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  Abstract 
This paper makes the discourse analysis of the pragmatic functions of the important 
vocabulary in Kunming dialect gǎi [ɡæ⁵³] in communication, and finds that its func-
tions are diverse, which can play different functions by using different intonations 
and parts of speech in different contexts. Specifically, the "gǎi" in Kunming dialect 
has the following three functions: ordinary questioning function, emotional projec-
tion function, and topic marking function. Through its diversified functions, the 
word "gǎi" in Kunming dialect helps the speaker to project the meaning of discourse 
and express it more accurately, helps the listener to infer and understand the com-
municative meaning and intention of the speaker, and plays an important role in 
people's communication in Kunming dialect. The findings underscore the central 
role of "gǎi" in the linguistic landscape of the Kunming dialect and contribute val-
uable insights to the field of dialectology. Such a type of vocabulary also exists 
widely in many languages or dialects around the world. The study of this vocabu-
lary in the Kunming dialect can provide information and perspective for the analy-
sis of similar words in other languages or dialects in the world. 
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1. Introduction 

In addition to the diversity of birthplace, ethnic diversity, demographic diversity, and cultural diversity, dialectal 
diversity is an important aspect of diversity (Luo & Tan, 2024). As an important dialect of southwestern Mandarin, 
the Kunming dialect not only has rich regional cultural characteristics but also occupies an important position in 
linguistic studies. The Kunming dialect is classified as a small part of Yunnan, alongside the three smaller parts of 
southern, western, and northeastern Yunnan (Kuang, 2022). Among the Kunming dialect’s commonly used terms, 
"gǎi"[ɡæ⁵³] stands out for its multiple uses and pragmatic functions in different contexts, making it particularly worthy 
of attention. Language attitude is one of the important issues for sociolinguistics (Zhong, Li, & Zhang, 2023). Dialect 
research has been widely discussed in the field of linguistics, and there are also many studies on the Kunming dialect, 
but there are few relative studies on the Kunming dialect, especially the word "gǎi". 

In language use, speakers often do more than convey static meanings of linguistic components and symbols; lis-
teners must engage in a series of psychological inferences to understand the speaker's actual intentions. This process 
requires both parties to follow pragmatic rules and to use the pragmatic functions of words and sentences appropri-
ately. 

This study focuses on the multiple pragmatic functions of the word "gǎi" in the Kunming dialect. Through dis-
course analysis, it aims to explore its functions in everyday communication, including general questioning, emotional 
projection, and topic marking. This study helps to enrich the understanding of the role of Kunming dialect in language 
communication and cultural expression and also provides a possible new perspective on the versatile vocabulary of 
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the Chinese dialect. 

2. The Function of "gǎi" [ɡæ⁵³] 

2.1 The General Questioning Function of "gǎi" [ɡæ⁵³] 

As an auxiliary word, "gǎi" [ɡæ⁵³] is used at the end of yes-no question sentences or at the end of "gě shì" construc-
tions, serving a similar function to "ma" in Mandarin. 

(a) Used in affirmative yes-no question sentences: 
Example 1: Qǐng wǒ kè [kʰə²¹²] nǐ jiā gǎi [ɡæ⁵³]？ 
English: Are you inviting me to your home? 
(b) Used in negative yes-no question sentences: 
Example 2: Tā bú kè [kʰə²¹²] jiē [kɛ⁴⁴] shàng gǎi [ɡæ⁵³]？ 
English: Isn't he going to the street? 
(c) Used at the end of a "gě shì" sentence, similar to "ne": 
Example 3: Tā gě shì shàng jiē [kɛ⁴⁴] kè [kʰə²¹²] le gǎi [ɡæ⁵³]？ 
English: Has he gone to the street? 
From these three examples, we can observe that "gǎi" [ɡæ⁵³] in the Kunming dialect functions as a modal particle 

used at the end of yes-no questions or "gě shì" sentences to express a questioning tone. This is its most basic and 
common function, so no further elaboration is needed. 

2.2 The Emotional Projection Function of "gǎi" [ɡæ⁵³] 

In language communication, projection refers to the complex pragmatic phenomenon of embedding the speaker's 
cognition, emotion, and social intention into speech through the organic combination of grammatical structure and 
context. This language phenomenon projects the speaker's thinking process, emotional experience, cognitive situation, 
and social intention into the speech, thus affecting understanding, participation, and social interaction in the commu-
nicative process. 

The appropriate use of "gǎi" can accurately express the speaker's communicative intentions and meaning, helping 
the listener infer these intentions, thereby clarifying the discourse meaning and facilitating smooth communication. 
"gǎi" [ɡæ⁵³] can, in different contexts, project the underlying emotions and implied meaning within sentences. Its 
emotional projection function can be categorized based on its grammatical role as either an interjection or a particle. 
Below, we discuss these categories based on their grammatical properties: 

2.2.1 As an interjection 
When it is used with rising intonation as a standalone sentence, "gǎi" carries the meaning of "really?" and expresses 
doubt or skepticism. 

Example 4: 
A: Wǒ míng tiān kěn dìng néng zhěng wán de。 
B: Gǎi↗？[ɡæ⁵³↗]（shì ma？） 
A: Bú xìn me nǐ qiáo dāo ma。 
English: A: I can definitely finish it. 
B: Really↗? 
A: If you don't believe what I said, just wait and you’ll see it 
Analysis: 
In this dialogue, A expresses confidence in completing the task by tomorrow. B, by using "gǎi" with rising intona-

tion, expresses skepticism or disbelief regarding A's statement. If "gǎi" were spoken with a neutral tone, it would 
instead convey a perfunctory response, with the grammatical function shifting to that of a modal particle (see Example 
6). Examples like this, where a simple interjection such as "gǎi" clearly projects emotions within a conversation, are 
common in the Kunming dialect. This form of emotional expression is both simple and precise, making it a frequently 
used method of expression in the Kunming dialect. 

In Kunming dialect, the form "gě shì gǎi" is also frequently encountered. From a grammatical perspective, this is 
not a new sentence structure; rather, it is a short phrase expressing exclamation. Over time, as the language evolved 
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and developed, speakers compressed "gě shì gǎi" and "gǎi má" for the linguistic economy. At this stage, "gǎi" had 
not yet fully transformed into an interjection, retaining some characteristics of a phrase. However, in contemporary 
Kunming dialect, "gǎi má" is rarely used, leaving only "gě shì gǎi" and "gǎi" in use. argued that there are differences 
between the Kunming dialect spoken by older and middle-aged people and the Kunming dialect spoken by young 
students. In contexts such as this, "gǎi" has almost entirely evolved into an interjection. 

In terms of emotional expression, "gě shì gǎi" conveys emotions similar to those expressed by "gǎi," both indicating 
skepticism or a perfunctory response. However, the emotional intensity when expressing skepticism with "gě shì gǎi" 
is often stronger than with "gǎi." This is because the term "gě shì" serves as an introductory phrase at the beginning 
of the sentence, intensifying the overall sentence tone and amplifying the emotional expression. 

2.2.2 As an auxiliary word 
a) Expressing emotions such as warning or opposition in context: 

Example 5: 
A: Zǎo jiù shuō hǎo de ne jīn tiān kè [kʰə²¹²] má, zǎ huì lín shí lín wēi ne bú kè a？ 
B: Wǒ jīn rì jiù shì bù xiǎng kè [kʰə²¹²] a。 
A: Nǐ gě shì fēi yào zhè zhǒng gǎi？ 
B: Shì la shì la, wǒ kè [kʰə²¹²] wǒ kè [kʰə²¹²]。 
English: 
A: We have already agreed to go today, how can you suddenly back out? 
B: I just suddenly don't want to go today. 
A: Do you really want to do it in this way? 
B: Fine, fine, I'll go. 
Analysis: 
In this dialogue, A expresses a question with underlying dissatisfaction, while B's dismissive and firm response 

doesn't satisfy A. This heightens A's displeasure, leading A to issue a clear warning. By using "gǎi" with emphasis, 
A strengthens the warning, implying that if B insists on this, A might take further actions. 
b) Expressing surprise: 

Example 6: Nǎ yàng？Nǐ kǎo shì mǒu [mɑu⁵³] jí gé gǎi [ɡæ⁵³]？ 
English: What? You actually failed the exam? 
Analysis: 
In this example, "gǎi" is used to express the speaker's surprise. Upon hearing that the other person failed the exam, 

the speaker uses "gǎi" to heighten the tone of shock. In the Kunming dialect, this use of "gǎi" with a rising intonation 
emphasizes the surprise and disbelief. 
c) Used at the end of sentence to express rhetorical questions, equivalent to "ma": 

Example 7: Wǒ gǎi [ɡæ⁵³]？mǒu [mɑu⁵³] zhěng cuò gǎi [ɡæ⁵³]？ 
English: Me? Are you sure you haven't made a mistake? 
Analysis:  
In this case, "gǎi" is used with a rhetorical tone, expressing the speaker's strong doubt about the task assignment. 

By placing "gǎi" at the end, the speaker not only asks a question but also strongly opposes the unreasonable arrange-
ment. In Kunming dialect, rhetorical questions formed with "gǎi" convey a higher degree of doubt and opposition. 
d) Requesting Permission and Agreement: 

Example 8: 
Context: All guests have seated, and the food has been ordered, but no drinks have been ordered. 
Gě shì zhěng diǎn jiǔ gǎi [ɡæ⁵³]？ 
English: Shall we order some wine? 
Analysis:  
In this example, "gǎi" is spoken with a neutral tone and is used to request permission or seek agreement. The 

speaker uses "gǎi" to politely inquire whether they can order alcohol, conveying a tone of negotiation and request. 
This usage is common in Kunming dialect when a peer addresses someone of similar status, or when a lower-ranking 
person makes a request to someone higher-ranking. By using "gǎi," the speaker softens the tone, making the request 
more courteous and polite. Without "gǎi," while the meaning remains the same, the politeness of the request would 
be significantly reduced. This form is also often used in communication between familiar friends. 
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e) Emphasis for Strong Demands: 
Example 9: 
Hái bú kè [kʰə²¹²] gěi cháo yī shang huàn dé gǎi [ɡæ⁵³]？ 
English: Hurry up to change out of your wet clothes! 
Analysis: 
In this example, the sentence functions similarly to an imperative. The "gǎi" at the end does not express a question 

or request but instead adds emphasis, strengthening the imperative tone of the entire sentence. It conveys the speaker's 
dissatisfaction with the listener's current situation and their demand for the listener to take action immediately. 
Through changes in the intonation of "gǎi," the speaker provides a strong emotional cue that projects their feelings 
and attitude. The listener, interpreting these cues along with the new information following "gǎi," can infer the speak-
er's communicative intent. 

Without the addition of "gǎi", the force of the sentence weakens, reducing its imperative strength while increasing 
its interrogative quality. The lack of "gǎi" as a cue at the end of the sentence can lead to a more ambiguous interpre-
tation, potentially disrupting communication. 
f) Conveying a Dismissive Response: 

Example 10: 
Context: The wife is complaining to her husband. 
Qī zǐ: Wǒ jīn tiān shàng bān lèi sǐ le, shì qíng tài duō le。 
Zhàng fū: Gǎi, mē nǐ gǎn diǎn kè xiē hā。 
English: 
Wife: I'm exhausted from work today; there was just too much to do. 
Husband: Sure, why don't you just go rest? 
Analysis: 
In this example, the husband uses "gǎi" to respond dismissively to his wife's complaint. Although he acknowledges 

his wife’s statement, his real intention is to end the conversation. By using "gǎi," the husband indicates that he has 
understood his wife's emotions and viewpoint, but the tone reveals his dismissive and indifferent attitude. The speaker 
uses "gǎi" to reduce the strength of the conversational turn, expressing a more dismissive and perfunctory response. 
This usage is quite common in the Kunming dialect, where "gǎi" can be replaced by "gě shì" to achieve a similar 
effect. 

The projection function of "gǎi", from a theoretical perspective, closely aligns with Sperber and Wilson's ostensive-
inferential communication theory. "Ostension" and "inference" are two distinct aspects of the communication process: 
from the speaker’s perspective, communication is an ostensive act, while from the listener’s perspective, communi-
cation is an inferential process. Therefore, successful communication should be a combination of ostension and in-
ference. Appropriate ostension can help narrow the scope of the listener’s inferential process and enhance the effec-
tiveness of communication. 

In the context of this example, the use of "gǎi" enhances the contextual effect of the discourse, "helping" or "indi-
cating" the listener to interpret the speaker's intended meaning with less cognitive effort. It is important to note that 
the "ostension" does not refer to providing information directly. It utilizes the projection function to enable the listener 
to make more accurate inferences about the speaker’s communicative expression. Without the addition of "gǎi", the 
range of possible contextual interpretations becomes too broad, leading to semantic ambiguity. 

As a result, the listener may find it difficult to accurately infer the speaker’s communicative intent, which increases 
the likelihood of communication breakdowns or failures. Therefore, the use of "gǎi" increases the contextual effect 
of the discourse, making the listener understand the conversational information according to the intention of the 
speaker, and then promoting the success of communication. 

In summary, the emotional projection function of "gǎi" in the Kunming dialect allows speakers to more precisely 
convey their intentions and highlight the information they wish to express. It also aids listeners in better understanding 
the emotional nuances projected by the speaker, reducing misunderstandings and improving the effectiveness of 
communication. 

2.3 The Topic Marking Function of "gǎi" 

Topic marking is a common linguistic phenomenon in communication, playing a guiding and constraining role in 
understanding discourse. The Kunming dialect is a topic-prominent language, frequently using the structure "topic 
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+gǎi+ comment." The topic appears at the beginning of the sentence, indicating the focus of the conversation and 
representing known information. The comment follows the topic, containing the content that elaborates on the topic, 
representing new information. In the topic marking function, "gǎi" is used as an auxiliary word. 

(a) Used after conditional conjunctions like "bù rán" or "yào bù rán"(both mean otherwise), indicating a pause 
and emphasizing the hypothetical part, equivalent to "......de huà" (if......): 

Example 11: Tā dāng rán dé zhe rén jiā ne hǎo chù le, yào bù rán gǎi [ɡæ⁵³], tā zá [tsᴀ³¹] gè huì kè [kʰə²¹²] chū hān 
lì？ 

English: He definitely received benefits from others. Otherwise, why would he put in the effort for free? 
Analysis: 
In this example, "gǎi" is used after the conditional conjunction "yào bù rán" (otherwise) to indicate a pause and 

emphasize the hypothetical condition. By using "gǎi" the speaker highlights the importance of the hypothetical part, 
making it easier for the listener to focus on the condition being presented. In the Kunming dialect, this usage clarifies 
the logical relationship within the sentence and emphasizes the conditional premise. 

(b) Used at the end of hypothetical clauses to introduce the following part, also equivalent to "......de huà" (if ....): 
Example 12: Mǒu dé qián gǎi, hēng hēng！nǐ cháng cháng lǎo niáng de lì hài。 
English: If you don’t have the money, hmm! You’ll taste the wrath of this old lady. 
Analysis: 
In Example 12, the speaker uses "gǎi" at the end of the hypothetical clause to emphasize the condition of "not 

having money." This sets up the logical basis for the subsequent result, "tasting the wrath of the old lady." In the 
Kunming dialect, this usage strengthens the logical coherence of the hypothetical sentence. 

(c) Used after the subject in the middle of a sentence, indicating a pause to emphasize the subject and introduce 
the predicate, similar to "as for": 

Example 14: tā ne diàn huà gǎi, wǒ jì de hǎo xiàng shì...... 
English: As for his phone number, I think it’s... 
Analysis: 
This sentence is a double-subject construction, where "tā" (he) is the main subject, and "diàn huà" (phone number) 

is the secondary subject. The topic marker "gǎi" is placed after the secondary subject to function as a topic marker, 
creating a separation and emphasizing the subject. By inserting "gǎi," the speaker draws attention to the subject part 
("his phone number") and signals to the listener that related content will follow. This emphasis is crucial in oral 
communication, giving the listener a brief moment to process the subject before moving on to the predicate, thereby 
facilitating clear transmission of information and making the logical relationship in the sentence tighter and more 
coherent. 

(d) Used after time expressions to indicate a pause and emphasize the time frame: 
Example 15: Jīn tiān gǎi, wǒ pà shì lái bù liǎo le。 
English: Today, I’m afraid I won’t be able to come. 
Analysis: 
In this example, "gǎi" [ɡæ⁵³] is used after the time expression "jīn tiān" (today) to indicate a pause and emphasize 

the time frame. By using "gǎi" in this way, the speaker highlights the importance of the specific time, drawing the 
listener’s attention to that particular moment. Additionally, "gǎi"[ɡæ⁵³], when used after the subject, indicates a pause 
and emphasizes the subject, which in turn helps the speaker highlight the importance of the subject before introducing 
the following content. In Kunming dialect, this usage of "gǎi" helps clarify the time frame and make the sentence 
structure more precise, enhancing the overall expressiveness of the sentence. 

3. Conclusion 

Dialect is an important linguistic and cultural resource, which contains rich folk culture, customs, habits, and values 
(Han, 2023). Many words from Classical Chinese are no longer in use in Mandarin but are still preserved in dialects. 
As a special cultural symbol, the dialect element in the dialect film can not only show the unique regional culture but 
also render the film's comedy effect and restore the real living state of the society (Wang, 2024). The relationship 
between Mandarin and dialects is not mutually exclusive; while we should actively promote Mandarin, it is equally 
important to protect and understand dialects. Recognizing and studying dialects is an essential means of understand-
ing the linguistic history of China. At the same time, dialects are the product of generations of eloquence and wisdom, 
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representing the imprint of the times and serving as cultural snapshots. Preserving the linguistic resources of the 
Kunming dialect is vital for gaining a deeper understanding of the language situation in Kunming and holds signifi-
cant value in preserving the linguistic and cultural life of the Kunming people. These opinions are not only suit for 
Chinese but also suit for every language or culture in the world. 

Through discourse analysis, this paper focuses on the word "gǎi" [ɡæ⁵³] in the Kunming dialect, summarizing its 
three primary functions: the general questioning function, the topic marking function, and the emotional projection 
function. This study enriches our understanding of the role of the Kunming dialect in linguistic communication and 
cultural expression, providing a valuable reference for future studies on the pragmatics and grammar of the Kunming 
dialect vocabulary. It also offers a fresh perspective on the study of multifunctional words in Chinese dialects. 
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