
 

 

Grammaticalization in northern Italo-Romance: some considerations 
 

 
 

Grammaticalization is a diachronic process originally formulated by Meillet (1912), by which an item 
moves from a lexical category into a grammatical one or from a grammatical one into an even more 
grammaticalized one (Heine & Traugott 1991, Hopper & Traugott 1993). Northern Italian varieties 
display some interesting constructions, which can be considered as partially or totally grammaticalized. 
In this work, we aim to provide an accurate description of the status of grammaticalization in the 
expression of sentential negation in two northern Italo-Romance varieties, namely Veronese and 
Bresciano.  
In Standard Italian, the negative particle mica progressively underwent the loss of its original lexical 
meaning and nowadays it only maintains its presuppositional feature, supporting negation, as in the 
following example: 

1) Metti il cappotto se esci.                                                                                   (Standard Italian) 
 Put on the coat if you go outside. 
 Ma  non  fa                       mica         freddo! 
 but  not   make.3SG.Pres NEG.part  cold 
         ‘But it is not cold!’                                           

However, in some north-eastern varieties, mica is gradually losing its pragmatic aspect, by going 
through a higher degree of grammaticalization. In the example 2, mica behaves as a proper negative 
marker (cf. Jespersen 1917), replacing the standard form non when expressing sentential negation. 

2) El piöf                  mia.                                                                                       (Bresciano) 
          it  rain.3SG.Pres  NEG.part 
            ‘It doesn’t rain’ 

This process of grammaticalization is not homogeneously distributed across north-eastern Italo-
Romance dialects, as it displays a high degree of variation within and across both Veronese and 
Bresciano (data extracted from the AIS Atlas). 

3) Nane         nol                  magna            mia           pasta.                                  (Veronese) 
          Giovanni  not+CL.3SG   eat.3SG.Pres  NEG.part  pasta 
         ‘Giovanni does not eat pasta’ 

In this talk, we will present the results of two corpora, a synchronic corpus, built from fieldwork data 
gathered in 4 central and peripheral areas (Lumezzane (BS), Brescia, San Giovanni Lupatoto (VR) and 
Nogara (VR)), and a diachronic one based on literary data pulled out from Biondelli (1853). The overall 
outcome tells us whether synchronic data is a result of a grammaticalization process and illustrate 
variation across different areas, with respect to the current degree of this process. Specifically, the 
Veronese peripheral data displays the particle mia as a reinforcing negative element, for instance: 

 
4)   Lu nol     saria                  mia   contento 
      he  NEG  be.COND.3SG  NEG happy 
      ‘He would not be happy’ 

 
5)   No   cascar!  
    NEG  fall.INF 
    ‘Don’t fall!’ 



 

 

 

On the other hand, central Bresciano shows a homogeneous pattern of post-verbal negation, whereas 
Lumezzanese shows a complete grammaticalization of the negative particle mia as in 6. 

 
6)    Mia burla             ado 
        NEG fall.IMP.2SG down 
        ‘Don’t fall down’ 
 
Our talk will illustrate into detail the diatopic and diastratic variation of the grammaticalization of 
negation in the Veronese and Bresciano area. The analysis of different linguistic contexts in which 
sentential negation is realized will allow us to draw relevant conclusions on the stage of 
grammaticalization reached by the different dialectal varieties in examination. 
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