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Introduction
covers , from teaching and learning

PUs, to machine recognition and translation of PUs (Hidalgo-Ternero 2020), to
their theoretical status (Zykova 2018), from a morphosyntactic and semantic
point of view.

My research aims at showing that, in Italian, different kinds of PUs containing
indefinite quantifiers represent one of the linguistic means through which
speakers express the ‘the event X requires little commitment, it is
easy to perform (and is likely to last shorter than usual)’. Thus, PUs are among
one of the means of expression of a linguistic category (see also Pamies-
Betrán&Yuan 2020).

All the I am about to discuss (one
among ‘nothing’, ‘of nothing’, ‘a bit/few’,
‘somethingDIMINUTIVE, ‘certain’ ) and we will recognize semi-specified
patterns and fixed constructions.



Theoretical background
Paucal/vague quantifiers used to express mitigation and vagueness
(Bolinger 1972; Channell 1994; Ghezzi 2013; Voghera 2014, 2017).

Ex. Ho mangiato due spaghetti
(‘I have eaten two spaghetti’)

Posso disturbarti cinque minuti?
(‘Can I bother you for five minutes?’)

But also used to express a non-prototypical development of an event (with a sense of 
attenuation).

Ex. Fare due/quattro chiacchiere
(lit. ‘To have two/four chats’; ‘to talk informally, with low commitment’. Allegedly, there is an intersubjective
closeness between the speakers.)

This Saturday’s preseason game is a bit of a reunion (Google)
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Mitigating and intensifying expressions are strictly related to the subjective evaluation of the 
event.

Fare due/quattro chiacchiere, caer cuatro gotas are called Idiomatic Numeral Constructions
(CxNuId) by Voghera (2017). In this kind of of constructions «the focus is on the way in which the
agent performs the action, on his/her attitude. […] Even when the subject is inanimate and non
human the construction does not express quantity only but a manner of raining: to be cuatro
gotas the rain has to last shortly and be intermittent.»
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Manner is a composite linguistic category that specifies the way in which
an event is performed. Manner correlates with the alteration(s), perceived
as salient by the speaker, of some properties of the event, compared to its
reference prototype. (Adapted from Moline&Stosic 2016:184) 

Manner

adv.: svogliatamente (‘listlessly’), 
lentamente (‘slowly’)

PP: recita da cani (‘he/she acts 
really bad’, lit. ‘he/she acts as a 
dog’) 

verbal root: suonare la chitarra 
(‘to play guitar’) vs strimpellare 
la chitarra (‘to strum the guitar’)

evaluative morphology: ridere (‘to laugh’) vs ridacchiare
(‘to giggle’)
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Manner is a composite linguistic category that specifies the way in which
an event is performed. Manner correlates with the alteration(s), perceived
as salient by the speaker, of some properties of the event, compared to its
reference prototype. (Adapted from Moline&Stosic 2016:184) 

Manner

adv.: svogliatamente (‘listlessly’), 
lentamente (‘slowly’)

PP: recita da cani (‘he/she acts 
really bad’, lit. ‘he/she acts as a 
dog’) 

verbal root: suonare la chitarra 
(‘to play guitar’) vs strimpellare 
la chitarra (‘to strum the guitar’)

evaluative morphology: ridere (‘to laugh’) vs ridacchiare
(‘to giggle’)

PUs: bastare un niente (‘it just needs a 
nothing’); niente di che (‘nothing of 
what’); bere qualcosina (‘to drink 
somethingDIMIN.), una certa risata (‘a 
certain laughter’)
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Polirematiche (De Mauro&Voghera 1996, Voghera 2004, Squillante 2016, Masini 2016, Piunno
2017) and cognitive and usage-based constructionist approaches (Goldberg 
1995, 2006, 2013; Bybee 2013, Boas 2013)

Un po’ di NEVENT 

*MOG: eh / Franceschino / quande tu ti alzi da i’ letto / un po’ di lezioni tu le farai / eh // eh? *FRA: bisogna 
vede’ se sto bene //
(‘*MOG: huh /Franceschino / when you get up / a few lessons you’ll do / huh / huh? *FRA: we have to see
if I’m okay //)

Partially filled constructions/combinazioni di parole parzialmente riempite

Jog <someone’s> memory

NP [da niente]          Ex. una battuta/procedura da niente (lit. ‘a gag/procedure of nothing’; ‘an
undemanding/lighthearted gag/procedure’)

Filled constructions/combinazioni di parole completamente riempite

Going great guns 

Niente di che             Ex. questa battuta, niente di che (lit. ‘this gag, nothing of what; ‘this gag, really easy/undemanding’)
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Constructions are
Form and meaning pairings learned as such. Constructionist scholars tend to consider the whole
grammar structured as a network of constructions.

The surface form corresponds to a function.

The overall interpretation of the construction is arrived at by integrating the structure of the construction
in light of the pragmatic context in which it is uttered.

Polirematiche are
Combinations of words with a high level of cohesion, considered as a unit by the speakers (on a lexico-
syntactic continuum).

Polirematiche exibit different levels in their constituents’ movement and morphosyntactic separability.

Non compositional semantics.

Polirematiche with a pragmatic meaning, with a textual/grammatical meaning, with a lexical meaning.

6-9 September 2021          Gina Russo, University of Salerno and  Eberhard Karls Universität Tübingen   ginrusso@unisa.it 



Italian PUs expressing Manner containing
indefinite quantifiers
In line with studies on constructions containing small numbers and paucal
quantifiers expressing Manner:

Is it possible to extend the generalization and say that there is a tendency among
small, paucal and indefinite quantifiers too to become part of phrasal units
expressing a careless, relaxed and informal manner of performing an action?

Forms chosen for the analysis

Adjectival and pronominal indefinite quantifiers: 

niente (‘nothing’) 1000 occurrences

da niente (‘of nothing’) 1000 occurrences

qualcosina (‘somethingDIMIN.’) 1000 occurrences

poc-/po’ (‘a bit/a few’) 1000 occurrences

cert- + N (‘certain + N’) 1000 occurrences
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niente da 
niente

poc- po' qualcosina cert-

CorDIC_spoke
n

120 0 60 60 7 120

VoLIP 120 0 80 40 3 120
ItWac 120 480 60 60 490 120
itTenTen 120 480 60 60 490 120
DiaCORIS 
(1861-1900)

104 2 - - 0 104

DiaCORIS
(1901-1922)

104 3 - - 2 104

DiaCORIS
(1923-1945)

104 10 - - 2 104

DiaCORIS
(1946-1967)

104 10 - - 4 104

DiaCORIS
(1968-2001)

104 15 260 260 2 104

TOT. 1000 1000 1000 1000 1000

Raw occurrences
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Manner occurrences extraction
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For niente, da niente, poc-/po’ and qualcosina occurrences I have created an 
inference test. The aim of this test is to make explicit the sense of Manner when
expressed in the occurence.

It is in
fact
undema
nding

It has in
fact a
short
duration

It is in fact
very
demandin
g

It has in
fact a long
duration

Irony Man.
Pos.
Atten.

Man.
Pos.
Intens.

Man.
Neg.
Atten.

Man.
Neg.
Intens.

Manner
of Being

la mia preparazione nella danza ?!??!
ah ah ah !!! sono lusingata , grazie ...
ho solo provato a fare qualcosina ... è
ancora troppo presto per far venir fuori
qualcosa di concreto ma spero che
quel giorno arrivi il prima possibile
perchè la danza come la musica mi fà
impazzire !!

+ + - - - - - + - -

ventiquattro coppie da guidare ;
quarantotto frugoli co ' quali non c ' era
mica da scherzare , che in tutti modi
volevano ballare e che non sapevano
che cosa fosse l ' andar di passo ! Ma
fossero stati il doppio , e tre e quattro
volte tanti , il vecchio Fezziwig te li
menava come niente, e così pure la
signora Fezziwig .

+ - - - - - + - - -

my preparation in dance ?!??! ah ah ah
!!! I’m flattered, thanks… I’ve only tried
to do somethingDIMIN. … it’s still too
early to bring out anything concrete but
I hope that day arrives as soon as
possible because dance like music
drives me mad !!

twenty-four couples to guide ; fouty-
eight children who were not to be trifled
with , who in any way wanted to dance
and didn’t know how to execute the
steps ! But even if they were twice, or
three or four times as many, the old
Fezziwig guided them like nothing, and
so did Mrs. Fezziwig.



Manner occurrences extraction
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Extraction of Manner occurrences containg cert-

I have extracted the occurrences in which:
a) cert- approximated the sense of the noun it preceeds, when we find it in a verb modifier

(ex. Occorre scendere con una certa cautela/in un certo modo ‘one needs to go down 
with a certain prudence/in a certain way);

b) cert- approximates the sense of an eventive noun (ex. Un certo risolino loro mi spiaceva 
‘a certain giggle of them made me feel bad’);

c) the substitution of cert- with alcuni/e (‘some’) changes the sense of the utterance (ex. 
Certe risate, provocate da storie che le donne si raccontano ≠ Alcune risate, provocate 
da storie che le donne si raccontano ‘Certain laughters, caused by stories that women 
tell each other ≠ Some laughters, caused by….)



Manner occurrences

niente da 
niente

poc- po' qualcosina cert-

CorDIC_spoke
n

3 0 1 5 2 5

VoLIP 2 0 1 8 2 2
ItWac 5 51 0 0 36 12
itTenTen 3 52 0 0 55 3
DiaCORIS 
(1861-1900)

3 1 - - 0 14

DiaCORIS
(1901-1922)

2 0 - - 0 7

DiaCORIS
(1923-1945)

3 3 - - 0 7

DiaCORIS
(1946-1967)

1 3 - - 1 5

DiaCORIS
(1968-2001)

1 3 3 7 1 0

TOT. 23 113 25 97 55
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Manner Phrasal Units containing indefinite quantifiers
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The Manner sense ‘the event is undemanding, easy to
perform’, linked to the possible interpretation ‘the event has
a short duration’, often uttered in contexts in which there is
intersubjective closeness, is driven by:

Metaphor MORE IS UP, LESS IS DOWN (Johnson&Lakoff 1980)

Diminutive and quantity words are associated with 
subjective evaluation

Path QQM (Quantity > Quality > Manner) 

An exception: cert- Manner Pus do not correspond to the above
paraphrase. They express an underspecified Manner.
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partially filled
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filled

filled
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filled

filled
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Ha deciso i nomi di diversi direttori generali […] . E poi come se niente fosse si è messo a rinverdire i 
miti del passato autonomista (Corpus ItWac)
‘He/she decided the names of several general managers […]. Then he/she started carelessly/light-
heartedly to revive the myths of the past authonomism.’

MORPHOLOGICAL CONSTRAINTS
? E poi come se niente fosse stato 

and then as if nothing be.3SG.PST.PRF.

*E poi come se niente fossero
be.3PL.PST.PRF

SYNTACTIC CONSTRAINTS
? E poi come se fosse niente
* E poi come niente se fosse
* E poi come se proprio (‘really’) niente fosse
* E poi come se niente veramente (‘truly’)fosse

SEMANTIC TRANSPARENCY/COMPOSITIONALITY (De Mauro&Voghera 1996:111)

0-----------------1------------------2--------------------3---------------------4----------------------5
non-compositional
menaing
or retrievable only
etymologically

all the contituents
have a 
metaphoric/techni
cal meaning or are 
tropes

all the contituents
are used in a 
secondary sense

only one of the 
contituents is used
in a secondary
sense

only one 
constituent has a 
metaphoric/techni
cal meaning or are 
tropes

all the constituents
are used in their
primary sense
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I mariti rimbeccano che il lavoro domestico è cosa da niente e sono essi che mandano avanti la 
famiglia. (Corpus DiaCORIS 1946-1967)
‘Husbands argue that housework is easy/undemanding and that they are the ones to run the family.’

MORPHOLOGICAL CONSTRAINTS
Le faccende sono cose da niente *cose dal niente
The  duties.F.SG     are       things.F.SG of nothing

*coso/i da niente   ¬ Manner
thing.M.SG/PL

SYNTACTIC CONSTRAINTS
*è da niente cosa
? È una cosa proprio (really)/veramente (truly) da niente

SEMANTIC TRANSPARENCY/COMPOSITIONALITY (De Mauro&Voghera 1996:111)

0-----------------1------------------2--------------------3---------------------4----------------------5
non-compositional
menaing
or retrievable only
etymologically

all the contituents
have a 
metaphoric/techni
cal meaning or are 
tropes

all the contituents
are used in a 
secondary sense

only one of the 
contituents is used
in a secondary
sense

only one 
constituent has a 
metaphoric/techni
cal meaning or are 
tropes

all the constituents
are used in their
primary sense
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Mah, vedi; vivendo da solo, ho imparato a cucinare qualcosina (Corpus ItWac)
‘Well, you know; living on my own I learned to cook somethingDIMIN.  (I cook simple meals, it is an 
undemanding task for me)‘

MORPHOLOGICAL CONSTRAINTS
Ho imparato a cucinare qualcosa (maybe less usual for Manner sense)

SYNTACTIC CONSTRAINTS
Cucino qualcosina/qualcosina cucino
Ho imparato a cucinare giusto (‘just’)qualcosina

SEMANTIC TRANSPARENCY/COMPOSITIONALITY (De Mauro&Voghera 1996:111)

0-----------------1------------------2--------------------3---------------------4----------------------5

non-compositional
menaing
or retrievable only
etymologically

all the contituents
have a 
metaphoric/techni
cal meaning or are 
tropes

all the contituents
are used in a 
secondary sense

only one of the 
contituents is used
in a secondary
sense

only one 
constituent has a 
metaphoric/techni
cal meaning or are 
tropes

all the constituents
are used in their
primary sense
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Vedendo tutte queste stranezze […] fra un orale in un certo modo e uno scritto in un altro modo 
(Corpus VoLIP)
‘Seeing all these oddities […] between an oral test made in a certain way and a written test made in 
another way’

In which way? In a careless way? Or in a particularly committed way? Or absentminded/rapidly/slowly/sadly…? = 
UNDERSPECIFIED MANNER

MORPHOLOGICAL CONSTRAINTS
*in dei certi modi

SYNTACTIC CONSTRAINTS
*in un modo certo        ¬ Manner
*in un proprio certo modo *in un modo proprio certo

SEMANTIC TRANSPARENCY/COMPOSITIONALITY (De Mauro&Voghera 1996:111)

0-----------------1------------------2--------------------3---------------------4----------------------5

non-compositional
menaing
or retrievable only
etymologically

all the contituents
have a 
metaphoric/techni
cal meaning or are 
tropes

all the contituents
are used in a 
secondary sense

only one of the 
contituents is used
in a secondary
sense

only one 
constituent has a 
metaphoric/techni
cal meaning or are 
tropes

all the constituents
are used in their
primary sense



Conclusion

• Some adjectival and pronominal indefinite quantifiers combine in Italian with other constituents
and form a wide array of PUs that express Manner. They are characterized by different kinds
of structure, different levels of cohesion and semantic transparency. The theories about
polirematiche and the cognitive approach to constructionism best fit this reaserch.

• These Italian Manner PUs are an evidence for the metaphorical transfer from the domain of
Quantity to the domain of Manner and I propose to validate the idea of a semantic path
Quantity > Quality > Manner which is woth investigating crosslinguistically.

• PUs are not only an inexhaustible topic of research on its own but it is important to include
them in the analysis of the onomasiological linguistic verbalization of content categories (such
as Manner or Evidentiality or Possession or other) , avoiding to stand still on the well known
parts of speech.



So, if you wish to learn Italian and say how hard is
your work or other people’s work, remember: you are 

able to say è una cosa da niente! or lui/lei studia 
qualcosina…


