
FOREWORD 

We know one when we see one, somehow. It may be due to our advanced training (though 

I’m inclined to ascribe it to intuition instead) but somehow we can spot a particle pretty easily. 

They stand out, functionally and syntactically from surrounding linguistic forms in a way that 

makes them easy to ignore and yet, in some mildly disturbing way, difficult not to notice.  

Those of us who deal in language descriptions professionally—by which I mean grammar 

writers—have this sense of what particles are, and how to classify them. They are, in short, those 

word-like things that otherwise seem to fall through the cracks of our descriptive frameworks. In 

practice, the term particle is a sort of descriptive safety net, always stretched at the ready, 

waiting patiently to avert the classificatory disaster that some linguistic form or other should fall, 

alone, to its metaphorical death.  

Particle is a safe, comfortable, and flexible term. Nearly every grammar writer, in nearly 

every era, has used it. Nearly every language has some particles. The term elicits no comment in 

the average review of a published grammar, and many analysts do not even feel the need to 

define it. It has a familiar and a universal feel to it.  

And yet, I am afraid we cannot really say what particles are, in any universal sense. Usage 

of the term varies widely in published descriptions and linguistic theories, and neither linguistic 

dictionaries nor typological works provide much guidance as to how the term could most 

profitably be used. As I will show in the final paper in this volume, this is due (at least in part) to 

its use in so many different ways by different grammar writers and terminological traditions. 

The papers in this volume were first presented at a two-day mini workshop on particles 

hosted by Payap University’s Department of Linguistics in January, 2007. We called this event a 

“Particle Party,” and in truth, it was a lot of fun. The participants seemed mostly interested in 

two, somewhat different, aspects of particles: their syntactic status and their semantic/pragmatic 

functions. 

Indeed, while the grammar writer may find particles difficult to classify syntactically, the 

grammar learner (which includes several of the authors whose papers are included here) tends to 

experience them as maddeningly difficult to understand, and even worse to use correctly. Thus, 

the reader will find in this volume not only syntactic argumentation, but also quite a lot of 

attention to the semantic/pragmatic functions of the various particles we examine, including a lot 

of areas in which we are pretty sure that much more analysis remains to be done. 

One goal of the Particle Party was for the participants to give each other practical tips on 

how to study particles. Therefore, many of the papers presented here include explicit discussion 

of the authors’ analytical procedures and processes. In this regard, I want to call special attention 
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to Ritva Lehonkoski’s paper “TAM markers in Sani Yi,” which does a particularly good job of 

providing analytical tips for the reader. 

Most of these papers concern difficult-to-classify elements within the verbal complex of 

East Asian languages; these include two papers by Karin Zeibig on the Kam-Sui language Kam, 

Ritva Lehonkoski’s paper on Sani Yi, and Susan Walters’ paper on Nuosu Yi. Two papers 

describe particles which occur at structural boundaries; these are Paulette Hopple’s paper on 

Burmese particles, and a paper by Keith Slater and Wang Sen on Mangghuer. The final paper, 

by Keith Slater, is a typological study which attempts to make some sense out of the term 

particle, as it is used in published grammars of languages in this region.  

The editors would like to express their appreciation, first of all, to Payap University for 

hosting the Particle Party. Special thanks are due to Karen Block, of the Linguistics Department, 

who handled most of the logistics for the meetings and who encouraged us to produce this 

volume. The typesetting was handled by Flip Wester of the Payap Linguistics Institute Text 

Unit. This volume also appears in its entirety on the Payap Linguistics Department website on 

their PYU Working Papers in Linguistics page at 

 http://ic.payap.ac.th/graduate/linguistics/working-papers.php.  

We are also thankful to Martha Martens for her help with copy editing. 

We have dedicated this volume to the memory of our dear friend and colleague Paulette 

Hopple. Paulette was with us at the Particle Party, but she is with us no longer, and we miss her. 

 

Keith W. Slater 

Kunming, Yunnan, China 

March 23, 2010 
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