
LAO F I NAL PART I CLES 

ARTHUR G. C R I S F I E L D  

Lao has  a wealth of final part i c le s . They are one-syllab le words 

whi c h  usually oc cur ut terance finally but s ome may oc cur alone and a 

few combinations oc cur quite often . They s eem to fun c t i on in three 

way s : as ques t i on words , imp erat ive words , or words of special emphasi s . 

They may indicate s omething about the speaker ' s  feelings or attitude or 

s omething about the re lat i onship between two speaker s . 

Lao i s  compri s ed o f  many diale c t s . The d i s c u s s ion here i s  bas ed on 

the speech of Vient iane , although there i s  variation among individual s  

as  we ll as variation from one part of t h e  city to  another . 

Phonologically the final part i c l e s  differ s omewhat from words in 

other grammatical categori e s . Although s ome fol low expected phonolog

ical rule s  of Lao , mos t  o f  them have variant s o f  different t one and 

vowe l length depending on empha s i s  or nuanc e  of meaning . U s ually there 

is a short , high variant c ontrasting with a long , high , r i s ing-falling 

variant . In general , the long variant is swee t er ,  more b e s e ec hing , 

softer , or l e s s  abrupt . Since s ome final part i c l e s  have t ones on a 

p i t c h  or c ontour not usually found in other Lao words , it i s  difficult 

t o  wri t e  them in Lao and know exact ly what tone i s  intended . A lthough 

their meanings are s omet imes e lusive and they are subj ect  to i ndividual 

variat i on ,  the final part i c l e s  are e s s ential for c ompetence in spoken 

Lao . In general ,  thes e  part i c l e s  are acc eptable on all but the mos t  

formal s p e e c h  o c c a s i on s . Although the number of final part i c l e s  i s  

c ertainly not endle s s ,  I doubt if t h e  following l i s t  i s  complete . 

The trans cription mak e s  use of the following i nventory . Vowe ls are 

doub led when long . 
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p t c k ? Y u 

p h  t h  kh  e a 0 

b d e a 0 

m n ii I) i a y a  u a  

f 5 h 

w j 

.J 2 3  low r i s ing s a j  ' where ' 

-l 2 2  low ca j  ' h ear t ,  m i nd ' 

1 4 5  high r i s ing s a j  'fi s h trap ' ,  p h � t  'p eppery ' 

--j 4 4  mid level saj , to p u t ' ,  p het ' g em ' 

J 2 1  low falling 
A . 

' i n t e s tine ' ,  s aAa t ' ma t ' s a J  

'i 5 3  high falling saj  , t o  u s e ' ,  s a a t ' n a tion ' 

The two fall ing tones are glottali s ed . Words wi th low tone are said 

with the low ris ing tone by most Vient iane speakers giving only five 

tone s . When neces sary here , t he approximate phonet i c  value of the tone 

of a final part i c le wi ll  be  indi cated by the number s cale alone and not 

by a diacri t i c . 

1 boo ,  bo-o Thi s i s  usually cons idered t he "yes-no"  ques t ion word 

rather than a final part i c l e . It may be cons idered neutral as to at

t i tude or empha s i s . 

1 6 a w  5 i p a j  boo ' Is he g o i ng ? ' 

2 boo 'I 4 5 4  When said with this tone , t h e  question word s ignals 

doubt . The speaker can hardly believe it . 

1 6 a w  s i  p a j  boo � 4 5 4  ' I s  h e  g o i ng ?  ( I  dou b t  i t . ) '  

3 b3? When said alone , this means s omething like ' O h ,  I s e e ,  i s  tha t 

s o ? ' .  The speaker shows he has heard what has been said . 

l a a w  s i  p a j  b3? ' ( You said) he i s  going ? ' 

4 b6 ? Thi s  i s  probably a contraction of ' boo h u u ' ' do n ' t  know ' .  

I a'a w  p a j  s a j  b6 ? ' Where he went,  I do n ' t  kno w .  ' 

5 d a j  Thi s  serves to  contradict a statement o r  act ion . 

l a a w  p a j  d a j  ' He did go to o ! ' 

k i n  d li j  , ( Tha t ' s  for y ou ! )  Ea t i t ! ' 

6 d � _ d e e  'I 4 5 4  A s  a quest ion part i c l e , this means ' and . . .  ? ,  what 
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about . . .  ? ,  how about . . .  ? '  

I � a w  s i  p a j ,  cAw  d �  ' He ' s  g o i ng ;  how about y ou ? ' 

It i s  also used with the meaning ' l e t  me remind y o u  t h a t  . . .  , unders tand 

that . . .  ' .  

1 � a w  b:>-:> p a j  d �  ' He didn ' t  g o ,  ( y ou know ) . ' 

7 dE_ d C£ ,  nE_ n£-£ 

a l l ,  e t a . ' .  

A s  a que stion part i cle , thi s means ' who a l l ,  what 

m ( i  p h � j  d £-£ 

saj n � 1)  d C£ 
It i s  a l s o  u s ed 

kh  :>v:> nAm  t a a n 
� t p a t u u  h a j  

' Wh o  a U  i s  there ? '  

' Wha t a U  do y o u  p u t  i n ? ' 

in polite  reque s t s . 

d Ce  ' May I ha v e  some sugar ? ' 

d C£ ' P l e a s e  a lo s e  t h e  doo r .  ' 

8 d e_ d ee � 4 5 4  Thi s  i s  u s ed with expr e s s ions of encouragement , 

pardo n ,  warning and others t o  empha s i s e  the s incerity of the s t at ement , 

or to be sure one i s  heard . 

s oc k  d i i d e e  'I 4 5 4  ' Good l u a k ,  now ! ' 

p a j  d e  ' ( I ' m )  g o i ng ,  y o u  h e a r ? ' 

9 d ;:> k  This means ' ab s o Z u te l y ,  inde e d, on the aon trary ' .  

b:>-:> m ( i  d:>A:> k  ' There i s n ' t  any, abso l u t e ly . '  

p a j  j uu d ;:> k ' O h ,  i nd e e d  I am g o i ng ! ' 

10 h y _ h y y  � 4 5 4  A lone this  indicates  puzzlement or wonder . A s  a 

que s t i on part i c le , i t  means ' I  wonder, aan you te l l  me ' .  

I � a w  p a j  s � j  h y  ' (I wqnder,  do you know) where he w e n t ? ' 

This i s  a ques t ion part i cle u s ed t o  a s k  that a 

previous statement be repeated . 

a n  d a j  k5? ' Wh a t  did y o u  say (agai n ) ? '  

I � a w  p a j  s � j  k5? ' Where i s  i t  ( y ou 8aid)  h e  wen t ? ' 

12 k�_ k:>:> 'I 4 5 4  Thi s  i s  used t o  remind , turn the at tent i on t o  s ome

th ing or bring up a previously ment ioned subj e c t . 

k i n  k h a w  j u-u k� ' We were e a t ing (you s e e )  . . .  ' 

1 y A I)  p y m  k� ' O h ,  abou t the book . . .  ' 

13 l a  
answer . 

Thi s  usually follows a "yes-no " que s t i on and demands a definite 

I � a w  p a j  m£E n  b:>:> l a  ' H e  w en t .  A m  I right or no t ? ' 

cAw  s i  p a j  b:>:>  l a  ' We l l , are you g o i ng or no t ? ' 

14 mE , mLm££  � 4 5 4  Thi s  i s  a request part i c l e  meaning ' g o  a h ead w i t h  

w i t h  i t ,  don ' t  h e s i tate ' .  I t  i s  u s e d  when t h e  s peaker urges s omeone t o  

d o  s omething he want s to  d o  but i s  afraid t o  o r  dares not t o .  

p a j  m t  ' Go a h e ad g o  ( I  t h i n k  y ou 8 h ou ld) ! '  
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IS na Thi s  introduce s  a new subj ect or draws s omeone ' s  attention . 

d n  na I � a w  s i  p a j  b o o ?  ' In tha t case then,  i s  h e  g o i ng ? ' 
. , .  na c a w  5 i p a j  b o o ?  ' Say,  are y ou g o i ng ?  ' n I I 

1 6  n a a  'I 4 5 4  Thi s  can be used to p lead or beseech . It  i s  also us ed 

when making excuses or giving exp l anat ions . 

p a j  n aa  'I 4 5 4 , bo-o d o n  naa  'I 4 5 4  ' Oh p "Le a s e  come a "Long; i t  won ' t  

take that "Long ! ' 

f o n  t 6 k  n a a  'I 4 5 4 ,  cy� m�a  s a a  ' It was raining s o  o f  course I was 

"La te . ' 

It may indi cate t hat the speaker has not been immediat e ly unders tood . 

p h u-u n a n  n a a  'I 4 5 4 ,  p h u-u s uvu � suvu � n a a  'I 4 5 4  ' That o n e ,  t h e  ta "L "L  

o n e ,  (don ' t  y o u  s e e ! ) ' 

17 n3? _ n3 ,  n3?_ n3 This i s  s omet ime s used alone to indicate agreement 

with what has been said , such as when s omething is s aid and one s ay s  

' I s n ' t  i t  the tru th ! ' .  A s  a quest ion part i cle , i t  reques t s  agreement . 

p a j  n3? ' L e ts ' g o  a "L "L  r i gh t ? ' 

mEE n  n3? ' Th a t ' s  r ig h t, hu h ? ' 

Thi s  means ' I  wonde r ' and i s  used when asking one self 

e sp e c ially aft er having forgotten . 

I � a w  p a j  s a j  n o o 'l 4 5 4  ' I  w onder where ( h e  said) he was g o i ng ? ' 

19 s � _ s a a  'I 4 5 4  This i s  a request par t i c le meaning ' "Le t  i t  be done 

or decided ' .  The longer variant i s  often u s ed to  p lead . The short 

variant may s ound curt or impatient depending on the s ituat ion . 

p a j  s �  ' L e av e !  ' 

' Go a head and "L e av e .  ( You don ' t  have to s tay . ) '  

j u-u s a a  'I 4 5 4  ' Oh ,  p "L e a s e  s tay ! ' 

2 0  t h3?  Thi s  i s  a reques t  part i c l e  meaning ' "L e t ' s  . . .  ' 

p a j  t h3?  ' Le t ' s  g o ! ' 

2 1  t i  Thi s  i s  used l ike No . 3 ' b3? ' to show one has heard what has 

been s aid . 

I � a w  s i  p a j  t T  ' He ' s  g o i ng ,  (you say ) . '  

2 2  t r - t i i 'l 4 5 4  Thi s  means ' s ure "L y ,  q u i t e  s ure ' but alway s indi-

c a t e s  s ome reservat ion or s l ight doubt or uncertainty . 

p a j  t r  ' Sure,  "L e t ' s  g o ,  why no t .  (In respons e t o  the que s tion : 

"Sha "L "L  we go ? " ) ' 

l a a w  s i  p a j  t r  ' He ' s  go ing I 'm q u i t e  sure . ' 

I a a w  5 i p a j  t i i 'I 4 5 4  ' Of cours e h e ' s  g o i ng . ' 

2 3 t UB _ t u a 'I 4 5 4 
I � aw  s i  p a j  t UB 

Thi s  i s  a que s t i on part i c le meaning ' of cour s e ? ' .  

' He ' s  going of cours e ? '  
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24 w � _ w a a  � 4 5 4  Thi s i s  a que stion part ic le . It  usually expre s s e s  

surpri s e  o r  even puzzlement . U s e d  alone in response to  a previous 

statement it means ' o h ?  i s  that s o ? ' .  

b :> :>  p a j  w�  ' O h .  aren ' t  y o u  g o i ng ? ' 

I � a w  p a j  s a j  w�  ' Now w h e r e  di d he g e t  off to ? ' 

k h y y  h :> o n  t h d  w a a  � 4 5 4  ' How aou Zd i t  b e  s o  ho t ? ' 

Thi s  may indicate e xuberance or impat i en c e  or an-

noyance . It i s  not used in formal spee ch . 

cal) d a j  w a j  ' How ' s  i t  buddy ? '  

p a j  s a j  m � a  w a j  , Where the h e a k  hav e you b e en ? ' 

b :>-:> p a j  w aj ' H e a k  wi th i t . I ' m n o t  g o i ng . ' 
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