “bodoh” – which is sometimes said by aiming a whole hand at an addressee or rapping his or her forehead. You can use it as a noun or an adjective, and so “That bodoh is our MP” or “Friend, dun bodoh, can?” oso can. “Gila” is another word, one made famous by a classic Malaysian Mad Magazine-inspired humour magazine called Gila-Gila. That publication was once sibeh widely read even by Singaporeans who dunno Melayu – because got a lot of ang kong! A gila person can be called a gila monster, after a type of lizard that’s really not native here. From Indonesia came “goblok”, which last time was sibeh popular one.

From Chinese, we have “siow ting tong” – which is part-Hokkien nia. “Siow” means mad, like “gila”, but “ting tong” is more the sound of a doorbell than an actual word. Dun ask me where the connection is hor. Maybe “ting tong” suggests that no one is home in the head or refers to the Ting and Tong families? (The Tings and Tongs I know aren’t that siow… or maybe sikit.) There’s oso “kukujiao”, which means the cuckoo bird specifically in a cuckoo clock; it’s a euphemism for a guy’s little brudder too. When you’re called a kukujiao, it means you sibeh cock and intellectually hopeless. You’re a lost cause, a gone case.

Last but not least, we have from the Tamil the most Singlish of words that mean dumb, “goondu”. “Goondu” was popularised by that Ah Ma of Singlish, Sylvia Toh Paik Choo, through the titles of her bestsellers Eh, Goondu! and Lagi Goondu! from the 1980s. (Sidetrack: it’s Paik Choo and not Piak Choo hor. You anyhow piak-piak – which is the sound of skin slapping during sex – and wait later her fans come and piak choo!) But this word has an interesting problem anyone who knows Tamil can consperm tell you: “goondu” means fatso, not dumb-dumb. It’s oso that big, white marble in our last time goli game.

Somehow, in the history of our multiculturalism, the use of “goondu” changed radically. It’s probably because “goon” kena understooded in the England sense, and so “goondu” became linked to a kukujiao. No wonder foreign Tamils are so confused when they keep hearing Singaporeans call folks of all shapes and sizes goondus! On this note, “goondu” has the advantage of revealing whether a Tamil speaker is a Singaporean or has been here long anot. Say Mama A call Mama B a goondu, but the latter fewls offended for the wrong reason, looking lagi goondu…

At least Tamil words like “aiyoh”, “mama”, “thani”, and now “kolaveri” mean agak-agak the same in Singlish. “Goondu” is distinct from another class of words whose original meanings non-Tamil speakers dunno but frankly should know lah. This class includes “samudera”, which means sea; “thanggam”, which means gold; and “kovan”, which can refer to a herdsman, a king, or the Hindu Lord Shiva. Ask any tidak apa or unmindful, Tamil-ignorant Singaporean what they mean, and you’ll hear LRT and MRT stations… and that isn’t wrong. But alamak, sibeh goondu leh!
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14. HA

The first thing to get right about “ha” is its pronunciation. You dun say “ha” like how you respond to a viral video of unkers or aunties fighting: “Ha ha ha!” It’s oso not like how you manage to squeeze into a packed MRT train and go “Ha!” “Ha” is a long sound – “haaa” – and it slides and curls up in pitch. Sometimes hor, you may hear it as “ah”, with a silent “h”, and that’s often the same thing with French spiakness nia.

To be sure, unker isn’t saying “ah” is wholly interchangeable with “ha” hor. The hard “ah” is – as in “You good ah!”, which, like “You good ha!”, works as backhanded praise. But there’s oso the soft “ah” like what we get in “Chiong ah!” and “Heng ah!”, “chiong” meaning charge and “heng” lucky. “Ah” here expresses wonder, rapture, or relief, and so, at a sale’s opening, everybawdy may shout “Chiong ah!” and, once done with looting, go “Heng ah!” The whole jin gang may then rejoice with “Huat ah!”, “huat” meaning prosper.

Returning to “ha”, “ha”, with the hard “ah”, and “hor” form a special class of Singlish end-particles. These have evolved to appear anywhere and not just at the end of a clause or a sentence liao. They can give pause and stress to what has just been mentioned. So, while it’s OK to say “Gopal damn one kind”, which describes Gopal as sarcastically one of a kind, you should try saying “Gopal ha damn one kind” or “Gopal hor damn one kind” to lagi sayang Gopal.

But, between “ha” and “hor”, “hor” is generally kinder lah. “Hor” is whiny and gossipy whereas “ha” fewls kuai lan and accusatory. When “ha” appears early in a sentence, it is to let you know what or who is at fault so that you can agree and get worked up sooner. (That’s unless you are the fault, in which case you have a choice of how to react.) Some can nonetheless overdo it as when you hear: “You ha whole day ha sit and read newspaper ha and now pretend you dun hear me ha…” An overuse of “ha” is a symptom of a nag, who is lor sor.

At the end of a sentence, “ha” can denote one of several shades of hostility it differentiates by mere tone. Yes, dun play-play or siow-siow about it! “Ha” is serious Singlish stuff and not for dismissive ang mohs and kay ang mohs. There are six main forms I have observed:

1.   The abrasive “ha” signals a thinly veiled threat. So, in “You dun kacau me ha!”, “ha” is a way of saying “I’m telling you” or “I’m warning you” not to be annoying.

2.   The intrusive “ha” sounds like the abrasive “ha” but appears in a question nia. It’s inquisitive in a way that fewls judgemental and sometimes interrogative like mata. Thus, in “Where are you going ha?”, the degree of unpleasantness depends on whether a kaypoh or busybody or one’s parent or spouse is asking.

3.   The suspicious “ha” curls to end on a flat, lower note; it hovers between a question and a sceptical opinion. For example, “You very smart ha?” means macam “Do you really think you’re that smart?”

4.   The deaf “ha” is a question in itself and can signal disinterest or genuine failure to hear or understand. It starts higher in pitch than the earlier versions of “ha” and simply means “What did you say?” or “What are you saying?”

5.   The un-un-un-un-unbelievable “ha” is exclaimed like the deaf “ha” with greater volume and surplise: “Ha?!” It’s definitely distinct from the deaf “ha” since what is said is heard. It means “What the heck am I hearing?”

6.   Finally, the retreating “ha” is pitched lowest and uniquely winds down without ever curling up, macam a stalled engine. It expresses buay song, grudging settlement after having been unkind or distrustful, as when a response to a clarification goes “Liddat ha”, meaning “I see now what you mean”.

Let me simplify all these further with a scenario where all six forms can be used in concert:

Mother: You dun need to study ha? (The suspicious “ha”.)

Son: Ha? (The deaf “ha”.)

Mother: Dun act stupid with me ha! (The abrasive “ha”.)

Son: So sian, why you so Gahmen ha? (The intrusive “ha”.)

Mother: Ha?! (The un-un-un-un-unbelievable “ha”.)

Son: Errr… OK, study ha. (The retreating “ha”.)
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15. HORRIGIBLE

“Horrigible”, as a word, is not horrigible hor. In fact, it’s sibeh saat. How so? Well, many Singlish terms are formed by applying on a word a rule from another language or by rojaking words from two or more languages. So “jiak kentang” – which points to being Westernised – is made from the word “jiak”, or eat in Hokkien, and the word “kentang”, or potato in Melayu. Yes, Westerners are potato-eating. “Agakration” comes from turning “agak”, or estimate in Melayu, into an England noun.

But “horrigible” is sibeh interesting in a choobi way – because it’s changing one England word with another England word! Kong simi? See, the two components of “horrigible” are “horrible” and “incorrigible”, the latter being kinda cheem for most geenas today. “Incorrigible” means being unable to be improved. Last time teachers used it on us a lot one. “Horrigible” implies being worse than hopeless, being horribly hopeless – a gone case! I think that the word must have gone into circulation in the 1980s? There was oso “terrihorble”, merging “terrible” and “horrible”, but that one is outmoded liao.

The way different words combine to form a new word is common in the development of any language. In England, a merged word is called a portmanteau, which is – alamak! – a French word from “porter”, meaning carry, and “manteau”, meaning mantle. So it’s like… carrying a cloak. Riight, ang moh logic at work. Anyway, you’re all surely familiar with the portmanteau “brunch”, which joins “breakfast” and “lunch”. The kilat England writer Lewis Carroll introduces us to “chortle”, which fuses a chuckle and a snort, something like our arm chio.

In Singlish, we have “cheemology” (or “cheeminology” if you want to action), which campurs “cheem”, or profound, and the ending “-logy”, signalling some science. So cheemology is the science of being or sounding cheem – simple anot? A-level education becomes “air-level”, a takedown term used on the well-educated, where “air” suggests being airy-fairy or vacuous. So the air-level yaya-papaya or show-off always thinks that, because he or she got paper qualifications, he or she is sibeh smart. But Singlish speakers know better.

There’s oso “heliucated”, which combines “helicopter” and “educated”. A helicopter in Singlish isn’t a helicopter but someone with a cheena background, who can’t spiak England well. His or her traditional enemy is, of course, the jiak kentang kay ang moh. “Helicopter” is said to morph from the mispronunciation of the word “educated” by Chinese speakers. If this is true, then we’re getting with “heliucated” an interesting fusion of two words to mean the same thing as “helicopter”! “Heliucated” is used to call someone Chinese-educated or to say that you ownself spiak auta or awful England.

With “horrigible”, there is immense shiokness just by saying it because it actually improves on the England “horrible”. The extra syllable “gi” renders it not only longer (though not longer than “incorrigible”) but oso lagi cheem-sounding. It adds to a sense of terukness, making “horrible” fewl lagi horrible. The word is aural and bears a Gothic weight of disgust. Imagine how you’d fewl if your teacher or boss regarded your work as horrigible. Or when you hear that the next place you plan to take a vacation is quite horrigible. Sibeh sian, corright? Flip table even!
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16. KIAM CHYE CHAR LOTI

Singlish has long-long history one! Dun listen to some people talk cock sing song and anyhow say this, say that. These who suka talk cock – that is, engage in nonsensical or idle talk – we call talk cock kings. They say got no Singlish before Singapore was independent. They say last time only got Melayu and cheena dialects campur-campur but no England because people bo tak chek. Lagi worse, they say Singlish only became tok kong when Singaporeans felt rootless and buay tahan Spiak Good England Movement. Wah piang eh! No lah!

Heng Sylvia Toh Paik Choo, our first guru of Singlish, got preserve for us in the 1980s some knowledge of last time Singlish. When I was a geena, her books were like or macam (sometimes spelt “machiam”) national bibles, OK. Toh was corright to have turned to her childhood in the 1950s for evidence from our oral tradition. You should do this too lah, especially if you’re a born-and-bled Singaporean. Go into your childhood. Recall all those gila rhymes your ah kong, ah ma, lao peh, and lao bu – grandpa, grandma, father, and mother – would sing to you.

Of course, if your upbringing was ang moh pai one, then kua kua, kena sai lor! If it wasn’t, you may remember that the term “fatty bom bom”, for example, came from one such chiwren’s rhyme. “Fatty bom bom” refers to an ah pui or fatso, and “bom bom” is the sound a heavy, wobbly body makes. Yes, this actually dramatises obesity. It’s mean, but then we call people that – or at least once did – because we learnt from our Pioneer Generation one. That generation refers to the age group that had helped Singapore develop and huat in its early decades.

But these nation-builders would say some pretty sum seng stuff to us since young. When we were babies, they would chant while bouncing us on their knees:

Fatty fatty bom bom

Malam malam churi jagong!

Which agak-agak translates as:

Fatty fatty bom bom

Every night go out and steal corn!

Fat-shaming aside, the criminal allegation here oso not nice hor – but what to do? Our innocent, little heads kena fed all this rubbish for years, and we deen know better. But, on the kind side, despite its salah humour, the ditty got two languages, Melayu and England, campurring!

Now I remember a lagi scary rhyme with three languages – England, Tamil, and Hokkien – but, worse, geero or zero logic. It goes:

ABC

Kiam chye char loti

Loti bo ho jiak

Ah ma pang sai ho lee jiak!

A rough translation is something like:

ABC

Salted vegetables fried with bread

Bread doesn’t taste good

So grandma shits for you to eat.

You’re welcome to literally kiam chye char loti to champion the meaning here. “Loti” is a corruption of Tamil or even Sanskrit “roti”, meaning bread. When my lao bu sang these words to me long ago, it wasn’t so much to teach me England alphabet as to amuse me during mealtime. You realise how perverse that was? Would you like to be makanning while hearing that your nenek’s shit was oso waiting for you? Toh’s version of this rhyme got its third and last line as “Chow sek chow mati”. This adds Cantonese and Melayu further and means “The moment you eat, you die” – which isn’t salah.

“Kiam chye char loti” has since become macam detached from its rhyme, and some use it today without even knowing its poetic source. Yet, the phrase has come to mean exactly the type of nonsense the rhyme describes. When someone gasak buta, cooks up his or her own theory, or talks plenty of cock, we say this joker kiam chye char loti. The person – whether a CEO, a politician, a bureaucrat, or some expert – looks good nia but is half past six or half-hearted and bo substance one, as good as a chef who fries salted vegetables with bread.
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17. KNN

Let’s talk about abbreviations in Singlish, can? Singaporeans at all levels of life sibeh suka abbreviate one because it’s in our DNA. We would tell foreigners about HDB and MRT and COE and PSLE and MC – yes, MC, for medical certificate, oso our word! – like they knew what we were saying or cared. Our NS or National Service boys would sian char bors with talk of IPPT, SOC, SBO, PES A, Attend B, Attend C, OCS, SAFTI, POP, ORD or last time ROD, blah-blah… like they knew what was said or cared.

(Chope: let’s unpack all that first, can? HDB stands for Housing Development Board, MRT for Mass Rapid Transport, COE for Certificate of Entitlement, and PSLE for Primary School Leaving Examination. IPPT refers to Individual Physical Proficency Test, SOC to Standard Obstacle Course, and SBO to Standard Battle Order. PES means Physical Employment Status, with A as the highest, while Attend B means light duty nia and Attend C unfit for duties. OCS is Occifer or Officer Cadet School, SAFTI Singapore Armed Forces Training Institute, POP Passing Out Parade, ORD Operationally Ready Date, and ROD Run Out Date. Ho say bo?)

The most obvious reason to abbreviate is to shorten a phrase lor. It’s how we got one of Singlish’s oldest terms involving ethnic categories that macam sabo our Gahmen’s CMIO model. (“CMIO”, by the way, isn’t linked to “CMI”, which means “cannot make it”, which means being a loser. “CMIO” stands for “Chinese, Malay, Indian, Others”.) Peranakans were last time called OCBC, which isn’t Overseas Chinese Banking Corporation – even though its first chairman was Baba. It’s for “orang cina bukan cina”, or “Chinese but not Chinese” in Melayu. Needless to add, “cheena”, which we hear these days, isn’t pronounced to suan Chinese people; it comes from this “cina” lah.

From the late 1980s, “ABC” started to pop up because of who we were encountering more and more in Singapore, to our excitement. ABCs, or American-born Chinese, are oso OCBCs in a way, but, in view of Hollywood and global Yankee power, many Singaporeans wanted to spiak and act like these swaggy ABCs. Pretenders who then went on to despise Singaporeanness are called kay ang mohs, a name they shared with an older generation of kay ang mohs who chose to mimick the British.

Then, from the 2000s, due to our ever-evolving workforce, we got PRCs! “PRC” stands for “People’s Republic of China” and tags the mainland Chinese who’ve come to live among us – like ABCs before. This term distinguishes them from born-and-bled Chinese Singaporeans. A smiliar name is “ah tiong”, “tiong” here from “tiongkok”, which refers to China in Hokkien and Melayu. It isn’t the same “tiong” in Tiong Bahru hor; that doesn’t mean New China. Wah piang eh! Tiong Bahru translates as “New Cemetery”: last time, there got a lot of cemeteries one.

Gostan a bit: kawan-kawan, oso dun confuse “ABC” with “ACBC” hor! “ACBC” just means “act cute, buay cute”, and we use it in a personal and often bitchy context. This actually belongs to a different kind of abbreviations: they’re, in effect, codes shared between Persons A and B to see Person C no up – which, even if C hears, are recognised as means to exclude C. So, say, when some student manja or wheedles a teacher in the hope of getting a good grade, another student can blurt out, “ACBC!”

“NFFFFN” is another Singlish code and tends to be used by NS boys when they’re let out to lepak – that is, loaf around – in their civvies. They may go squat along Orchard Road to ogle, and, when some seeming chiobu appears on their radars, they get happy like bird and start chooting. (So poor things!) To choot is to make sucking sounds to express sexual attraction; it’s our version of wolf-whistling. A chiobu is chootable or chootchable, worthy of being chooted. On occasions when our boys’ joy fizzles out up-close, they mutter “NFFFFN”, meaning “nice from far, far from nice”.

Then there’s “O$P$”, which I believe every Singaporean who lives in a HDB estate or has watched a movie starring Mark Lee should know lah. It’s a sibeh popular and admired HDB installation artwork, albeit not commissioned by HDB, one.

This term stands for “owe money, pay money”. It’s often spotted scrawled macam ang kong in blood red on doors or walls or inside lifts, and the calligraphy is done by talented ah longs, Singapore’s answer to Banksy. Sometimes, for dramatic effect or in a moment of generosity, it comes with a babi’s or pig’s head too!

At long last, we come to “KNN”, which belongs to a third category: Singlish profanities. “KNN” stands for “k*n n* n*” in Hokkien and refers to doing something unprintable to someone’s amma. It’s itself a shortened form of “KNNBCCB”, or “k*n n* n* b** ch*w ch** by*”, which gives an olfactory take on where the adult act happens. By the way, Hokkien is a great reservoir for notti (how we say and spell “naughty”) words, and Singlish speakers and SAF personnel know this well. But, becoming more and more cultured, we make sure that these expletives once used freely by our Pioneer Generation get encrypted. Digital communication thankfully oso helps to make abbreviating popular.

Abbreviated vulgarities bring to Singlish a uniquely Singaporean texture of self-censorship, where – like in so many other ways – we say something without having said it. So there is “SMLJ”, standing for “simi l*n j***”, agak-agak “what the penis”. “LPPL”, or “l*n p* p* l*n”, is a circular phrase that describes a situation where you ownself allow ownself to be played out or screwed. For example, when Ah Hua returns to her abusive boyfriend, her best friend Nisha may ask, “Oi, why you LPPL?” And there’s “LL”, or “l*n l*n”, which oso uses wordplay, two same-same but different words, to name a fate you’re resigned to. So Ah Hua may reply to Nisha, “What to do? He hansum, got money, and I sibeh shallow one. So LL lor.”
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18. KUA KUA

You may have used it by instinct many times, and it may have been used on you lagi more. You lost your promotion to a yaya or stuck-up Foreign Talent who is then revealed to hold a fake degree. Kua kua. You complain in Hokkien about a Malay food stall, but the makcik can understand you perfectly and scolds you back in lawa Hokkien. Kua kua. You bought a sibeh atas home and fill your pond with koi; then otters come over, thinking that you belanja or treat them fish. Kua kua.

Why does this strange sound “kua kua” even follow such flashes of cosmic irony ha? To be sure, it got nothing to do with that goblok term tied to effeminacy “ah kua”. If you deen know that, well, kua kua to you lor! (Sidetrack: stop calling people ah kua hor – it’s not nice, OK.) Unlike most Singlish words and phrases, “kua kua” doesn’t come from one language or a rojak of languages. It’s like “jibaboom”, which signals explosion; they’re from the movies! This shouldn’t be a surplise at all since Singaporeans are siow on about movie-watching one.

“Kua kua” takes after a convention in filems (not read or spelt “films” ha) – and largely Asian comedies – where a suay plot twist leads to the sound “kua kua kua kua”. (The lumber of “kua” determines just how much suayness we are to fewl.) But how has this become associated with comic pumchek itself neh? Saya tak tahu; it’s not like God goes “kua kua” at us from the sky all the time. But the convention stuck, and we hear it in many instances when someone or something tio malued.

“Kua kua” is used macam the Western drum roll “bada-dum”, which follows a joke’s punch line. To understand its purpose, you need to be aware of something called bathos in England. What is this? Apa ini? The word “bathos” looks cheem because it is: it’s a lite-ra-rary term – waah! It refers to an effect in a story when some shiok, airy-fairy fewling suddenly pecah and becomes a joke. That’s what “kua kua” highlights! It sees things in a wider context and catches some sibeh ironic twist.

“Kua kua” does this by being another technical thing, a non-diegetic sound. Wah, another cheem word, but please tahan a bit more hor? In filem studies, a non-diegetic sound is a sound whose source isn’t in the action on screen. “Jibaboom” is a diegetic sound. Remember the movie Jaws (which, if you do, you’re confirm-plus-chop, or definitely, an unker or auntie)? Remember the “dun dun dun dun” you hear whenever the scary shark approaches? Well, “dun dun dun dun” and “kua kua” are sama-sama because “kua kua” oso at once casts real life as a movie. In this movie, by making the sound, you ownself transform into a detached, higher commenting presence!

So you know this now: “kua kua” concerns bathos and is non-diegetic. Bagus – good! You oso know that, while “kua kua” describes a downfall, it actually pulls the speaker out and lifts him or her up to a different plane. Thus, when a minister says that our transport system is already betterer and then it ends up still koyak or spoilt, you go “kua kua” – why? Because you’re aware that, from a higher point of view, this minister’s rep is habis liao. Being able to say “kua kua” grants you atas, God-like transcendence. That’s, of course, until you ownself do something that makes others go “kua kua”. You realise that can happen anytime too, right? Dun dun dun dun!
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19. LAH

You know what’s the problem with Singlish’s street cred? Every joker who has ever heard it before thinks he or she can spiak it. Wah piang eh! Just ask that random ang moh who’s been in Singapore for a few weeks, and you may hear him or her how lian or boast, “You think I cannot speak Singlish lah?” Ang moh, actually I dun think you cannot hor; I know – because that use of “lah” is so sibeh salah.

Poor, poor “lah”! It has kena so much abuse from lazy learners that sometimes we wonder whether we’re still an ang moh colony. Come on lah, show some respect to our Singaporean tongue, can? That line “Is ‘lah’ a note to follow ‘soh’?” isn’t funny liao – we’ve heard it a gazillion times. Wilful ignorance of such kind isn’t choobi, and yet it hasn’t stopped goondus from being pushy. “How go to Orchard Road lah?” “Lah your friend is so beautiful.” “The chicken rice nice-nice leh lah!”

What the fiak! (Yes, that’s how we say the F word.) “Lah” has to be macam among the most abused words in the history of abused words in the world. Tuan-tuan dan puan-puan or ladies and gentlemen, let’s set the rules straight for the sake of all Singaporeans’ sanity. “Lah” is firstly used at the end of a clause or sentence – nowhere else. No “Lah you is so funny” or “I take lah the bus home”. It isn’t French, you bodoh. But you can say “Heck care him lah, let’s go!” or use it with a filler like “OK”, as in “Please lah, OK?” (By the way, “please lah” doesn’t involve a request; it means “for God’s sake”. Surplise!)

Secondly, there’s no need to use “lah” to end every freaking sentence. This point deserves a big aiyoh or aiyoyo, what we let out to express dismay, shock or impatience. One “lah” is normally enough to set the tone liao – unless you want to change this tone or to tneh and be irritating. So it makes sense when, for example, you lose money at a casino and cry to a friend, “Help me lah! Lend me money lah! Otang you one time nia lah!” Otherwise, tolong dun go “lah, lah, lah”, can?

Thirdly, “lah” isn’t exactly bo meaning hor. Dun be a kukujiao who supposes that it means “dude” or “babe”, and you certainly shouldn’t say “How are you lah?” when you mean “How are you, bro?” Can dun tembak – that is, anyhow shoot – and make Singlish speakers kolaveri and vomit blood? In fact, there are multiple meanings to “lah”, and each of these is defined by the context at play. I can identify three main types:

1.   The pleading “lah” appears in lines like “Go away lah!” or “Go and die lah!”, also “Pergi mampus lah!”, the last two being jialat ways to say get lost.

2.   The emphatic “lah” appears when you hear “You see lah!” This emphasises on you seeing – which is presumably what you haven’t been doing. It means either “Look what you’ve done!” or “Deen I tell you to watch out?”

3.   The affirmative “lah” is heard in, for example, “Steady lah!” or “Solid lah!” The exclamations similarly mean “You’re impressive! Keep it up!”

These three “lahs” are oso differentiated by tone, and so you need to learn to enunciate right too. None of them involves the singsong “lah” from the filem The Sound of Music ha. The pleading “lah” sounds like a deflating balloon: “laaah”. The emphatic “lah” is a spurt ending on a higher pitch, like when something drops on your foot. The affirmative “lah” is oso a spurt, but it pulls downwards after going up, thus showing the very control of fewling it signals.

So, everybawdy especially ang mohs, tolong, OK? Dun simi sai oso chut pattern – that is, resort to cheap tricks – by going “lah” lah. Some of you really pattern more than badminton, attempt a lot of this. It hardly shows that you know anything and makes you look stupiak even if you think you very can. Choose to use your “lahs” sparingly and zhun-zhun, and study to get it tio or right. When you finally succeed, you’ll sure win over the sibeh easily wounded hearts of Singaporeans faster than any HDB upgrading can!
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20. LAI LIAO

“Lai liao!” and “Siow liao!” share the same end-particle “liao”, which agak-agak bears the meaning of already or at last. “Liao” says that something has happened and shows impatience in having to say it – because who’s calm when stating the obvious? So “Siow liao!” signals how things have gone siow or luan, out of control, and become strangely lagi shiok. But, while “Lai liao!” may look like “Siow liao!”, they are hardly same-same but different. In fact, they are sibeh different, more like opposites lah.

The “lai” in “Lai liao!” means come, but, to want someone to come, you should say “Lai ah!” “Lai ah! Lai ah!” – must say twice – is heard a lot at pasar malams, or street markets, and where there are freebies to take or tofus to makan. But “Lai liao!” is like “Arrived already!” and used specifically to signal how something expected has come to pass. It marks the end of sianness and speculation. “Lai liao!” probably came from hawker centre culture where you need to wait macam forever for your char kway teow or rojak. When it’s finally ready, the server will shout “Lai liao! Lai liao!”, sometimes with “Siam ah!”, or “Make way!” I dun think they ever use “Excuse me!” or “Excue me!”, but nemmind. Dun be fussy: mai hiam.

“Lai liao!”, like “Lai ah!”, is almost always announced twice, like this: “Lai liao! Lai liao!” Dun ask me why hor. Maybe it sounds more musical or ensures that the waiting hearer gets the message and can lao nua or drool? The doubling heightens a sense of shiokness in showing that, while one has to tan ku ku or wait long-long, eventually the outcome is worth it. To be sure, the prize can be something desired or wholly undesirable. The real shiokness lies in the predictability, in being assured that time or energy hasn’t been wasted. The fewling (how we say and spell “feeling”) is of vindication, of having learnt a pattern.

Indeed, “Lai liao!” has long-long become part of Singapore’s political language precisely because we’ve found patterns in our political processes. For example, when the transport minister announces that public transport has – wah! – improved, there’s maybe some cynical snort of “Zhun bo?”, meaning “Is this reliable?” But generally people are tame as we’re all waiting for the other shoe to drop. It’s how our Gahmen always chut pattern one. When news breaks days later that bus fare will increase, the whole jin gang screams “Lai liao! Lai liao!”, basically to point out “Told you so!”

I’ve said that “Siow liao!” and “Lai liao!” are opposites, and here’s why hor. While both exclamations are shiok, the fewling behind “Siow liao!” comes from a failure to predict or manage; it relates to chaos, luanness. But “Lai liao!” is about what’s entirely predictable: its outcome may take a suspenseful amount of time to happen, but ai zai, keep cool, it will sure happen one. “Lai liao!” relates to pattern. So, when the Gahmen starts clamping down on news sites and blogs, we all shout “Lai liao! Lai liao!” – why? Because it’s expected. But, in this instance, we shout “Siow liao!” too since we oso dunno what will happen or who will lim kopi next…

Both “Siow liao!” and “Lai liao!” are for the drama mama, the over-dramatic reactionary, in you. One shows expectation exceeded while the other shows prolonged expectation gratified. So, the next time you check the news, why read in a sian jit pua way when you can go seek patterns, which is lagi fun? When a MP resigns out of the blue for no reason, sure got juicy mangoes one. Make predictions – issit an affair… or issit an affair? – so that, when the truth is out at last, you can join fellow Singaporeans in the roar of “Lai liao! Lai liao!” Such beautiful moments bring Singaporeans lagi close together even as they let us fewl sikit or a bit clever too.
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21. LAST TIME IS LAST TIME, NOW IS NOW

Life in Singapore is hardly senang or easy. Everything changes so fast. You blink your eyes once, and a building disappears. You blink another time, and a whole street disappears. Then taller buildings and malls shoot up, and suddenly a McSpicy meal costs $7. (Remember last time was below $5?) Walao eh! Very scary one – but it’s liddat here lor. It’s how we could go from Third-World to First-World in one generation and got so spiak or showy. If this red dot is full of anything, it’s change.

So sadly some people last time deen think far and save up money – because carpe diem, seize the day mah! Now, with inflation and all thrown in, they either owe or otang money or are broke or pokkai and need to work into their old age. Such is the susah situation in which Singaporeans have come to repeat the wise saying, “Last time is last time, now is now”. “Last time” in Singlish can refer to long ago. The phrase is a warning, and it warns against anyhowly confusing the conditions of the past with the conditions of the present.

“Last time is last time, now is now” translates from Mandarin – and, if you stop to think about it, not a lot of Singlish idioms come from there one. Surplise! Singlish kapo or steals more from cheena dialects, which aren’t quite the same thing as Mandarin hor. Our idiom is used firstly to highlight the speed of change in Singaporean life in general. If last time your sng bao or ice lolly cost ten cents and now Häagen-Dazs costs ten dollars, there’s nothing you can do about it. Just LL accept it lor.

This leads to my second point, which is that the speed of change precisely makes it impossible to halt or turn back the trend. Cannot gostan one! You cannot say you bo suka today’s education system as it’s too stressful and you want your chiwren to attend last time kind of school where they can fly kite (literally) or catch guppies in the longkang or drain. No such thing one lah, OK! The only way forward is forward – what does our National Anthem say? Majulah Singapura! Onwards, Singapore! The past is the past.

From here, we get to my third point easily, which is that it’s sibeh unreasona-ra-ble to compare last time and now lor. Even Gahmen always say liao: dun go and compare! (Then again, they ownself suka go and compare, but nemmind.) If you order teh peng in the kopitiam and it costs $1.40, dun kuai lan, go cry father cry mother, and say so expensive, last time eighty cents nia. Oi, kukujiao: last time and now not the same one hor! In fact, these days, $1.40 is sibeh cheap liao. You want $5 teh peng oso got – you want? So diam-diam or keep quiet and just lim!

Interestingly, there’s a variant of “Last time is last time, now is now” from the Hokkien, and it’s “Last time policemen wear shorts”. Maybe you got hear this one said before? It’s sikit different in using the dress code of colonial-era mata – who, so choobi, wore long grandfather shorts – to make the obvious point: the times have changed. Dun be a suaku or country bumpkin. But the meaning is still sama-sama: you cannot suka-suka invoke old conditions to make sense of reality today.

There’s yet another variant: “Last time five cents bigger than a bullock cartwheel.” Like the previous one, a part of old Singapore is being called up, in this case, the wheel of an ox cart. To be sure, last time five cents wasn’t so big lah: dun act shocked. It’s a metaphor for how much buying power even a small coin had in a past era. This expression is used most often in the context of a customer bargaining and alleging that some good or service is sibeh expensive. At this point, the seller or a kaypoh may interject to say mai hiam since the customer shouldn’t think in terms of last time five-cent coins.

Personally, I suka “last time is last time, now is now” best because it just fewls shiok lah. The idiom repeats in a way that creates similarity and difference, continuity and rupture… errr, OK, am I being too cheem? Basically, there is a shape of A=A and B=B but A≠B – and so we get nice logical and mathematical beauty, see? But important thing is, all three sayings share the same cue: they’re provoked by some argument that abuses the notion “last time”, like “Last time you were so romantic”. Or “Last time all the Minahs loved me”. Or “Last time bus drivers let me stand on the steps”. When you hear any of these claims, you should know how to respond liao.
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22. LAW BY LAW

“Law by law” isn’t an old Singlish expression leh. I dun think I’ve heard it before the mid-1990s, and its earliest popular appearance might well have been in a Jack Neo movie. Ah, Jack Neo! Let’s pause for a while to hormat this steady poon pee pee Singlish lao jiao or old bird or old hand, the first Singlish speaker to receive Singapore’s most atas, arty-farty award, the Cultural Medallion. Wah say!

“Law by law” improves on the England phrase “step by step”, which describes doing something methodically. The Singlish version takes this further and involves doing so with absolute blind adherence to the rules. Maybe you can sense its potential for sarcastic use, but the truth is that it’s said lagi often with conviction or irritated sianness than with irony. Thus, when someone cow peh cow bu about having to download a bunch of forms, fill them out in triplicates, and attach a list of supporting documents, you just explain it’s all law by law one.

“Law by law” is celebratory, and what it celebrates is the efficient, world-crass system known as the Singapore system. This celebration is a national hobby as Singaporeans believe that, the more we celebrate our system, the lagi efficient it becomes. How Singaporeans are wired to think so is central to “law by law”. We’re somehow able to assume that even a lack of explanation for an oddity or fault proves that our system works in mysterious ways. Why another MRT line pumchek? Saya tak tahu, but our engineers will sure get to the root and solve the problem and someone will kena. It’s all law by law one.

Such happy faith relies on everybawdy doing and having done his or her part flawlessly to oon-oon jiak bee hoon. A person who doesn’t go law by law and anyhowly whacks or gasak buta sabo or sabotages the perfection Ah Kong had left us and is asking for trouble nia. When this kukujiao later runs into problems and gabra, each of us will put one hand under an armpit, pump out flatulent sounds, and chime, “Orbigood! Orbigood! Who ask you dun heed ancient PAP wisdom and follow law by law?”

“Orbigood” – and its variant “bellygood” – are tok kong words for getting Singaporeans to heed intentions and fall in line. Both terms mean “serves you right”, and they neh appear without a sense of schadenfreude, pleasure from seeing others suffer. When it comes to shaming, we Singaporeans dun give chance one, and there are whole chants we can sing and dance with. One of them goes:

Good, good, bellygood

Ang moh jiak chooloot

Mother say, Never mind

Father say, Go and die!

“Chooloot” refers to cheroot, a type of cigar. So the goondu we use “orbigood” or “bellygood” on is someone who dares to stray from our system’s ways. In England, you may say this fella acts smart, but, in Singlish, we say he or she kay kiang – pretends to be smart. It’s important to note that such smarts isn’t smart here in the way it is in the US hor. True smartness is to let the system do its own thing while the rest of us play along nia. Ours is not to make reply and not to reason why: it’s just to do simi sai. That was how our country became Lumber One in the world to begin with!

“Law by law” thus extends the hard truth that Singapore is a law-enforcing, fine city. (Old joke liao, no need to laugh.) When you use this phrase, you’re affirming the influence of a long, strict list of dos and duns that reach into every aspect of a Singaporean’s life. But the law in “law by law” has specific applications and cannot be confused with something else we call out-of-bounds or simply OB markers. A true Singaporean will know the difference: in “law by law”, the rules, while mysterious, can still be named and are therefore safe to whine about. Whereas the very first OB marker is, you dun talk about OB markers.
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23. LEH

Tolong can stop teaching ang mohs that “lah” is the easiest Singlish word to use? It isn’t even the easiest Singlish end-particle since its meaning changes according to its tone of use. If you anyhowly use “lah”, you’ll sound like a kukujiao – unless that’s your goal, then by all means lor. “Lah”, “ha”, and “hor” belong to a class of complex end-particles that dun have one core meaning and are understooded more through a mix of context and tone.

The easy end-particles are the rest: “leh”, “lor”, “wor”, “liao”, “mah”, “meh”, whatever. “Leh” is easy firstly because it taps into a feature of life in our patriarchal society called tnehing. “Tneh” here is pronounced “t-nare” and not “teh”, as in tea. “Tneh” is a verb from the Ah Beng’s Big Book of Love describing how his chickadee Ah Lian resorts to unintelligible sounds to manipulate him and get her way. Yes, it’s a kind of manja (not ganja), but the sounds aren’t choobi, OK. They’re usually sibeh sian or irritating to hear.

To be sure, tnehing isn’t restricted to char bors, but men who tneh tend to kena suan for being kuniang. A kuniang is a lady in Mandarin, but, in Singlish, it describes being vain, wimpy, or helpless. Despite its origin, it can be used sama-sama on males and females. So, while an Ah Lian may tneh, it doesn’t automatically make her kuniang since many Ah Lians – like some Minahs, their Malay counterparts – are sibeh independent one. Meanwhile, some NS boy may tneh to get his buddy to polish his boots, earning the tu lan response, “Why you so kuniang one?”

“Leh” is this word to tneh with or to make a sentence tneh. It whines, pleads, grovels, and quibbles but doesn’t exactly argue a case. In fact, when you use, say, “Panchan leh”, “panchan” or “give chance” meaning “let me off”, you disrupt good arguments. In my earlier NS boy example, his likely words are “Buddy, help me polish my boots leh” – said with his face scrunched macam a sad puppy. But got any argument or logic found here? Dun have, geero.

Rather, “leh” appeals to some subconscious link between friends, relatives, lovers, or – at the most basic level – humans. Yet, unlike “kuniang” and “tneh” itself, “leh” isn’t a gendered word; that is to say, it doesn’t hinge on some perception of a weaker sex. It’s social without being sexual and controls meaning in a way distinct from other Singlish end-particles. It is thus the opposite of “ha”, which is hostile and confrontational: “leh” wants pity or kindness nia.

The commonly used “Dun liddat leh” means “Dun treat me like this” where “leh” functions like “please” or “come on”. When you’re quibbling, you say “This nasi lemak cannot make it leh” to register your grouse. “Leh” softens a request or an objection and does so in at least three ways. Unlike complex end-particles, “leh” differentiates by a change not in tone but in length or volume. It’s oso why “leh” is easy:

1.   The normal “leh” is mouthed like the rest of a sentence. So you say “Do for me leh” or “You quite stupid leh” while fewling a bit paiseh or shy that you’re saying it.

2.   The long “leh” goes “leeeeh” to make sure that your point is heard in case your hearer is sikit slow from low EQ. This form is used especially to manja.

3.   The loud “leh” – or “LEH” – is a buay song command to be taken seriously. It screams “You insensitive or what?” and implies fewling hurt.

Sibeh simple, tio bo? To give in to a “leh” request or grouse, just reply “OK lah” or “OK lor”, and you’re good – or ho say liao! But, to heck care or bo hiew, to disregard, you can act blur or say “Sorry lah” or “Cannot lah” or, lagi best, “Siam lah!”, “Siow ah!”, “Pergi mampus lah!”, or any one of Singlish’s lawa expletives. Of course, talk logic is an option too, but you’ll soon learn that harshness remains the most kilat response. You see, it’s one thing to have to turn someone down, but it involves an entire psychological battle to repel an onslaught of tnehing.
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24. LOR

“Lor” is the most bo power Singlish end-particle. It’s used to signal resignation, as when you bo pian or have no choice still must go along with something. But this has nothing to do with what is being described per se. No matter how shiok or kilat a sentence may be, just end with “lor” and there’s suddenly a wave of melancholy. You fewl damn sian, damn lembek or flaccid – and “lor” is liddat one! It betrays your real fewling towards what you ownself just said.

In other words, “lor” is a dampener, and Singaporeans know all about being dampened in mood, corright? We understand how, in whatever we do, however hard we go at it, most things will still happen the way they got decided long ago. No matter how much constructive feedback we may give, it’s macam almost always got no effect one. Things will still run like on Groundhog Day, like in a hamster wheel. And “lor” is a product of that sian culture.

In fact – let me kolaveri a bit more, can? – the Gahmen may say that Singaporeans dun hunger and fight hard enough, but all that is talk cock lah. The bare truth is, Singaporeans kena burnt a lot liao. Say we not productive and, when we work harder, say we dun spend enough time with family. Say we not committed to belonging here, and, when we show otherwise, say we have entitlement mentality. Say we should tell our Singapore stories, and, when we do, whack us for being critical or revisionist. So now we all guai-guai liao; you tell us anything, we just say “OK lor”.

“Lor” is hardly a complex end-particle – it’s too resigned to be anyway! All possible uses of “lor” revolve around the fewling of resignation and ways of enhancing this. I can list its three main forms here:

1.   The normal “lor” tends to come with a casual moral or advice. So, when you say “Now I know lor”, you’re regretting having believed something and oso warning against believing easily.

2.   The aggressive “lor” is shouted and often used on a hopeful or stubborn guy who isn’t yet resigned. So, for example, you say “Then you do lor!” to invite someone to experience firsthand the sianness you already fewl.

3.   The sarcastic “lor” is said to create distance from one who seems to have good reasons not to fewl resigned. So saying “You very smart lor” isn’t saying “You’re very smart” but rather “I guess you think you’re very smart”!

A current trending use is the line “Win liao lor”. This invokes the sarcastic form and can be translated as “I guess there’s no losing for you”. “Win liao lor” concerns a situation where someone is so kiasu that he or she goes to sibeh great lengths to get a good outcome. Like when, during lunchtime, a gila babi walks into a hawker centre and chopes or reserves with his barang-barang every available seat for his colleagues. You scream with your hands up in the air, “Win liao lor!”

But there are several other popular uses, such as in “OK lor”, which I mentioned earlier. “OK lor” is said when you want to signal that you’re done engaging and can’t be bothered to listen liao. It’s sibeh useful in Singapore one, trust me! There’s oso “Liddat lor”, which is a stoic utterance. You can verbalise it when, say, after hours spent at baking classes, your cake still tastes like sai (not that I know how that tastes) – so how? “Liddat lor.”

“Die lor” is another use. You mutter this when, suppose a day before your family’s long-anticipated trip to Japan, your travel agency shuts down suddenly. You call back got no answer, mata cannot help, and fewling pek chek or exasperated is bo point. You can do nothing, as with dying, so “Die lor”. But there’s actually a lagi jialat stage, one worse than if you mati. What if or sekali, while all this is happening, you learn that your credit card details left with the agency are being used in Russia, Slovenia, Morocco, and a dozen more places in real time? In this case, siow liao lor.
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25. LUGI

Oi, kawan-kawan: the original form of “lugi” is “rugi” hor, which means loss in Melayu. But we Singlish speakers suka anyhow-anyhow – because multiculturalism is liddat one, has a lot of give and take. So “roti” becomes “loti”, “hentam” becomes “hum-tum”, and “terbalik” becomes “tombalik”. “Steady poon pee pee” becomes “steady pom pee pee”, “excuse me” becomes “excue me”, and “speak” becomes “spiak”. “Stupid” becomes “stupiak”, but this one got sense since some folks are so stupid we want to piak them.

But I get it lor: Singlish – like any language – has its own life. It can absorb words from other languages by changing how to spiak them and even what they can mean. Cunning linguists call such kapoed words loanwords. Melayu has them too, with England “taxi” as “teksi”, Latin “schola” for “school” as “sekolah”, Portuguese “toahla” for “towel” as “tuala”, and Hokkien “diam” for “shurrup” as, well, “diam”. Mandarin took sibeh a lot from England. “Bikini” is “bijini”, “salad” is “shala”, and “Coca-Cola” is “keko-kele”, which, actually hor, means tasty and happy.

How “rugi” can change into “lugi” may be due to how “lugi” happily got the sound of “lose”. This Singlish word is sibeh old and important because, like “kiasu”, it describes the typical mindset of generations of Singaporeans. In fact, “kiasu” means afraid to lugi, tio bo? We cannot help this type of fear one. Even as private beings, we think all the time in terms of gains and losses as life is short and Singapore is small. So, if we dun gasak or swipe every chance we get to huat, someone else lagi hungry – to use Ah Loong’s saying – will steal our lunch!

Bean-counting and advantage-seeking are all become part of our psyche. The dark side of it is a constant worry that maybe we kena ketuk, or got cheated, by life. Ang mohs catch no ball this aspect of us and think that our chiwren are good at Maths because of our world-crass education system. No lah! Every born-and-bled Singaporean can count money very well one, what with GST and HDB prices and CPF and Medisave and so on training our minds all day long.

Since young, Smiley the POSB squirrel had set us thinking into our old age liao. It preached the virtue of saving money and invited us to squirrel away (get it?) the one dollar we could have bought two bowls of kway teow soup with. “Zho simi?” or “What you doing, dey?” It whispered to me. (In Singlish, “dey” works like “You there”.) “You save your money in my bank, you sure won’t lugi!” And so my adventure not to lugi in life, like others’, began. In school, in love, at work, at sales, on holiday, we’ve all kept on fighting lugi-ing.

In fact, despite “lugi” having a clear meaning, its usage is quite specific lah. You can normally lose anything – barang-barang, kakis, jobs, races, faces – but “lugi” tends to assume a calculative sense. Why ha? Because Singapore lor. If you lose your iPhone, you dun say you lugi it, corright? You only lugi when you have to buy another phone for losing that one. If you witness a car accident, you got lugi meh? Lives may be lost, but you never or neh lugi – unless you the driver, then dun say lah. Yet, you may lugi if you dun chop-chop kalipok, go and buy 4D with the car plate lumber!

“Lugi” is thus interesting since there’s often no one other than ownself you’re lugi-ing to. When your Ah Lian fashion shop at Bugis kua kua as you cannot pay the rent, you got lugi to the greedy property owner or other shops meh? You just say you lugi – and it’s understooded liao! You lose in the overall sense of what you the kiasu Singaporean deserves in life. Like how those jokers queuing three or four hours for Michelin-starred hawker food neh stop to think about time lost. When they finally get their spreads of dishes, their one thought besides “Looks good!” is what? “Heng neh go restaurant and lugi!”
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26. MAH

“Mah” isn’t for amma or mother, and it isn’t short for mama, which suggests a middle-aged man or unker in Tamil. So, when a Singlish speaker uses the word “mah”, he or she isn’t invoking his or her lao bu or some guy like me, OK? Just how goondu are you ha? “Mah” is rather yet another Singlish end-particle, and it’s quite an easy one: dun stress. You chut pattern by adding it to the end of a clause or sentence, and it turns all you’ve said before into what ought to be obvious.

So, when someone asks why he or she catches no ball what you’re spiaking – presuming you spiak Singlish – you exclaim, “You jiak kentang one mah!” Which translates as “You kena influenced by ang moh culture, isn’t it obvious?” (Did I just translate Singlish into Singlish? Nemmind.) Maybe the siow ting tong still liak bo kiew, but that’s not your problem liao. Or, when your kakis ask why you won’t go thani with them until mabok, that is, drink until drunk, you say, twisting a lembek face: “I pumchek liao mah!” Which means “I’m knackered, can’t you see?”

In fact, “mah” has to be pronounced right or people will be blur one. Dun go on an abrupt, high-pitched “Mah!” It should bear a long vowel sound that’s kept steady, like sheep baaing. This – with the right tone – can distinguish it from “ma”, for mother. You say it fewling sian or sikit pek chek to show how unimpressed you are with what no need to say one lah. “Mah” works like a slap that sayangs, a gentle reminder to use one’s brain a bit more. So, when someone complains about being fined jialat-jialat for overdue library books, you say, “Walao, it’s liddat one mah!”

Unlike “lah” and “leh”, “mah” as end-particle doesn’t change its meaning with volume. You can say it softly or loudly, got no difference one. The two main types of “mah” are distinguished by their contexts instead:

1.   The innocent “mah” directly responds to a query or statement. So, when it’s observed that you always study sibeh hard, you announce “I kiasu chow mugger mah!” – which is corright.

2.   The sarcastic “mah” is said in indirect, hostile response to what is said. For example, when asked by your lazy superior who only arrows or delegates work why you so bo eng, you say, “You sibeh on one mah!”

And that really is all. The difference between the two “mahs” is a matter of degree, with the sarcastic “mah” lagi intense and tu lan or fed up than the innocent “mah”. In this light, it is shiok to note that the fewling of “mah” remains stable while the whole nature of an answer changes. When some cynic questions the media love for the swimmer Joseph Schooling, you begin with an innocent “He won Olympic gold medal mah!” But, when this joker goes on and on until you buay tahan, you retort, “You can oso win gold medal mah!”

You see the difference? In “mah” is therefore an interesting fewling, a pek-chekness with communication that often grips the Singaporean. This is all part of our kan cheong or anxious, impatient culture, quick to tembak and not necessarily to hear, think, or process info. So, short of always ownself repeating ownself, Singaporeans have invented “mah” to establish clarity. This is my understanding of it anyway. In conclusion, shall we practise pronouncing “mah” right? Say this tongue-twister five times before you do anything else: “My mama is the makcik in the mama shop mah!”
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27. MEH

To me, “meh” and “wor” are among the easiest Singlish end-particles. Unlike all the other end-particles, these two have one way of spiaking and one way of using nia or only. They have just one tone, unlike “lah” and “ha”, and volume alters nothing in what they mean, unlike “leh” and “nia”. When you say “leh” loudly, you turn a tolong, an appeal for help, into a threat, and, when you do it with “nia”, you turn relief into excitement. But, if you say “meh” or “wor” loudly, the amount of doubt or surplise is still same-same.

“Wor” further expresses surplise in a positive way. When you say “Wah, you not bad wor!”, you mean to sound impressed even as you mean “I can’t believe you’re this good!” “Meh” is its exact opposite; it casts doubt and turns hampalang into a negative. When you say “You so good meh?”, it means “Are you sure you’re so good?” or, worse, “Nobawdy will believe you’re so good”. Just one word and can pecah lobang: everything comes crashing down!

“Meh” appears only in a question and neh on its own. You can’t say “Meh?” in the way you can say “Ha?” or “Ah?” In fact, when someone goes “meh” as a terse non-question, you can bet that this fella is ang moh pai one, of the Westernised class. After all, there’s oso an England “meh”! If you hear “meh” let out to signal how one is bo chup or indifferent, perhaps in response to you when you how lian your new smartphone or handbag, this speaker is jiak kentang one. A Singlish speaker would have used “sian”.

The shortest form of mehing in Singlish takes two words, as in “Got meh?” or “Really meh?” “Got meh?” is used to ask “Are you sure this happened or exists?”, but it’s “Really meh?” that most sentences with “meh” can be reduced to saying. (Really meh?) So, when your supervisor tells you to zho kang or work in a certain way and you have your doubts, you can say “Are you sure it’s done that way?” – which is a mouthful, but England, you know lah – or you can say “Liddat one meh?” Or just “Really meh?” “Sure anot?” oso works, but that’s a different lesson.

“Meh” expresses doubt or disbelief as though people are out to con you. True-blue Singaporeans sibeh dislike kena tipu one. We have an ingrained problem with received information – kum sia to an era of kilat Gahmen campaigns maybe? – and so we no longer innocent liao. We neh believe that there’s free lunch. A shop that gives out freebies gets us thinking immediately, “So good meh?” We can’t believe that humans, for no reason, are kind or nice, and thus genuine kindness surplises us (before we arm chio). Remember that this is oso the culture that brings you “double-confirm” since one time confirm or consperm is not enough. You can’t trust what you see, hear, or read, OK!

“Meh” proves that people who regard scepticism as an ang moh intellectual tradition talk cock nia. Question everything is deeply Singaporean, and you can hear our folks test the fabric of the universe all around, always, with “meh”. It’s indeed not hard to imagine the following cheem conversation taking place…







	Ah Seng:

	I think Fazilah likes me.




	Muthu:

	You likeable meh?




	Ah Seng:

	She says my Instagram selfie is cute!




	Muthu:

	You cute meh?




	Ah Seng:

	I want to tackle her!




	Muthu:

	You dare meh?




	Ah Seng:

	Bro, otang you money, can?




	Muthu:

	I got money meh?




	Ah Seng:

	I’ll pay you back later lah. You know me!




	Muthu:

	I know you meh?




	Ah Seng:

	You dunno me meh?!




	Muthu:

	You dunno I dunno meh?




	Ah Seng:

	You think hampalang I know meh?




	Muthu:

	You think I think meh?...





So the Socratic dialogue goes on.
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28. MUGGER

A born-and-bled Singaporean means that you must have gone through our world-crass education system. It means that you must know all about the quest for model answers, the Ten-Year Series, question-spotting, exam smarts, being chow kuan or without scruples, after-school tuition, school ranking, and so on. Deen our current education minister Ng Chee Meng oso dare students to chiong – by which he doesn’t mean go clubbing and get wasted (although that’s another meaning)?13 You must further know this hantu- or ghost-like creature called a mugger.

A mugger got nothing to do with a muggle from the Harry Potter books. He or she is a particular breed of learner who will grow up to be a particular breed of adult. Top schools in Singapore are full of muggers one. These know all the answers even before a lesson begins, and they do all their homework religiously… and more.

They always get As – but A-minus cannot ha! A mugger is bo personality one, except when it comes to showing kiasu pleasure at having beaten everyone else. Importantly, he or she has a look that deserves thrashing, a kiam pah face.

To be sure, the mugger isn’t the same as a nerd or a geek hor. The latter may be antisocial, cannot friend-friend type, but he or she is at least intelligent. The nerd’s or geek’s passion for knowledge is fixated on one subject, his or her excessive commitment to which makes him or her ki siow. But the mugger isn’t really intelligent as he or she processes a lot of information fast nia. He or she isn’t interested in learning; all he or she wants is to win-win-win!

The mugger is only called “mugger” to be objective. To be subjective, we tend to call him or her “chow mugger” or “mugger toad” or – best – “chow mugger toad”. “Mugger” doesn’t mean the same as in England hor, where it describes a robber. It is the Singlish noun form of the England “mug up”, which refers to learning something as much as possible in a sibeh short time. But then you wonder hor why ang mohs can say “John mugs up on his Pure Maths over the holidays” but neh arrive at saying “John is a mugger” leh. This is why Singlish is superior!

“Mugger” may seem to be a label, but it’s first an abstract curse, used to warn someone of what he or she is looking like. So, in numerous contexts, people take turns to call another a mugger: today you’re one, and tomorrow it’s me. The curse functions via peer pressure – to save one’s friends from becoming the hantus or kakas, monsters, the Singapore education system can turn them into. So to say “You chow mugger!” or “Dun be a chow mugger!” or “Stop mugging lah!” is bagus one. Life truly happens when you’re not chow mugging. You need to go smell the roses, play goli or football, or enjoy cosplaying!

But, if someone keeps mugging despite every warning, soon he or she will be gone case liao. He or she will become the very embodiment of mugging, a champion mugger: a mugger toad. The “toad” reference may suggest a toady, someone who sar kars or tripods or brown-noses an important figure, but here it is way more teruk. A mugger toad studies to angkat bola the people who can empower him or her, such as his or her teachers or parents or the system. When a mugger toad grows up, well, he or she becomes a sibeh familiar kind of Singaporean.



___________

13 Sandra Davie, “Education Minister Ng Chee Meng Urges Students to Dare to ‘Chiong’”, The Straits Times (8 January 2017).
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29. POLITISAI

Singlish is a zai, lean speech form. It generally doesn’t believe in saying more when saying less can get you to the same place. You can see this in how it prefers to use fewer words: so why say “How did your day go?” when you can just say “Ho say bo?” Why say “What were you thinking?” when you can go “Siow ah?” You can oso see it in the shortening of long words. Any word that requires you to roll your tongue and make macam more than two sounds is considered long in Singlish.

No wonder Singlish speakers fewl so sian about having to make bo meaning sounds like a hard “s” ending! That last squeeze on the tongue muscle can be sibeh siong, OK. By not doing it, many England words – and almost every long word that ends with “-ise” – kena pumchek. So, instead of “Dun criticise!”, you hear “Dun critisai!”. Instead of “Can subsidise?”, you hear “Can subsidai?” When you walk into your neighbourhood McDonald’s to order a meal, the counter auntie smiles and asks, “Upsai?”

Which brings me to our current tok kong term “politisai” – because it’s all that and more. “Politisai” is a sibeh long word that is hardly shortened by a missing hard “s” sound. At least it follows Singlish’s preferred simplification of verbs, which buangs conjugation (apa ini?) and tense (go Zouk and tense ha?) so long as the context isn’t lost. Thus, there’s no colonial rubbish like “I politicise”, “You politicise”, “PAP politicises”. The whole jin gang – I, you, PAP, WP, whatever-P steady poon pee pee, The Online Straits Times Citizen, hampalang – politisai. You oso dun say “I politicise”, “I am politicising”, “I have politicised”. It’s just “I politisai”, “I politisai”, “I have politisai”.

Then there’s the whole point of “sai” itself that is so shiok when used in relation to politics. “Sai” in “politisai” isn’t the same as “sai” in “ey sai” and “buay sai”, which, like “boleh” and “tak boleh”, agak-agak mean “can do” and “cannot do”. In those Hokkien phrases, “sai” denotes ability. But the “sai” in “politisai” – despite its gentler tone – invokes sai the shit. I can prove this with the solid Singlish saying that has made the word itself famous, “Simi sai oso politisai”. See how a pun and a rhyme make you see “politisai” in terms of sai? The more geena version goes “Everything oso politisai”, but it isn’t as shiok lah. The real meaning is this: “It’s amazing how any shit can get politicised.”

“Simi sai oso politisai” is used when you’re either tu lan or pumchek, and it taps into a deep social awareness every Singaporean has. We’re all warned by our Gahmen since young not to meddle in politics because it’s divisive – and it is! The truth has led to our nice politicians setting ownself up rather as our role models. They ownself check ownself, or self-police, and seek not to do what their job profile says that they do. So, while a taxi-driver drives a taxi and a food-seller sells food, a politician in Singapore doesn’t politisai. To politisai is so jialat that our politicians attack one another with the accusation of having politisai!

In fact, our politicians dun just not politisai; they go further to warn others not to politisai. Nobawdy else issues this warning, and thus you can pretty much define a Singaporean politician as anyone who tells everyone not to politisai. This is despite the fact that everybawdy knows he or she can hardly live a day without a sense that, to our Gahmen, everything is politics. Buay tahan about medical costs and retirement age? “Dun politisai.” Want to make a filem or draw ang kong or cartoons about Singaporean history? “Dun politisai.” Want to have gay sex? “Dun politisai.” And you know what’s bestest of all? You can’t even begin to point out how saying dun politisai is oso to politisai. Because then – kua kua – you politisai! Shiok anot?
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30. POTONG JALAN

Let’s be clear once and for all hor: Singaporeans should spiak proper England. England has more important and urgent uses than Singlish. It can help us gain international respect, make money, make more money, and so on. But there’s one point people always miss: England can at least be romantic. Singlish is so matter-of-fact that it sounds salah when you use it on someone you want to tackle or court. Imagine going: “Siti, you my chiobu. You so cantik. I want to choot you every day.” Cannot make it sial!

No wonder, when it comes to romance, we deem ownself auta and are quite right lor. In fact, we’re sibeh malu no steady poon pee pee one. Look, we dun just go pak tor – our term for dating – OK. We complement it with paktorlogy, a science of dating. Science hor, my kawan-kawan! Dating oso must have science? This is what happens when our world-crass education system keeps downplaying the value of the arts lor. So you say teruk anot? Teruk until can cry in the jamban, that is, toilet!

Paktorlogy is a secret body of knowledge our young singles gain access to via those with more experience in love. It got codes of behaviour for dating, advice on handling what your sayang or love interest may say or do, where to go lamsing or dancing with hugs, where and when to raba-raba or get physical, and so on. All these sibeh susah one! Our Asian parents haven’t helped us to prepare for life’s biggest challenge lor. To be fair, their paktorlogy is long time out of date anyway. (Like you want to talk under the moon over satay meh?) Besides, they’re lagi likely to say, “Date what date – you go study! I catch you sneaking out, I’ll piak you ha!”

But there’s at least one code of conduct that has endured every age of paktorlogy, and it’s this: dun potong jalan. “Potong jalan” doesn’t refer to last time Chiam See Tong doing walkabouts in his constituency hor. “Jalan” means walk in Melayu; so “you go jalan-jalan” means “you go for a walk”. But “potong jalan” translates as cut and walk; it’s making a way where there is no way. This refers to cutting into someone’s mating ritual or relationship and stealing his or her sayang. If someone is already attached, at most you should play lamp post, or a supporting role, to that relationship lah. What you shouldn’t do is to go make a way for ownself. That’s sibeh chow kuan – cannot liddat! Yet, this code hasn’t stopped buayas or womanisers from doing it lor.

Kena potong jalan is among the greatest fears a guy starting BMT, or Basic Military Training, can have. (It’s quite different from his parents’ greatest fear, which is whether their boy-boy got makan and sleep enough anot.) When the young man is away serving his nation, his sayang is left open to the advances of opportunistic, underhanded suitors – and chances are high that her heart gets stolen. Many a sad NS story has been about a first love ending liddat. Many a time in the barracks you can hear this heartfelt scream: “I’m gonna hoot that KNNBCCB who potong jalan my girlfriend!”

The term “potong jalan” has oso been extended for use in other scenarios that involve some kind of cheating. For example, someone can potong jalan your queue for char kway teow at the hawker centre or for Hello Kitty toys in McDonald’s. Someone can potong jalan your promotion at work and get ahead of you undeservingly too. In that last scenario, the most shocking form of potong jalan doesn’t technically involve walking. It concerns parachuting, being dropped into the game suddenly from God-knows-where. That’s super tok kong, OK! When someone can succeed liddat, without need for the ladder others have to use, it’s truly making a way where there is no way!
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31. PRATA

Other countries may how lian about their culture or history or freedom, but we in Singapore fewl yaya about our food. Food is always on our minds, and a normal Singaporean thinks about makanning or eating when he or she isn’t makanning in a kopitiam, a hawker centre, or a food court or snacking at work or home. In fact, Singaporeans dun just makan – we whallop or whack the food, these verbs suggesting the violent passion with which we bring to the task. We love mum-mum or food and specifically our mum-mum!

So has what Singaporeans love to makan gone on to influence the way we spiak? Obviously – aberden? While foreigners may often call Singapore’s vibrant mix of cultures a melting pot, we’d rather describe it as rojak. Rojak chum-chums slices of pineapple, cucumber, and you char kway with crushed kacang and what-have-you to create something sweet, sour, and spicy all at once! Singapore is quintessential rojak. But rojak oso implies a mess, and so we can consider a group project by gabra students sibeh rojak.

How about what we lim or drink ha? To lim kopi is to drink coffee, but this kopi must be of the kopitiam brew which kay ang mohs always say taste like longkang water. Poot these people lah! But all Singaporeans further know that “lim kopi” is our code for being detained and interrogated by the mata or, worse, ISD, the Internal Security Department. So, in one sense, everyone suka lim kopi, but, in another sense, nobawdy wants to if he or she can help it, kum sia very much.

Then there’s the chocolate or coklat (pronounced “cho-clut”) malt drink called Milo which Singaporeans creatively use to make many kinds of kilat beverages. We have Milo peng lah, Milo dinosaur lah, Milo Godzilla lah… all kinds, OK! Milo has inspired that old Singlish term “stylo-milo”, meaning fashionable. Why is Milo stylo-milo neh? Saya tak tahu – maybe it’s just because “Milo” rhymes with “stylo”? Or it’s marvellous what Milo can do for you? (If you get that joke, you’re confirm-plus-chop an auntie or unker.) These days, geenas dun use “stylo-milo” much, and so we may say that, ironically, “stylomilo” isn’t stylo-milo liao. It’s sikit obiang even.

Spiaking of being stylo-milo, hairdos are oso described in terms of what we makan sial! Some obasan with curly hair is thus said to have Maggi mee – which, as mum-mum, isn’t technically Singaporean, but nemmind. Some unker with an Elvis perm is said to have a kalipok. “Kalipok” is another way of saying “curry puff”, and it appears again in the phrase “chop-chop kalipok”, which you use to get someone to cepat-cepat perform a task. So an army occifer or NCO watching kan cheong recruits clean their bunks for stand-by may scream repeatedly, “Chop-chop kalipok!”

Quite incidentally, politics has given Singaporeans a now-beloved Singlish phrase based on food. Back in 2006, Ah Loong felt suanned by the gila blogger mrbrown and defended his Gahmen by warning, “You put out a funny podcast, you talk about bak chor mee, I will say mee siam mai hum.”14 Those words would have been quite tok kong if we all understood what the PM was actually saying, but we deen leh.

You see, “hum” is Hokkien for cockles, and “mai hum” means “hold the cockles”. But mee siam, which is a noodle dish with sweet-sour gravy, has no hum in it one. Aiyoyo! (Gahmen people would later claim that PM meant “mai hiam ” or “hold the chilli”, but you say, I say, who confirm? Based on claims nia, who knows what the truth was, corright?) Meanwhile, “mee siam mai hum” entered Singlish as a description of a situation where someone blunders and ownself pwn ownself or ownself slap ownself – that is to say, self-undermines.

Finally, there’s a kind of fried flatbread from South India that Malaysians call roti canai but we in Singapore call roti prata. This simple item is made by flipping dough on the table and then over a hot plate until it’s thin and cooked. You dip it in vegetable or meat curry and makan... and it’s sibeh sedap one! But, in Singlish, “prata” has come to signify flip-flopping not only in relation to views but oso on matters of policies. Like, when the Gahmen last time promoted “Stop at Two” or “Two is Enough” and later “Have Three, or More if You Can Afford it” – this is called prata.

Or consider when there was this white paper projecting a population of 6.9 million in Singapore by 2030. It faced such a huge public protest that Ah Loong had to prata and say that he would expect a much lower lumber or number nia. Most recently, whole Singapore got rocked by sibeh ugly accusations made on Facebook by Ah Loong’s di di and mei mei, or younger brudder and sister. Why these two buay song with their kor kor, or elder brudder, was because he allegedly prataed on Ah Kong’s wish to raze their family home.

But did you already note how “prata” could work as both a noun and a verb? Yes, both ways oso can, so you may say “Your prata very good!” or “You prata very good!” – neither involves a real prata. “Prata” can further suggest how something is interpreted to mean its opposite, and this move our Gahmen-directed press is sibeh bagus at. For example, news that Singapore still ranks low on press freedom can be prataed to say that we’re freer than Swaziland and North Korea.

“Prata” primarily relates to indecision in action or flexibility with information. There has been a persistent false rumour claiming that it’s tied to our last time People’s President, the late S. R. Nathan, whom some si geenas called the Prata Man. So bo tua bo suay or no big no small – that is, no sense of respect! The claim is not just unkind but oso untrue since “prata” has been in use long before Nathan came into office lah. Besides, what kena distorted is the range of what the word can mean. So tolong hor, everybawdy: can dun mee siam mai hum and anyhowly go and prata “prata”, OK?



___________

14 “Transcript of Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong’s National Day Rally English Speech on Sunday, 20 August 2006 at University Cultural Centre”, National Archives of Singapore. Seems like the related words kena edited out of the online text, but heng we still got video records.
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32. PUMCHEK

At some point in your life in Singlish, you will come to a jialat discovery. You will realise that many Singlish expressions involve cucuking other people and making them look macam goondus. Singlish seem to love to irritate or kacau (sometimes spelt “kachiao”) people and to chip away at their self-esteem. This discovery is mo tak teng or matchless because you’re getting to the heart of why Singlish is so shiok. It’s shiok because every speaker is playing a part in a gotong royong – communal cooperation – of mutual humbling!

“Pumchek” is a perfect place to understand this cheem point. The spiak term is a corrupted form: it’s really the Melayu word “pancit”, meaning puncture, kena gabra in a multilingual society until liddat. But “pumchek” works like a past participle and so should mean lagi corrightly “be punctured”. It’s used in the same sense of a flat tyre and implies something quite steady having gone out of shape or kua kua quickly or suddenly.

But the term needn’t be used simply on tyred vehicles such as bicycles, motorbikes, cars, buses, and lorries. It’s perfectly fine to say that a MRT train or a Singapore River ferry or a budget airplane pumchek (although an airplane technically still got tires on little wheels – but no need to pumchek my point here lah, OK). In fact, the word is sibeh flexible and can be used to mean the deflation of just about anything!

The tao or aloof expression on a chiobu – a woman who’s chio or jude or gorgeous – sure pumchek when she ownself trips from her high heels. A senior civil servant’s grand plan to restructure a department can pumchek, and so can his or her ego as a result. An election campaign can oso pumchek, and, when this happens, a politician’s pride can pumchek as well. When you’re knackered after a sibeh long day’s work, you, too, are pumchek.

“Pumchek” should be distinguished from another term “lao kwee”, which, in Hokkien, means emitting air or gas. Both “pumchek” and “lao kwee” can describe human foibles, and so you ask got difference meh? Well, “lao kwee” involves personal fewling and just means to be malued whereas “pumchek” is lagi objective and ranging in application. A reservist can pumchek from IPPT without fewling lao kwee, tio bo? Terbalik, a keng king or kengster (not gangster) may lao kwee when found out to have kenged or skived off, but it’s his reputation and not him that pumchek.

Lagi importantly, “pumchek” should be differentiated from “pecah”, with which it is often confused wor. “Pecah”, meaning broken, is sibeh harsh and involves a harder entity being damaged until habis. Here is one way I can think of to help you tell “pumchek” and “pecah” apart. If it refers to something you can poke holes in, be it a theory, a policy, or a self-image, the word you want is “pumchek”. If it’s what you can’t, that is, if the object can shatter like a dream, a rice bowl, or an argument, then it’s “pecah”. Ho say bo?

There’s at least one exception to my half past six rule, and it’s in the familiar phrase “pecah lobang”. (Do I dare be funny and say that “pecah lobang” pecah lobang my rule?) This expression, like “pumchek”, describes having made a hole – although “lobang” can mean opportunity too. But “pecah lobang” has the added sense of an intent to deceive, which the pecah sabo. It’s to be busted or to have a weakness, a secret, or a lie exposed. Oso, while someone or something pumchek, someone or something pecah lobang another: “pumchek” is passive whereas “pecah lobang” is active.

So, the more carried away a property agent gets in his or her sales pitch, the lagi likely he or she will pecah lobang. Terbalik, you may say that this agent’s intention to sell off a koyak condo unit pumchek. Razak tells his girlfriend Mui Mui that he’s been OT-ing, but a whiff of cheap perfume pecah lobang. Or you may say that Razak’s attempt to fool Mui Mui pumchek. This is what has caused their relationship to pecah. Soon after, his Suzuki pumchek. For reasons Mui Mui’s friends cannot pecah lobang.
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33. SHIOK

Some time back, unker was asked to guest-star in a TV reality game show from India. (Yes, dun play-play, that is to say, dun treat the matter lightly!) The show felt kinda like The Amazing Race, and I was based at a pit stop as a celebrity Singlish professor wor. My task was to introduce contestants to a list of Singlish words and then get them to sikit wayang, put up a performance, by incorporating some of the words they learnt.

But, you know, a few hours to do nia – how can, right? Naturally, there were a lot of maluating or embarrassment-generating boo-boos. “Singaporean women are so beautiful,” one contestant announced blurly. “They are all so shiok!” The audience made up of Singaporeans went silent; many jaws dropped. Apa ini? It so happened that another expression on my kilat Singlish list was “cannot make it”. This was a classic illustration of that phrase lor.

Tuan-tuan dan puan-puan, tolong dun gasak buta hor? What the media or the Tourism Board or some other agency has been telling innocent visitors to Singapore saya tak tahu, but “shiok” is a fun word that’s oso sibeh loaded. Sure, we use it to describe makanning, shopping, sporting, and basically anything we enjoy, but the word doesn’t mean satisfying nia. It doesn’t just mean sedap, or yummy, or soothing or happy or what-have-you. “Shiok” carries a relation to carnal appetite and, as such, has a hovering sexual connotation!

This was why, when the movie Austin Powers 2 came to Singapore back in 1999, its longer title was changed from The Spy Who Shagged Me to The Spy Who Shioked Me. That was a stroke of marketing genius, I tell you! With one word nia, the filem placated our strict censors and yet kept the original sense of the word “shagged”. And remember too that we dun use “shiok” as a verb: no Singlish speaker says “I want to shiok you!” one. So this verb form was sibeh creative as it further signalled a foreign use for what was, after all, an ang moh filem!

The same double meaning is present lagi simply in another Singlish word, “song”. What you’re displeased, you say you buay song, and this negative form, for some reason, doesn’t have a sexual connotation. But, in the positive, as when you hear “Song bo?”, basically “Shiok anot?”, it’s really the context that defines how innocent the question is. The fact of ambiguity depends on whether you kena asked, say, after your family holiday trip or after a visit to Geylang and by a Lao Beng.

Now, back to my reality game show story. The reason why the contestant’s use of “shiok” is salah is exactly the same reason why the use by Austin Power 2 is tok kong – impressive or compelling – lor. “Shiok” ought not to be used on people or, for that matter, living things unless, eeyer, you do mean that you’re giving or enjoying that kind of bodily pleasure. (By the way, “eeyer” is a Singlish exclamation made in revulsion, as in “Eeyer, why you pick your nose and then shake hands?” It’s kinda the opposite of “shiok” in a sense.)

Dun get me wrong: by all means, say “The laksa is shiok!” or “Yoga makes me fewl shiok!” or “Mad Max: Fury Road is one shiok movie!” In these, the sexual meaning is latent but can help to enrich the sense of ecstasy that is the point. At the same time, we should be careful with supporting generalisations that talk cock about Singaporeans like how we aren’t interested in sex. Kong simi? Our basic sense of pleasure – in makanning, playing, whatever – is tied up with it linguistically!

Indeed, with lines like “The massage over there is so shiok”, we see how slippery this word can be. All that conveys the speaker’s innocence is his or her facial expression and bo liao. Say it with an expression of exaggerated ease or sublimity, and it means “The massage is excellent” nia. This is a positive word-of-mouth guarantee of the quality of service you have just experienced. But say it with the look of a chee ko pek, a dirty old man, and you may well get that salon promptly raided by the vice squad.
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34. SI GEENA

You know, Ah Kong was right to call Singapore a Confucian society. What other place welcomes the naming and shaming of a si geena as public service ha? “Si geena” is originally Hokkien and can be translated as “death-deserving child” or “damn child”. It’s something we scream like a monyet at chiwren with. (“Chiwren”, by the way, is how we say and spell “children”). There’s a whole bunch of such terms in Hokkien: “si lang kia” means orphaned kid. “Phua snio kia” means infirm kid while “yao siew kia” means accursed kid.

But “si geena” is somehow the one destined to pass from Hokkien into Singlish usage. “Geena” has nothing to do with that last time TV American president Geena Davis – and I’m assuming you haven’t been pronouncing her name as “geena Davis” hor. The first sound is made at the throat, like “ghee” or “geek”. This word normally falls from the sweet lips of ah peks and ah mms, elderly men and women, and thus carries an air of dignified tenderness. It feels gentler than “boy-boy” and “girl-girl”, which are used to sayang kids, and less hum sup than “xiao mei mei”, meaning little girl.

But, coupled with “si”, the word “geena” kena inner tension liao. A si geena is not just any kid but a delinquent or one in the making. He or she is rude, brash, kuai lan, and, above all, socially irresponsible. A si geena spares no thought for what good Confucian folks value: order, authority, tradition, manners, and respect for elders. When you call someone a si geena, you’re maintaining a gap in maturity between yourself and that joker one. You ownself position ownself as a steady member of society while the other guy becomes a public nuisance.

“Si geena” is this term that pulls rank lor. You cannot use it to curse someone older than you like your abang or kakak – that is, your elder brudder or sister – and you cannot use it on someone you dun regard as immature. By these rules, it’s wholly possible to call an adik or someone younger a si geena just to assert your own age. An adult can oso label another adult with this term to cucuk him or her for being kuai lan or sum seng (not the same as Samsung), having no sense of decorum or consequence like a ruffian.

In fact, Singlish got several rank-pulling words one: you just need to pay attention! These exist in part to affirm tradition and order and in part to suan the same. Maybe you know the indelicate, bossy term “lim peh” – which translates as “your father”? In Singlish, this replaces the first-person pronoun to assert your authority as final and unquestionable. So a supervisee sick of her underlings’ insubordination may scream “I say do means do!”, but “Lim peh say you do!” got more power lah.

Like “lim peh”, “si geena” doesn’t require actual blood relation or familiarity. You can anyhowly ketuk another person with it – because chastising the village punk is your Confucian civic duty, dammit! Catch a teenager littering or vandalising in public, and that monyet is a si geena. Spot an army boy rileking on a reserved MRT seat, and that idle king, or complusive lazybones, is a si geena. For sure, the internet is full of si geenas because lim peh know the internet well and lim peh know you, you si geena!

In paternalistic Singapore, “si geena” has even developed political nuances and can be used to show sarpork for the views and values of senior state leaders. So, if you ki siow, go crazy, and start judging other Singlish speakers as si geenas, you’re invoking a Gahmen position made famous by Lao Goh’s buay-songness with Singlish-spiaking TV character Phua Chu Kang. Lao Goh is, of course, our affectionate name for last time PM Goh Chok Tong. If supporters of alternative Singaporean history are si geenas to you, you’re agreeing with Ah Loong because he has warned us clearly against championing that.

Si geenas are si geenas because they’re thinking and acting in ways opposed to how everyone is expected to think and act in Singapore. By extension, the category can’t be big and is indeed set against the silent majority in society. But there is one circumstance under which all Singaporeans qualify, where even the whole population on this Little Red Dot doesn’t count as a majority. This is when the vision of our late beloved Ah Kong, the Lim Peh of lim pehs, is involved. In this context, the whole jin gang – from your ah kong and my ah kong to even Ah Loong – are automatically si geenas. It doesn’t matter what we say or do.
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35. SIAN

Fewling sian is a very real part of Singaporean life. In fact, you can tell a native Singaporean from a New Citizen just by how much sianness he or she exhibits on a daily basis. “Sian” isn’t easy to translate: it doesn’t only mean “bored” as when there’s nothing on TV but MediaCorp dramas and you go “Sian man”. When your internet connection kena sai or when McDonald’s jacks up the price of McSpicy (again), you can fewl sian too.

You can further fewl sian from doing too much zumba as well as from not doing zumba. You can fewl sian about the PM’s National Day Rally speech even though his whole audience is smiling and clapping – but why ha? Ai say, how many ang moh words do you know that can be used in so many ways one? (“Ai say”, to be sure, is something Singlish speakers say to show enthusiasm, kinda like England “I say”.) “Sian” seems to have found an emotional constant across fewling bored, pumchek, uninterested, frus, buay tahan, useless, resigned, disillusioned, and cynical. In all of these is an element of sianness.

The word “sian” must be pronounced corrightly or you’ll sound cock. You shouldn’t say it like the “sian” in “Dun sian char bor!”, which means “Dun dupe the woman!” That “sian” is a verb that ends with a sharp, hovering tone. “Sian” shouldn’t oso be said like the noun “sian”, which is macam a cheena fairy. So, when someone keeps missing his or her meals because of work, you say that he or she wants to zho sian, that is, become a celestial being. But our “sian” is different; it has a kilat, sian pronunciation. It pulls downwards to a low note like an echo in a dark well.

How many ways are there to say that you’re sian? Firstly, there are gradations of sianness, so dun play-play! When it’s mild, you just remark “Sian” or “Sian man”, as in “Man, I fewl sian”. Then you go on to “So sian”, “Damn sian”, and, in the most tok kong case, “Sibeh sian!”, which agak-agak as “I’m freaking sian!” An older generation is prone oso to exclaim “Sian jit puah” – which literally means “Too sian by half”. “Sian leh” is said when you’re reacting or rebelling against a task or something you notchyet experience. “Sian sial!” is “I can’t freaking believe this is so sian!”

At some stage, we must see that, in sianness, Singaporeans are at their most philosophical. A sian person isn’t fewling listless nia; this listlessness is oso curiously restless. This Singaporean knows that things shouldn’t be a certain way, and yet here we are. He or she knows that one cannot fight the world and get one’s way – because life itself is deeply bo meaning lor. To be sure, not everybawdy who uses “sian” recognises its philosophical potential although the option to lepak and just fewl is double-confirmed always available.

This is why NS remains the greatest gift we can give a citizen since every guy who has to book in by 2359 or draw arms at 5 am or kena guard duty on a weekend becomes a philosopher. NS is a gift we should aim to bestow on our char bors and New Citizens too not for equality’s sake – no, no! – but for the quality of life they can have. How much more soulful everyone can be siol! Until that happens, we can at least console ourselves with one lesser but lagi fast way of sharing sianness with all of Singapore. That is to vote PAP back into power decisively at the General Elections.


[image: Illustration]

36. SIOL

Writing about “siol” is teruk because it’s sibeh misunderstooded one. Of hampalang end-particles, it’s easily the most controversial siol. Some Singlish speakers just won’t use it while others are blur like sotong about how to use it. First off, “siol” isn’t from siol bak chang or hot dumpling ha – because that’s “sio”, you kutu. (A kutu is a louse.) I mean the “siol” in lines like “Hey, long time no see siol!” or “Your England cannot make it siol!” or “Someone kena buak gooyoo siol!”

In all these examples, more may prefer to use “sia” – and that one oso can. “Siol” and “sia” seem to do the same thing even though sometimes aksi goondus anyhowly bedek that there are im-por-tant differences. But then hor they can’t say what or their explanations are so koyak until kena sai! Just take it from me: “siol” and “sia” are interchangeable, OK. You not happy, form an interest group, write a petition, and send it to your MP please. The difference is more in hearing sensation than in meaning lah. You can say “Someone how lian, got new iPhone siol!” or “Someone how lian, got new iPhone sia!” – both oso pass.

“Siol” and “sia” are used sama-sama to express being taken aback by disbelief or by envy. So you may be impressed to say “The new kid super-hardworking siol!” or jealous to remark “That MP got two cars sia!” – either way is steady. Now, theory has it that “siol” came from the Melayu word “siul”, meaning poon pee pee or whistle. But you’ll catch no ball with this notion of whistling should you hear an exclaimed “siol”. Yes, “What talking you siol?” may mean “What the whistle do you mean?” – but what the fiak does that mean? So “siol” looks more like a euphemism, something said in place of what cannot be said, like how “basket” in Singlish is really “bastard” and “your kukujiao” refers to… errr… a little brudder.

No wonder another theory pops up to claim that “siol” came from trying not to say “sial” and be piaked by one’s datuk, nenek, ayah, ibu, pakcik, or makcik. Those terms refer to one’s grandpa, grandma, father, mother, unker, and auntie respectively. In Melayu, “sial” means damned or damn suay and is a hum-tumable, notti word. It’s sibeh likely that “sia”, like “siol”, oso came from “sial” since, given how identical they sound, it’s logical what! If all this is true, then we have a shiok case where, in order to siam saying something vulgar, Singaporeans have created not one but two substitute words! Kawan-kawan, that’s how polite and cultured and respectful (some say anal) we are! Tremendous – boomz!

That “siol”, “sia”, and “sial” are so similar hasn’t stopped half past six experts from trying to buay koyok about underlying differences. For example, some argue that you can note positive versus negative uses… but, alamak, where got? I can say for positive effect “She stylo-milo siol!” or “sia!” or “sial!” and oso for negative effect “He pumchek siol!” or “sia!” or “sial!” Hampalang can one lah, people! Even if granted there might have been differences once, it’s no longer the case now liao, terima kasih to years of how we all anyhow-anyhow. Meanwhile, older and Melayu-spiaking Singaporeans may sumpah or swear got more variants such as “siak” and “siot”.

“Siol” nonetheless remains the kindest on the ear of all these end-particles. It’s soothing, makes you rilek most, and sounds least harsh and even cute! In fact, you may get sibeh different responses depending on which you use, like, say, you remark to your kid when picking him or her up in school, “Your teacher quite chio siol!” Exclaim “Your teacher quite chio sia!”, and your geena may fewl you’re somewhat low-crass and hum sup or lecherous. But neh, in front of chiwren, say “Your teacher quite chio sial!” – because that’s… cannot lah! Wait sekali a parent or teacher or, worse, the principal hears you, then uh oh siol.
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37. SIOW LIAO

“Siow liao!” is one of the most powderful Singlish phrases. It packs a punch: it’s dramatic and emotional and sends the mind in a spin. “Siow” means crazy, and “liao” is yet another of those kilat Singlish end-particles that alter the sense of their sentences completely. “Liao” just means already – so “Sian liao!” means “Bored already!” while “Si liao!” means “Die already!” or, more precisely, “It’s a goner”. Then there’s the champion “Liao liao!”, where even the “liao” is liao, signalling a complete, unambiguous end.

When class time gets boring, you can thus sigh “Sian liao!”, but, when your teacher hears you, your friend can mutter “Si liao!” “Mampus” or “Habis!”, the Melayu word for die and finished respectively, is oso possible lah. It’s distinct from “Sudah!” – or “Enough!” – where at least you can decide when to end. So say you lose a football game at the void deck, that vacant Level Geero of a HDB block, and you scream “Sudah!” But, soon after, your town council puts up notices banning football at the void deck. That means mampus, habis, liao liao for you whether you care anot!

“Liao”, as a word, appeals to Singaporeans’ love for melodrama and operates on its curve. Blame it on our great TV addiction lor. While “Liao liao!” is set at an event’s end, “Siow liao!” appears elsewhere but simply cannot be said when all is over. It belongs to a perceived pick-up point of some story, just as things are getting perversely interesting. So you use “Siow liao!” in media res – that is to say, in the middle of an action you’re casting as part of a narrative. You use it just as a twist, a climax, or a key confrontation occurs.

“Siow” and “liao” in “Siow liao!” rhyme, adding music to the sensation. Both words are used with unusually hard vowel sounds. A hard “Siow!” – which resembles the second rather than the first “siow” in “siow-siow” or be insane – means “Are you crazy?” So tolong hor, dun siow-siow, anyhow use it on people ha. As for “liao” in “Siow liao!”, its sound is sikit different from how either “liao” in “Liao liao!” sounds. You need to hear it carefully: it’s sharper, lagi aggressive, and lagi excited.

So, when the Workers’ Party won Aljunied GRC back in 2011, the general cry among Singaporeans was “Siow liao!” – why neh? Because the idea of a GRC or Group Representation Constituency had confounded the hopes of opposition parties since its introduction in 1988. The win broke the stronghold of the powderful People’s Action Party or PAP not just in Aljunied but oso over the concept of GRC, this being the first time it lost one. Jibaboom! The ousting was tok kong. It was a game-changer, a great plot twist in our politics.

Then there was the memorable week of Ah Kong’s passing when some si geena posted a YouTube video suanning him and Jesus and caused many to go “Siow liao!” If you remember, that kid soon kena arrested and charged. “Siow liao!” On his way to court, some vigilante attacked him by slapping him on the face. “Siow liao!” The assaulter oso kena arrested and charged. The kid went on to accuse his bailer of molest, an accusation he then apologised for before reversing that apology…

Walao eh! In those trying weeks, we Singaporeans lost count of the lumber of times we cried “Siow liao!” together liao. This was a curious situation highlighting a new development in our national enjoyment of drama, a context where we’re using “Siow liao!” lagi often than the expression permits. Do we now need some way of highlighting increments in the use? A Singlish lao jiao may offer “Lagi siow liao!”, and that’s fine – but unker want to propose my own: “Super-siow liao!”


[image: Illustration]

38. STEADY POON PEE PEE

Before some ngiao or fussy si geena tells me that it’s “steady pom pee pee”, let me make one killer point. Have you noticed that people who say “pom pee pee” oso got no idea where the whole expression came from? You know why? Because it’s “poon pee pee”, as in “blow a whistle” in Hokkien, lah – walao! To be sure, I’m happy to go with “steady pom pee pee” if Singlish eventually settles on this form through natural selection… but not yet or notchyet. Not when so many Singlish speakers are still saying “poon”.

Some say it was cheena TV host Bryan Wong who first taught Singapore to shout the expression, but I think it was funnyman Mark Lee back in the late 1990s leh. Who can double-confirm my nagging suspicion? Normally, Singlish shortens, but here’s a tok kong instance where it actually lengthens. Last time we just said “You damn steady!” or “Steady lah!”, can already. The point was made and understooded without a second thought. It took a true genius to show us Singaporeans how the idea behind “steady” was still not steady enough.

“Steady” doesn’t denote a lot in Singlish. It just means confident or promising without all the more objective senses that exist in England. An England speaker may deem a gradual or constant development steady, but a Singlish speaker means by it something reassuring. To be steady is tied, on the one hand, to being kilat or outstanding and, on the other hand, to being zai or cool. It’s a balance of competence and character, the mastery of which makes you sibeh champion.

As such, what is steady for ang mohs may well not be steady for Singaporeans, and the terbalik is oso true. Ah Huey may be steadily moving up her career ladder, but she may not be steady; she can still be buay zai. Kumar may have a steady love life, but he may not feel too steady about it. Maybe he zhngs or embellishes it a lot to hide its problems? In other words, Kumar behaves like a lao hero, an old knight still in the business of fighting for something or his own ego.

As for “poon pee pee”, “poon” means blow while “pee pee” is onomatopoeic – OK, cheem England word alert! But rilek: an onomatopoeia is what names something as it sounds like nia. So, for example, in the scolding “Poot you lah!”, “poot” names the magic gas from your lobang where the sun doesn’t shine that goes “poot”. “Pee pee”, in this sense, got nothing to do with peeing, and, in Singlish, we dun even say “I go pee-pee” lah. It’s “I go she-she” – another kilat onomatopoeia!

“Poon pee pee”, as this image of hope, comes to us from an entertainment or sporting context. There was a time when members of an audience would blow whistles until they ki siow to show love for a performer or a team or to express how shiok they felt. That age of gila, ear-pecahing noise pollution was quite something! I’m not sure if the gilaness still goes on, but, the last time I tuned in to a TV variety show, unkers and aunties were clapping with long balloons. That’s quite considerate hor – but, as far as idioms go, “steady bob bob bob” isn’t very happening.

Joining “steady” with “poon pee pee” succeeds in making a speaker fewl song-song kao Jurong, that is, satisfied to the end. The effect is so shiok that it has been taken into a range of contexts, as when, to salute or hormat someone, you say “You very steady leh!” or “Steady poon pee pee!” To spur someone on, you say “Steady ha!” or just “Steady poon pee pee!” To express your concern, you say “Steady hor?” or – you guessed it – “Steady poon pee pee!” This phrase is so versatile that it’s not hard to see why it’s itself steady poon pee pee. Or pom pee pee. Whatever lah. Not so steady liao leh.
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39. STIR AH STIR

Life in Singapore is no joke one. We work so hard, and whatever is left as rest time is just enough to lepak in front of the TV. Singapore itself doesn’t offer us enough ways to rilek and unwind when we’re eng or free. We’ve gone to the zoo many times liao – so much so the orangutans think we’re their ayah-ayah and ibuibu. Walking in the Botanic Gardens is sibeh hot. Going to the malls is sibeh crowded. Meanwhile, Hollywood and Bollywood dun churn out filems fast enough…

So what do we as Singaporeans do? We go online and create some entertainment of our own lor. That’s what “stir” in Singlish and in the kuai lan chant “stir ah stir” means! It borrows from the England sense of stirring the pot, and what is being stirred up is trouble. Our society seems to enjoy watching trouble unfold a lot one. Yet I dun think I’ve heard much of “stir ah stir” before the internet came along. It recalls an older phrase “yo ah yo”, which you say as your arms recreate the rowing of a boat with a lover or the bouncing of a sarong cradle.

“Stir ah stir” differently deals with a hostile scenario, and so its sayang tone is quite ironic lah. Maybe you’ve seen the phrase appear just as someone shares an anti-Gahmen blog post on Facebook? Or you may have watched it recur in a comment thread where folks are cucuking one another into kolaveri – literally, murderous rage? Or you may have muttered it yourself in response to some cockanathan online petition or forum letter in The Straits Times where some want the Gahmen to protect their low level of tolerance towards others?

All these sound familiar yet anot? “Stir ah stir”, and its lagi hostile form “troll ah troll”, are products of that new kind of reality we’ve been taught wrongly to call social media. Dey, it’s more like antisocial media! People hide behind fake sexy photos and fake names – like lonelyboobs4u and SwEet*SeXy*ThAng – and say or do all kinds of gila stuff while others react without always knowing how bodoh they look. Basically, the whole jin gang online behaves like bo cheng hu or no Gahmen one!

But my point here is that Singlish knows it all. Singlish sees flaming and trolling and astroturfing and news-faking as all part of that free, messy, live, and interactive fun the internet encourages. They’re why cyberspace is so shiok in the first place! “Stir ah stir” makes this point by indeed revelling in disembodied kuai-lanness. The chant has a warm rhythm oozing life and promise and, through its predictable use, looks forward to song, exciting chaos.

So how exactly do you stir? Well, you can always politisai like scold the Gahmen or a certain party or anyhowly call somebawdy racist, sexist, or seditious. Another steady way is to join an anti- or pro-whatever online group, which will automatically give you a whole group of faceless folks to kacau and be kacaued by. Or you can play Batman or Wonder Woman, be a street vigilante, take photos or videos of, say, people cutting their toenails on buses or fighting in public, and upload these onto the web. Best, if your backside is sibeh itchy, go po mata – or make a police report – in response to someone who po mata because someone else po mata!

All that nonetheless needs you to be garang, and so many who are humbler choose to help others become famous instead. In this sense, Singaporeans are quite lovely in an Asian way lah. We’re so evolved that we can sense who among us – whether he or she knows it anot – desires to be an overnight celebrity. We zoom in on this goondu and then cucuk him or her until he or she becomes pek chek. Then we sit back and wait. Akan datang: show coming soon! There’s no need to fear disappointment because, smelling blood, others will ownself join in to help it all reach national attention!

So neh be fooled by how guai-guai or innocent Singaporeans look: we’re all potential online troublemakers one. But pity us rather than despise us since, as I’ve explained, it’s liddat only because we as a Smart Nation are sibeh sian lah. If we had the money, we’d always choose to fly out for a holiday and post exotic Instagrams to aksi borak. But we money no enough – so bo hee hae ma ho. Besides, some folks really deserve to become local attractions lah. Getting them in trouble is our national duty so that, once entertained, we can turn around and tell our chiwren, “See lah! Internet very dangerous.”
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40. STUNNED LIKE VEGETABLE

If someone tells you Singaporeans think like robots, it’s very Singaporean to agree. Because, to us, robots are technology, and technology is the future mah, tio bo? But next time, instead of agreeing, turn to the talk cock king and tell him or her to go look at Singlish similes leh. Similes can show how a language’s users are wired mentally, and Singlish similes show that Singaporeans love nature a lot one!

Consider, for example, “blur like sotong”, “gabra like zebra”, “happy like bird” and “smelly like shit”. “Smelly like shit” is hopefully obvious in meaning hor. Same with “happy like bird” since a flying or singing bird easily signifies being happy and senang. This bird, to be sure, got nothing to do with a kukujiao despite what some Lao Bengs suka claim cheekily. But what about “blur like sotong” and “gabra like zebra” neh? A sotong looks blur when they swim backwards and especially when they chut pattern with inky clouds, corright? A zebra gabras because “zebra” rhymes with “gabra” mah – duh!

Then, most recently, we have “stunned like vegetable”. This one is from a mock-retro song performed by hansum (how we say and spell “handsome”) cheena actor Chen Tianwen in a viral online video from 2015. No serious Singlish speaker will question this simile’s place in Singlish even as it had entered the vocab almost overnight! Neither will anyone doubt the high chance that it will be used by Singaporeans macam forever. “Stunned like vegetable” just makes perfect sense to born-and-bled Singaporeans.

But what this sense is, not many of us can explain consciously lor. Think about it: how can a vegetable even be flabbergasted ha? Where got meaning? Well, if you set aside the video image of an obiang Chen holding flowers and broccoli as he sings, the idea should be clear lah. Of course, “vegetable” doesn’t refer to a plant but someone whose mind and body cannot function normally due to brain damage. When you’re stunned, you become speechless as though you were a vegetable: that’s what the expression means!

Yes, so bad hor? I know lor, but we Singaporeans somehow consider it funny rather than horrigible. As a people, we sibeh jialat one. We’re too kaypoh and insensitive and love to give others stupiak nicknames and ask or talk about their conditions in their faces. That’s why Singlish has the phrase “sorry bo pakay”, which relates how apologising is useless, “bo pakay” meaning not valid. A similar phrase is “sorry no cure”, highlighting how apologising cannot heal the pain. These terms are said by people we hurt when (or if) we apologise – to remind us next time to think before we say or do something. Not that they’ve changed anything. Sorry not sorry.

But, looking at the redeeming side of “stunned like vegetable”, we find that it at least got a tok kong range of possible uses lah. You can, after all, tio stunned in several contexts – from being impressed, amused, or shocked by someone or something to fewling buay zai about circumstances. In fact, Singaporeans regularly get stunned one. We kena all the time unexpected election results, teruk pollution levels, yet another expressway pile-up, a stupiak forum letter in The Straits Times… The list goes on.

To be stunned is a good thing. It shows that your common sense is still working even though you may end up looking macam a goondu. The simile inverts the face of intelligence, conventionally a steady one, to highlight how Singapore is an irrational, tombalik place. So even a sibeh impaired person can give a zhun emotional response, a point oso highlighted by the music video’s other contribution to Singlish, “un-un-un-un-unbelievable”. This, sometimes shortened to “un-un-un-un”, has the sound of stuttering, another incapacitation turned into a sense of being stunned.

To illustrate how it all works, here’s something you can do the next time you’re sharing the Chen video with someone unfamiliar with it hor. Sibeh simple one. Quietly pull out your handphone and take a photo of your innocent friend watching the video. When he or she later laughs like a monyet or monkey and remarks “Ha ha ha! Why this song so dumb one! How can be stunned like vegetable?”, that’s your cue. You whip out your phone and show him or her the photo lor.
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41. TERUK AND JIALAT

The words “teruk” and “jialat” have sibeh different origins, but they’re more or less sama-sama in Singlish. At some point in their history of use, their meanings started to coincide, and they became interchangeable. So now we say “The traffic jam is teruk”, but we oso say “The traffic jam is jialat”. We say “The recruits kena tekan teruk-teruk” or “The recruits kena tekan jialat-jialat”. When Orchard Road gets too crowded, we say “Wah, Orchard Road mass orgy until very teruk” or “until very jialat” – both oso can.

“Teruk” means tough or serious in Melayu and is used in Singlish in a lumber of ways. It can refer to how susah or tiring a task is or how horrigible or buay tahan an outcome is. It can point to sibeh harsh conditions too. Which meaning is in play is decided largely by the context it’s used in lah. So a remark like “The surplise test sibeh teruk!” can be quite ambiguous without more info given. It can mean that the test is tough or that the results kena sai. It can further mean that the general climate involving the test is what’s troubling.

Meanwhile, “jialat” is from Hokkien and less literal by comparison. It has nothing to do with makanning lard or that kilat Malaysian cartoonist Lat hor. The “lat” here refers to strength. So “jialat” means strength-eating or rather energy-sapping, like how listening to some taxi-driver rant on and on about Gahmen is sibeh exhausting. But “jialat” doesn’t seek to say that a task is challenging or draining per se; the right Singlish word for that is “siong”. “Jialat”, like “teruk”, points to the gravity or impact of an activity, event, or person.

So, when a said thing is teruk or jialat, it’s awful, gloomy, and no joke. It’s serious crap, like how a bad case of lao sai or diarrhoea is literally serious crap – which, by the way, is teruk or jialat too! You can, in fact, go on to suggest a lagi active or dynamic form of terukness by repeating either word twice. Interesting, tio bo? When you wish for a kid to be punished until got serious consequences (but dun lah), you say “Whack the si geena until teruk-teruk!” or “Whack the si geena until jialat-jialat!”

Here is where it gets lagi cheem. Repeating allows something else: it lets “teruk” or “jialat” change from an adjective into an adverb – macam magic! So “Whack the si geena until teruk-teruk!” and “Whack the si geena teruk-teruk!” aren’t quite sama-sama. (Oso, to whack isn’t the same as to ketuk, which is to knock, often on the head, nia. Our teachers last time liddat one.) While “Whack the si geena until teruk-teruk!” wants the punishment to get lagi severe, “Whack the si geena teruk-teruk!” wants it done severely, instantly.

What this highlights is a shiok aspect of many a Singlish adjective, which is its versatility. In England, “solemn” may become an adverb as “solemnly”, but “terrible” becomes “terribly” and not “terriblely” – why ha? In Singlish, you just repeat the adjective, and it’s an adverb liao! But remember this technique mostly doesn’t work on nouns and verbs hor. It oso isn’t consistent: so “swee” may mean nice and “swee-swee” nicely, but saying “salah-salah” is just salah or wrong. Ultimately, you still cannot gasak buta one.

You must ask at long last: “teruk” and “jialat” really got no difference or I bedek? This is a good, tok kong question. The short of it is, actually got but quite subtle lah. Your Singlish must be sibeh steady to understand why I say it’s more about fewling than about general sense. “Teruk” is lagi solid than “jialat” and signals real badness whereas “jialat” includes imagined, potential, and future badness. In normal use, nobawdy cares about differences one, but, if you want to how lian a bit, try using “teruk” just to show when you can be specific.
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42. TIKAM-TIKAM AND TOMBOLA

When I say Singaporeans love to gamble, sure got some people not happy with me one. But why this kolaveri since it’s true mah? Our two big casinos dun show how foreigners gamble and we dun, OK. They show how Singaporeans love gambling so much that our Gahmen needs to keep us out or else we may end up selling our heirlooms, our HDB flats, and our chiwren! Just look around you lah. In every street corner, that long queue isn’t for bubble tea but for our two national hobbies, the betting games 4D and TOTO, hor!

But a lot of folks are still oblivious, bak chew tak stamp or got stamps glued over their eyes. Their ears maybe oso got goli inside since they dun seem to hear the early morning rumbling of mahjong tiles in their own HDB blocks. Lagi worse, they aren’t aware that some of their kawan-kawan are gambling kakis, or buddies, who go on regular cruises to nowhere. That’s a whole shiok industry, with ships sailing into international waters just to gamble! These days even got legal (and illegal) online betting wor.

The two champion Singlish words tied to gambling are “tikamtikam” and “tombola”. Tikam-tikam attests to how we all last time learnt gambling since young one. “Tikam” means to anyhowly pick in Melayu, and we once played tikam-tikam a lot at our friendly neighbourhood provision and stationery shops. (See lah, local businesses taught us bad!) This game involved folded slips of paper stuck on a cardboard where each got a lumber to say what you won. For five cents per slip, you could win soft drinks, goli, pick-up sticks, plastic tokens called kuti-kuti, a kind of shuttercock called chapteh, and other masak-masak or toys!

So, like the game, the word “tikam-tikam” refers to basic gambling. All you do is suka-suka pick – and can already. It’s like “Eeny, meeny, miny, moe” without the singing lah. To tikam-tikam taught whole generations of Singaporeans to be gian or greedy in little ways. It started us on a lifelong journey of loving small gains such as freebies and discounts. Tikam-tikam was popular from the 1960s to the 1980s before geenas discovered Nintendo. Then habis liao. I still remember my first Game and Watch. It made me a lot smarter as I realised how I could be in control of my fate… through skilful thumbs!

But, for the few older generations, many just went from playing tikam-tikam to playing something bigger called tombola. Even the sound of “tombola” suggests stuff tumbling around – and that’s corright lor! It got lots going round and round in a rotating drum before a few are picked to determine the winners. Tombola might have started as an Italian board game, but the sort Singaporeans once played was macam lottery and came from, where else, Great Britain. (See lah, Land of OED taught us bad!)

Tombola was sibeh loved until as late as the 1970s. For a long time, almost every sense of local fun involved tombola one. You might go to an office party and thanni a lot, and the highlight would be tombola. Prizes would range from a toaster to Yaohan vouchers (remember Yaohan?), and it was like a lucky draw – except lucky draws aren’t as shiok lah. This one had a see-through drum with some big shot cranking its handle and a low, hynoptic, chucking sound to excite the inner risk-taker. Last time, TOTO and even bank draws were tombola one, some more aired on TV to ensure transparency!

Few geenas today know of either tikam-tikam or tombola as game or word. But all this is cultural knowledge, OK! I bet they oso dunno about the tok kong chap ji kee. That was an illegal form of lottery played here from as early as the late nineteenth century to the 1970s. But our first official lottery might be Japanese, specifically the Konan Saiken during the Japanese Occupation. (See lah, Land of the Rising Sun oso taught us bad!) Singapore Pools was established as our legal lottery operator only in 1968, and, since then, our gambling fate has been sealed.

“Tikam-tikam” and “tombola” entered Singlish as words meaning to leave a decision or situation to luck. At some point in our history, Singaporeans saw how the terms could apply to many aspects of life, how life itself was a gamble. Both “tikam-tikam” and “tombola” can be nouns, verbs, or adjectives, their forms exuding the randomness they mean. But got differences between the two anot? Well, to tikam-tikam is to decide randomly while to tombola is to let something like Fate decide for you. In other words, to tombola is to be lagi detached, to surrender even the act of choosing.

So, if you’re asked why your husband is so useless, you can reply, “What to do? I anyhow tombola and married him lor!” Or you can say “I anyhow tikam-tikam” – which then means you at least got to choose directly. A student who deen or didn’t studied for exams can either tikam-tikam or tombola with MCQs or multiple-choice questions. When it’s tikam-tikam, he or she anyhowly whacks an option nia. When it’s tombola, he or she lumbers each of the four sides of an eraser and then casts it for the answer. We non-muggers did this last time one – not sure if today kids still – and it made exam time sibeh shiok!

OK, here’s a noun form: an expectant parent can say, “Saya tak tahu if boy-boy or girl-girl – it’s all tombola”. (Note cannot say “tikam-tikam” in this case?) For verbs, you can declare before the next election, “Vote carefully hor? Dun tombola!” or “Dun tikam-tikam!” An adjective can be in this way: “My promotion in your company is wholly tombola” or “You tikam-tikam promote people one.” In the spirit of randomness, here’s one more at no extra charge, for good luck: “Someone wrote on Singlish for The New York Times and kena buak gooyoo. Fewls so tombola.”
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43. UPLORRY

Come, let’s talk about vehicular imagery in Singlish. Sure got a lot one since everywhere in Singapore there are roads, roads, and more roads. Not only that but these roads are oso packed terukteruk with vehicles! Big ones, small ones, long ones, short ones. Some more, so much of Singaporean life is tied to driving a car, such as impressing your sayang, her family, your unkers, aunties, kawan-kawan, clients, and so on. Furthermore, there’s sibeh little to do on this Little Red Dot – so what you do besides shop, shop, shop? Hit the road and play Daytona lor.

With vehicles being such a big part of our sian jit puah lives, their prevalence in how we think about life itself is to be expected. A well-known Singlish word related to vehicles is “gostan”, which you might once hear a co-driver shout to get a driver to reverse. “Gostan” is a corruption of “go astern”, an instruction used in sailing. Dun ask me how come sailing word can become driving word hor. These days, you’re lagi likely to hear “gostan” oso in contexts where someone retracts his or her words or some plan reverses course. Like when our Gahmen projected a population of 6.9 million and then had to gostan.

Then we have “langgar”, which means collide, and you can use it on vehicles as well as on blur sotongs who’re on their handphones and anyhow walk. Kiam pah, you know! “Pumchek”, a version of puncture, describes how something kena deflated; so your reputation or ego can pumchek like a car tyre. From NS, our men learn a lot of vehicular phrases which we then take back into our civilian lives, infecting everyone else. We dun get into a SUV; we “load up” macam cargo. We dun alight but “unload” or “debus” – even from a bicycle.

All these phrases are kinda established, compared to “uplorry”, which has appeared in the 2000s nia. “Uplorry” sounds straightforward, but it doesn’t just mean getting up a truck hor. “Lorry” should give you a sense of the context liao: some say that it’s a Chinese funeral procession, where the hearse comes with sibeh cantik or lawa or pretty trimmings one. In this understanding, “uplorry” connects directly with the meaning of having matied or dieded and being sent off.

Others say that the term invokes last time gang fight, where lorries were used to transport groups of Ah Bengs to secret locations to hoot rival gangs. To hoot people is to beat them up: yes, in Singapore, hooters dun mean the same as in the US one. (In short, dun ask for hooters.) Being loaded up onto a lorry here therefore has a sikit different meaning. It refers to being injured or mortally wounded as a result of hooting and needing to be carted away.

“Uplorry” is both a verb and an adjective hor! When got people mati, you say how, for example, in 2015, “Ah Kong uplorried” or “Ah Kong uplorry liao”. It can oso be used to mean how some plan or event habis or causes something to end or someone to grieve. So the plan to build a columbarium in a HDB neighbourhood can uplorry, and some Sim Lim shop can uplorry customers before it becomes uplorry itself. You can further use it on trends whose downturn somehow cannot upturn: so property prices, Malaysian riggit, and pollution index can uplorry too.

The beauty of “uplorry” is that it reminds us of how vehicles aren’t means with which we get from Point A to Point B nia. They’re so much a part of our sian lives in Singapore that they’re oso transports of death. Be it a hearse or a gangsters’ truck, the lorry conjures a Singaporean image of finality. Ang mohs may have their mythical boat of Charon to ferry people to the other world, but we have our lorry. And, some day, we’re each gonna load up that lorry on our last grand journey to where we all kena saman – or get summons – for the way we’ve driven our lives.
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44. WAH PIANG

Wah piang – you dunno what “Wah piang!” means? How can liddat! Well, it’s sometimes said with an “eh” to lengthen the experience, as in “Wah piang eh!” Or you can shorten this experience and just go “Piang!” Length is less meaningful here than the point that “Wah piang!” has to be exclaimed. The rule applies even if you whisper or mutter to ownself or yourself because it’s an expression of intense negative surplise or disbelief.

The “wah” of “Wah piang!” is the same “wah” in “Walao!”, “Wah say!”, and, errr, “Wah lan!” It means I or me. Contrary to familiar generalisations made in the West and by jiak kentang folks, Asian culture isn’t clearly pro-authority and anti-individual one. The I of Singlish proves this. “Wah” isn’t used in normal sentence constructions to signal who is spiaking, being referred to, doing, or acted on nia. In moments when deep impression is made and one is reduced to near-speechlessness, it tumbles out of the mouth as a self-checking statement.

“Wah” contracts to the only certainty and measure of reality the Singaporean has: ownself. This truth is understooded by Singlish speakers unconsciously one. Compare it to how the West has learnt the same: it needed French philosopher René Descartes to make the famous discovery Cogito ergo sum, “I think, therefore I am”. Yet, when shocked to the core, ang mohs turn to cry in their different languages, “Oh my God!” or “Oh my goodness!” or “Jesus!” What do Singaporeans cry? “Walao!”, “Wah lan!”, “Wah piang!”

“Wah lan!” is the earliest of these three and, in fact, the horrific core which the rest seek to conceal or suppress. You see, “Wah lan!” translates from Hokkien as “Oh my penis!” – which sounds scary especially when you hear Ah Lians shout it. But, since Singaporeans are an inherently polite people, we misspoke it enough for it to become “Walao!”, this “lao” meaning old. “Oh my old!” is bo meaning but safe although many have gone on retroactively to interpret it as swearing by one’s ancestors. That’s OK by me too!

Then “Wah piang!” – the most swee and G-rated form – came along. While there’s still a focus on ownself, nobawdy can be fully sure what “piang” means. The word has the sound of something shattering, like when you drop a porcelain plate and it goes “Piang!” This notion adds to the sense of reality being smashed, what the self has just experienced. But “piang” oso means slap in Teochew; here, one can be slapping another or ownself in order to awaken a sense of reality.

Quite independent of that trio of forms is something heard since the 1980s: “Wah kow!” It’s not that common and came from Cantonese although what “kow” means remains debatable. Some say it’s “cry”, but others say it’s the notti F word, and so “Wah kow!” can mean anything from a cry of shock or despair to an expletive. I call it independent because this expression arrived from Hong Kong via the popularity of Stephen Chow movies one. Maybe that explains its limited reach, but still it’s good to know what it is lah.

I’ve notchyet explained “Wah say!” since that’s another kind of exclamation altogether. It’s overwhelmingly positive and so nothing like the others! “Wah say!” may have come from the England “I say!”, but “say” is oso Hokkien for style or panache. When you have say, you’re sibeh saat or sah-saat, meaning cool. So “Wah say!” may further mean “My, what style!” or “I’m impressed!” But, in all honesty, Singaporeans aren’t easily impressed one, and we therefore prefer to walao and wah piang more. If you need practice with these phrases, just get a copy of The Straits Times and read the forum page. In no time, you’ll refer to ownself like a true-blue Singaporean too.
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45. YOUR HEAD

Why ang mohs say “my foot” and Singaporeans say “your head” ha? Do you know? I think a lot about such susah or difficult questions all the time one. When an ang moh wants to dismiss something as stupiak, bo point, or kena sai, he or she names this thing and then adds “my foot”. So, when an ang moh geena wants an encyclopaedia and asks his appa or father, his appa will shout, “Encyclopaedia, my foot! You can walk to school like all your friends!” (Haha! Sorry, old ang moh joke.)

But, if this appa were a Singaporean, he’d have said, “Encyclopaedia, your head!” – why neh? (“Neh” here just helps to stress the question.) It’s a good question to ask, and there may be a cheem philosophical basis. The less cheong hei or long-winded response is to say that “your head” translates from a Chinese exclamation. There’s oso the Melayu expression “kepala otak engkau” or “your brain-head”, which you may hear in old P. Ramlee filems.

But all this still doesn’t explain why the phrase should make cow sense to Singaporeans leh. It lagi doesn’t show why it should be more popular in our use of England than the England version itself. After all, “my foot” has the more powderful historical advantage. It was last time used by British colonisers on our poor ah kongs and ah mas in the same way Japanese colonisers used “bakero” on them. So why deen we absorb it to show our possession of England rather than swapped it with our own version?

“Your head” may thus look like an act of anti-colonial replacement, but I think its appeal lies somewhere else lah. Note the two versions are complete opposites: one names the lowest segment of a human body while the other names the highest segment. The England form oso uses a first-person pronoun while the Singlish form uses a second-person pronoun. It seems that the ang moh’s foot is his or her centre of judgement, under which something is brought to be deemed auta or bo worth. But the Singaporean blames another’s intellect, showing him or her to be goondu for wanting or asserting something!

This difference is quite steady one ha, but reading on can be a bit leceh or tedious, even irritating. Try to tahan, OK? See, ang moh culture may regard as bodoh what cannot be seen because the ang moh’s own feet are a blind spot. He or she normally doesn’t see them; we oso cannot since all our tummies are in the way, but others may choose to notice them if they want. So to subject something to the feet is to consign it to where the speaker ownself cannot care about.

But another’s head, “your head”, is the first thing the Singaporean sees. This is understooded with the fact that he or she oso cannot see his or her own head without a mirror. So to attach something to your head is to make you aware of what you cannot see and cannot know. It makes you the addressee fewl helpless and exposed, and it’s lagi direct. In other words, “my foot” exclaims from a position of privilege, of pride; “your head” spiaks to a place of weakness, of contempt. See, Ah Kong is right after all: ang moh values and Asian values not the same one!

Nowsaday or nowadays, you can just say “Your head!” – maybe with an “ah”, as in “Your head ah!” – can liao. This shorthand was popularised by that choobi TV character Phua Chu Kang from the 1990s. “Your head” is deemed enough precisely because all that matters is a direct attack on the other’s sense of self. So, when someone is too kay kiang or aksi borak, you can knock him or her down a notch by challenging his or her words with “Your head ah!” The other will suddenly become self-conscious and gabra, kalang kabut, and you can fewl sikit shiok. Bagus siol! You understand now? You sure? Your head ah!


SINGLISH AIR-LEVEL TEST

Read so much like a chow mugger, got use anot? Only one way to find out, and that’s the Singapore way: take test! Come, come, dun scared. Unker challenge you to see how much of hampalang you’ve learnt got enter your head. Or it’s still good to know if your Singlish really steady poon pee pee or you aksi borak but cannot make it one. Score high and maybe (just maybe) PM will later give you National Day Award. But, if you kena sai, unker will laugh in your busok, goblok face – because then can motivate you to learn better mah. Fifty questions nia! Onz?

1.   Which statement got no Singlish sense?

a.   Buy HDB flat is step by step one.

b.   Protest in Singapore is law by law one.

c.   Talk cock must still point by point one.

d.   Eat chicken rice is rule by rule one.

2.   Which use of a Singlish end-particle is salah?

a.   You think you sibeh tough lah!

b.   You think you sibeh tough sial!

c.   You think you sibeh tough mah?

d.   You think you sibeh tough ha?

3.   Which scenario cannot say “Siow liao!” one ha?

a.   You lost your IC on your way to po mata.

b.   You anyhow buak koyok, and now your backside pain.

c.   Your atas friend belanja you cheapo coffee.

d.   The MRT train you’re in pumchek.

4.   Some guy choots at you at the void deck. You dun say…

a.   “Terima kasih lah!”

b.   “Termia kasih, but I can be your mother lah!”

c.   “KNN, dun so rude lah!”

d.   “Chow Ah Beng, go away lah!”

5.   You dun show thumbs up and shout “Steady poon pee pee!” when…

a.   someone wins a prize.

b.   someone consperm pregnant.

c.   someone makes an epic boo-boo.

d.   someone takes his or her lunch.

6.   Which use of “shiok” is sibeh RA?

a.   I see your meow-meow so shiok.

b.   Play with your meow-meow is so shiok!

c.   I play with your meow-meow until it shiok.

d.   I shiok your meow-meow.

7.   Which of these constructions cannot make it?

a.   You dun anyhowly!

b.   You dun anyhows!

c.   You dun anyhow pong!

d.   You dun anyhow-anyhow!

8.   The lazy kid in class gets A for his test while you get F. You shout...

a.   “Akan datang!”

b.   “Balik kampung!”

c.   “Kelong!”

d.   “Referee kayu!”

9.   Who isn’t a si geena ha?

a.   Someone who votes PAP.

b.   Someone who goes protest at Hong Lim Park.

c.   Someone who anyhowly spiaks and says it’s Singlish.

d.   Someone who questions Singapore’s official history.

10. What is Ah Beng unlikely to say to Ah Lian when she whines?

a.   “Oi, dun tneh liao lah!”

b.   “Ey, enough already leh!”

c.   “Tolong dun every time hor!”

d.   “Steady poon pee pee wor!”

11. Which is correct Singlish arrangement in ascending order?

a.   Good, gooder, gooderer, goodest

b.   Good, better, best, bester, bestest

c.   Good, better, betterer, betterest, bestest

d.   Good, gooder, better, betterer, best, bester

12. Which wasn’t a kua kua moment?

a.   The Opposition faced PAP’s landslide huat.

b.   Ah Kong uplorried.

c.   Megachurch leaders kena buak gooyoo for fraud.

d.   Singapore’s press ranking fell lagi low.

13. Which use of “politisai” kena sai?

a.   He supports the winning politisai party one nia.

b.   Walao, this newspaper simi sai oso politisai!

c.   Sometimes eat orh luak can oso kena politisai.

d.   You dun politisai my community service, OK.

14.   Which Singlish phrase came from a music video?

a.   Yes yes y’all

b.   Upturn the downturn

c.   Stunned like vegetable

d.   Mee siam mai hum

15. Which use of “uplorry” cannot make it one?

a.   I go uplorry, then I come downlorry.

b.   That long-drawn case uplorry liao! You deen know?

c.   Two lorries langgar, both drivers uplorry.

d.   Her plan to siam work uplorry.

16. A Singlish speaker will say…

a.   “Boss looking for you, you better pang kang!”

b.   “After we cabut, let’s go have Tiger!”

c.   “Your birthday party really can thng chu.”

d.   “Every day I balik kampung.”

17. “Sian” in which option is pronounced differently?

a.   Dun sian me, OK: I got bullshit detector.

b.   I look at your face, I fewl sibeh sian.

c.   Every day listen to my teacher, sian jit pua liao.

d.   You buay sian, then you stay in the job lor.

18. Which use of “pumchek” is koyak?

a.   After IPPT, Hassan fewls pumchek.

b.   Client not happy I wasn’t pumchek for our meeting.

c.   Our dream to spend a year travelling pumchek liao.

d.   Our MRT system so world-crass can still pumchek.

19.   Bala asks you, “That obasan is your sister ha?” He means...

a.   “Is that xiao mei mei your sister?”

b.   “Is that obiang auntie your sister?”

c.   “Is that chiobu your sister?”

d.   “Is that kuniang your sister?”

20. Which isn’t a Singlish synonym for “horrigible”?

a.   Jialat

b.   Terrihorble

c.   Incorrigible

d.   Teruk

21. “Kiam chye char loti” is…

a.   a Singaporean dish.

b.   a Singaporean expletive.

c.   a line in a Singaporean rhyme.

d.   a Singaporean campaign slogan.

22. Which line got a different meaning from the rest?

a.   Can dun liddat?

b.   Can liddat anot?

c.   Dun liddat, can?

d.   Cannot liddat.

23. Who gave us “mee siam mai hum”?

a.   mrbrown

b.   Jack Neo

c.   Phua Chu Kang

d.   Ah Loong

24.   The unker selling koyok shouts…

a.   “Lai ah! Lai ah!”

b.   “Lai liao! Lai liao!”

c.   “Siow ah! Siow ah!”

d.   “Siow liao! Siow liao!”

25. “Wah piang!” isn’t the same as…

a.   ”Walao!”

b.   ”Wah say!”

c.   ”Wah lan!”

d.   “Wah kow!”

26. Latha scolds the lao ti ko teruk-teruk. This means…

a.   Latha scolds the lao ti ko furiously.

b.   Latha scolds the lao ti ko repeatedly.

c.   Latha scolds the lao ti ko in Melayu.

d.   Latha scolds the lao ti ko in Singlish.

27. You say “stir ah stir” when…

a.   people kena stuck in a HDB lift.

b.   someone tags your MP to your online rant.

c.   your NDP funpack doesn’t have NEWater.

d.   you cannot find any fish ball in your kway teow soup.

28. Meera’s mother and Siva’s mother bought a lot of assessment books. Siva worked on all of his and scored As for his exams. Meera barely used any of hers and oso scored As. Name the mugger or muggers.

a.   Meera’s mother and Siva’s mother

b.   Siva’s mother and Siva

c.   Meera and Siva

d.   Siva

29.   “Potong jalan” refers to…

a.   buying a popsicle on the street.

b.   creating a shortcut.

c.   running with scissors.

d.   walking after circumcision.

30. Which expression got used in a political rally before?

a.   Bo hee hae ma ho

b.   Nasi sudah jadi bubur

c.   Ownself check ownself

d.   You say, I say, who confirm?

31. Which use of “lor” is salah?

a.   My boss is liddat one lor.

b.   You want, you take lor.

c.   You think so, then OK lor!

d.   This place quite happening lor?

32. Ah Mui orders mee rebus takeaway at Pakcik Ahmad’s food stall and asks for discount. Which you will sure hear?

a.   Pakcik Ahmad says, “Packet your head!”

b.   Pakcik Ahmad says, “Discount your head!”

c.   Ah Mui says, “Mee rebus my head!”

d.   Ah Mui says, “Order my foot!”

33. Xavier is sibeh popular with the char bors. To find a date for his OCS POP, he doesn’t need to…

a.   tombola.

b.   tikam-tikam.

c.   potong jalan.

d.   act zai.

34.   Which line anyhow one?

a.   I kelam kabut because I catch no ball mah.

b.   I kalang kabut like a blur sotong one.

c.   I blur like sotong only until I gabra lor.

d.   Ever since I liak bo kiew, I gabra zebra leh.

35. Lao Lim’s son made a racist remark online. Kassim po mata. Everyone starts calling Lao Lim an auta parent. Which is most zhun?

a.   Lao Lim kena tekan, and his son kena buak gooyoo.

b.   Both Lao Lim and his son kena buak gooyoo.

c.   Both Kassim and Lao Lim’s son kena buak gooyoo.

d.   Kassim, Lao Lim, and Lao Lim’s son kena tekan.

36. “Goondu” doesn’t refer to...

a.   a nice person.

b.   a fat person.

c.   a stupid person.

d.   a big marble.

37. The word “lugi” originated from…

a.   Hokkien.

b.   Melayu.

c.   Tamil.

d.   England.

38. Siti says to Benson, “Your England very powderful!” This doesn’t mean…

a.   Benson’s command of England is solid.

b.   Benson’s command of England is jialat.

c.   Benson’s command of Singlish is jialat.

d.   Siti’s command of Singlish is solid.

39.   Which use of “siol” is sibeh koyak?

a.   You see me no up siol.

b.   Can give chance siol?

c.   I tak boleh tahan siol!

d.   You champion siol!

40. When a beauty contestant judge says “NFFFFN”, it doesn’t mean…

a.   he or she is disappointed.

b.   he or she has high expectations.

c.   he or she has changed his or her mind.

d.   he or she has spotted a winner.

41. Which image isn’t linked to the saying “Last time is last time, now is now”?

a.   Five-foot way b. Five-cent coin c. Bullock cartwheel d. Policemen in shorts

42. Which phrasing on a banner is most boleh?

a.   Karaoke Night With Fundraiser And New Year Party

b.   Senior Citizens Outing and Dumpling Festival @ Community Centre

c.   Charity Gala Dinner-Cum-Fashion Show With Prize-Giving

d.   MP Visit With Christmas Cum Appreciation Dinner

43.   Which sentence is the most abrasive ha?

a.   You very smart mah.

b.   You very smart meh?

c.   You very smart leh!

d.   You very smart ah!

44. Which sentence is corright?

a.   “Chapalang” got a chapalang origin.

b.   “Chapalang” got a hampalang origin.

c.   “Hampalang” got a chapalang origin.

d.   “Hampalang” got a hampalang origin.

45. Which idiom isn’t used in Singapore?

a.   Siow-siow char kuay teow

b.   Song-song gao Jurong

c.   Oon-oon jiak bee hoon

d.   Pattern more than badminton

46. Which Singlish word got no Tamil import?

a.   Cockanathan b. Aiyoh c. Hampalang d. Goondu

47. “I kena ketuk” means what?

a.   “I got beaten up.”

b.   “I got fleeced.”

c.   “I have lice.”

d.   “I’ve won the lottery.”

48.   “Agakration” means what?

a.   The art of argument

b.   The science of estimation

c.   The skill of making jelly

d.   Combat ration

49. What’s the origin of “aberden”?

a.   Ah, but then?

b.   Apa macam?

c.   Abandon d. Aberdeen

50. Rahman prata sibeh good. This means…

a.   Rahman makes sedap prata.

b.   Rahman knows about many cultures.

c.   Rahman has excellent entrepreneurial skills.

d.   Rahman is great at flip-flopping.



 

ANSWERS

1.   d

2.   c

3.   c

4.   a

5.   d

6.   d

7.   b

8.   c

9.   a

10.   d

11.   c

12.   b

13.   a

14.   c

15.   a

16.   b

17.   a

18.   b

19.   b

20.   c

21.   c

22.   b

23.   d

24.   a

25.   b

26.   a

27.   b

28.   d

29.   b

30.   c

31.   d

32.   b

33.   c

34.   c

35.   a

36.   a

37.   b

38.   c

39.   b

40.   d

41.   a

42.   d

43.   b

44.   a

45.   a

46.   c

47.   b

48.   b

49.   a

50.   d



 

SCORE

0-10

Habis lah. Your Singlish really kena sai. If you’re a foreigner, OK, I can understand, but tolong try to integrate? If you’re a Singaporean, then no excuse liao. How can you so sia suay? Score this low means you malu until cannot more malu, you know? Yet it’s curious how you can survive in Singapore so long… You whole day listen to BBC and dine at Clarke Quay nia, issit? My kind advice: dun live in a bubble world anymore leh. So blur cannot be good for you, and Singlish needs your dedication to learn. Hang out less with your usual kakis and go friend more normal Singaporeans. Pally-pally with the unkers and aunties at your local kopitiam, thani with them, talk cock sing song... Soon, your Singlish will be kilat like a pro. Mai tu liao!

11-27

Wah piang, this kind of Singlish standard you not shy meh? It’s quite teruk, as though you never put in effort to be a Singaporean. Why you so liddat, dun master your own people’s language? Issit because you the jiak kentang type, dun fewl at ease in Singapore and so take it out on Singlish by gnay-gnay dowan to learn? Or why ha? Seeing how jialat your case is, you’d better go into a jamban and cry your eyeballs out first. Then, once you’re ready, start spending more time with Singlish speakers lah. We’re all very nice, won’t tekan you one. Absorb the heritage, exersai spiaking, and then spread the love! So OK ha, I can count on you to zho kang? Dun ownself throw ownself’s face and your fellow Singaporeans’ hor. Chop-chop kalipok!

28-44

Your Singlish is so-so nia. If I close one ear, it should pass, but, if I dun, can’t say how long I can tahan leh. You have a sense of the language and some love – and that’s good! But you sibeh suka tikam-tikam: the bits you bo chap, you act blur and pretend only Ah Bengs and Ah Lians use. Dun so atas, can? Oso, not I say you, but, when you dunno what to spiak, can dun keng and anyhowly whack? You liddat is as bad as mee siam mai hum: dun bedek-bedek and say you never ha! Embrace your Singaporeanness properly. Learn more Singlish and chiong with it. No need to scared: Singapore won’t become a fishing village one. The more you spiak, the betterer you’ll be, and, one fine day, you’ll sure song-song gao Jurong!

45-50

Friend, you champion lah! Your Singlish is so powderful that you make unker want to cry. It’s macam you write poetry and got PhD in England literature! No one can ever deny that you’re a true-blue son or daughter of Singapore because your soul is Singlish. People like you make people like me sibeh proud of us, and just to hear you talk cock is so shiok. You’re a walking national treasure! You’re what home is about – so dun let those bodoh kay ang mohs who whole day say this and that about Singlish affect you. History will sure vindicate us one. Generations of Singlish speakers already sarpork you! So keep using our lawa language in your daily life and have fun lah. Aim to take it into the world! Majulah Singapura! Merlion hormat you! Huat ah!


INDEX OF TERMS

Dey, the Singlish words and phrases used in this book are not exhaustive hor – they dun even come close! All my list below shows is the terms I’ve used and in which chapters got their explanations. The terms in italics are subjects of whole chapters. Those with more than one chapter reference got different meanings. Where got same-same entries, it means these are different terms with the same spelling. England words Singlish kapo but spells the same way have their Singlish meanings listed nia. So understooded?

4D 42

a screw loose 13

abang 34

ABC 17

aberden 31

ACBC 17

action 11

adik 34

agak 15

agak-agak 9

agakration 15

ah 14

Ah Beng 10

ah kong 1, 16

ah kua 18

Ah Lian 23

ah long 7

Ah Loong 7

ah ma 16

ah mm 34

ah pek 34

ah pui 16

ah tiong 17

ai say 35

ai zai 20

air-level 15

aiyoh 19

aiyoyo 19

akan datang 39

aksi 2

aksi borak 11

alamak 4

amma 26

ang kong 29

ang moh 12

ang moh pai 27

ang moh tua ki 12

angkat bola 9

angmo 12

anone 2

anot 3

any-o-how 1

anyhow-anyhow 1

anyhow hentam 1

anyhow pong 1

anyhow whack 1

anyhowly 1

apa ini 18

appa 45

arm chio 1

arrow 26

atas 8

Attend B 17

Attend C 17

auntie 2

auta 15

ayah 36

babi 17

bagus 18

bak chew tak stamp 42

bakero 2

balik kampung 3

balls drop 9

balls shrink 9

banana money 2

bang balls 9

barang 10

basket 36

bedek 12

bedek king 10

belanja 18

bellygood 22

best 4

bestest 4

betterer 4

betterest 4

blur 9

blur king 9

blur like sotong 9

blur sotong 9

BMT 30

bo 2

bo cheng hu 39

bo chup 27

bo chut zhui 4

bo hee hae ma ho 5

bo hiew 23

bo lang 4

bo pakay 40

bo pian 24

bo tak chek 12

bo tua bo suay 31

bodoh 13

boleh 29

boomz 36

boy-boy 34

buak gooyoo 6

buak koyok 6

buang 1

buay koyok 12

buay sai 29

buay song 33

buay tahan 5

buay zai 38

buaya 30

busok 12

cabut 7

campur 10

can dun 8

cannot make it 17

cantik 43

carry balls 9

catch no ball 9

cepat-cepat 7

champion 2

chapalang 10

char bor 35

cheaper, better, faster 4

chee ko pek 33

cheem 15

cheeminology 15

cheemology 15

cheena 17

cheenapok 2

cheong hei 45

chin chye 7

chio 32

chiobu 32

chiong 14, 28

chiong ah 14

chiwren 34

chochok 3

choobi 10

choot 17

chootable 17

chootchable 17

chop-chop kalipok 31

chope 24

chow 12

chow kuan 28

chow mugger 28

chow mugger toad 28

chum-chum 10

chut pattern 19

CMI 17

CMIO 17

cock 9

cockanathan 9

COE 17

coklat 31

confirm-plus-chope 18

consperm 27

corright 8

cow pei cow bu 10

critisai 29

cry father cry mother 10

cucuk 3

cum 11

datuk 36

debus 43

deen 42

dey 25

di di 31

diam-diam 21

die lor 24

dieded 6

double-confirm 27

dowan 5

drama mama 20

duh 13

dun liddat leh 23

dun play-play 33

eeyer 33

eng 39

England 12

Engrish 12

everything oso politisai 29

excue me 20

exersai 8

ey sai 29

fewling 20

fiak 19

filem 18

five Cs 5

friend-friend 28

frus 9

gabra 9

gabra king 9

gabra like zebra 9

gabra zebra 9

Gahmen 2

garang 3

gasak 25

gasak buta 8

geena 34

geero 16

gian 42

gila 13

gila babi 8

gila monster 13

girl-girl 34

give chance 23

gnay-gnay 12

go and die 19

goblok 13

goli 13

gone case 13

goondu 13

gostan 43

got meh 27

gotong royong 32

GRC 37

guai-guai 39

guessbag 9

ha 14

habis 37

half past six 16

hampalang 10

hansum 40

hantam 1

hantu 28

happy like bird 40

HDB 17

heck care 23

helicopter 15

heliucated 15

heng 14

heng ah 14

hentam 1

hentam bola 9

ho say bo 29

ho say liao 23

hoot 43

hor 14

hormat 38

horrigible 15

how lian 19

huat 14

huat ah 14

hum sup 36

hum-tum 1

ibu 36

idle king 34

IPPT 17

ISD 31

jalan-jalan 30

jamban 30

jiak kentang 15

jialat 41

jibaboom 18

jit pun 2

jude 32

ka chng 6

kacau 32

kachiao 32

kaka 28

kakak 34

kaki 42

kalang kabut 9

kalipok 31

kan cheong 26

kana 6

kapo 21

kawan-kawan 3

kay ang moh 17

kay kiang 22

kay-kay 7

kaypoh 14

kayu 3

kelam kabut 9

kelong 3

kena 6

kena ketuk 25

kena sai 6

kena tipu 4

keng 32

keng king 32

kengster 32

ketuk 25, 41

ki siow 34

kiam chye char loti 16

kiam pah 28

kiasu 25

kilat 38

kolaveri 39

kong simi 8

kopi 31

kopitiam 4

kor kor 31

kosong 2

koyak 18

koyok 6

KNN 17

KNNBCCB 17

kua kua 18

kuai lan 2

kukujiao 13

kum sia 4

kuniang 23

kutu 36

la-dee-da 7

lagi 4

lagi best 4

lagi worse 4

lah 19

lai ah 20

lai liao 20

lamp post 30

lamsing 30

langgar 43

Lao Beng 10

lao bu 16

Lao Goh 34

lao hero 38

lao jiao 22

lao kwee 32

lao nua 20

lao peh 16

lao sai 41

lao ti ko 10

last time 21

last time five cents bigger than bullock cartwheel 21

last time is last time, now is now 21

last time policemen wear shorts 21

law by law 22

lawa 43

leceh 45

left, right, centre 6

leh 23

lembek 24

lepak 17

liak bo kiew 9

liao 20

liao liao 37

liddat 5

liddat ha 14

liddat lor 24

lim 31

lim kopi 31

lim peh 34

Little Red Dot 8

LL 17

load up 43

lobang 12, 32

longkang 21

lor 24

lor sor 14

loti 16

LPPL 17

luan 20

lugi 25

lumber 31

mabok 26

macam 16

machiam 16

Maggi mee 31

mah 26

mai hiam 20

mai hiam 31

mai tu liao 7

makan 31

makcik 36

malu 3

maluating 33

mama 26

mampus 37

manja 17

masak-masak 42

mass orgy 41

Mat 12

Mat Salleh 12

mata 21

mati 43

MC 17

MC squared 9

MCC 9

mee siam mai hum 31

meh 27

mei mei 2, 31

Melayu 3

Minah 23

mo tak teng 32

mong char char 9

monyet 40

MRT 17

mugger 28

mugger toad 28

mum-mum 31

neh 25

neh 45

nemmind 1

nenek 36

NFFFFN 17

ngiao 38

nia 27

niam 6

Nippon 2

no big no small 31

no fish, prawns oso good 5

notchyet 38

notti 17

nowsaday 45

NS 17

O$P$ 17

OB marker 22

obasan 2

obiang 2

OCBC 17

occifer 17 OCS 17

OK lor 24

old bird 22

on 9

on the ball 9

one kind 14

onz 9

oon-oon jiak bee hoon 4

orbigood 22

ORD 17

oso 1

otang 21

ownself 44

ownself check ownself 29

ownself pwn ownself 31

ownself slap ownself 31

paiseh 23 panchan 23

pak tor 30

pakcik 36

paktorlogy 30

pally-pally 11

pang kang 7

PAP 37

parachute 30

pasar malam 20

pattern more than badminton 19

pecah 32

pecah lobang 32

pek chek 24

pergi mampus 19

PES 17

piak 13

piak-piak 13

Pioneer Generation 16

please lah 19

po mata 39

pokkai 21

politisai 29

pong 1

ponteng 3

poot you 38

POP 17

potong jalan 30

powderful 12

power 12

prata 31

PRC 17

PSLE 17

pumchek 32

RA 6

raba-raba 30

really meh 27

referee kayu 3

relak 5

rilek 5

ROD 17

rojak 31

roti 16

rugi 25

saat 44

sabo 22

SAFTI 17

sah-saat 44

salah 41

saman 43

sama-sama 11

same-same 11

same-same but different 9

sar kar 28

sarpork 12

say 44

saya tak tahu 6

sayang 5, 30

SBO 17

sedap 33

see no up 12

sekali 24

senang 21

senget 11

she-she 38

shiok 33

si geena 34

si liao 37

sia 36

sia suay 3

siak 36

sial 36

siam 7

siam ah 20

sian 35

sian 35

sian jit puah 35

sian leh 35

sian liao 37

sian sial 35

sibeh 8

sibeh sian 35

sikit 20

simi 8

simi sai oso politisai 29

siol 36

siong 41

siot 36

siow 37

siow ah 29

siow liao 37

siow liao lor 24

siow on 9

siow ting tong 13

siow-siow 37

smelly like shit 40

SMLJ 17

SOC 17

solid 12

solid lah 19

song 33

song bo 33

song-song kao Jurong 38

sorry bo pakay 40

sorry no cure 40

sorry not sorry 40

spiak 21

spiak 25

steady 38

steady lah 19

steady pom pee pee 38

steady poon pee pee 38

stir 39

stir ah stir 39

stunned like vegetable 40

stupiak 13

stylo-milo 31

suaku 21

suan 3

suay 5

subsidai 29

sudah 37

suka 5

suka-suka 1

sum seng 34

sumpah 36

sure anot 27

surplise 10

susah 45

swee 41

swee-swee 41

tackle 30

tahan 8

tak boleh 29

tak boleh tahan 5

take cover 7

talk cock 16

talk cock king 16

talk cock sing song 16

tan ku ku 20

tao 32

teh 23

tekan 6

tekanded 6

tembak 19

terbalik 11

terima kasih 4

terrihorble 15

teruk 41

thani 26

thng chu 7

throw face 2

tidak apa 13

tikam-tikam 42

tio 6

tio 19

tio bo 12

tipu 4

tneh 23

tok kong 33

tolong 27

tombalik 11

tombola 42

TOTO 42

tripod 28

troll ah troll 39

tu lan 26

tua ki 12

tuan-tuan dan puan-puan 19

understooded 6

unker 26

unload 43

un-un-un-un 40

un-un-un-un- unbelievable 40

upturn the downturn 4

uplorry 43

upsai 29

very can 10

void deck 37

wah kow 44

wah lan 44

wah piang 44

wah say 44

wait long-long 20

walao 44

wayang 33

whack 31, 41

whallop 31

what talking you 8

whole jin gang 4

win liao lor 24

wor 27

xiao mei mei 34

yaya 18

yaya-papaya 15

yo ah yo 39

you say, I say, who confirm 31

you see lah 19

your head 45

zai 38

zhng 38

zho kang 27

zho sian 35

zho simi 25

zhun 4

zhun bo 20


AFTERWARDS

There is but a short distance between the Capitoline and the Tarpeian Rock. In ancient Rome, the governors on Capitol Hill would toss to the rock its scum – murderers and thieves and adulterers. The Capitol was the symbol of the greatness of Rome, and the steep cliff of Tarpeian the dung heap. So you see the distance between glory and infamy was a close one.

Without putting too fine a line on it, in the case of Singlish, infamy was in fact very close to glory.

Remember when PM Goh Chok Tong, in his 1999 rally speech, insisted the nation’s favourite comic Beng be sent to night classes to improve his English? To return to antiquity for a nano, Singlish has had a kind of Odyssey’s journey – from PM Goh’s infamous speech to its consecration in the Oxford English Dictionary. It took Singlish fifteen quick years from the Tarpeian Rock to Capitol Hill.

How was this journey made possible? Very simply, by the people. Singlish is not unique, it has emulated the fate of most popular languages. Take the French Academy. In 1635, Richelieu, the PM of Louis the Thirteenth, founded the Academy with singular authority to rule the language, preserve its purity, and publish the official dictionary. But even as stiff and regulated as it sounds, the French Academy has to surrender to usage. When supported by critical mass, words initially banned become de facto part of the official language.

Singlish steadfastly refuses to be excommunicated. Singaporeans can tahan many things, no chewing gum, spitting fines, ERPs, and COEs. But sorry hor, don’t touch my char koay teow and don’t anyhow say my Singlish. Because you are tampering with my identity here.

Sorry Richelieu, Shakespeare even, and PM Goh, the vox populi has spoken, and, whether you sian or not, our pasar patois has entered the dictionary. Not just any dictionary, okay, but the venerable Oxford English Dictionary.

Ho seh liao!

– Sylvia Toh Paik Choo

Queen Mother of Singlish


ABOUT THE AUTHOR CUM CARTOONIST

This Gwee Li Sui sibeh notti! How old already still whole day talk cock? But you dun see him no up hor. People got write a pioneering ang kong book – these days call dunno what graphic novel – called Myth of the Stone (1993). Oso got write poetry books Who Wants to Buy a Book of Poems? (1998), One Thousand and One Nights (2014), Who Wants to Buy an Expanded Edition of a Book of Poems? (2015), The Other Merlion and Friends (2015), Haikuku (2017), and Death Wish (2017). Then oso got this book on how to read poetry like an atas professor called FEAR NO POETRY!: An Essential Guide to Close Reading (2014).

Like still not enough, he oso edited kilat anthologies Sharing Borders: Studies in Contemporary Singaporean-Malaysian Literature II (2009), Telltale: Eleven Stories (2010), Man/Born/Free: Writings on the Human Spirit from Singapore (2011), Singathology: 50 New Works by Celebrated Singaporean Writers (2015), Written Country: The History of Singapore through Literature (2016), and Places: A Graphic Anthology on the East of Singapore (2016). Wah piang eh – the fella steady poon pee pee until the pee pee cannot poon liao! Some more write cheem aca-de-mic essays, teach for several universities, and can simi sai oso give lecture. Come, hampalang si geenas say, “Next time I grow up, I want to be like this unker!”
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