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The RUM Project: Aims

– To create two multimodal corpora of German and Italian Modal 
Particles (MPs) in which the occurrences of MPs are extracted from 
audio and video data and tagged with the following information: 

• syntactic context, 
• lexico-semantic aspects, 
• type of communicative activity, 
• multimodal aspects,
• prosodic aspects.

1. The RUM Project
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Objective 1, Sub-objective B

Creation of a multimodal corpus of Italian MPs (“mica”, “poi”, “mai”, 
“pur”, “pure”, “ben”, “sì”) and their distribution in spontaneous-speech. 
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Objective 1, Sub-objective B

Creation of a multimodal corpus of Italian MPs (“mica”, “poi”, “mai”, 
“pur”, “pure”, “ben”, “sì”) and their distribution in spontaneous-speech. 

The multimodal Italian corpus will be fully comparable with the German 
one.

Inclusion of audio and video material of spoken data and data from 
political discourse retrieved from TV talk shows and political speeches.

1. The RUM Project
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The RUM Project: gaps in the research

1. The RUM Project

– the absence of comprehensive German/Italian comparative 
investigations; 

– the lack of understanding in the relationship between MPs, prosody 
and gestures in German and Italian;

– the absence of effective learning materials for the study of MPs. 
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2. Modal particles: an overview
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What are modal particles (MPs)?

2. Modal Particles: an Overview

...and are they the same as Abtönungspartikel? Einstellungspartikeln? 
Illokutionspartikeln? Präsuppositionspartikeln? Gesprächspartikeln? 
Satzpartikeln? Färbewörter? Füllworter? Flickwörter?

There has been no agreement in German linguistics on the definition of
this category.

So why do we prefer to use the term “modal particles”?
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What are modal particles (MPs)?

Modality:

Mit einem modalisierten Satz macht der Sprecher keine unmittelbare
Aussage über die Wirklichkeit, sondern stellt einen Sachverhalt als
notwendig oder möglich hin relativ zu einem bestimmten
Redehintergrund – bestimmten Normen, Wünschen,
Wissensbeständen, faktischen Umständen usw. (Duden 2016, 570)

2. Modal Particles: an Overview
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What are modal particles (MPs)?

Modalpartikeln sind unflektierbare Wörter, die die Einstellung des Sprechers
hinsichtlich der vom Hörer erwarteten situationsbezogenen Haltung, dessen
Vorwissen und Reaktion signalisieren. Sie beziehen sich deshalb immer auf eine
ganze Äußerung und nie auf ein einzelnes Wort und verleihen der Äußerung eine
zusätzliche Bedeutung.
(Liefländer-Koistinen (2004:550)

2. Modal Particles: an Overview



Logo ente 
beneficiario

Missione 4 • Istruzione e RicercaMissione 4 • Istruzione e Ricerca

What are modal particles (MPs)?
They are the result of a grammaticalization process.

While many researchers claim that they derive from several word classes
(conjunctions, temporal adverbs, predicatives, degree particles...), recent studies
(Coniglio 2022) have shown that only adverbials could have been the possible direct
donor lexemes.

Almost all MPs have one or more “homonyms” in other word classes because of this 
grammaticalization process. For this reason, many researchers prefer to talk about 
heterosemy.

2. Modal Particles: an Overview
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Modal particles (MPs): a typically German phenomenon?

Short words typical of spoken German (e.g. ja, doch, wohl) have long been
considered as meaningless.

Unsere Sprache ist reich an Flickwörtchen; die meisten sind unnötig.
(Reiner 1944)

During the Sixties and Seventies, the so-called pragmatischer Wende took place,
thanks to Weydt (1969, 1977, 1979) and later Thurmair (1989).

2. Modal Particles: an Overview
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Modal particles (MPs): a typically German phenomenon?

They are traditionally linked to German, but they are also present in other
languages, in particular in Italian (on German-Italian see Masi 1996, Waltereit 2006,
Coniglio 2008, Cardinaletti 2011, Hinterholz/Munaro 2015, Cognola/Moroni 2023).

anche pur
ben pure
benissimo solo
mai tranquillamente
mica sì
poi

2. Modal Particles: an Overview
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Modal particles (MPs): presuppositions

MPs link the sentence in which they are contained with presuppositions

non-verbalized information which is accessible from the communicative context

2. Modal Particles: an Overview
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Modal particles (MPs): syntactic and prosodic properties

MPs:

– cannot be inflected;
– are prosodically and syntactically ‘deficient’ → are always integrated into the clause
– are non-autonomous constituents;  
– cannot be used to answer to a question;
– cannot be coordinated (but they can be combined)
– cannot be modified by elements such as sehr or by the negation nicht;

2. Modal Particles: an Overview
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Modal particles (MPs): prosody

Cognola/Moroni 2023, 27

Unlike modal adverbs, 
MPS cannot bear the focus accent.

2. Modal Particles: an Overview
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Modal particles (MPs): their meaning

Even if they do not modify the meaning of the sentence, it does not mean that they 
do not have a meaning on their own.

Just like function words, MPs have an abstract and a relational meaning, which is 
invariable, but they are also influenced by the situational context.

2. Modal Particles: an Overview
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3. Modal particles and multimodality
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Relationship between MPs and gestures:

3. Modal Particles and Multimodality

„Spannend wäre, die These zu untersuchen, ob es systematische 

Zusammenhänge von bestimmten Partikelverwendungen (mit spezifischem 
Wissensbezug) zur Mimik/Gestik (sowie Intonation) gibt.“
(Schulz, Jochen 2012, 13)
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Multimodality

3. Modal Particles and Multimodality

Kress/Van Leeuwen (2001): the interaction of several semiotic codes on 
several communication levels.

Fricke (2012): multimodality requires the simultaneous usage of at least 
two media but also either their structural and/or functional integration 
into a matrix code (code integration), or the manifestation of one and the 
same code in different media (code manifestation).
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Are MPs part of multimodal constructions?
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Are MPs part of multimodal constructions?

3. Modal Particles and Multimodality

Schoonjans, Steven (2018): Modalpartikeln als 
multimodale Konstruktionen. Eine korpusbasierte 
Kookkurrenzanalyse von Modalpartikeln und Gestik im 
Deutschen. Berlin: DeGruyter.
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Schoonjans’ findings: some gestures have MP-related 
meanings/functions and correlate with MPs:

Are MPs part of multimodal constructions?
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Schoonjans’ findings: some gestures have MP-related 
meanings/functions and correlate with MPs:

einfach + headshake

explicit or implicit negation + intensification, opinion/evaluation

<EVIDENT> (Thurmair 1989), no need for explanation

Are MPs part of multimodal constructions?
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The most important downtoning gestures with each particle:

• ja: intersubjective pointing, nodding

• doch: nodding, beats, vertical ring/ mano a borsa

• eben: nodding, horizontal palm

• einfach: headshake, shoulder shrug

• halt: shoulder shrug, (nodding), palm lateral

(Schoonjans 2018)
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Gestures

3. Modal Particles and Multimodality

“The visible movement of any body part consciously or unconsciously 
made with the intention of communicating while speech is being 
produced”.
– Calbris (2011, 6)
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Which gestures?

3. Modal Particles and Multimodality

Source: McNeill (1992, 2005) and Fricke (2012)
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Which gestures?

3. Modal Particles and Multimodality

Source: McNeill (1992, 2005) and Fricke (2012)

– Emblem gestures
– Iconic gestures
– Metaphoric gestures
– Deictic gestures
– Beat gestures
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Describing gestures: parameters

3. Modal Particles and Multimodality

We built a scheme in order to categorize our data.

Sources: McNeill (1992, 2005), Fricke (2012) and Schoonjans (2018)
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We built a scheme in order to categorize our data.

Sources: McNeill (1992, 2005), Fricke (2012) and Schoonjans (2018)

Hand: form, orientation, movement (type, direction, entity, number) and 
position.

Head: orientation, movement (type, direction, entity, number) and 
position.

Describing gestures: parameters
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Mano

1. Sinistra/destra/entrambi

Mano destra: 1.dx-M

Mano sinistra: 1.sx-M

Entrambe le mani: 1.bth-M

2. Forma:

Anello: 2.rng-M

Carciofo: 2.chk-M

Dito: 2.fin-M

Flat: 2.flt-M

Piatto: 2.plt-M

3. Orientamento

Verso il corpo: 3.bdy-M

Verso l’esterno: 3.ext-M

Centro: 3.cen-M

Su: 3.up-M

Giù: 3.dwn-M

Describing gestures: parameters
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Mano

4. Movimento

4.1.Tipo

– diritto: 4.str-M

– ad arco: 4.arc-M

– a cerchio: 4.cir-M

– zig zag. 4.zz-M

– serpeggiante: 4.snk-M

– a spirale: 4.spir-M

4.2. Direzione

Destra: 4.dx-M

Sinistra: 4.sx-M

Avanti: 4.frw-M

Dietro: 4.bck-M

Su: 4.up-M

Giù: 4.dn-M

Diagonale: 4.diag-M

4.3. Carattere

Grande: 4.big-M

Piccolo: 4.lit-M

Veloce: 4.fst-M

Lento: 4.slw-M

Breve: 4.shr-M

Lungo: 4.lng-M

Scorrevole: 4.flw-M

A scatto: 4.stg-M

4.4. Numero:

Semplice: 4.one-M

Ripetuto: 4.rpt-M

Describing gestures: parameters



Logo ente 
beneficiario

Missione 4 • Istruzione e RicercaMissione 4 • Istruzione e Ricerca3. Modal Particles and Multimodality

5. Posizione

5.1. Altezza 5.2. Profondità

Lontano: 5.far-H

Normale: 5.nrm-H

Vicino: 5.cls-H

Tocca: 5.tch-H

Dietro: 5.bck-H

Describing gestures: parameters
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Testa

1. Orientamento 

1.1. Sollevamento

Alzata: 1.up-T

Neutra: 1.ntr-T

Abbassata: 1.dwn-T

1.2. Inclinazione

Sinistra: 1.sx-T

Dritta: 1-str-T

Destra: 1.dx-T

1.3. Direzione

Sinistra: 1.tsx-T

Davanti: 1.tfr-T

Destra: 1.tdx-T

2. Movimento

2.1. Direzione

Destra: 2.dx-T

Sinistra: 2.sx-T

Avanti: 2.frw-T

Dietro: 2.bck-T

Su: 2.up-T

Giù: 2.dn-T

Diagonale: 2.diag-T

2.2. Carattere

Grande: 2.big-T

Piccolo: 2.lit-T

Veloce: 2.fst-T

Lento: 2.slw-T

Breve: 2.shr-T

Lungo: 2.lng-T

Scorrevole: 2.flw-T

A scatto: 2.stg-T

2.3. Numero:

Semplice: 2.one-T

Ripetuto: 2.rpt-T

Describing gestures: parameters
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Data collection: building the Italian corpus

Sources declared in our project:

– Camera dei deputati;

– Senato della Repubblica;

– Parlamento Europeo;

– Talk politici (Rai & La 7);

4. Data Collection: Building the Italian Corpus
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Data collection: building the Italian corpus

Sources declared in our project:

– Camera dei deputati; ✓

– Senato della Repubblica;

– Parlamento Europeo; ✓

– Talk politici (Rai & La 7) (ongoing);

4. Data Collection: Building the Italian Corpus
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Data from the WebTV of the Camera dei Deputati https://webtv.camera.it/

4. Data Collection: Building the Italian Corpus

https://webtv.camera.it/
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Data from the WebTV of the Camera dei Deputati

4. Data Collection: Building the Italian Corpus
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Data from the WebTV of the Camera dei Deputati

VLC

Extraction of the 
MP3 track through 
VLC

4. Data Collection: Building the Italian Corpus
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Data from the WebTV of the Camera dei Deputati

Raw data transcription through Microsoft Word’s transcribe function

4. Data Collection: Building the Italian Corpus
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Data from the WebTV of the Camera dei Deputati
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Data from the WebTV of the European Parliament
https://m

ultim
edia.europarl.europa.eu/it

4. Data Collection: Building the Italian Corpus

https://multimedia.europarl.europa.eu/it


Logo ente 
beneficiario

Missione 4 • Istruzione e RicercaMissione 4 • Istruzione e Ricerca

Data from the WebTV of the European Parliament

4. Data Collection: Building the Italian Corpus
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Data from the WebTV of the European Parliament

4. Data Collection: Building the Italian Corpus
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Data from Italian politic talk shows

4. Data Collection: Building the Italian Corpus



Logo ente 
beneficiario

Missione 4 • Istruzione e RicercaMissione 4 • Istruzione e Ricerca

Data from Italian politic talk shows

4. Data Collection: Building the Italian Corpus



Logo ente 
beneficiario

Missione 4 • Istruzione e RicercaMissione 4 • Istruzione e Ricerca

Data from Italian politic talk shows

4. Data Collection: Building the Italian Corpus
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Data collected so far:

4. Data Collection: Building the Italian Corpus
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Our goal: about 120 
examples per MP:
anche pur
ben pure
benissimo solo
mai sì
mica
poi
tranquillamente
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First step: rough data elaboration on Excel
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Looking for adversative m
ic

a
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Open problems:

– How can we have full access to the file of TV shows without any legal 
issues on copyright?
– Is the genre “political talk” the right text to analyse, due to its hybrid 
nature?
– Speakers always have papers in their hands: does this influence their 
“gestural behaviour”? 
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Open problems:

– How can we have full access to the file of TV shows without any legal 
issues on copyright?
– Is the genre “political talk” the right text to analyse, due to its hybrid 
nature?
– Speakers always have papers in their hands: does this influence their 
“gestural behaviour”? 
– How can we actually tell if the gesture is triggered by the MP? Do we 
have to consider only those cases in which gesture and MP overlap?
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Questions?

Thank you for your attention!
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