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DISCOURSE PARTICLES 
Patrick G. Grosz 
 
1.  Introduction1 
 
This article focuses on particles such as German ja and doch, illustrated in (1). These 
particles form part of a heterogeneous class of elements that have traditionally been 
subsumed under umbrella terms such as Modalpartikeln ‘modal particles’ (Weydt 1977, 
Thurmair 1989, Meibauer 1994), Abtönungspartikeln ‘downtoners’ (Weydt 1969), and 
Diskurspartikeln ‘discourse particles’ (Abraham 1991, Kratzer 1999, Zimmermann 
2011). The term Modalpartikeln ‘modal particles’ is most prominent in German 
linguistics, where these particles are classified as a separate part of speech (see Pittner 
& Berman 2015:24). However, Thurmair (1989:3) emphasizes that the notion of 
‘modality’ in the label ‘modal particles’ historically originated as a vague notion that 
roughly corresponds to ‘making a non-truth-conditional contribution’. It should thus not 
be confused with the currently more widespread use of the term modality in the context 
of (sub-)sentential modality (as in Kratzer 1981, 1991, and Portner 2009:4-7); sentential 
modality is typically exemplified by modal auxiliaries such as may and by modal 
adverbs such as maybe.2 As a consequence, the recent move (particularly in English 
texts) of using the label discourse particles (instead of modal particles) is justified by a 
goal of avoiding terminological confusion.3 Therefore, I adopt the label discourse 
particles throughout this chapter.4 
   For German, Thurmair (1989:21) lists seventeen elements of this class (aber, auch, 
bloß, denn, doch, eben, eigentlich, einfach, etwa, halt, ja, mal, nur, ruhig, schon, 
vielleicht, wohl), though the exact number is unclear. To start with an informal 
characterization, consider (1). Without ja/doch, (1) exhibits the typical properties of 
assertion,5 e.g. the speaker can be assumed to believe that Thatcher wasn’t yet prime 
minister in July 1978, that the hearer may not know this, and that it is relevant for the 
hearer to know it. Addition of ja and doch appears to partially suspend these properties, 
though their exact contribution is controversial (cf. section 4). If we add ja, (1) conveys 
that the core proposition is, in some sense, unchallenged background information (e.g. if 
it is shared knowledge of the speaker and the hearer that Thatcher wasn’t yet prime 
minister in July 1978). If we add doch, (1) conveys that this proposition should be 
unchallenged, but some conflicting information has been introduced into the discourse 
(e.g. the claim that Thatcher hosted a dinner in 10 Downing Street in July 1978). 
 
(1)     Im    Juli  1978 war  Thatcher (ja  / doch) noch nicht  Premierministerin. 
      in.the  July  1978 was  Thatcher JA   DOCH  still  not   prime.minister 
      ‘In Juli 1978, Thatcher [JA/DOCH] wasn’t prime minister yet.’  
                                                
1 For helpful comments, discussion and feedback, I thank Sebastian Bücking, Valentine Hacquard, Lisa 
Matthewson, Cécile Meier, Marga Reis, Sarah Zobel, and two anonymous reviewers. This research was 
partially supported by the DFG-funded Collaborative Research Center SFB 833 (project C6), at the 
University of Tübingen. All URLs in this article were last accessed on 18 February 2016. 
2 See section 3 of this chapter for apparent interactions between discourse particles and sentential 
modality. 
3 In Portner’s (2009:7) terminology, discourse particles may be candidates for expressions of discourse 
modality (on a par with evidentials and clause types), but Portner himself does not discuss such particles. 
4 Note that this is not an uncontroversial move; see Detges & Waltereit (2008) and Degand, Cornillie & 
Pietrandrea (2013) for proponents of a terminological distinction between ‘modal particles’ and 
‘discourse markers’, which Detges & Waltereit view as two sub-classes of ‘pragmatic particles’. 
5 Cf. Pagin (2012) for a recent encyclopedic overview of the large body of literature on this topic. 
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Note that with the exception of halt, all German discourse particles have homonyms in 
other word classes (e.g. the conjunction denn ‘because’, the focus particle bloß ‘only’, 
the response particle ja ‘yes’; see Autenrieth (2002) for a recent discussion). It is 
unclear to what extent this property of discourse particles carries over to other 
languages, though it seems to be shared by Italian discourse particles (Cardinaletti 
2011:502). I will only be concerned with the discourse particle reading. 
   Informally, we can describe the meanings of ja and doch as in (2) (see, in 
particular, Jacobs 1991, Lindner 1991). One common denominator of different analyses 
is the idea that ja somehow marks the uncontroversiality of the modified proposition p, 
whereas doch indicates that the modified proposition p conflicts with a salient 
alternative proposition q. (2) leaves open whether ja and doch have a factuality 
component (p is true), as assumed by Ormelius-Sandblom (1997:82-83), Kratzer 
(1999), Zimmermann (2011), Grosz (2014), amongst many others. This will be 
discussed for ja in section 4.2. 
 
(2)   a. ja(p) conveys:    the possibility of ¬p is not currently under consideration 
 

    b. doch(p) conveys:  there is a salient q, such that p and q are in conflict  
 
An illustration of (2) for a sentence with both ja and doch is given in (3). 
 
(3)    a. A:  In July 1978, Thatcher hosted a dinner in 10 Downing Street. 
 

       B:  Im Juli 1978 war Thatcher ja doch noch nicht Premierministerin. 
          ‘[As we all know,] in Juli 1978, Thatcher wasn’t prime minister yet.’ 
 

    b.  ja    ⇒  The possibility [¬p that Thatcher was already prime minister in July  
              1978] is not currently under consideration. 
 

    c.  doch ⇒  The statement [q that Thatcher hosted a dinner in 10 Downing 
      Street in July 1978] is in conflict with the statement [p that 

Thatcher wasn’t yet prime minister in July 1978]. 
 
While this article focuses on German, similar particles have been attested in a wide 
range of languages (e.g. Dutch, Greek, Finnish, Hungarian, Mandarin, Japanese, and 
Mandara; cf. Zimmermann 2011). Much recent progress has been made in the formal 
semantic analysis of Japanese discourse particles, e.g. McCready (2009) and Davis 
(2009, 2011); for formal approaches to Hungarian particles, see Gyuris (2009). 
Nevertheless, from a cross-linguistic perspective, the issue of the discourse particles’ 
individual contributions is precarious. While other closed-class items, such as modal 
auxiliaries, exhibit a certain degree of equivalence across unrelated languages, it 
appears to be rather difficult to establish one-to-one correspondences between a particle 
α in one language and a particle α’ in another language. To illustrate, Zimmermann 
(2011:2032) shows that the Finnish discourse particle –han/–hän corresponds to 
German wohl in interrogatives, but to ja or doch in declaratives; this would evidently be 
surprising if –han/–hän were a one-to-one correspondent of wohl, ja or doch.  
   Nevertheless, tentative correspondences can be established, e.g. between German ja 
and the St’át’imcets enclitic qa7 (Kratzer & Matthewson 2009). Moreover, on a pre-
theoretic level, we observe that, in particular, the uncontroversiality component of ja, 
(2a), and the contrast component of doch, (2b), surface as ‘semantic atoms’ in many 
languages (where the term ‘semantic atoms’ informally refers to a part of the meaning 
contribution of an abstract functional element). To illustrate, Stoel (2005) discusses kan 
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‘as you know’ and the contrast marker kwaʔ in Manado Malay, a Malay-based creole 
language.6 While careful semantic fieldwork is needed to establish or falsify a cross-
linguistic correspondence (cf. Matthewson 2004), we can speculate that kan (Stoel 
2005:79-80) is similar to German ja, as illustrated by (4a-b), while kwaʔ (Stoel 
2005:72-73) may be similar in meaning to German doch. Another relevant parallel 
between Manado Malay kan and German ja is that both can occur in embedded clauses, 
illustrated for a factual conditional in (4). Such embedded discourse particles have 
received special attention in the recent literature on German, as discussed in section 6.3 
of this chapter.7 
 
(4)  a. (At daytime I helped the workers to dry the cloves in the sun.) 
     kalu  malam kan  ɲandaʔ  ada  matahari, mo jumur    bagimana le  ciŋe. 
     if   night  PAR  not    have sun     ASP dry.in.sun  how     PAR clove 
     ‘If there [KAN] is no sun at night, how could we dry cloves in the sun?’  
     (Stoel 2005:79, translation adapted)8 
 
   b. Wenn es nachts  ja keine  Sonne gibt, wie  können  wir die Gewürznelken 
     if    it  at.night JA no    sun   gives how  can    we  the cloves 
     dann in der Sonne trocknen? 
     then  in the sun   dry 
     ‘If there [JA] is no sun at night, how can we then dry the cloves in the sun?’ 
 
Section 2 discusses core properties of discourse particles in German (and possibly other 
languages), while section 3 outlines a possible sub-classification of discourse particles. 
Section 4 proceeds by addressing the meaning contribution of specific particles, 
illustrating the issues that emerge for German ja as a case study. Section 5 discusses the 
actual type of meaning that such particles convey, contrasting three clusters of 
approaches: (i.) syntactic force-based approaches, (ii.) presuppositional approaches, and 
(iii) use-conditional approaches. Section 6 compares these approaches. 
 
2.  Core Properties 
 
Much of the descriptive literature on German discourse particles has placed an emphasis 
on their defining properties (e.g. Thurmair 1989:37, Meibauer 1994:29-30). From a 
more theoretic perspective, recent syntactic literature (Cardinaletti 2007, 2011; Coniglio 
2005, 2006; Grosz 2005, 2007) has focused on the affinity of German discourse 
particles to sentence adverbs, arguing that they are best classified as deficient sentence 
adverbs (i.e. as weak or clitic sentence adverbs) in the spirit of Cardinaletti & Starke 
(1999). This working hypothesis predicts that certain properties of discourse particles 
derive from more general constraints on sentence adverbs (both in the syntax and in the 
semantics). This prediction is confirmed by three ‘defining properties’ of discourse 
                                                
6 Cf. also the Ethnologue entry. (http://www.ethnologue.com/language/xmm) 
7 Note that German ja is generally possible in so-called ‘factual’ conditionals, i.e. in conditionals that 
convey that someone believes or claims that the if-clause proposition is true (e.g. Iatridou 1991:58-62). A 
naturally occurring example is quoted in (i): 
i.  Doch  [wenn   es  ja  so   protokolliert  ist],  dann  muss  es  zweifellos   auch  stimmen. 
  but    if    it  JA thus recorded    is   then  must  it  undoubtedly also  be.true 

‘But [if it [JA] has been thus recorded in the minutes], then it must undoubtedly also be true.’’ 
  (Die Südostschweiz, 17 Sept. 2006, from the DeReKo corpus of the IDS Mannheim) 
8 Stoel’s original translation is ‘At night there is no sun, how could we dry cloves in the sun?’ – However, 
the particle kan in (4a) is contained in an if-clause headed by kalu ‘if’, as in the German translation (4b). 
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particles that are generally discussed in the literature (Thurmair 1989:37, Meibauer 
1994:29-30): [i.] they are unable to occur in the surface scope of sentential negation, 
[ii.] they do not affect the truth conditions of the clause they occur in, and [iii.] they can 
be combined with other elements of the same type. 
   Example (5) shows that non-negatability is quite generally shared by discourse 
particles such as ja, (5a), and sentence adverbs such as probably, (5b). 
 
(5)  a.  Das  ist  { ja}  nicht  {* ja} seine  Schuld.   
      that  is   JA  not    JA  his    fault 
      ‘That [JA] isn’t his fault.’ 
      (grammatical variant quoted from Süddeutsche, 13 August 2013)9 
 

   b.  She {probably} hasn’t {*probably} left.   (adapted from Ernst 2009:505) 
 
Example (6) illustrates that lack of truth-conditional impact and combinability with 
other elements of the same type are also shared between discourse particles such as 
ja/wohl and sentence adverbs such as unfortunately/obviously. In both (6a) and (6b), the 
sentences without the particles (ja/wohl) and sentence adverbs (unfortunately/obviously) 
would be truth-conditionally equivalent to the sentences that contain them. 
 
(6)  a.  Da   hat  ja   wohl   der  Lehrer   versagt.    
      there has JA  WOHL the teacher  failed     
      ‘This is a case where [JA WOHL] the school teacher failed.’ 
      (Süddeutsche, 17 May 2010)10 
 

   b.  Unfortunately, I obviously didn’t do that. 
      (Orange County Register, 28 Oct. 2013)11 
 
This affinity between discourse particles and sentence adverbs entails that the boundary 
between the two types of expressions is more fluid than generally assumed. Based on 
Meibauer (1994:29-32), I now focus on three properties of German discourse particles 
that set them apart from sentence adverbs. 
   First, as shown in (7), discourse particles cannot be coordinated, while sentence 
adverbs lack such a constraint. In (7a), the sentence adverb leider ‘sadly’ is conjoined 
with an adverbial PP (zu unserem Bedauern ‘to our regret’); by contrast, (7b) shows that 
ja can neither be conjoined with adverbials nor with other discourse particles, such as 
wohl, even though the two particles can co-occur, as in (6a). 
 
(7)   a. Dann  muß  die  Bank  leider  und  zu ihrem  größten  Bedauern  die  
      then   must the bank sadly  and to her   largest  regret    the 
      Geschäftsverbindung  kündigen [...]  
      business.relation    terminate 

‘Sadly and to its largest regret, the bank will then be obliged to terminate the 
business relation.’ 

   (Die Zeit, 25 March 1977) 
 
 

                                                
9  http://www.sueddeutsche.de/bayern/wegfall-von-mariae-himmelfahrt-in-speichersdorf-das-ist-nicht-in-
ordnung-1.1746557 
10 http://www.sueddeutsche.de/karriere/selektion-an-grundschulen-tschues-ihr-hauptschueler-1.464791-2 
11 http://www.ocregister.com/articles/hossler-533424-year-last.html 
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   b. Da   hat  ja  (* und  wohl   / * und zu unserem Bedauern) der  Lehrer   versagt. 
     there has JA    and  WOHL   and to our    regret     the teacher  failed   
     ‘This is a case where JA (and [WOHL] / to our regret) the school teacher failed.’ 
 
Notably, focus particles such as auch ‘also’ and gerade ‘especially’ pattern with 
sentence adverbs in that they can be conjoined, (8). This is a fundamental difference 
between focus particles and discourse particle (which is important since these elements 
share some of their semantic properties, cf. Grosz 2014 and section 6.1 of this article).12 
 
(8)  Von der SZ wünsche ich mir kritische Distanz, 
   ‘I desire a critical distance from the S[üddeutsche] Z[eitung],’ 
   auch  und  gerade    gegenüber  dem  PIK. 
   also   and  especially  towards    the  PIK 

   ‘also and especially when the PIK is concerned.’ 
   (reader’s comment, Süddeutsche.de, 16 August 2013)13 

 
Second, discourse particles, as opposed to sentence adverbs, cannot be used on their 
own in response to a question. In (9), the unambiguous discourse particle halt is 
ungrammatical, whereas leider ‘sadly’ is well-formed. The discourse particle ja (see 
section 4) is a homonym of the response particle ja ‘yes’. In (9), only the response 
particle reading of ja is available; the discourse particle reading is absent. 
 
(9)   Gibt  es    Erziehungsstile,  die    Gewalt   fördern?  –  Leider. / * Halt. / # Ja. 
    are  there education.styles  which violence  encourage   sadly     HALT   JA 
    ‘Are there educational styles that encourage violence? – Sadly. / *HALT. / #JA.’ 
    (leider-variant quoted from: Die Zeit, 11 Jan. 2008) 
 
A third property of discourse particles that sets them apart from sentence adverbs is 
illustrated in (10a-b): discourse particles are generally more restricted in their syntactic 
distribution than sentence adverbs (cf. Cardinaletti & Starke 1999 for the strong/weak 
distinctions amongst pronouns). Of course, the exact shape of such distributional 
restrictions (if they turn out to be a cross-linguistically stable property of discourse 
particles) must be language-specific. For German, it is generally assumed that discourse 
particles are restricted to the so-called middle field (Thurmair 1989:25-35, Meibauer 
1994:73-87), i.e. to a position to the right of the verb-second position (German being a 
verb-second language) and to the left of non-finite verbs (German being underlyingly 
verb-final). 
 
(10) a. Emil  hat  leider / ja  verschlafen. 
      Emil  has  sadly   JA  overslept 
      ‘Emil has sadly / [JA] overslept.’ 
 
                                                
12 Note that we need to make sure not to confuse discourse particles with homonyms, see section 1; for 
instance, doch has a homonym as a conjunctive adverb (cf. Thurmair 1989:13-14), with a different 
meaning and distribution from the discourse particle doch. In this use, the conjunctive adverb doch 
‘however’ can, in fact, be conjoined with a focus particle, cf. (i). 
 i.  Doch  und  gerade   auch ohne   Reservierung  sind  Sie  uns  immer  herzlich  willkommen. 
   DOCH and especially also without reservation  are  you to.us always  heartily welcome 
   ‘However (= doch) and especially also without a reservation you are very welcome to us.’ 
13 article URL (comments deactivated): http://www.sueddeutsche.de/wissen/klimawandel-hitzewellen-
werden-schwerer-und-haeufiger-1.1747369 
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    b. {Leider / * Ja}  hat  Emil  verschlafen. 
      sadly     JA   has  Emil  overslept 
      ‘Sadly / [JA], Emil has overslept.’ 
 
To conclude, we have seen three properties of German discourse particles that set them 
apart from sentence adverbs: non-coordinability, (7); the inability to constitute a 
separate utterance, (9); and distributional rigidity, (10). All three properties corroborate 
the idea that we are dealing with structurally deficient elements (here: with weak 
sentence adverbs). It is an open question whether discourse particles are universally 
deficient elements, i.e. whether the above properties can be developed into diagnostics 
in other languages. However, as a case in point, Finnish discourse particles exhibit an 
even larger degree of ‘deficiency’ (in the sense of Cardinaletti & Starke 1999), in that 
they have the distribution of first-position clitics (cf. Zimmermann 2011, Schardl 2011). 
 
3.  Sub-Classificational Criteria 
 
The set of discourse particles in a language like German is mostly heterogeneous, with 
few particles exhibiting a uniform behavior. It is thus a clear goal of ongoing 
investigations to single out meaningful subsets of discourse particles. One possible sub-
classification of German discourse particles may connect these elements to expressions 
of sentential modality (cf. Kratzer 1981, 1991; Portner 2009). This is evident in the case 
of ruhig and stressed JA, which have been shown to directly interact with non-dynamic 
root modality (Portner’s priority type, i.e. deontic, teleological, bouletic modality) in 
Grosz (2011). For instance, ruhig can occur with expressions of possibility and JA with 
expressions of necessity, but not vice versa, as shown in (11a-b).14 In a declarative 
statement without modalization, (11c), both particles are ungrammatical. 
 
(11)  Context: Yesterday, there was a huge fight amongst school children. 
 

  a. Die Eltern  müssen  in solchen Fällen JA / # ruhig  gleich  verständigt  werden. 
    the parents  must    in such   cases  JA   RUHIG shortly  notified    be 
    ‘The parents must [JA/#RUHIG] be notified immediately in such cases.’ 
 

  b. Die Eltern  dürfen  in solchen Fällen ruhig  / # JA gleich  verständigt  werden. 
    the parents  may    in such   cases  RUHIG  JA  shortly  notified    be 
    ‘The parents may [RUHIG/#JA] be notified immediately in such cases.’ 
 

  c. Die Eltern  werden   in solchen Fällen  (# ruhig  / # JA)  gleich verständigt. 
    the parents  are    in such   cases    RUHIG   JA   shortly notified   
    ‘The parents are [#RUHIG/#JA] notified immediately in such cases.’ 
 
By contrast, particles like ja and doch have been classified as epistemic elements (e.g. 
in Doherty 1987; Kaufmann & Kaufmann 2012). Empirical support for distinguishing 

                                                
14 These examples are constructed minimal pairs. Since JA more frequently combines with sollen ‘shall’ 
(cf. Grosz 2011) than with müssen ‘must’, (i) illustrates a natural occurrence of JA in combination with 
müssen. Capitalization as a metalinguistic means of differentiating JA from ja is missing in natural 
occurrences such as (i), but the word order with respect to auch ‘also’ (auch < JA vs. ja < auch) 
disambiguates towards JA (cf. Thurmair 1989:278,286-287). 
 i.  weil     man  da    quasi      auch  ja  immer  pünktlich  da    sein  muss  
   because  once there  pretty.much  also  JA always  on.time  there  be  must  
   ‘because one [JA] must pretty much always be there on time.’ 
   [http://www.gutefrage.net/frage/abendgymnasium-abitur-oder-fernstudium-abitur] 
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between discourse particles of epistemic modality (ja, doch) and discourse particles of 
priority modality (JA, ruhig) stems from their respective distribution in (12). In 
infinitival complements, the epistemic particle ja can occur in the scope of attitude 
predicates such as einfallen ‘remember’, which can be assumed to embed the matrix 
subject’s beliefs, (12a). By contrast, the priority particle JA can occur in the scope of 
attitude predicates such as versuchen ‘try, attempt’, which can be assumed to embed the 
matrix subject’s goals and desires, (12b). The particles are not interchangable in such 
contexts. Since similar patterns of (non-)embeddability can be observed for modal 
auxiliaries (cf. Anand & Hacquard 2013), this strongly suggests a corresponding 
classification of particles like ja as particles of epistemic modality (in the narrow sense 
of sentential modality), and of particles like JA as particles of priority modality. 
 
(12)  a. Ihm   fiel ein,  diesen Fehler ja / * JA schon   öfters gemacht  zu haben. 
      to.him occurred  this   error  JA   JA  already  often   made    to  have 
      ‘He remembered having [JA] already made this mistake often before.’ 
 
    b. Sie versuchte,  den Zug  JA / * ja  nicht zu verpassen. 
      she attempted  the train JA    JA  not  to miss 
      ‘She tried [JA] not to miss the train.’ 
      (Rapp & Wöllstein 2013:351) 
 
Note that such a classification is corroborated further by the fact that ja and doch are 
amongst the structurally highest discourse particles (Thurmair 1989:286-287), i.e. they 
precede all other discourse particles that they co-occur with; by contrast, ruhig and 
stressed JA are the lowest discourse particles, i.e. they follow all other discourse 
particles. This division is reminiscent of the familiar fact that epistemic modals are 
structurally higher than priority modals (cf. Hacquard 2011); this may, in turn, indicate 
that JA/ruhig interact with the main event at the VP level, whereas ja/doch interact with 
the speech event, in the CP layer. 
   Naturally, such a sub-classification of discourse particles will not be exhaustive, i.e. 
there may be discourse particles that neither fall into the epistemic category nor into the 
priority category. However, singling out a set of epistemic particles and a set of priority 
particles would allow us to apply insights from the study of epistemic modality and 
priority modality (e.g. concerning embeddability) to the study of discourse particles, 
thus reducing specific properties of these particles to more general properties of modals. 
 
4.  On the Semantic Content of Individual Particles – The Case Study ja 
 
It is a central question concerning the meanings of discourse particles how much 
information is contained in their lexical entries, and which information is derived 
independently (e.g. by means of conversational implicature, or by placing the particles 
in a particular type of utterance). Since the meaning contributions of all discourse 
particles are controversial, this section focuses on one single particle, German ja. The 
goal of this case study is to highlight some of the challenges that arise in the study of 
discourse particles and to lend substance to the discussion in section 5. The decision to 
focus on ja is motivated by the fact that this particle has received a larger amount of 
attention than other particles (e.g. Jacobs 1991, Lindner 1991, Kratzer 1999, 
Zimmermann 2011) and is thus reasonably well understood. However, given the 
heterogeneity of the set of discourse particles, a reader should not infer that ja is 
representative of the entire set. 
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   To begin with, it is often assumed that ja has two meaning components, namely: (i.) 
some type of factuality component, i.e. a speaker of a ja-containing utterance conveys at 
a non-truth-conditional level (e.g. as a presupposition) that the modified proposition is 
true (cf. Kratzer 1999, Zimmermann 2011), and (ii.) some type of uncontroversiality 
component, i.e. the notion that the modified proposition is uncontested (or 
uncontroversial in Zimmermann’s 2011 terms). Zimmermann’s (2011:2016) rendering 
of the non-truth-conditional meaning of ja is quoted in (13), to which I have added an 
indication of the factuality component and the uncontroversiality component. 
 
(13)  ⟦ja⟧(p) = p is true and speaker believes p uncontroversial. 
 
         FACTUALITY      UNCONTROVERSIALITY 
 
The analysis that I proposed in example (2a) of section 1 only assumes 
uncontroversiality, leaving open whether factuality is indeed part of the meaning of ja. 
It is worth discussing both aspects of ja in some detail to illustrate the task at hand when 
characterizing the meaning of a given discourse particle. In the following two 
subsections, I aim at outlining the relevant points that need to be addressed for a ja-type 
particle in order to achieve a full understanding of the particle’s meaning. Crucially, 
these considerations carry over to other related discourse particles in German and other 
languages; for instance, Egg (2012) assumes that German doch, schon and auch (in their 
discourse particle use) all carry a meaning component parallel to the factuality 
component in (13). 
 
4.1  Uncontroversiality of p and the status of ¬p 
 
Taking (13) at face value, we can first question what it means for the modified 
proposition p to be uncontroversial. Zimmermann’s own definition is quoted in (14). 
 
(14)  uncontroversiality 

“A proposition p [is] uncontroversial if a speaker assumes its content to be shared 
by the addressee […] or if the speaker considers the addressee to be in the 
possession of sufficient evidence for judging p to be true.”  
(Zimmermann 2011:2016) 

 
Alternatively, uncontroversiality might be seen as a weaker concept, which amounts to 
the assumption that p has not been challenged (i.e. ¬p is not part of the speaker and 
hearer’s shared knowledge, and the possibility of ¬p is not currently under 
consideration); this is closer to the rendering in Jacobs (1991) (see section 5.1) and 
Kratzer & Matthewson (2009). Uncontroversiality may arise in different ways. First, ja 
is licensed when the modified proposition is assumed to be common knowledge, as in 
(15), since this trivially implies that ¬p is not under consideration. 
 
(15)  Wien liegt ja an der Donau. 
    ‘Vienna is [JA] situated at the Danube (as we all know).’ 
 
Alternatively, the speaker and hearer may lack any expectations as to whether p (or ¬p) 
is the case, as in (16). In (16), uncontroversiality amounts to the fact that the question p 
or ¬p? has not been actively introduced into the discourse; as a consequence, ¬p is not 
under consideration and it is tacitly rejected when the exchange in (16) takes place. 
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(16)  Mother is looking out of the window. 
    Mother:  Da is ja’n Zeppelin. 
           ‘There’s [JA] a Zeppelin.’ 
    Child comes running to the window. 
    Child:  Oh, is der groß! 
          ‘Wow, it is big!’ 
    (slightly adapted from Lindner 1991:171) 
 
Uncontroversiality is most clearly violated in utterances that directly answer a yes/no 
question (which activates the possibility of ¬p); this is illustrated in (17b), which 
contrasts with the base line example in (17a). Uncontroversiality is also violated in 
utterances that directly disagree with a preceding statement, as exemplified by (17c). 
The pattern in (17) is exactly what we predict if we assume that uncontroversiality 
amounts to ¬p being inactivate in the preceding discourse (Jacobs 1991, Lindner 1991): 
both in (17b) and (17c), Andy can be assumed to consider the possibility of ¬p (i.e. 
sweetened mate tea does not taste disgusting). Notably, unstressed doch can occur in 
(17c) (cf. Grosz 2014), and unstressed doch is marginally acceptable in (17b); if 
accepted, doch in (17b) serves to reject Andy’s question by conveying that Andy should 
have known the answer all along. We can thus infer that the unacceptability of ja in 
(17b-c) is due to its lexical entry and not a property shared by all discourse particles. 
 
(17)  a.  Gesüßter  Mate-Tee  schmeckt ja  scheußlich. 
       sweetened mate-tea   tastes    JA  disgusting 
       ‘Sweetened mate tea [JA] tastes disgusting.’ 
 

    b.  Andy:  Schmeckt gesüßter Mate-Tee gut? 
             ‘Does sweetened mate tea taste nice?’ 
 

       Berta:  Gesüßter Mate-Tee schmeckt (%doch / #ja) scheußlich. 
             ‘Sweetened mate tea tastes disgusting.’ 
 

    c.  Andy:  Gesüßter Mate-Tee schmeckt gut. 
             ‘Sweetened mate tea tastes nice.’ 
 

       Berta:  Nein, gesüßter Mate-Tee schmeckt (OKdoch / #ja) scheußlich. 
             ‘No, sweetened mate tea tastes disgusting.’ 
 
Crucially, an uncontroversiality violation also seems to be responsible for the ill-
formedness of ja in (18), which can be analyzed as a variant of (17b). By virtue of the 
utterance context, (18) appears to answer an implicit question on part of the hearer (cf. 
Roberts 2004), which amounts to ‘What is the baby’s gender?’ (with the subquestion ‘Is 
it a girl?’). 
 
(18)  Context: A happy father rushes out of the delivery room. 
    Es  ist   (# ja)  ein Mädchen! 
    it   is    JA  a   girl 
    ‘It’s a girl!’ 
    (Gutzmann 2013:12, 2015:34) 
 
One should also bear in mind that uncontroversiality must be taken to be a notion 
related to the current discourse, and not a universal notion. This is shown by (19). Even 
though the first part (Baldur believes that Mia doesn’t smoke) introduces the proposition 
¬p (Mia doesn’t smoke) into the discourse, ja can still modify the proposition p (Mia 
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smokes), since ¬p is not under consideration in the current discourse. (The hearer may 
well be unopinionated, as long as she has not given any indication that she believes that 
Mia may be a non-smoker, i.e. ¬p.) 
 
(19)  Baldur  glaubt,   dass  Mia  nicht raucht,  obwohl  Mia  ja  raucht. 
    Baldur  believes  that  Mia  not  smokes although  Mia  JA  smokes 
    ‘Baldur believes that Mia doesn’t smoke, even though Mia [JA] smokes.’ 
 
Finally, a slightly more intricate situation is exemplified in (20) (suggested to me by the 
handbook editors). At first sight, the speaker may seem to violate uncontroversiality, 
since ¬p (≈ ‘this is not tea’) was clearly the speaker’s own expectation when receiving 
her drink. However, intuitively, (20) can only be felicitously uttered when the speaker 
has convinced herself that nobody would classify the liquid in the cup as anything other 
than tea. So, uncontroversiality seems to apply at the utterance time (and not 
beforehand). Of course, the hearer may still erroneously believe, unbeknownst to the 
speaker, that the cup contains coffee, but (20) implies the speaker’s belief that the 
hearer knows that it contains tea. 
 
(20)  The speaker receives a cup of dark liquid, expecting it to contain coffee. After 

tasting the liquid, she exclaims: 
    Das ist ja Tee! Du hast mir Kaffee versprochen. 
    ‘But, this is [JA] tea! You promised me coffee.’ 
 
Having demonstrated uncontroversiality at work, we can turn to factuality. The core 
question is whether ja encodes a factuality inference, i.e. does a ja utterance presuppose 
or conventionally implicate the modified proposition to be true? 
 
4.2  Factuality of p and speaker/hearer knowledge 
 
If ja has a factuality component, then it is a central question whose prior knowledge ja 
targets. Lindner (1991) and Kratzer (1999) point out that utterances with ja can convey 
information that is new to both speaker and hearer, as we have seen in (16). An 
observation that is often made with respect to such examples is that the modified 
proposition can be directly inferred (e.g. from visual/auditory perception) by all 
discourse participants (i.e. it is “verifiable on the spot” [Gutzmann 2015:261-263]).15 
However, Kratzer & Matthewson (2009) discuss examples that challenge this idea of 
on-site verifiability. One example is given in (21); here, ja simply conveys that, since 
the speaker is the authority in this matter, the hearer would never doubt that the speaker 
has two cats. Crucially, hearer-knowledge of this proposition cannot be assumed, and 
neither is on-site verifiability an option. 
 
(21)  Context: You are talking to a new colleague who doesn’t know you and talking 

about how it’s hard to go on holiday. You say: 
    Wir  müssen immer  jemand   finden,  der  sich  um   unsere Tiere 
    we   must   always  someone find    who  self  about  our   animals 
                                                
15 An anonymous reviewer suggests to recast factuality in terms of factual grounding in the sense of 
Clark (1992). From this perspective, ja would require the modified proposition to be ‘mutually shared’ by 
the speaker and the hearer, based on [i.] world knowledge, [ii.] the immediate context of the utterance, or 
[iii.] the preceding linguistic context. As far as I can tell, factuality and factual grounding raise parallel 
expectations with respect to (21)-(22), so the empirical question remains the same. 
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     kümmert. Wir  haben ja  zwei  Katzen. 
    cares    we   have  JA  two   cats 
    ‘We always have to find someone who takes care of our animals. We [JA] have 

two cats.’ 
    (Kratzer & Matthewson 2009:5) 
 
So, one may suspect, at the very most, that factuality amounts to a speaker’s own belief 
that the modified proposition is true. The data in (22) suggest that even this is too 
strong. In (22), the matrix predicate (sich ziemlich sicher sein ‘be fairly certain’) implies 
a certain degree of doubt concerning the truth of the embedded proposition. 
Nevertheless, the embedded proposition can contain ja. If ja presupposed the truth of 
the modified proposition, we would expect this statement to be incoherent. (22) thus 
challenges the view that ja(p) presupposes or conventionally implicates that p is true. 
Note that (22) does not challenge uncontroversiality, since the speaker does not believe 
that the hearer assumes ¬p or inquires whether p or ¬p; the possibility of ¬p is only 
introduced as a ‘third-party belief’ (similar to Baldur’s beliefs in (21)). 
 
(22)  Context: The author of a forum post complains about the observation that he is 

unable to stay logged in as a forum member, due to some technical problem. 
Whenever he switches from one page of the forum to another, the status bar 
reverts to ‘not logged in’. The author remarks on this discrepancy between the 
fact that he should be logged in and the fact that he shows up as ‘not logged in’: 

    Dabei         bin  ich  mir    ziemlich  sicher,   daß   ich  ja   eigentlich  
    at.the.same.time am I   to.me  fairly    certain  that  I   JA  actually 
     noch  angemeldet  bin … 
    still  registered   am 
    ‘At the same time, I’m fairly certain that I am [JA] still registered after all…’16 
 
To summarize, we have seen two types of examples that tentatively challenge a 
factuality component of ja. First, ja(p) is possible when p is unknown and unverifiable 
to the hearer, (21). Second, ja(p) is possible when embedded under weakening 
expressions such as I’m fairly certain, (22).  
   Conversely, assuming a factuality component of ja would allow us to better 
understand the distribution of ja across different sentence types / speech acts (see also 
section 6.2). At the matrix level, ja is restricted to declarative assertions and banned 
from interrogatives, as shown in (23) (cf. Thurmair 1989). If we maintain a factuality 
component for ja, the restriction of ja to declaratives follows, since p is true cannot be 
presupposed in interrogatives or imperatives (cf. Gutzmann 2015:263). 
 
(23)  a.  Emilie ist ja zu Hause.  
        ‘Emilie is [JA] at home.’ 
 
    b.* Ist Emilie ja zu Hause?  
        ‘Is Emilie [JA] at home?’ 
 
However, a comparison with relevant sentence adverbs shows that English certainly 
exhibits similar restrictions, as in (24) (cf. Ernst 2009 for French certainement 
‘certainly’). It is thus plausible that ja simply shares a non-truth-functional epistemic 

                                                
16 http://www.nur-ruhe.de/smf/index.php?topic=3306.0 
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modal component with English certainly (cf. section 3). This would, once again, allow 
us to reduce the contrast between (23a) and (23b) to a more general property of non-
truth-functional epistemic modality.17 
 
(24)  a.  Emily is certainly at home.  
    b.*  Is Emily certainly at home? 
 
To conclude, we have seen that uncontroversiality and factuality as potential meaning 
components of discourse particles must be subjected to scrutiny in order to be 
meaningful concepts. It is, as of yet, an open question which of these components is at 
the core of a particle such as ja (and, by extension, at the core of other particles that 
demonstrate similar behaviors). Section 5 proceeds to address the issue of how to best 
formalize the very type of meaning that discourse particles contribute, once again 
focusing on ja as a case study. 
 
5.  The Type of Meaning – Overview of Competing Approaches 
 
So far, we have addressed the central question of how to best characterize the 
contribution of individual particles (section 4); this question ties in with the question of 
how to delimit the range of meanings that discourse particles can express in different 
languages. However, a more general question is how to best characterize the very type 
of meaning that discourse particles convey. By and large, all scholars concur that 
discourse particles do not contribute truth-functional content (cf. Zimmermann 2011 for 
an overview). However, there is significant variation amongst different approaches 
when it comes to the very nature of the non-truth-conditional content that discourse 
particles contribute. Since the set of discourse particles is heterogeneous (see section 3, 
and Thurmair’s 1989:21 list in section 1), a uniform analysis of all particles may neither 
be possible nor desirable. I will thus continue with a case study of ja, and it is not my 
goal to argue that a uniform approach for all discourse particles in German is possible. 
However, at the very least, it is plausible that a subset of the particles that occur in 
declarative clauses (Thurmair 1989:49) should be analyzed in parallel to ja, including 
auch, doch, eben, halt and schon (in their discourse particle uses). 
   At the macro level, we can distinguish between three types of approaches that are 
currently on the market: (i.) syntactic force-based approaches assume that discourse 
particles contribute their meaning to the semantics of an illocutionary operator (e.g. 
ASSERT) in the left-periphery of the clause. While the tenets of such approaches go back 
to Jacobs (1991), Lindner (1991), and Abraham (1991), they have been given a more 
syntactic implementation in recent years, e.g. by Bayer & Obenauer (2011), Coniglio 
(2011); (ii.) presuppositional approaches assume that discourse particles simply 
constrain the context in which an utterance is felicitous by acting as truth-conditionally 
vacuous presupposition triggers (e.g. Kaufmann 2010; Egg & Zimmermann 2012; 
Grosz 2014); (iii.) use-conditional approaches assume that discourse particles 
contribute meaning at a separate dimension that has been classified as ‘expressive’ or 
‘use-conditional’ (Kratzer 1999, Potts 2005, 2007, Gutzmann 2015). Note that mixed 

                                                
17 Note that this is a difference between sentence adverbs such as certainly and matrix predicates such as 
be certain; the latter can occur in questions, as shown in (i). 
 i.  Is it certain that Emily is at home? 
Furthermore, we do not even find uniform behavior amongst sentence adverbs; necessarily in its 
epistemic use differs from certainly in that it, too, can occur in questions: 
 ii. Is Emily necessarily at home? 
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approaches are also conceivable, given the heterogeneity of the class of discourse 
particles; for instance, Zimmermann (2008), who shares basic assumptions with 
syntactic force-based approaches, assumes that ja modifies an illocutionary operator, 
whereas wohl modifies a structurally lower sentence type indicator. 
 
5.1  Syntactic Force-Based Approaches 
 
An early force-based approach to German discourse particles with a formal semantic 
implementation can be found in Jacobs (1991). With some simplification, we can 
summarize the proposal of Jacobs (1991:144) as follows. Illocutionary operators such as 
ASSERT (which Jacobs calls ‘illocution type operators’) conventionally encode the 
illocutionary potential of an utterance that contains them; they do so by restricting the 
potential uses of the respective utterance. Specifically, an illocutionary operator like 
ASSERT combines with a core proposition p and encodes the following information: [i.] 
the speaker believes p to be true, and [ii.] the speaker believes that the addressee 
believes that some focus alternative of p is true (where the relevant focus alternatives 
include p itself). Jacobs proceeds to argue that discourse particles are elements that 
modify such illocutionary operators; i.e. placing ja into an utterance with the operator 
ASSERT yields the operator JA-ASSERT. In this case, JA-ASSERT contains a third meaning 
component (not present in ASSERT), which can be stated as follows:18 [iii.] the speaker 
believes that the hearer “neither believes that this proposition [p] is false nor considers 
the possibility of its being false in the given situation” (Jacobs 1991:146).  
   The contribution that Jacobs assumes for ja thus amounts to uncontroversiality, as 
we have analyzed it in section 4.1. The unmodified ASSERT operator (without ja) can be 
used in a broad range of situations, including situations in which (according to the 
speaker’s own beliefs) the hearer believes that ¬p is true, or in which the hearer is 
currently inquiring whether p or ¬p. By contrast, JA-ASSERT explicitly encodes the 
speaker’s belief that neither of these two is the case. As a consequence, the situations in 
which JA-ASSERT can be felicitously used are a subset of the situations in which ASSERT 
is felicitous. 
   Notably, Jacobs’s view faces an immediate challenge at the syntax-semantics 
interface, which concerns the fact that discourse particles in German do not occur in the 
same (left-peripheral) part of the clause in which illocutionary operators would be 
located. To see this, consider a sample analysis of assertion in German: Krifka (2012) 
assumes the minimal structure in (25) for assertive clauses in German. In terms of 
Stenius (1967), the IP can be taken to encode the sentence radical (or propositional 
content) of the utterance, whereas the Force0 position (following Rizzi 1997) contains 
an illocutionary operator. In (25), the ASSERT operator thus combines with the 
proposition {w | Leo brought gin in w}. (Note that Krifka’s 2012 analysis of ASSERT 
differs from the analysis of Jacobs 1991, which is orthogonal to our discussion.) 
 
(25)  [ForceP Leo1 [Force’ [Force ASSERT- hat0] [IP t1 [I’ [VP t1  Gin mitgebracht] t0]]]] 
        Leo               has            gin  brought 
    ‘Leo brought gin.’ 
 
The core puzzle for Jacobs (1991) can be stated as follows. While the exact surface 
position of German discourse particles is controversial (see Grosz 2015), it is well-
                                                
18 Note that the modification of illocutionary operators is not necessarily compositional in this transparent 
way. Jacobs (1991) allows for the possibility that a discourse particle fundamentally alters the 
illocutionary operator, in line with Gutzmann’s (2015) analysis of wohl. 
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established that (in matrix clauses) they must follow the verb in verb second position, 
i.e. they must occur in the IP layer (or even VP layer) of the clause. For the sake of 
illustration, let us assume the ‘traditional’ view (e.g. Diesing 1992, Frey 2006, 
Zimmermann 2008; but see Grosz 2015), which holds that discourse particles mark the 
edge of the VP area of the clause, as in (26). 
 
(26)  [ForceP Leo1 [Force’ [Force ASSERT- hat0] [IP t1 [I’ [VP ja [VP t1 Gin mitgebracht] t0]]]] 
        Leo               has          JA     gin brought 
    ‘Leopold [JA] brought gin.’ 
 
A view that has been pursued by Abraham (1991), Zimmermann (2008), Bayer & 
Obenauer (2011) and Coniglio (2011) holds that, in German (and related languages), 
there must be some formal link between the discourse particle in the clausal middle 
field and the illocutionary operator in the left periphery. While earlier approaches 
propose to achieve this by means of covert movement of the discourse particles 
(Abraham 1991, Zimmermann 2008), more recent approaches (e.g. Bayer & Obenauer 
2011, Coniglio 2011) argue for long distance Agree in the spirit of Chomsky (2000, 
2001) and Pesetsky & Torrego (2007).  
   A schematic rendering of an Agree-based analysis is given in (27), using the 
mechanism of Bayer & Obenauer (2011). In (27), ja carries an uninterpretable syntactic 
Force feature (uForce), which has the value JA-ASS(ERT); the Force0 head comes with an 
interpretable (but unvalued) Force feature (iForce) in need of valuation, (27a). In order 
to value iForce on ForceP0, Agreement between uForce on ja and iForce on Force0 
ensues, as a consequence of which the feature value of ja (JA-ASS) is copied onto Force0, 
(27b). In the semantics, this can be taken to have the effect that the ASSERT operator in 
Force0 is modified to JA-ASSERT in the spirit of Jacobs (1991). 
 
(27)  a.  [ForceP Leo1 [Force’ [Force ASS - hat0] [IP t1 [I’ [VP ja [VP t1 Gin mitgebracht] t0]]]] 
                    〈iForce[   ]〉         〈uForce+JA-ASS[   ]〉 
 
                                 AGREEMENT 

 
    b.  [ForceP Leo1 [Force’ [Force ASS - hat0] [IP t1 [I’ [VP ja [VP t1 Gin mitgebracht] t0]]]] 
                〈iForce+JA-ASS[7]〉       〈uForce+JA-ASS[7]〉 
 
To summarize this section in a nutshell, the core idea of force-based accounts is that the 
syntactic structure contains an interpretable illocutionary operator, which is modified by 
placing a discourse particle into the clause.  
   A competing view, which has found an influential instantiation in Kratzer (1999), 
holds that ja simply contributes non-truth-functional meaning to the modified sentence, 
which constrains the possible contexts in which the sentence can be uttered. This may 
be implemented at a separate level of expressive / use-conditional meaning (Potts 2005, 
2007; Gutzmann 2015), as discussed in section 5.3, but it may also simply be a type of 
presupposition, as discussed in section 5.2 (cf. Kaufmann 2010; Egg & Zimmermann 
2012; Grosz 2014). 
 
5.2   Discourse Particles as Presupposition Triggers 
 
To see how a presuppositional approach differs from a syntactic force-based approach, 
consider the sample formalization in (28). Example (28) models a Jacobs (1991) style 
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contribution of ja in terms of definedness conditions; ja is truth-conditionally vacuous 
in that it maps a modified proposition to itself, while triggering a presupposition. 
Notably, (28) is not a Stalnakerian presupposition (e.g. Stalnaker 1974), but an 
expressive presupposition in the spirit of Sauerland (2007) and Schlenker (2007). This 
means that it contains indexical elements, speaker0, addressee0 and w0, which 
deictically refer to the speaker, addressee and situation in an utterance context. In this 
sense, the presupposition in (28) is ‘self-verifying’, since the speaker can be considered 
an authority on whatever she believes with respect to the hearer (cf. Potts 2015:175). 
 
(28)  ⟦ja⟧g = λp<s,t> : g(speaker0) believes that g(addressee0) does not actively  
                            consider the possibility of ¬p in g(w0) . p 
         where ‘x actively considers the possibility of φ’ means: 
         x believes that φ or x tries to resolve the question of whether φ or ¬φ 
 
The speaker/hearer indexicality of discourse particles may be intuitive, since discourse 
particles are generally perceived to convey information on speaker, hearer and utterance 
situation. However, the idea that these variables are encoded in the particles’ meaning 
by means of indexicals is corroborated further by the observation that the particles’ 
orientation shifts in embedded contexts (see also Coniglio 2011). Intuitively, what (29) 
conveys is not that the actual speaker considers it uncontroversial that she herself is to 
blame. By contrast, (29) conveys the following: in the various utterance situations in 
which the mother of the speaker’s ex has made accusations, that mother (as the shifted 
speaker) believed that the actual speaker (as the shifted hearer) would not challenge the 
fact that the actual speaker is the one to blame. 
 
(29)  Seine  Mutter  machte  mir  daraufhin  noch  viele   Vorwürfe,  dass  ich  ja  
    his    mother  made   me after.that still  many  reproaches that  I   JA 
    selbst   Schuld  sei, […] 
    myself  at.fault  were 

‘After that, his mother made many accusations (saying) that after all I myself was 
[JA] to blame.’19 

 
Crucially, in (28), ja is analyzed as a truth-conditionally vacuous propositional modifier 
that triggers a presupposition (parallel to more familiar elements such as too or again; 
see section 6.1). As a direct consequence, discourse particles, like other propositional 
modifiers, can be interpreted in their surface position. In such a view, ja does not need 
to connect to the clausal left-periphery (such as the Force domain of (27)) by any 
formal means. This sets apart the presuppositional view from syntactic force-based 
views. Nevertheless, the presuppositional analysis of ja achieves effects that are parallel 
to the analysis of ja as an illocutionary modifier. By virtue of the particle’s 
presuppositions, the context in which a ja-statement can be uttered is constrained; i.e. 
the speaker’s beliefs, as encoded by the particle, must be warranted in the context. 
 
5.3  Discourse Particles as Use-Conditional Items 
 
Another competing approach at modeling the non-truth-conditional meaning of 
discourse particles makes use of a multidimensional semantics where the particles’ 

                                                
19  http://www.elitepartner.de/forum/ich-weiss-nicht-mehr-wie-ich-mit-meinem-ex-umgehen-soll-
45136.html 
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meanings are contributed at a use-conditional level (cf. Kaplan 1999). This approach 
was most explicitly pioneered by Kratzer (1999) and developed in Potts (2005) and 
Gutzmann (2015). This section focuses on Gutzmann (2015), as the most substantial 
analysis of German discourse particles in such a framework. Gutzmann (2013, 2015) 
argues explicitly that a use-conditional dimension is required for explanatory adequacy, 
and must be distinct from the traditional notion of presuppositional meaning. His 
analysis for German discourse particles is coached in a generalized use-conditional 
framework, where he proposes a treatment of such discourse particles as use-conditional 
items (UCIs). In the compositional semantics, he assumes a new type u, which is the 
type of use conditions.  
   Limiting the discussion to ja, as in the preceding sections, we can illustrate 
Gutzmann’s account as follows (based on Gutzmann 2015:262-263). To begin with, let 
us consider a canonical declarative, in (30). The truth-conditions of (30a) are given 
informally in (30b). These truth-conditions are coupled with the use-conditions in (30c), 
based on Truckenbrodt (2006). (cS and cH are the speaker and hearer in the utterance 
context c.) Gutzmann formalizes (30) by means of a sentence mood operator, which 
takes the truth-conditional content of its complement proposition (type <s,t>) as input 
and yields use-conditional content (of type u) as its output without affecting the truth-
conditional content (much in the spirit of Potts’s 2005 multi-dimensional semantics). 
 
(30)  a.  Leopold  ist  blond. 
       Leopold  is  blond 
 
    b.  truth-conditions: 
       “Leopold ist blond” is true (in German) iff Leopold is blond. 
 
    c.  use-conditions: 

“Leopold ist blond” is felicitously uttered (in German) iff  
cS wants that cH knows that Leopold is blond. 

 
German ja is analyzed as another use-conditional item (UCI), which contributes its use-
conditions to those of the sentence mood operator in a scopeless, ‘conjunctive’ way. 
This is sketched in (31), based on Gutzmann (2015:262-263); (31b) and (31c-i) are 
identical to (30b) and (30c), whereas (31c-ii) captures the contribution of ja. To 
facilitate comparison, (31c-ii) departs from Gutzmann’s (2015) own analysis, and 
instead assumes the uncontroversiality approach pursued in section 5.1 and 5.2. 
 
(31)  a.  Leopold  ist  ja  blond. 
       Leopold  is  JA  blond 
 
    b.  truth-conditions:  
       “Leopold ist ja blond” is true (in German) iff Leopold is blond. 
 
    c.  use-conditions: 

“Leopold ist ja blond” is felicitously uttered (in German) iff 
i.  cS wants that cH knows that Leopold is blond     
ii. and cS believes that cH does not actively consider the possibility of  
   Leopold not being blond.     

       where ‘x actively considers the possibility of φ’ means: 
       x believes that φ or x tries to resolve the question of whether φ or ¬φ 
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To conclude, we can observe the following. On the one hand, Gutzmann’s (2015) use-
conditional approach shares the core idea of a force-based approach (section 5.1) in that 
ja adds to the felicity conditions of an utterance. (30c) can be likened to Jacobs’s (1991) 
ASSERT, whereas (31c) can be likened to JA-ASSERT. On the other hand, Gutzmann’s 
approach shares the idea of a presuppositional approach (section 5.2) that ja directly 
operates on propositions, i.e. it takes an expression of semantic type <s,t> as its 
argument. We can now turn to a critical comparison of the three approaches. 
 
6.  The Type of Meaning – Comparison of Competing Approaches 
 
This section outlines the considerations that come into play when deciding between 
competing approaches. Section 6.1 starts by comparing presuppositional approaches 
with use-conditional approaches. Both assume that discourse particles such as ja 
contribute non-truth-conditional meaning, more or less in parallel to the truth-
conditional meaning of the modified clause. Therefore, while presuppositional and use-
conditional approaches differ in the type of non-truth-conditional meaning that they 
assume, neither requires a syntactic formal link to left-peripheral force operators. Such 
approaches are then compared to syntactic force-based accounts in sections 6.2 and 6.3. 
 
6.1  Presuppositions or Use-Conditions? 
 
In evaluating the recent debate about non-truth-conditional meaning, we can start by 
asking how a presuppositional analysis of discourse particles would differ from a use-
conditional analysis. On a conceptual level, arguments can be made for both 
approaches. On the one hand, a presuppositional analysis may be desirable since the 
need for presuppositional meaning is well-established, and an additional use-conditional 
dimension goes against parsimony (see Schlenker 2007, Sauerland 2007). On the other 
hand, as argued by Gutzmann (2015), a use-conditional analysis may be more adequate 
to deal with the heterogeneity of discourse particles, which Gutzmann works out for the 
difference between ja and wohl (see Zimmermann 2008, 2011). The particle ja 
contributes surplus meaning to its host utterance, which is consistent with 
presuppositional meaning, as sketched in (32). However, according to Zimmermann 
(2008), wohl interacts with the speaker or hearer’s commitment to the modified 
proposition instead, as sketched in (33b); this is inconsistent with a presuppositional 
analysis, which would predict the contribution of wohl to be independent from the main 
assertion, (33c). 
 
(32)  a.  Ed  ist  ja  zuhause. 
       Ed  is  JA  at.home 
    b.  ≈  [I assert: ‘Ed is home.’] + [JA(Ed is home)] 
 
(33)  a.  Ed  ist  wohl  zuhause. 
       Ed  is  WOHL at.home 
    b.  ≈  I tentatively assert: ‘Ed is home.’ 
    c.  ≠  [I assert: ‘Ed is home.’] + [WOHL(Ed is home)] 
 
Gutzmann accounts for this difference by positing different types of use-conditional 
items (UCIs): UCIs such as ja do not scopally interact with other UCIs, which derives 
(32b); but there are also UCIs such as wohl that scopally interact with other use-
conditional elements such as sentence mood operators. This distinction allows wohl (but 
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not ja) to modify a sentence mood operator, (33b), which is an option that a 
presuppositional account does not seem to avail. 
    Beyond these conceptual considerations, we can ask how the two types of 
approaches could be teased apart empirically. In the recent literature, the regular 
semantic content of an utterance has been relabeled to at-issue content (see Potts 
2015:168, who attributes this new label to William A. Ladusaw). Both presuppositional 
content and use-conditional content are non-at-issue by definition (Potts 2015:168). We 
thus expect them to share an array of properties. Overall, the results for discourse 
particles are inconclusive as of now. I thus focus on two properties of non-at-issue 
content, in order to outline the core issues: [i.] independence and [ii.] projection 
behavior.  
   Let us start with the so-called independence property of expressive/use-conditional 
content (see Potts 2007:166-169; Gutzmann 2013:33-37). For our purposes, the idea is 
that use-conditional items make a contribution that is dissociated (independent) from the 
truth-conditions of a sentence that contains them. If the use conditions of a sentence α, 
associated with a use-conditional item β, are violated, then α will have the same truth 
value that it would have if it did not contain β (though it will be perceived to be ‘out of 
place’ in the utterance context). By contrast, if the presuppositions φ of a sentence α are 
not met, then α is believed to be undefined, and α will fail to have a truth value 
altogether (see Gutzmann 2013:33,37; Beaver & Geurts 2013). Gutzmann (2013:37) 
takes this to be a fundamental difference between use-conditional and presuppositional 
meaning. To illustrate independence for ja, Gutzmann (2013:34) states that (34) (cf. 
(18)) would be judged true regardless of whether it contains ja or not, even though ja 
renders the utterance infelicitous. 
 
(34)  Context: A happy father rushes out of the delivery room. 
   # Es ist ja ein Mädchen! 
    ‘It’s [JA] a girl!’ 
    (Gutzmann 2013:12) 
 
Now, if ja were a truth-conditionally vacuous presupposition trigger, then it would 
pattern with truth-conditionally vacuous presupposition triggers such as English again, 
even or too (cf. Tiemann 2014, Potts 2015:171 for recent discussion). Crucially, it is a 
known fact about particles like too that they do not appear to affect the truth-value of 
the modified proposition any more than ja does (see Beaver & Geurts 2013, who 
nevertheless analyze too as a presupposition trigger; see also Potts 2015:170-171). To 
allow for a minimal comparison, consider (35), which is a variant of (34). If 
independence were a reliable criterion for distinguishing presuppositional from use-
conditional meaning, then we would predict (35) to lack a truth-value, assuming that too 
is presuppositional. However, in any context in which (34) is judged true, (35) would be 
judged equally true. Conversely, (34) with ja and (35) with too seem equally 
infelicitous in the given context. 
 
(35)  Context: A happy father rushes out of the delivery room. 
   # It’s a girl, too! 
 
In accordance with Beaver & Geurts (2013), the fact that (34) and (35) may be true 
statements in spite of their pragmatic infelicity derives from the assumption that such 
(additive) presupposition triggers contribute ‘incidental’ surplus information in addition 
to the main proposition conveyed in the respective sentences. The parity of (34) and 
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(35) can then be interpreted in one of several ways. One possible conclusion would be 
that independence cannot be used to differentiate between presuppositional and use-
conditional approaches to discourse particles. An alternative conclusion would be that 
too is, in fact, not a presupposition trigger, but a use-conditional item (or conventional 
implicature item, as in Horn 2007; see Potts 2015:188-189). Either conclusion would 
blur the lines between German ja and English too, thus making it difficult to verify or 
falsify the initial idea that there is a fundamental difference between use-conditional and 
presuppositional approaches to discourse particles. 
   Having shown that independence may not be a sufficient diagnostic to differentiate 
between a presuppositional and a use-conditional approach, we can ask whether 
discourse particles exhibit the projection behavior of presuppositions or not (cf. Beaver 
& Geurts 2013). I focus on the following test, which is one of Karttunen’s 1973 filters 
(see Potts 2015:173). Consider a conditional clause such as if χ then ϕ. Presuppositions 
of the consequent, ϕ, do not need to be satisfied by the global (utterance) context (i.e. 
they do not project) if they are entailed by the antecedent, χ. It has been argued 
extensively that use-conditional items, such as the evaluation component of that bastard 
Kresge do not exhibit presuppositional projection behavior; they project out of such 
filters in a way that presuppositions do not (Potts 2005:34-36, see Gutzmann 2013, 
2015). If we attempt to apply such tests to discourse particles, a clear problem consists 
in the difficulty of exactly paraphrasing the meaning contribution of a discourse particle 
in a way that allows us to construct reliable test examples. To illustrate this difficulty 
(and outline future directions of research), consider example (36).20 The core idea in 
constructing (36) is that doch (a particle closely related to ja, cf. Lindner 1991, Grosz 
2014) has a contrastive presupposition. Roughly, doch(p) presupposes that somebody 
believes a ¬p-entailing proposition q. When such a belief is explicitly ruled out, as in 
(36a-b), doch is unacceptable. However, if the relevant presupposition is introduced in a 
conditional antecedent, (36c), then doch appears to become felicitous again. Contrasts 
such as (36b) vs. (36c) may be taken to suggest that the contrast component of doch has 
the projection behavior associated with presuppositional meaning. We expect that use-
conditional meaning is always interpreted with respect to the global (utterance) context. 
However, doch in (36c) seems to be locally licensed by material in the conditional 
antecedent. 
 
(36)  a. (Context:) 
      At the moment, nobody believes that Hans bought cheap books.  
      Everybody knows that Hans only bought expensive books. 
 
    b.  Hans   hat   (# doch)  nur   teure      Bücher  gekauft.  
      Hans   has    DOCH  only expensive  books   bought  
 
    c. Wenn  später  Leute  glauben,   [q dass  er  billige  Bücher  gekauft  hat],  
      if     later   people  believe     that   he cheap  books   bought  has 
      vergessen  sie,   [p dass  Hans  doch  nur   teure     Bücher  gekauft  hat]. 
      forget     they   that   Hans  DOCH  only  expensive  books   bought  has 

‘If in the future people believe that he bought cheap books, they will have 
forgotten that Hans [DOCH] bought only expensive books.’ 

 

                                                
20 A variant of (36) was included in earlier manuscript versions of Grosz (2014), though not included in 
the final version. I am grateful to an anonymous reviewer for bringing this to my attention. 
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However, an argument based on (36c) presumes that we have a correct analysis of doch. 
Moreover, such an argument can only be as valid as our understanding of the potential 
confounds (e.g. what is the role of ‘they will have forgotten’, which cannot be omitted 
from the consequent of (36c)?). The evidence is thus inconclusive, and paradigms such 
as (36a-c) need to be explored in much more detail in order to learn whether discourse 
particles give rise to the projection behavior observed with presuppositions. 
   We can now turn to a comparison of presuppositional/use-conditional approaches 
on the one hand and force-based approaches on the other hand. Two of the core areas 
for comparing the two approaches include the sentence type / speech act sensitivity of 
discourse particles, section 6.2, and their (un)embeddability, section 6.3. 
 
6.2  Sentence Type Sensitivity 
 
It is often taken to be a defining property of discourse particles that they are sensitive to 
the sentence type (e.g. declarative vs interrogative) and speech act type (e.g. rhetorical 
question vs information question) of an utterance that they occur in; cf. Altmann (1987, 
1993), Thurmair (1989), Bayer & Obenauer (2011), amongst many others. This 
property of modal particles has been in focus of speech-act-theoretic approaches such as 
Waltereit (2001). (37) illustrates sentence type sensitivity: ja / doch can occur in 
declaratives, (37a), and denn / etwa in yes/no-questions, (37b), but the reverse is not 
possible. 
 
(37)  a.  Lars ist {ja / doch / *denn / *etwa} krank. 
       ‘Lars is {JA / DOCH / *DENN / *ETWA} sick.’ 
 
    b.  Ist Lars {denn / etwa / *ja / *doch} krank? 
       ‘Is Lars {DENN / ETWA / *JA / *DOCH} sick?’ 
 
Similarly, as an illustration of speech act sensitivity, schon only occurs in rhetorical wh-
questions, such as (38), and not in regular wh-questions (cf. in particular Bayer & 
Obenauer 2011 for a theoretical analysis of such questions). 
 
(38)   Was  kann  er  schon  anrichten? 
     what  can   he  SCHON  do 
     ‘How much damage can he do?’ (only as rhetorical question: ‘Not much!’) 
 
Proponents of a force-based approach to discourse particles (such as Bayer & Obenauer 
2011, Coniglio 2011) take such effects to constitute core evidence for a direct 
interaction between discourse particles and the left-peripheral clausal Force domain. 
The idea would be that schon in (38) carries an uninterpretable Force feature with a 
value amounting to ‘rhetorical question’. By agreement between Force and schon, the 
illocutionary operator in the left-periphery must end up encoding a rhetorical question. 
   By contrast, a presuppositional or use-conditional approach must make do without 
such a direct connection between discourse particles and the illocutionary potential of 
the clauses that contain them. Of course, this is perfectly conceivable. One way to 
implement this would be to posit semantic differences amongst particles, which limit 
the range of constructions that the particles can occur in. We have already seen that the 
distribution of ja may be connected to more general constraints that also apply to 
sentence adverbs such as English certainly or French certainement ‘certainly’, see (24). 
Similarly, in recent research, Csipak & Zobel (2014) argue that the distribution of 
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particles such as denn and etwa follows from the type of expressions that they can scope 
over. They observe that both particles can occur in yes/no-questions, (39a), whereas 
only denn can occur in wh-questions, (39b). This suggests that denn can combine with a 
set of propositions that contains a gap corresponding to the wh-element, whereas etwa 
cannot do so. Since wh-questions contain a gap and yes/no-questions do not, this 
derives the distribution of the particles. 
 
(39)  a.  Ist Lars {denn / etwa} krank? 
       ‘Is Lars {DENN / ETWA} sick?’ 
    b.   Wer ist {denn / *etwa} krank? 
       ‘Who is {DENN / *ETWA} sick?’ 
 
A different proposal is made by Gutzmann (2015) who argues that the sentence mood 
sensitivity of discourse particles derives from their nature as use-conditional items and 
from the assumption that sentence mood is also encoded at the level of use-conditions 
by means of Truckenbrodtian sentence mood operators (Truckenbrodt 2006). Gutzmann 
(2015:261-263) proposes that a particle like ja contributes use-conditions that are only 
compatible with the use-conditions of a standard declarative, explaining the restriction 
of ja to garden variety declaratives. Similarly, he subsequently argues that denn must 
compositionally interact with a use-conditional ‘hearer knowledge’ operator, which 
limits its distribution to garden variety interrogatives. 
   To conclude, presuppositional/use-conditional approaches provide sufficient means 
to derive the sentence-type and speech-act sensitivity of discourse particles without 
resorting to stipulation in the spirit of syntactic Force features. For reasons of 
parsimony, this favors presuppositional/use-conditional approaches and lays the burden 
of proof on syntactic force-based approaches. 
 
6.3  Embedded Contexts 
 
German exhibits the ability to embed discourse particles, as demonstrated by Thurmair 
(1989); such contexts provide another good testing ground for competing approaches to 
discourse particles. Notably, discourse particles cannot be embedded in all embedded 
contexts, as illustrated in (40); while ja can occur in a complement to einfallen 
‘remember’, (40a), ja is impossible in a complement to leugnen ‘deny’. 
 
(40)  a.  Mir   ist eingefallen,  daß  Nastassja  ja  verheiratet ist.   
       to.me  is  remembered that  Nastassja  JA  married   is  
       ‘I remembered that Nastassja [JA] is married.’ 
       (Meibauer 1994:135) 
 
    b. * Er  leugnete, daß  er die Zeugin  ja unter  Druck  gesetzt  hat. 
       he  denied   that  he the witness JA under  pressure put    has 
       ‘He denied that he [JA] had put the witness under pressure.’ 
       (Thurmair 1989:109) 
 
The distribution of discourse particles in embedded clauses has given rise to their being 
classified as a type of root phenomenon, e.g. by Bayer (2001) and Coniglio (2011). A 
root phenomenon is a linguistic phenomenon that is generally restricted to matrix 
clauses, but can occasionally occur in so-called embedded root contexts (Emonds 1970, 
Hooper & Thompson 1973).  
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   Coniglio (2011) argues that the distribution of discourse particles in embedded 
clauses corroborates a syntactic force-based approach to discourse particles. Building on 
Haegeman (2004), he argues that discourse particles can occur in all and only those 
embedded clauses that contain a ForceP in their left periphery. While the idea of an 
embedded ForceP may be not be viewed as troublesome as such, complement clauses 
make up an interesting testing ground. If we could establish a class of matrix predicates 
that select ForceP complements (allowing for discourse particles), and a complementary 
class of matrix predicates that select clausal complements without a ForceP (disallowing 
discourse particles), this would strongly favor a syntactic force-based approach. 
Coniglio (2011:134-143) claims to have established such classes; the idea is that non-
factive predicates select ForcePs, as sketched in (41) for example (40a), whereas factive 
predicates (in a broad sense that includes ‘deny’, as in (40b)) take clausal complements 
that lack a ForceP. The embedded Force2P in (41) is assumed to be licensed by the 
matrix predicate via a potential speaker (typically the matrix subject) whose perspective 
the particle ja operates on. 
 
(41)  [Force1P Mir ist eingefallen, [Force2P daß Nastassja ja verheiratet ist]].   
 
The division of complement that-clauses into factive and non-factive ones goes back to 
Hooper & Thompson’s (1973) first attempts at capturing the distribution of embedded 
root phenomena. As an illustration for a root phenomenon, consider VP preposing (of 
marry her) in the matrix clause marry her he will in (42a). Example (42b) shows VP 
preposing in an embedded root context, namely in a complement clause selected by the 
non-factive predicate vow. By contrast, example (42c) shows the ungrammaticality of 
VP preposing in the complement to the factive predicate bother. 
 
(42) a.  Mary plans for John to marry her, and [marry her he will]. 
   b.  Sally plans for Gary to marry her, and he vows [that marry her he will]. 
   c. * Sally plans for Gary to marry her, and it bothers me [that marry her he will]. 
      (Hooper & Thompson 1973:466,474,479; emphasis and brackets added) 
 
The main challenge for Coniglio’s (2011) account resides in the fact that factive 
predicates do not behave uniformly. As a first illustration, consider example (43), which 
involves the classic factive predicate bother, (42c). In case there is any doubt about (43) 
being factive, we also know that nonfactive clauses (such as complements of nonfactive 
report) become factive when they are embedded under the fact (Schulz 2003:76), i.e. 
factivity is insured by the possible inclusion of die Tatsache ‘the fact’.21 At the same 
time, as indicated, die Tatsache ‘the fact’ (included without parentheses in the original 
text) can be omitted in (43) without affecting the status of ja in the complement that-
clause. Crucially, ja is fully acceptable in this construction. 
 
(43)  Mich  stört    jetzt  (die  Tatsache),  dass  ich  die  Lüfter  ja  nur   laufen  
    me  bothers  now  the fact      that  I   the fans   JA only run 
    lassen  muss,  um  die  produzierte  Wärme  aus   dem  Gehäuse  abzuführen. 
    let    must  to  the produced   warmth from the  case     divert 

                                                
21 This is shown by the contrast between (i) and (ii). 
    i.  The media reported that the boy was innocent, but he wasn’t. 
   ii. The media reported the fact that the boy was innocent, #but he wasn’t. 
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‘The fact bothers me now that I [JA] have to let the fans run for the sole reason of 
dissipating the produced warmth from the [computer’s] case.’22 

 
Furthermore, ja can easily be embedded under (not) know, which acts as a factive 
predicate in regular declarative clauses (cf. Kiparsky & Kiparsky 1971, Karttunen 
1971), as shown in (44) (omission of nicht ‘not’ does not alter the acceptability of this 
example). 
 
(44)  In  beiden  Fällen  wird  dem   Leser  die  Buchauswahl   erschwert,       
    in  both  cases  is   to.the  reader the book.selection  made.difficult 
    da    er   nicht  weiß,  dass  er  den  Autor  ja  bereits   kennt. 
    since  he  not   knows that  he the author JA already  knows  

‘In both cases, selecting a book is made difficult for the reader, since he doesn’t 
know that he [JA] already knows the author.’23 

 
We can easily show that (44) is indeed factive. In the case of nonfactive behaupten 
‘claim’, (45a), we can negate the embedded proposition in the next clause, (45b). This is 
impossible with wissen ‘know’, as shown in (46b), even though both predicates allow 
for ja in their complements, cf. (45a) and (46a). 
 
(45)  a.  Der Leser  hat behauptet, dass  er  den Autor  (ja) schon   kennt… 
       the reader has claimed   that  he  the author  JA  already  knows 
       ‘The reader claimed that he (JA) already knows the author..’ 
    b.  … aber er kennt ihn noch nicht. 
         ‘but he doesn’t know him yet.’ 
 
(46)  a.  Der Leser  hat (nicht) gewusst, dass  er den Autor  (ja) schon   kennt… 
       the reader has not   known   that  he the author  JA  already  knows 
       ‘The reader {knew / did not know} that he (JA) already knows the author..’ 
    b. # … {aber / und} er kennt ihn noch nicht. 
         ‘{but / and} he doesn’t know him yet.’ 
 
Naturally, one may suspect that ja simply has to be in an ‘asserted’ / ‘non-presupposed’ 
complement (cf. Coniglio 2011:135), i.e. that it is not really about factivity vs non-
factivity, but even this does not seem to be the case here. In (47), we see that the first 
conjunct, (47a), asserts the presupposed content of the second conjunct, (47b). 
Nevertheless, the second conjunct, (47b), can contain ja. It is unclear in what sense the 
embedded clause in (47b) could qualify as assertive in any meaningful sense when 
preceded by the statement in (47a). 
 
(47)  a.  Peter kennt den Autor schon,   
       ‘Peter already knows the author,’ 
    b.  und  Peter  weiß,   dass  er  den  Autor   ja  schon   kennt. 
       and  Peter  knows  that  he  the  author  JA  already  knows 

‘and Peter knows that he [JA] already knows the author.’ 
 

                                                
22  Example from http://www.computerbase.de/forum/showthread.php?t=1215696, emphasis and 
parentheses added. 
23 http://www.piper-fantasy.de/forum/pseudonym-gewinnspiel 
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These observations thus pose a serious challenge for Coniglio’s proposal that the 
absence / presence of embedded Force correlates with factivity / non-factivity. 
   By contrast, from the perspective of a presuppositional/use-conditional approach, 
such observations may be expected, given the recent findings and investigations of 
Hacquard & Wellwood (2012) and Anand & Hacquard (2013). In these studies, it has 
been shown that the (non-)occurrence of epistemic modals in embedded clauses 
correlates with the nature of the matrix predicate. As discussed in section 3 above, there 
are good reasons to consider the possibility that at least some discourse particles are 
epistemic in nature. Much in the spirit of Anand & Hacquard (2013), one could thus 
pursue the idea that an embedding attitude predicate must allow the embedded discourse 
particle to access the claims or beliefs of the actual speaker or of a reported (‘shifted’) 
speaker. Such a requirement is plausible both under the presuppositional approach, (28), 
and under the use-conditional approach, (31), which both assume indexical reference to 
a contextual speaker and hearer. 
   Much in the spirit of such an explanation, (48) provides further evidence that 
embeddability of a discourse particle does not hinge on the matrix verb as such. If 
leugnen ‘deny’ is negated, an embedded ja seems to improve significantly (see Kwon 
2005:43, Gutzmann 2015:225 for related observations). Crucially, the acceptability of 
(48) would be entirely unexpected if the unacceptability of (40b) were due to the lack of 
a ForceP in complements of leugnen ‘deny’ (as in Coniglio 2011:139). By contrast, the 
acceptability of (48) follows if embedded ja requires the embedded proposition to be 
compatible with the matrix subject’s claims or beliefs (which clearly fails in (40b)). 
 
(48)  Der Leser  hat (gar) nicht  geleugnet, dass  er den Autor  ja  schon   kennt. 
    the reader has at.all not   denied    that  he the author JA  already  knows 
    ‘The reader did not deny (at all) that he [JA] already knows the author.’ 
 
7  Conclusion 
 
This article has addressed the elusive class of discourse particles, illustrated for 
German. It has reviewed a set of core properties and sub-classificational criteria, and 
subsequently discussed German ja as a case study to illustrate the challenges involved 
in describing the meaning of individual particles. Three current approaches to discourse 
particles were compared: a syntactic approach that posits a direct interaction with 
sentential force, a presuppositional approach that treats discourse particles on a par with 
presupposition triggers like too, and a use-conditional approach in which discourse 
particles make their contribution in a different meaning dimension. A comparison of the 
three approaches has shown that syntactic force-based approaches fall short of 
explaining the distribution of discourse particles in embedded contexts, even though 
such an explanation has been one of the main arguments in favor of syntactic force-
based approaches. Moreover, while force-based approaches have previously been 
motivated by the seemingly arbitrary connection to speech act and sentence type that 
discourse particles exhibit, this article has shown that presuppositional and use-
conditional approaches are fully equipped to derive such connections independently. As 
to the question whether a use-conditional approach is superior over a presuppositional 
approach, we have seen that this is still an open question; when comparing discourse 
particles to presupposition triggers such as too, we notice that differences largely 
disappear, indicating that a uniform analysis may be desirable after all. 
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