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Discourse particles are strewn throughout natural spoken discourse revealing the locutor’ s attitude towards what
they are saying and guiding the interlocutor’s interpretation of that utterance. Almost four centuries ago, Locke
remarked that these small words encapsulate ‘the postures of the mind while discoursing’, and therefore have
‘the sense of awhole sentence contained within them’ (1976 [1690]:245-6). Discourse particles tend to be highly
language-specific, as can be seen in the marked differences between quoi and ben and their so-called English
equivalents y’know and well. The mgjority of works in the area of French discourse particles quoi and ben
(Beeching, 2006; Bruxelles & Traverso, 2001; Francois, 1998; Hansen, 1998a) provide detailed and valuable
analyses, with their primary focus placed on usage. Problems arise however, when word usage is discussed
without a systematic approach to semantics. The present study applies the Natural Semantic Metalanguage
method of description (Goddard & Wierzhicka, 2002; Wierzbicka, 1996) to the particles, proposing definitive
explications which can be substituted into naturally occurring examples of quoi and ben without causing any loss
or addition to the semantics. Explications, framed in the culture-neutral terms of NSM, capture the subtleties of
meaning conveyed by each discourse particle. They are presented in parallel English and French versions
(Pesters, 2006) and are tested against a corpus of spoken French.

References

Beeching, K. (2006). Politeness markers in French: Post-posed quoi in the tourist office. Journal of Politeness
Research, Language, Behaviour and Culture, 2, 143-167.

Bruxdlles, S., & Traverso, V. (2001). Ben: Apport la description d'un "petit mot" du discours a |'étude des
polylogues. Marges linguistiques (2).

Francois, A. (1998). Ben en frangais oral, I'énonciateur (dés)engagé. Paper presented at the Proceedings of the
XVIth International Congress of Linguists, Oxford.

Goddard, C., & Wierzbicka, A. (Eds.). (2002). Meaning and Universal Grammar - Theory and Empirical
Findings (Vol. | and II). Amsterdam: John Benjamins.

Hansen, M.-B. M. (1998a). The Function of Discourse Particles: A Study with Special Reference to Spoken
Standard French. John Benjamins: Amsterdam.

Locke, J. (1976 [1690]). An Essay Concerning Human Understanding. London: Everyman's Library.

Peeters, B. (Ed.). (2006). Semantic Primes and Universal Grammar: Empirical Evidence from the Romance
Languages Amsterdam: John Benjamins.

Wierzbicka, A. (1996). Semantics: Primes and Universals. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Keywords
French; discourse particles; Natural Semantic Metalanguage; semantics

Contact details

Linguistics, School of Behavioural, Cognitive and Social Sciences
University of New England

Armidale NSW 2351

Ph. 02. 6773 3517

Fax. 02 6773 3748

Email: swaters2@une.edu.au



