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ABSTRACT 

The term particle is commonly used by grammar writers, but seems to have little or no 

status in typological works. In this paper, I detail the results of a study of grammatical 

descriptions of languages spoken in East and Southeast Asia. These grammatical descriptions all 

use the term particle, but there is very little consistency in their usage of the term. Furthermore, 

hardly anyone actually defines the term, leaving us with a very unclear picture of how to 

compare its uses. The paper concludes with some observations about what do seem to be the 

most common understandings of the term particle, and makes some recommendations for 

improving upon the current lack of consistency across the grammatical descriptions written 

within different language families. 
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1 WHAT ARE PARTICLES IN THEORY? 

1.1 DEFINITIONS 

To start with, here are some definitions of the term particle: 

Definition 1 (Bussman 1996:352) 

1. “Wide-reaching term, including all indeclinable word classes such as adverbs, 

conjunctions, preposition and other particle classes such as scalar particles, discourse 

markers, modal particles, negation, interjections. 

2. In a narrower sense: all invariant words which are not adverbs, conjunctions or 

prepositions, i.e. scalar particles, discourse markers, modal particles and interjections. 

They have weak lexical meaning and are ambiguous; a characteristic is the overlapping 

of the individual functions.” 

Definition 2 (Matthews 1997:267) 

“Particle. Used of divers classes of uninflected words in divers languages. Usually of words 

that are short, sometimes though not always clitic, and generally not falling easily under any of 

the traditional parts of speech. A typical example is the enclitic ge in Ancient Greek, basically a 

marker of emphasis: keînós ge ‘THAT (man)...’ or ‘THAT (man) at least...’ 

“Used by e.g. C.F. Hockett in the 1950s of all forms that do not take inflections. Also by 

Jesperson of all the elements, e.g. in English, traditionally called adverbs, prepositions, 

conjunctions, and interjections. Thence, specifically in English, of the second element of a 

phrasal verb: e.g. up in I picked it up.”  

Definition 3 (In a specific grammar, Watters 2002:24-5) 

“A potential problem arises with the class of monomoraic morphemes that can occur 

without affixation – nouns and particles. Particles, however, are phonologically parasitic and 
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attach to a word or phrase. As such, they behave like affixes and retain their monomoraic 

status… Nouns, unlike particles, can form an independent phonological phrase without 

affixation.” 

1.2 PARTICLES AND CLITICS 

In some discussions, particle and clitic seem to be considered to mean similar things, or 

even to be synonymous. For example, Halpern (1998:109-13) touches on “discourse particles” in 

a number of languages, within his discussion of “second position clitics.” He sees these particles 

as belonging to this larger cross-linguistic category. 

 The first paragraph of Watters’ discussion of Kham particles (2002:183) tells us that all 

Kham particles are phonologically bound to the preceding word, (though they are written as 

though they were independent words in the presentation of examples). In Kham, then, all 

particles are also clitics.  

 LaPolla (1996) also claims that his “final particles” are phonologically bound to the 

preceding word. 

2 WHAT ARE PARTICLES IN PRACTICE? 

In this section we look at the functions of words that have actually been called particles in 

some published grammars. These grammars are representative in that they are recent and/or 

influential works.  

 For this survey, I have looked at the following languages: Akha (Hansson 2003); 

Caodeng rGyalrong (Sun 2003); Kham (Watters 2002); Lahu (Matisoff 1973, 2003); Mandarin 

Chinese (Li and Thompson 1981, Yip and Rimmington 2004; Yue 2003); Mangghuer (Slater 

2003); Qiang (LaPolla 1996); and Thai (Smyth 2002). These languages represent the following 

families: Altaic; Tibeto-Burman (Himalayish, Loloish and Qiangic); Sinitic; and Tai-Kadai. 

Other families of the region are omitted because I didn’t have handy access to a grammar. 

For the typologists who might be reading this, let me point out here that this “sample,” if it 

can be called that, is not a random sample; it is what can be called a “convenience sample.”  

Each of the following subsections illustrates one type of syntactic or semantic function that 

particles are said to play. 

2.1 ASPECT/MODALITY/(TENSE) 

Aspectual particles often appear near the verb, or in clause-final position. They are 

frequently derived from former verbs. 
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Lahu (Matisoff 1973:337) 

(1) Verbal particle šē ‘anticipatory inchoative’  

 yô mâ qay šē 

 3s not go yet 

 ‘He’s not going yet’ (implies he might go at any time).  

Lahu (Matisoff 2003:218) 

(2) Some aspectual verbal particles (these are labeled PRTv and follow the verb) 

 tā durative, perfective  

 tù future, hypothetical, purposive 

 sɔ̌ ̄ durative 

 šē inchoative (see example 1) 

 ò completed action, change of state 

Mandarin Chinese (Constructed example) 

(3)  我 在 那里 住了  两个  月 

 wǒ  zài  nàli  zhùle  liǎngge  yuè 

 I ZAI there live-LE two-CL month 

 ‘I lived there for two months.’ 

In this example, 住 zhù ‘live’ is the verb. 了 le is a perfective marker, which appears 

immediately following the verb, and is often described as a particle. We will come back to this 

form later on.  

Tense is not very common in this region, but some Akha sentence-final particles come in 

pairs which differ only for tone and distinguish past vs. non-past tense (Hansson 2003:248). 

Thus, for example: e (high tone) ‘first person, know for sure, non-past tense;’ e (low tone) ‘first 

person, know for sure, past tense.’ 

2.2 MOOD/ILLOCUTIONARY FORCE 

Particles which indicate mood or illocutionary force are generally clause- or sentence-final. 

Lahu (Matisoff 2003:213) 

(4)  Lâhū-yâ  yò    ‘He’s a Lahu.’ 

 L-??   AFFIRMATIVE 

(5) Lâhū-yâ ɔ   ‘He’s a Lahu, of course.’ 

 L-??  STRONG DECLARATIVE 
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(6) Lâhū-yâ lɔ   ‘Gee, he’s a Lahu.’ 

 L-??  SURPRISE 

(7) Lâhū-yâ hɛ ́   ‘I guess he’s a Lahu.’ 

 L-??  POSSIBILITY 

(8) cê   HEARSAY EVIDENTIAL (1973:378) 

 Context: a father has heard about how his son is spending his time, and the father is 

giving the son a lecture. 

 ‘Nothing but Thai girls cê! And ground-squirrels cê! And striped squirrels cê! Wasting 

all your time on things like that you’ll never make a living!’ 

In (8) I have given only the English translation, without the Lahu text, but have included the 

particle cê at the end of each clause where it occurs. In each of the first three clauses, cê can be 

roughly translated “they say” or “I hear:” “I hear you’re doing nothing but chasing Thai girls...” 

Sun (2003:499) says “questions carrying positive or negative presuppositions are formed by 

adding various sentence-final particles” in Caodeng rGyalrong. Similarly, other functions such 

as indicating realization, supposition, or certainty of a fact, are implied by some additional 

examples (2003:492), where Sun notes “many illocutionary-force meanings are coded by various 

sentence-final particles.”  

Particles with similar syntactic positioning and semantic import are extremely common 

throughout the region, and are found in Thai, Chinese, Mangghuer, and Kham. In fact, we might 

find it difficult to find any languages of this area which do not have a similar category of 

particles. 

2.3 QUOTATION AND EVIDENTIALITY 

 Akha has two different final particles to indicate, respectively, direct and indirect 

quotation (Hansson 2003:251). Similarly, Mangghuer (Slater 2003) and Kham (Watters 2002) 

have final particles used as hearsay evidential markers.  So does Lahu (as shown above).  

 In many cases, these evidential markers fall into the same syntactic position as other 

particles indicating mood categories. LaPolla (1996:20) says that clause-final particles in Qiang 

indicate “illocutionary force, modality, mood and evidentials.” 

2.4 DISCOURSE ORGANIZATION/INTERPROPOSITIONAL RELATIONSHIPS 

Many languages have particles which function to indicate interpropositional relationships 

and discourse organization. These tend to appear at clause margins: clause-initially; in second 

position (after the first word or first major constituent); or clause-finally.  
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 LaPolla (1996:246-8) describes a Qiang particle tu, which occurs clause-initially and 

indicates a result or other sort of transition (including organizational transitions similar to 

paragraph breaks). Head-tail linkage is also performed with particles attached to a verb which 

summarizes/repeats a previously-mentioned event (1996:247-8). 

Mangghuer ma is a topic marker (see next section), but can also imply relationships between 

clauses (Slater 2003:152-3). When it appears clause-finally, it normally indicates that the second 

clause is a result of the first clause (the result may be either desirable or undesirable). It can be 

translated ‘and,’ ‘but,’ or ‘or else.’ For example: 

(9) (Madage 14-15; Z. Chen et al 2005:86) 

 Ti=ni  di ma, 

 that=ACC eat PRT 

 Eat that,  

 Madage 15 

 kao ge  ri-ni. 

 son SG:INDEF come-SUBJ:FUT 

 (and) a son will come (i.e. you will have a son). 

Mangguer has an adverbial particle zou (borrowed from Chinese 就 jiù), which appears in 

second position in its clause, means roughly ‘thus’ or ‘so,’ and can function to indicate results 

between consecutive propositions (Slater 2003:158-9). It also often appears at boundaries in the 

discourse structure, such as when the speaker is summarizing a preceding stretch of talk (“So 

this was a monster!”) or giving the conclusion to an entire story, as in (Chen et al 2005:99): 

(10) ni  zou  Mang’huzi=ni  bihuang  bang 

 this  thus  monster=GEN  story   OBJ:COP  

 ‘So this was the story of the Monster’ 

2.5 FOCUS, EMPHASIS, TOPICALIZATION 

    Kham (TibetoKham (TibetoKham (TibetoKham (Tibeto----Burman)Burman)Burman)Burman)    
Watters (2002:183-8) lists the several particles. The first three of these are: 

te   ‘contrastive focus’ 

zə  ‘emphasis’ 

ci  ‘counter-expectation’ 
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Each of these three particles can follow a range of other syntactic units. For example: 

(11) ao po:-lə   te 

 this place-IN FOC 

 ‘in this place (as opposed to others)’ 

Watters notes (2002:184) that the contrastive particle usually follows NPs, but it can also 

appear after nominalized verbs and conditional clauses.  

 The Mangghuer particle ma can be a topic marker, as in (Chen et al 2005:235): 

(12) Ni-ge  luoti=ni ma Chuna  qi musi 

 this-CL boot=ACC PRT wolf  you wear (IMPERATIVE) 

 These boots, Wolf, you wear them. 

2.6 NOMINALIZERS (MAY ALSO BE COMPLEMENTIZERS) 

 Akha and Lahu have nominalizers which have been labeled particles. For example, Akha 

relative clauses look like this (Hansson 2003:244): 

(13) tjhɛ ́ kha kha lá  ə  tshɔ-́hà 

 rice plant come  NOM person  

 Those persons who are coming to plant rice. 

(Here, the nominalizing particle ə appears with mid tone, and indicates non-past tense. With a 

different tone it would indicate past tense.) 

 Lahu (Matisoff 2003:219-20) “has five nominalizing particles:” an agentive nominalizer; 

a locative nominalizer; a temporal nominalizer, a purposive nominalizer; and a semantically 

vague nominalizer. The last of these forms, ve, can create relative clauses or complement 

clauses. 

2.7 NOUN PARTICLES 

 Lahu and Akha also have a set of noun particles which follow a noun or NP and indicate 

semantic and grammatical relations; the Lahu set includes:  

(14) Lahu Noun Particles (Matisoff 1973:154-66; 2003:215-16) 

à, ò  ‘vocative noun particles’ (one for interrogatives and one for all vocatives) 

thàʔ  ‘object noun particle’ (can mark direct or indirect objects) 

pa-tɔ  ‘causal noun particle’ ‘because of this, for this reason’ 

gɛ  ‘concomitant noun particle’ ‘with’ 

lo, ɔ,̄ hɔ, kàʔ ‘noun particles of spatial reference’ 

ɛʔ̀  ‘informal noun particle’ ‘only, just’ 
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 Similarly, Hansson (2003:242-3) lists and illustrates five Akha postpositional noun 

particles, which indicate meanings such as agent, instrument, direct or indirect object, topic, 

object, and possessor. 

2.8 AND THE KITCHEN SINK 

A variety of other forms are called particles by authors writing about languages of the 

region. Here is a sample.  

KhamKhamKhamKham    
 In utterance verb constructions, there is a formula which uses the particle həi ‘thus,’ 

as in (Watters 2002:340): 

(15) həi do-ke-o 

 thus do-PFV-3s ‘s/he said to him/her’ 

On the next page, Watters offers the possible analysis that həi ‘thus’ could be analyzed 

as “the direct speech complementizer” (though he does not appear to favor this analysis). 

 The particle kitərə (Watters 2002:346) presents “alternate possibilities,” and is glossed 

‘or.’ It is illustrated in sentence-initial position (corresponding to the underlined English ‘Or’) in 

an example meaning: “The work of some is visible from the start. Or, even if it is hidden today it 

will become visible someday.” 

Mangghuer Mangghuer Mangghuer Mangghuer     
 Slater (2003:146-8) describes Mangghuer preverbal negative markers as negative 

particles. These include a perfective negative sai, an imperfective negative lai, and a prohibitive 

negative bao (used to make negative imperatives). Thus, sai xijiang means ‘did not go,’ lai 

xilang means ‘isn’t going,’ while bao xi means ‘do not go!’  

 Mangghuer historically used copula verbs which inflect as do normal verbs. Slater 

describes a new copula, shi, which is borrowed from Chinese. Verbs (including the Mongolic 

copula) appear in sentence-final position, but shi appears medially (between the subject and the 

object). Slater concludes (2003:126) that shi is not a verb, but should be considered “a nonverbal 

particle.”  
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Thai Thai Thai Thai     
Smyth (2002:125) lists exclamatory particles as a type of word in Thai. These include 

é ‘Surprise: Eh? What?’, ɔɔ̂ ‘Realization: Ah! (now I understand)’, mɛɛ̌ ‘Surprise: Goodness!’, 

and táay ‘Shock, horror: Good Lord!’. 

2.9 MORPHOLOGICALLY COMPLEX PARTICLES 

As the definitions in section 1 suggest, prototypical particles are monomorphemic. 

However, it turns out that many authors include some morphologically complex forms in their 

lists of particles. This is because some new forms are in the process of grammaticalizing into 

particle functions, and have started to behave syntactically like other particles, but have not yet 

been phonologically reduced so as to lose their etymological shapes. 

A few examples can be given to show that this is actually quite a common phenomenon; 

most of the grammars I consulted have at least one such form: 

Thai Thai Thai Thai châchâchâchây y y y mámámámáyyyy 

Smith (2002:155) lists some question particles which are actually morphologically complex. 

For example: 

(16) mɛɛ̂ pen khon thay chây máy? 

 “Your mother is Thai, isn’t she?” 

Here, chây máy is a bisyllabic particle, according to the author’s presentation. It is 

morphologically complex, but fills the grammatical and semantic role that might be expected of 

a single morpheme. 

Lahu Lahu Lahu Lahu llllɔɔɔɔ qo qo qo qo 

Matisoff describes a ‘compound unitary’ particle (1973:369): an emphatic conditional 

marker—this is just a concatenation of two particles, an emphatic particle lɔ plus the conditional 

particle qo. The analysis as a single ‘compound’ particle is driven by Matisoff’s overall 

classification of particles by syntactic slots. 

Mangghuer Mangghuer Mangghuer Mangghuer gelanggelanggelanggelang    

 A hearsay evidential marker which consists of a former verb ge ‘say’ plus a normal finite 

inflectional ending –lang, the objective imperfective suffix. This particle is described in detail in 

the paper by Slater and Wang in this volume.  
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Kham provisional particle Kham provisional particle Kham provisional particle Kham provisional particle     
The provisional particle in Kham (Watters 2002:187) “indicates that in a sequence of two 

events, the second is contingent upon the first.” It has two forms, da and dasərə. It appears that 

the longer form is a morphologically complex relative of the shorter form. 

Qiang Qiang Qiang Qiang χsuχsuχsuχsu----ɲɲɲɲiiii  

LaPolla (1996:206) tell us that “the adverbial particle /χsu-�i/ can be added to the end of the 

clause, after the verb complex (and so does not take person marking), to show uncertainty about 

some information.” Etymologically, χsu-ɲi is morphologically complex, deriving from ‘seem’ 

plus an ‘adverbial marker’. This is apparently transparent, synchronically, but because of its 

syntactic placement, LaPolla treats it as a part of the system of particles. 

2.10  MULTIFUNCTIONAL PARTICLES 

There are many particles which play multiple functions. Here are just a few: 

Mangghuer ma can have multiple such functions. As a topic marker, its scope is a syntactic 

unit (phrase or clause). However, it also has a connective value with the interpropositional 

meaning ‘and’ or ‘but’ (contextually determined). And it can also be a nominal conjunction in a 

construction like X ma Y ‘X and Y’, where X and Y are nouns. 

Mangghuer gelang originated as a marker of quotation. It came to be a hearsay evidential. In 

narrative texts it can be used as a sort of emphasis/vividness marker, as shown by Slater and 

Wang (this volume). 

The Lahu class of non-final unrestricted particles may appear at the ends of nonfinal clauses 

or after noun phrases. For instance, the particle qo indicates “contrastive topic” when following 

an NP (Matisoff 1973:174), but following a non-final clause it marks the protasis (if-clause) of a 

conditional construction (Matisoff 1973:412). 

3 WHAT’S THE PROBLEM? 

 There are a number of difficulties with the term particle, as it is used in the grammars and 

descriptions which I have consulted. Here I will touch on the ones I have noticed in my brief 

summary of just a few published works. 

3.1 TYPOLOGISTS DON’T USE THE TERM VERY MUCH 

I have consulted some general works on linguistic typology, and they mostly don’t   

mention the term particle at all, or only very briefly. These works include Bybee (1985),                   
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Givón (1984, 2001), Payne (1997). Why is this? I think there are two reasons. First, most 

basically, the typologists cannot figure out what this term would mean cross-linguistically. 

Second, the grammatical categories which are coded by particles in some languages are actually 

coded in lots of different ways, and it’s quite difficult to generalize. For example, Bybee 

(1985:192) says this of the category of mood: “The evidence that we have examined here 

indicates that the markers that fall under this definition do not form a coherent category cross-

linguistically.” Similarly, Payne (1997:32) mentions particles as one of the “minor grammatical 

categories” found in most languages, but includes them under those categories for which there 

are “too many possible language-specific properties to offer a compendium of all the 

possibilities here.” 

Payne does, however, give specific mention to one type of particle, in his discussion of the 

variety of means by which languages can provide signals about hierarchical relationships within 

a discourse (1997:349). 

On the whole, though, typological works do not give us much guidance on how the term 

particle could be used in any consistent way. 

3.2 HISTORICALLY, THE TERM IS INAPPROPRIATE FOR MANY ASIAN LANGUAGES 

As the general definitions in section 1 illustrated, the original usage of the term particle 

implied a distinction between words which can be inflected and words which cannot be. This 

distinction is not of much use if a language has little or no morphology, which of course is the 

case for many of the languages of this region. 

3.3 WHY ARE SOME THINGS PARTICLES AND OTHER THINGS NOT? 

 In many of the languages I’ve considered here, there are some words which seem like they 

could have been called particles, but the authors chose not to do so. 

In Chinese, for example, consider 第 dì ‘ORDINAL’ as in 第一 dì yī ‘the first (in a series).’ 

Why is dì not a particle? It is uninflected, a single member of a class, and doesn’t even have any 

other traditional category label. 

For Lahu (Matisoff 1973:44-6), particles are defined by the fact that they follow something 

else in a definable environment. Noun particles follow a noun or another noun particle; verb 

particles follow a verb or another verb particle. According to these clear structural criteria, it 

should have been possible to call Lahu “classifiers” “numeral particles;” they are defined as 

words which always and only follow numerals. Why didn’t Matisoff do this? Perhaps it is 

because there was already a cross-linguistically accepted category for “classifiers.” 

1111



What is a particle? Keith W. Slater 

Mangghuer has a singular indefinite marker ge which appears after a noun: bulai ‘child,’ 

bulai ge ‘a child.’ Slater (2003:99) calls this the “singular indefinite marker”, but it could 

equally well have been called the “singular indefinite particle.” On what basis was this decision 

made? 

3.4 DIFFERENT AUTHORS DISAGREE ABOUT THE STATUS OF SPECIFIC FORMS 

When multiple authors describe the same language (which isn’t as common as we might 

wish), they sometimes disagree about what to call particular morphemes. Particles are likely to 

suffer this fate. Probably this is because they don’t have a universally-accepted definition, and 

also because they tend to be somewhere along a grammaticalization continuum.  

For example, Li and Thompson (1980:239) give le 了 as an aspectual suffix. Anne O. Yue 

(2003:90-91) seems to give the same analysis. But Yip and Rimmington (2004:102) call this 

form a “desemanticized particle derived from the verb 了 liao ‘to bring to completion’.” 

3.5 THERE ARE MANY CONFUSING USES OF THE TERM 

In some grammatical descriptions there is confusion between particles and suffixes. 

For example, in Qiang there is a form thɑ, which LaPolla (1996) sometimes calls a suffix 

and sometimes a particle. It is described in detail on pages 46-7 and called a suffix, but on page 

212 it is called “the auxiliary loan word particle”. This is confusing and should be avoided. This 

same alternation between the terms particle and suffix happens, for example, on pages 119-20, 

where three morphemes are called particles at first, and then suffixes on the next page. 

This same terminology problem can be found in other languages of the region. For example, 

choosing more or less at random a book about Chinese grammar from my shelf, and looking up 

particle in the index, I find the following: “grammatical particles such as the plural suffix –dei6” 

(Chappell 2004:16)
2
.  Here in the same sentence a form is called both a particle and a suffix. 

I get the impression that this is a difficulty that presents itself when the analyst has a 

preference for calling every morpheme a separate word, but then encounters something that is 

pretty clearly a form of grammatical morphology. Some days the linguist wants to call this a 

suffix, but it’s too difficult to overcome the isolating habit, and the term particle creeps into the 

description anyway. 

                                                 
2
This quote, in context, is discussing the creation of novel Chinese characters for syllables in non-Mandarin 

varieties; the particular one referred to here is a Cantonese plural marker. The superscript 6 is a tone marker. 
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3.6 SOME PARTICLES SEEM TO FIT INTO OTHER CATEGORIES 

Some of the particles given by LaPolla (1996) seem just to be conjunctions; see, for 

example, 1996:243, where the conditional particle tu or ta is described. This bound form seems 

simply to create a dependent clause, and thus might reasonably be called a conjuction. 

Smyth lists exclamatory particles (2002:125) in Thai. These could have been called 

“interjections” or “exclamations.” 

In Lahu, there is a set of noun particles. One, for example, thàʔ, is described as “an object 

marker” (Matisoff 2003:215). In most other language descriptions I think this would have been 

called a postposition, perhaps more specifically a casemarking postposition. A similar situation 

seems to hold for Akha, for which Hansson (2003:242) describes a category of “postpositional 

noun particles,” which mark semantic roles like casemarkers; these roles include “agent,” “direct 

object,” “topic,” and “possessor,” among others. Why not just call them “postpositions?” 

Lahu also has “non-final unrestricted particles” which “occur only in non-final clauses” 

(Matisoff 2003:212). These sound a lot like conjunctions to me. However, “conjunction” has 

already been used for some clause-initial words, so that term wasn’t available. Furthermore, 

these forms can also follow nouns within an NP, and then they indicate meanings like contrast 

and focus. However, in clause-combining these forms appear only in non-final clauses, which 

means they could be considered to have a subordinating function (depending on your analysis of 

clause combining). This is a bit of a tricky problem, but I think it would be worth considering a 

reanalysis of these words as belonging to multiple categories, neither of which needs to be called 

particles. 

One Akha verb particle (Hansson 2003:247) also looks like a coordinating conjunction. This 

word, ɔ,́ is described as a verb particle which is used to coordinate consecutive clauses 

describing “a sequence of events where the agent must be the same but there may be different 

objects.” It seems that this form could simply have been labeled a conjunction. Some Akha 

conjunctions are in fact described as “replacing a verb particle or a sentence particle” (Hansson 

2003:247), so it is not entirely clear why ɔ ́is considered to be a particle and not a conjunction. 

3.7 SOMETIMES THE TERM “WORD” WOULD DO JUST AS WELL 

Why not just use the term “word?” For example, Slater (2003) uses “negative particles,” but 

Smyth (2002) says “negative words,” while Sun (2003:498) uses “negators.” In all cases these 

seem to be independent words, so perhaps it would avoid terminological confusion to simply call 

them that. Similarly, it might be clearer to refer to “sentence-final mood words” instead of 
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“sentence-final particles” for Chinese, Thai, and other languages which have a similar syntactic 

and functional class. 

3.8 SOME LANGUAGES JUST HAVE TOO MANY PARTICLES 

Mainly this seems to be a problem with the Loloish languages. 

Matisoff (2003:212) counts particles as one of the three major form classes of Lahu: “nouns, 

verbs and particles”. He says “the dozens of Lahu particles may be conveniently divided into 

several subtypes” (see 2003:212 for details). For an introduction to some of these many particle 

types, we may consider the structure of the Lahu verb phrase: 

 (17) The Lahu verb phrase is constructed in this way: 

 (AE) VerbNucleus  (PRTv) (PRTuniv) (PRTuf) 

Glossary: 

AE = adverbial expression 

VerbNucleus = at least one verb, or a string of serial verbs 

PRTv  = verbal particle 

PRTuniv = universal particle (can follow nouns or verbs)  

PRTuf = unrestricted final particle (basically means ‘sentence-final particle’) 

There are also non-final universal particles and non-final unrestricted final particles, both of 

which can only appear after non-final clauses. And there are also noun particles, which appear 

after a noun phrase. 

In Lahu, nouns fall under (basically) a single morphosyntactic definition; verbs also have an 

extremely simple morphosyntactic definition. But particles belong to three different 

morphosyntactic classes, with further subtypes among some of them. This suggests to me that 

they are NOT a major form class. Rather, they are three or more minor form classes. I cannot see 

any reason why they should be grouped together under a single label, and in fact they aren’t! 

In Akha, particle types include at least (Hansson 2003:241) verb particle, sentence particle, 

final particle, and topic particle. There are also noun particles (mentioned above), and two 

particles which mark relative clauses (see Hansson 2003:244, where an unfortunate typo renders 

them identical in the description, though the text claims that they distinguish non-past and past 

tenses.)  

Hansson (2003) gives some examples which show a number of particles in a single 

sentence. Six is the most I’ve counted. 
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Akha is a Loloish language, and seems to follow the descriptive tradition established by 

Matisoff for Lahu, so maybe it’s not fair to list these two languages separately, but this does at 

least show that precedent can be powerful in language description. 

4 DISCUSSION AND SUMMARY 

Let’s here summarize and discuss some of what we have seen; then in section 5 I will make 

a few recommendations. 

Typologists don’t have much to say about particles. That most likely means that their status 

as a syntactic category is inadequately defined, cross-linguistically, and this in turn means that 

we probably ought to be hesitant to use the term at all. 

However, all the grammars which I consulted do call some words particles, so this is not a 

term that is out of favor with grammar writers! 

The term particle originally implied a contrast between forms which have morphological 

inflections and those that cannot. For languages without much morphology, this maybe is not a 

very useful concept. Actually, nearly everything in a highly isolating language could in principle 

be called a particle. 

I believe, however, that you will run into trouble if you stray too far from the descriptive 

tradition in the language family you work on. Each language family has a different tradition, and 

you have to know what it is, and sometimes you ought to follow it. But it’s okay to depart from 

it. It IS important, though, to tell people how your terms correspond (or don’t) to established 

ones in published descriptions of related languages. 

The term particle originally implied “having no morphological complexity;” however, we 

have seen that nearly every grammar writer includes some particles that are actually 

morphologically complex. They are new forms, which haven’t lost their etymological 

morphological complexity, but they fit into a structural and/or functional category which is 

labeled particle for other reasons. Established practice thus indicates that it is okay to call 

something a particle even if it is morphologically complex. (As long as it behaves the same as 

some other, more prototypical particles.) 

It seems to be pretty normal to have multiple types of particle, qualifying each with a 

descriptor: final particle, verbal particle, focus particle, etc. Most grammar writers seem to do 

this. 

It’s okay to call phonologically bound things particles. They are properly clitics, if they are 

bound. However, it is NOT okay to use suffix and particle interchangeably, as we saw done in 
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Qiang and also Chinese. Sometimes a form is undergoing a grammaticalization process (e.g. 

verb → particle → suffix) and it is actually indeterminate—it has some properties of a word and 

some properties of an affix. It’s okay to say this, but then one should settle on a term for these 

things and stick with it. 

5 RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. Define your terms. That is the only way that people will really know for sure what you 

are talking about. Any particle should have at least a syntactic definition; sometimes you 

will also use morphology and sometimes phonology. (Do not give a purely functional 

definition; this is true for any part of speech.) 

2. Label your particles with either syntactic or functional labels, whichever seems best. 

Sometimes a combination of syntactic and functional labels may be the most helpful 

thing for users of what you write.  

3. Never use particle alone. Always qualify it, either grammatically or functionally; 

examples might include focus particle, final particle, noun phrase particle, etc. 

4. If there is another term available for a particular syntactic behavior, use it instead of 

particle. 

5. Consider using word instead of particle. I could have used negative words or negators in 

my Mangghuer grammar, instead of negative particles. 

6. Consider whether you want to use syntactic or functional labels for them: final particles 

is syntactic; modal particles is functional. Matisoff, for example, uses ONLY syntactic 

labels.  

7. Do not “discover” any new particles. That is, do not be the first one to use particle for a 

particular phenomenon in the language family you are working in. If you need a new 

term, or are describing something for the first time, call it a word or something else, not a 

particle.  

8. Finally, make an effort to follow the descriptive tradition in the language family you 

work in; but make an effort to reduce the number of unclear features it has. 

APPENDIX: ABBREVIATIONS 

I have generally retained abbreviations used by the various authors I quote. Therefore, the 

same term may be abbreviated in more than one way. For more explanation, please consult the 

original descriptive works. 

 

1616



Keith W. Slater What is a particle? 

3  3rd person 

ACC  accusative 

CL  classifier 

COP  copular 

FOC  focus 

FUT  future 

GEN  genitive 

INDEF  indefinite 

NOM  nominalizer 

OBJ  objective perspective 

PFV  perfective 

PRT  particle 

s  singular 

SG  singular 

SUBJ  subjective perspective. 
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