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Partikeln sind halt schwierig – Ja, daaroor moet ons mos nog praat. Towards a unified description of 
Afrikaans and German particles

Some languages such as Ancient Greek, Dutch, German or Afrikaans have so-called modal particles. These 
constitute a notorious problem for linguists because they seem to express an attitude towards the proposition 
of utterances or even the appropriateness of an utterance act rather than simple truth-conditional semantics. 
Many or all of these particles also have truth-conditional ‘homonyms’ in other parts of speech.
There is no general agreement on a semantico-pragmatic model for modal particles and no general 
methodology for comparing such particles. We aim to develop such a methodology and semantico-pragmatic 
model drawing on unilinguistic research on particles, and common ground in general (Helbig 1990, studies e.g. 
by Hentschel and Weydt or Thurmair for Ger-man or Conradie for Afrikaans; Döring and Repp to appear). We 
also draw on research com-paring Dutch and German modal particles such as Foolen (2003).
We present research comparing German and Afrikaans words that can be used as modal par-ticles, focussing 
on such particles that are taken to refer to shared knowledge between inter-locutors (cf. Helbig 1990; 
Sekiguchi 1977; Pittner 2007; Conradie 1995). These signal either (a) that the proposition of the utterance is or 
should be already part of the propositional common ground (German ja, doch, Afrikaans tog), even if this may 
have been forgotten or the interlocutor has just presented conflicting information (German doch, Afrikaans 
tog) or (b) that there is some form of solidarity or agreement with respect to utterance relevance between the 
speakers (e.g, Afrikaans mos). While the two criteria may appear unrelated, us-age conditions for the 
particles overlap significantly, and especially cross-linguistically, fur-ther research on implicatures is 
necessary to determine translation equivalents (or lack there-of).
Empirically, for such a study it is necessary to use different methodologies: While linguistic literature and 
dictionaries can get one started, corpus analysis, experimental techniques (elic-itation, acceptability 
judgements) are necessary. While we focus on a small set of modal par-ticles and specifically the modal 
component of the respective particles, cross-linguistic re-search necessitates a greater context of the whole 
lexeme including homonyms and neigh-bouring particles such as German halt, eben or Afrikaans dan.
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