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Are there modal particles in European Portuguese?

If there are, how do we know how to classify them as such?
What are modal particles?
▶ Are particles a syntactic category? Or a semantic

category? Or both?
▶ Coniglio (2008, pp. 14–16, 121–126, 148, 159): ‘modal’

particles are defective sentential adverbs, fixed position in
the clause structure left

▶ Function and meaning of ‘modal’ particles
▶ Most of the elements make reference to previous discourse

moves
▶ Some of the elements make claims of non-actual

worlds/possibilities
▶ Conclusion I term ‘particle’ only usefull as syntactic

category, different from sentential adverbs
▶ Conclusion II EP sempre behaves like a prototypical

discourse (‘modal’) particle – despite the fact that Amaral
and Del Prete (2014, p. 135) consider confirmative sempre
as adverb in both languages
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Are there modal particles in European Portuguese?

EP sempre occurs in two positions with preferences for
different interpretations: preverbally and post verbally

(1) O
det.m

banho
bath

de
of

imersão
immersion

éV

is
sempre
always

demorado.1

take.time-ppp
‘The full bath is always time consuming.’

(2) Vocês
you.pl

ontem
yesterday

sempre
after.all

foramV

were
ao
at.the.m

cinema?2

cinema
‘Did you go to the cinema after all?’

(3) *Vocês ontem foram sempre ao cinema?

2CRPC-ORAL pfamcv06.txt.
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Are there modal particles in European Portuguese? II

temporal confirmative

pre-verbal 462 5
post-verbal 1512 0

1. The element sempre can have, at least, one temporal and
a discourse use.
▶ sempretemp:

▶ pre-verbal position: 462 (contra Amaral and Del Prete 2014,
p. 137 and Ambar, Gonzaga, and Negrão 2004, p. 3)

▶ post-verbal position: 1512
▶ sempreconfirm:

▶ pre-verbal position: ?5 (cf. confirming Franco, 1998, pp. 147,
150; Macário-Lopes 1998, p. 7, Brito 2001, p. 66, Ambar,
Gonzaga, and Negrão 2004, pp. 2–5, Fiéis 2010, ?? and
Amaral and Del Prete 2014, p. 137)

▶ post-verbal position: 0
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Stacking of discourse particles in European
Portuguese

In rare occasions possible (cf. Franco 1990, pp. 187):

(4) Sempre
sempre

lá
lá

se
refl

resolveram.3

resolve-pst.3p
‘They eventually ended up in agreement’

(5) *Lá
lá

sempre
sempre

se
refl

resolveram.4

resolve-pst.3p

3As quoted in Franco (1990, pp. 187) = ex. (17).
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Two versions of confirmative sempre

Apart from the temporal interpretation, at least two distinct
readings of confirmative sempre (cf. Amaral and Del Prete
2014, pp. 140–145)

1. Plan-oriented/bouletic confirmative sempre : subject
referent commitment to make prejacent proposition p
become true

2. Epistemic confirmative sempre : some referent commits to
the truth of the prejacent proposition p
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Confirmative sempre: Plan-oriented/bouletic
interpretation I

Based on Amaral and Del Prete’s (2014, p. 135) observation:
plan-oriented interpretation of confirmative sempre in EP, and
Italian:

(6) A
det.f

Mafalda
Mafalda

SEMpre
sempre

vai
go.3s

ao
in.det.m

cinema
cinema

no
on.det.m

domingo
Sunday

á
at.det.f

noite.
night

‘Mafalda indeed/still is going to the movies this Sunday
night.’

But here: example with 3s subject, to show that plan needn’t be
associated with the speaker, rather it is associated with the
subject referent.
Requirement: p must contain a predicate that involves an
event which can be controlled by an agent; cannot be stative
predicate or predicate refering to some past event
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Confirmative sempre: Plan-oriented/bouletic
interpretation II

1. subj commmitted herself publicly to the plan p of going to
the movies on Sunday

2. spkr and addr were mutually aware at t1 spoke about
subj’s original plan
▶ Not necessary that subj spoke to spkr or addr about plan

in person
▶ But spkr and addr previously spoke about p

3. at t2 spkr or addr obtained information that subj no
longer committed to come to the movies on Sunday

4. spkr obtained new information that the subj referent addr
found herself in circumstances to recommit to the original
plan

5. subj changed her plans twice
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Confirmative sempre: Plan-oriented interpretation II

Assumption here: following requirements are relevant:

1. subject referent needs to have committed to some plan

2. committment to plan must have been made publicly
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Confirmative sempre: fact-oriented interpretation I

Amaral and Del Prete (2014, pp. 142–144): fact-oriented
interpretation of confirmative sempre : only in EP, but not Italian

(7) O
det.m

João
João

SEMpre
sempre

morreu.
die.pst.3s

‘João indeed has died.’

(8) O
det.m

Micha
Micha

SEMpre
sempre

é
be.prs.3s

russo.
Russian

‘Micha is indeed Russian.’

Observation p can contain predicate that (i) is either stative or
that (ii) refers to an event in the past.
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Confirmative sempre: fact-oriented interpretation II

Assumption here: following requirements are relevant:

1. spkr, addr or third party committed to truth of p the that
João died/Micha was Russian

2. spkr puts p into question/withdraws commitment to truth
of p

3. spkr obtains new evidence suggests that João died/Micha
was Russian, (re)-commits to p

Fact-oriented sempre involves two roles: (i) referent who
committed to truth of p (believer) and (ii) referent who puts p
into question (questioner). Are there restrictions how these
roles are distributed
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Modal dimension of sempre

Maché (2013, pp. 228–230) bouletic/circumstantial modal
verbs require predicate that contains an event that can be
changed: incompatible with states and past related predicates.

(9) .
¯

*Smerdyakov can be the murderer.
(circumstantial) .

¯
Smerdyakov could be the

murderer. (epistemic)

(10) .
¯

*Smerdyakov can have killed Fyodor Pavlovich.
(circumstantial) .

¯
Smerdyakov could have killed

Fyodor Pavlovich. (epistemic)

▶ Italian sempre : involves modal operator restricted to
bouletic modal base (similar to Engl can)

▶ EP sempre : involves modal operator tolerating epistemic
modal base (similar to Engl. could )
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Restrictions on believer

. . . ... can be spkr (‘I was right’), addr (‘You were right’) or third
party (‘X was right’), as indicated by preposed clause:

(11) Tinha/Tinhas/A
have.imp.1s/have.imp.2s/det.f

minha
my.f

vezinha
neighbour

tinha
have.imp.23

razão,
right

o
det.m

Chega
Chega

SEMpre
sempre

ganhou
win.pst.3s

mais
more

de
than

15%.
15%

‘I was/You were/My neighbour was right, the Chega party
won more than 15% after all.’

▶ Conclusion 1: believer can be any referent, ??most
prototypically spkr?

▶ Conclusion 2: there can be conflicting committments
between spkr and addr about truth of p ; SHOWS THAT p
NEEDN’T HAVE BEEN PART OF THE COMMON
GROUND/SHARED BELIEFS
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Restrictions on questioner

Questioner can be identical to believer:

(12) A
det.f

chave
key

SEMpre
sempre

estava
be-impf.3s

na
in.det.f

gaveta.
drawer

‘The key turned out to be in the drawer after all.’

1. spkr thought the key was in the drawer and told addr
about it

2. spkr took a first look in the drawer, but didn’t see a key
there, concluded it must be somewhere else. Told addr
about it.

3. spkr another look in the drawer and found the key there.

Questioner and believer can also be both addr
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Nature on movement restriction

Portuguese, Italian modifier with similar meaning afinal/alla
fine which differs crucially in some respects

1. nuclear stress (cf. Amaral and Del Prete (2014,
pp. 139–140))
▶ sempre always attracts nuclear stress: prejacent p is

Given, speech participants know both that some referent
committet to p

▶ afinal compatible with various placements of nuclear
stress/focus on other constitutents

2. negated prejacent p (cf. Amaral and Del Prete 2014,
p. 147)
▶ sempre cannot embedded prejacent with negation não
▶ afinal can embed propositions with não

3. placement
▶ sempre only occurs in preverbal position
▶ afinal can precede subject, can follow entire prejacent

4. epistemic change
▶ sempre involves two changes (cf. Amaral and Del Prete

2014)
▶ afinal at leas one change (cf. Amaral and Del Prete 2016)
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sempre and verum focus

Nuclear stress on particles may be result of verum focus, e.g.
German DOCH (cf. Gutzmann (2010), Egg and Zimmermann
(2012, pp. 230–233))
▶ Prejacent p is destressed because already Given, speech

participants know that at least some referent committed
to its truth

▶ No other constituent can be fronted: would place focus on
some constituent within prejacent p
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Challenges for Amaral and Del Prete (2014)

1. They do not distinguish between different status p can
have:
1.1 p being a shared belief/common ground: spkr and addr

both publicly commit to truth of p
1.2 content of p being known to both speech participants,

without necessarily committing to its truth –what is known
is that there is some referent who commits to truth or
realisation of p

▶ Their claim: p has been part of the CG/shared beliefs –
problematic because spkr and addr can disagree on truth
of p

2. Amaral and Del Prete (2014, pp. 159–152) assume sempre
is an epistemic modal operator in the style of Kratzer
(1978), Kratzer (1981), which is evaluated against
‘general knowledge’ rather than beliefs of individual
referents – no space for disagreement/conflicting beliefs
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Analysis without cartography

CP

NPnom

der Luckynom

C′

C0

gibtvGerm

‘gives’

TP

NPnom

a Mariana

T′

NP

DOCH

sempre

T′

T0

dávPort

‘gives’

VP

tNPnom

tNPnom

V’

NP

einer Fraudat

a uma mulher
‘(dat) woman’

V’

NP/tvPort

einen Wodkaacc

tvPort

tvGerm/NP

tvGerm

um vodka
‘a vodka’
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German: approach without cartography – comments

▶ According to Haider/Rosengren 1998: «Scrambling is
adjunction to the VP, definite NPs tend to scramble»

▶ Position of particles - Adjunction to the VP
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Representations with Type Theory with Records

▶ phon(onology): represents phonological information of a
sign

▶ cat(egory): represents syntactic information of a sign
▶ cont(ent): represents semantic (mostly at-issue)

information of a sign
▶ dgb-params (dialogue gameboard-parameters) represents

discourse and context specific informations of a sign,
always non-at-issue meaning, containing ressources such
as:
▶ current and future questions under discussion
▶ facts (‘common ground’)
▶ moves: list of previous moves in the discourse
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Head-adjunct scheme

xpmod=def

xpmod:


dgb-params:

[
mod-dtr.dgb-params : DGP1
xp-dtr.dgb-params : DGP2

]
cat:

[
head=hd-dtr.cat.head : PoS

]
cont=mod-dtr.cont(hd-dtr.cont):SemObj type



mod:

DGP1:RecType
dgb-params:DGP1
cont:λr1:[so:SemObjtype].SemObjtype

 xp:


DGP2:RecType
dgb-params:DGP2
cat:

[
head : PoS

]
cont:SemObjtype


mod head
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Head-adjunct scheme – Comments

▶ Phrase structure scheme which licenses any type of tree
combining a phrase with a modifier

▶ It combines
▶ Head Feature Principle syntactic features of the mother, is

projected by the syntactic features of the head-dtr (Pollard
and Sag 1994, pp. 34, 56)

▶ Semantics principle semantic content of the mother is
projected by the semantic content of the modifier-dtr
Pollard and Sag 1994, p. 56:

▶ Dialogue Gameboard-Parameters Principle: the
dgb-params of the mother is the union of the dgb-params
of each dtr: (cf. Ginzburg 2012, p. 126)
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Discourse particles in TTR: the case of sempre



phon =⟨ /"sempRe/ ⟩:list(phonform)

cat:

 head=

mod = ⟨

cat: [head=v:PoScomps=⟨⟩:list(SynSem)

]
cont:

[
p: Prop

]
⟩:list(SynSem)

 : PoS



dgb-params:



spkr : Ind
addr : Ind
x : Ind
y : Ind
c1 : x=spkr ∨ addr
c2 : x=addr ∨ spkr
utt-time : Time
p=cat.head.mod.cont.p : Prop
m1= assert(x,p) : IllocProp
base : RecType
ideal : RecType
m2= assert(y,(poss(y, ¬p, base, ideal))) : IllocProp
cutt : addressing(spkr,addr,utt-time)
moves : list(IllocProp) ⊕ m2 ⊕ m1 ⊕ list(IllocProp)


cont:

[
p=cat.head.mod.cont.p

]
Prop

quest-dom=⟨⟩:list(RecType)


Figure: Lexicon entry for the confirmative discourse particle sempre
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Analysis – Comments

▶ sempre is a propositional modifier, whose mod value
selects a VP with saturated complements, and an
unsaturated subject

▶ dgb-params keeps track of information state of the
discourse
▶ moves-list taken to keep record of the speech participant’s

Discourse Committments in the sense of Farkas and
Bruce’s (2010, pp. 84–90)

▶ Cooper’s (2023, p. 247) translation of Kratzer’s (1981)
concept of modal operators into TTR as predicate of the
arity ⟨Ind, Type, Type, Type⟩, taking as arguments:
▶ an epistemic judge (here modelled as Individual)
▶ a proposition (here modelled as Type)
▶ an epistemic modal base B (here modelled as Type)
▶ and a stereotypical ordering source of ideals I (here

modelled as a Type)
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Open issues

1. Contrasting views on nature of the common ground
▶ Stalnaker (1978), Steedman (2014, p. 10): extremely small

set of proposition, only moves from ongoing conversation
▶ Here: sempre can make reference to discourse

states/moves from previous conversations
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Analysis – Challenges

▶ Commitments can be done by third party, who did not
participate in ongoing dialogue, hence which are not part
of moves-list

▶ moves-list: keeps track of previous commitments to truth
of p or to make p come true.

▶
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Conclusions

1. EP sempre very similar to German discourse particle
DOCH (cf. Franco 1998, p. 153, Egg and Zimmermann
2012, pp. 230–233)
1.1 Similar movement restriction – fixed position in left edge of

VP
1.2 Similar meaning as stressed DOCH (with verum focus)

2. Prejacent p needn’t have been part of CG , only requires
some referent to commit to it’s truth or realisation



34/35

Amaral, Patrícia and
Fabio Del Prete (2014). “On
truth persistence. A
comparison between
EuropeanPortuguese and
Italian in relation to
sempre”. In: Variation
within and across
Romance languages.
Selected papers from the
41st linguistic symposium
on Romance languages.
Ed. by Marie-Hélène Côté
and Eric Mathieu. Current
Issues in Linguistic Theory
333. Amsterdam: John
Benjamins Publishing
Company, pp. 135–154.

— (Jan. 2016). “On truth
unpersistence: At the
crossroads of epistemic
modality and discourse”.
In: Natural Language &
Linguistic Theory 34.4,
pp. 1135–1165. doi: 10.10
07/s11049-015-9325-5.
url:
http://dx.doi.org/10.1

007/s11049-015-9325-5.
Ambar, Manuela,
Manuela Gonzaga, and
Esmeralda Negrão (2004).
“Tense, quentification and
clause structure in
European Portuguese and
Brazilian Portuguese.
Evidence from a

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11049-015-9325-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11049-015-9325-5
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11049-015-9325-5
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11049-015-9325-5


34/35

comparative study on
sempre”. In: Romance
languages and linguistic
theory 2002. Selected
Papers from Going
Romance, Groningen
28–30 November 2002.
Ed. by
Reineke Bok-Bennema
et al. Vol. 256. Current
Issues in Linguistic Theory.
Amsterdam: John
Benjamins Publishing
Company, pp. 1–16.
Brito, Ana Maria (2001).
“Clause structure, subject
positions and verb
movement. About the
position of sempre in

European Portuguese and
Brazilian Portuguese”. In:
Romance languages and
linguistic theory 1999.
Ed. by Yves d’Hulst,
Johan Rooryck, and
Jan Schroten. Amsterdam:
John Benjamins Publishing
Company, pp. 63–85.
Coniglio, Marco (2008).
“Die Syntax der deutschen
Modalpartikeln: ihre
Distribution und
Lizenzierung in Haupt und
Nebensätzen”. PhD thesis.
Università Ca’ Foscari
Venezia.
Cooper, Robin (2023). From
perception to



34/35

communication – A type
theory for actionand
meaning. Oxford Studies in
Semantics and Pragmatics
16. Oxford University
Press.
Egg, Markus and
Malte Zimmermann
(2012). “Stressed out!
Accented discourse
particles: The case of
doch”. In: Proceedings of
Sinn und Bedeutung 16.
Ed. by Ana Aguilar
Guevara,
Anna Chernilovskaya, and
Rick Nouwen. Konstanz:
Open Journal Systems,
pp. 225–238. url: https:

//ojs.ub.uni-konstanz

.de/sub/index.php/sub

/article/view/422/355.
Farkas, D. F. and K. B. Bruce
(Sept. 2010). “On Reacting
to Assertions and Polar
Questions”. In: Journal of
Semantics 27.1,
pp. 81–118. doi:
10.1093/jos/ffp010. url:
https://doi.org/10.109

3%2Fjos%2Fffp010.
Fiéis, Alexandra (Jan.
2010). “On the position of
sempre in Medieval
Portuguese and in Modern
European Portuguese”. In:
The Linguistic Review 27.1,
pp. 75–105. doi:

https://ojs.ub.uni-konstanz.de/sub/index.php/sub/article/view/422/355
https://ojs.ub.uni-konstanz.de/sub/index.php/sub/article/view/422/355
https://ojs.ub.uni-konstanz.de/sub/index.php/sub/article/view/422/355
https://ojs.ub.uni-konstanz.de/sub/index.php/sub/article/view/422/355
https://doi.org/10.1093/jos/ffp010
https://doi.org/10.1093%2Fjos%2Fffp010
https://doi.org/10.1093%2Fjos%2Fffp010


34/35

10.1515/tlir.2010.004.
url: http://dx.doi.org
/10.1515/tlir.2010.004.
Franco, António (1990).
“Partículas Modais do
Português”. In: Revista da
Faculdade de Letras :
Línguas e Literaturas 7,
pp. 176–196.
— (1998). “Partículas
Modais da Língua
Portuguesa: Relances
Contrastivos com as
Partículas Alemãs”. In:
Revista da Faculdade de
Letras : Línguas e
Literaturas 5.1,
pp. 137–156.

Ginzburg, Jonathan
(2012). The interactive
stance: meaning for
conversation. Oxford
University Press.
Gutzmann, Daniel (2010).
“Betonte Modalpartikel
und Verumfokus”. In: 40
Jahre Partikelforschung.
Ed. by Elke Hentschel and
Theo Harden. Tübingen:
Stauffenburg,
pp. 119–138.
Kratzer, Angelika (1978).
Semantik der Rede.
Kontexttheorie –
Modalwörter –
Konditionalsätze. Scriptor.

https://doi.org/10.1515/tlir.2010.004
http://dx.doi.org/10.1515/tlir.2010.004
http://dx.doi.org/10.1515/tlir.2010.004


34/35

Kratzer, Angelika (1981).
“The Notional Category of
Modality”. In: Words,
Worlds and Contexts. New
approaches in World
Semantics. Ed. by
Hans Jürgen Eikmeyer and
Hannes Rieser. Berlin:
Mouton de Gruyter,
pp. 38–74.
Macário-Lopes,
Ana Cristina (1998).
“Contribução para o
estudo dos valores
discursivos de sempre”. In:
Actas do XIII Encontro
Nacional da APL. Ed. by
M. A. Mota and

R. Marquilhas. Lisboa:
Colibri, pp. 3–14.
Maché, Jakob (2013). “On
black magic. How
epistemic modifiers
emerge”. PhD thesis. Freie
Universität Berlin.
Pollard, Carl and
Ivan A. Sag (1994). Head
driven phrase structure
grammar. Studies in
contemporary linguistics.
Stanford: CSLI.
Stalnaker, Robert (1978).
“Assertion”. In: Syntax and
semantics 9: Pragmatics.
New York: Academic Press.
Steedman, Mark (2014).
“The



35/35

surface-compositional
semantics of English
intonation”. In: Language

90.1, pp. 2–57. doi:
10.1353/lan.2014.0010.

https://doi.org/10.1353/lan.2014.0010

	Overview
	Introduction
	Analysis
	Syntax
	Semantics

	Conclusions
	References
	Apendix

