
Logo ente 
beneficiario

Missione 4 
Istruzione e 

Ricerca

This study was carried out within the RUM. Rethinkimg Understanding Modal Particles and received funding from the European Union Next-GenerationEU - National Recovery and 
Resilience Plan (NRRP) – MISSION 4 COMPONENT 2, INVESTIMENT 1.1 Fondo per il Programma Nazionale di Ricerca e Progetti di Rilevante Interesse Nazionale (PRIN) – CUP 
N.H53D23004410006

Mica as a Modal Particle in Italian: 
Evidence from a Multimodal 

Analysis
(PROSODY)

Erika Petrocchi
erika.petrocchi@unive.it

Ca’ Foscary University, Venice
University of Padua



Logo ente 
beneficiario

RUM, Rethinking Undestranding Modal Particles

Missione 4 • Istruzione e Ricerca Missione 4 • Istruzione e Ricerca 



Logo ente 
beneficiario

This talk explores…
The hypothesis that mica is a modal particle of the German type 
The role of multimodality in testing this hypothesis (prosodic 
aspects)
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My analysis
Data
Corpus KIPARLA (Mauri et al. 2019)

Investigation (Praat, ToBI):
Prosodic status of mica
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Why study mica again?

Complex particle at the syntax-pragmatics interface

Rich diachronic development, but no consensus on its categorial 

status

Unclear whether mica = true negator, pragmatic marker, or modal 

particle
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Why study mica again?
Recent hypothesis: mica may function like German modal 
particles (e.g. doch)
→ Supported by Cognola & Moroni’s translation-based study on 
functional equivalents (IT↔DE)
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Why study mica again?
In particular, according to Coniglio (2008) and Cognola, Moroni 
(2022, 2024), mica displays a set of syntactic, prosodic, and 
pragmatic properties that distinguish it from modal adverbs and 
discourse markers.
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Background
From crumbs to discourse: the grammaticalization of mica

Latin mica(m) “crumb” → lexical item
Noun used to reinforce negation (Pre-classical, Classical Latin; 
Thaler 2018)
Became a specialized negative marker in Italian
Subject to Jespersen’s Cycle (Visconti 2009; Hansen & Visconti 
2012; Thaler 2018)
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Background
From crumbs to discourse: the grammaticalization of mica

NOT Subject to Jespersen’s Cycle (Garzonio & Poletto 2014; 
Thaler 2018) 
Already a quantificational element of the direct object that could 
also occurred in positive environments in Old Italian (Garzonio 
2008)
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Background
From crumbs to discourse: the grammaticalization of mica

Ongoing grammaticalization: clause-initial uses, regional variation 
(Munaro & Poletto 2004)
Further developed in a modal particle (Thaler 2018)  with 
specific discourse functions
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Background

From crumbs to discourse: the grammaticalization of mica

Standard spoken Italian
No phonetic weakening of the preverbal negator non
Most used configuration: non…mica
Initial mica
Pragmatically marked particle (special discourse function)
Mica … vs Non…mica
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Background

The synchronic view: Discourse functions of mica

(1) Non vengo a cena da te
     I’m not coming to dinner at your place

(2) Non vengo mica a cena da te
     I’m not coming mica to dinner at your place 
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BackgroundThe synchronic view: Discourse functions of mica

(3) Mica vengo a cena da te
     Mica I’m coming to dinner at your place
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BackgroundThe synchronic view: Discourse functions of mica

(3) Mica vengo a cena da te
     Mica [I’m coming to dinner at your place]
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Background
The synchronic view: Discourse functions of mica

According to Cinque (1976; 1991), the pragmatic difference 
between internal mica and preposed mica lies in the attribution of 
the negated presupposition/proposition  different pragmatic 
requirements (Cinque 1976; 1991).
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Background
The synchronic view: Discourse functions of mica

Cinque notes that mica behaves syntactically in a different way 
compared to elements traditionally defined as reinforcers of 
negation, such as affatto, per niente, per nulla, or the Tuscan 
punto.
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Background

The synchronic view: Discourse functions of mica

(i) Non sarete mica così scemi da farli entrare

     You're not that dumb as to let them in, are you?

(i) *Non sarete punto così scemi da farli entrare

(ii) *Non sarete affatto così scemi da farli entrare

(iii) *Non sarete per nulla così scemi da farli entrare

(iv) *Non sarete per niente così scemi da farli entrare

(Cinque 1991:311)
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Background

The synchronic view: Discourse functions of mica

(i) Non è mica più uscito di prigione, Giorgio?

     Giorgio never got out of prison, did he?

(i) *Non è punto più uscito di prigione, Giorgio?

(ii) *Non è affatto più uscito di prigione, Giorgio?

(iii) *Non è per nulla più uscito di prigione, Giorgio?

(iv) *Non è per niente più uscito di prigione, Giorgio?
(v)

(Cinque 1991:312)
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Background

The synchronic view: Discourse functions of mica

(i) Non hai mica una sigaretta?
     You don't happen to have a cigarette, do you?

(i) *Non hai punto una sigaretta?
(ii) *Non hai per nulla più uscito di prigione, Giorgio?
(iii)

(iv)

(Cinque 1991:312)
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Background
The synchronic view: Discourse functions of mica

Cinque specifically notes that mica exhibits distinct syntactic and 
pragmatic behavior compared to other traditionally defined 
negative intensifiers

(Cinque 1991:311)
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Background
The synchronic view: Discourse functions of mica

(2) Non vengo mica a cena da te
     I’m not coming mica to dinner at your place 
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 Mica co-occurs with non in contexts 
where p is not given and attributable 
to both the hearer and the speaker
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Background
The synchronic view: Discourse functions of mica

(3) Mica vengo a cena da te
     Mica I’m coming to dinner at your place 
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 Mica, incompatible with non, appears 
in contexts where the p must be 
attributed to the hearer
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Background
The synchronic view: Discourse functions of mica

The meaning of “mica” can be defined in terms of old and new 
information recognizing a mirative function for initial-mica 
(Squartini 2017)
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The synchronic view: Discourse functions of mica

Mica is licensed only when the proposition negated constitutes 
salience discourse-old information. In particular, referring back 
to discourse-old information fulfill a specific function in 
discourse: it relates the current utterance to a particular aspect of 
context, indicating what is relevant for the interpretation of 
the utterance (Thaler 2016; 2018)
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The synchronic view: Discourse functions of mica

Contextualization cues: the piece of context the utterance is 
related to can be discourse-old information, but can also concern 
other elements of context such as previous knowledge on the part 
of the hearer,  non-verbal context that is perceptually available to 
the interlocutors, or any kind of discourse information that is part 
of the context (Gumperz 1982; 1992)
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The synchronic view: Discourse functions of mica

Mica directs the hearer to update the common ground (metapragmatic 
instruction). The hearer is instructed to integrate the information given in 
the utterance containing mica as a relevant piece of information in the 
current interaction (Thaler 2016)

Disaffiliative contribution
Metapragmatic instruction 
Mica as a common ground operator management (Frana & Rawlins 2019)
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The synchronic view: Discourse functions of mica

Sentence-internal “mica” can encode the denial of both discourse-
old and discourse-new information, whereas initial-mica is found 
only in the denial of discourse-old information (Cerruti 2018; 2020; 
CORIS)

Missione 4 • Istruzione e Ricerca Missione 4 • Istruzione e Ricerca 



Logo ente 
beneficiario

Missione 4 • Istruzione e Ricerca Missione 4 • Istruzione e Ricerca 

Internal mica can introduce new information by selecting and 
negating a positive presupposition present but not previously 
explicitly activated in the CG
Initial mica appears only in contexts where the state of affairs is 
given and immediately retrievable in the communicative 
situation. In this sense, it operates on an immediately retrievable 
presupposition 

(Cognola, Moroni 2022)

The hypothesis of mica as a modal particle of the German type
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Cognola, Moroni (2022:157): 
(a) Ich lasse doch einen Angehörigen meines Tempelbezirks 
nicht im Stich.
(b) Non posso mica abbandonare chi dipende dal mio tempio

(Friedrich Dürrenmatt, Der Prozess um des Esels Schatten, cit. in Masi 1996:67)



Logo ente 
beneficiario

Missione 4 • Istruzione e Ricerca Missione 4 • Istruzione e Ricerca 

Cognola, Moroni (2022:157): 
(a) NANDO: Beh, non saran mica già loro, eh?

 (b) NANDO: Das sind sie doch hoffentlich noch nicht!?
(Soffritti, 2008:199)
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State of the artPragmatics
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Cognola, Moroni (2022:162): 
(a) – Gesù Brigadie’, sarebbe che invece di stare in ospedale, non 
c’era
    - E mica ci doveva stare sempre in ospedale 
(b) – Meine Güte, Brigadiere, damit will ich sagen, dass er statt im 
Krankenhaus, irgendwo war
    - Aber er musste doch nicht immer in Krakenhause sein.

(Die Klagen der Toten, p. 160)
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Cognola, Moroni (2022):

unaccented “doch”: Sachverhalt → new information
Accented “doch”: Sachverhalt → given information
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Syntactic evidence to support the presence of MPs in Italian 
(Coniglio, 2008; Cognola & Schifano, 2018a, b; Schifano & 
Cognola, 2020; Cognola & Cruschina, 2021; Cognola & Moroni, 
2022; Cognola, Moroni, & Bidese, 2022)

The hypothesis of mica as a modal particle of the German type
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Challenging to learn and translate (a.o. Cognola and Moroni, 
2022)
Typically used in spoken language to convey the speaker’s 
subjective perspective on the sentence, thus lexicalising a type of 
modality (Kratzer 1981). Their omission does not render a 
sentence ungrammatical but slightly alters its meaning. 

The hypothesis of mica as a modal particle of the German type
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Scope over the entire sentence
Interact with clause types
Produce illocutionary effects by modifying or strengthening the 
clause’s illocution

The hypothesis of mica as a modal particle of the German type



Logo ente 
beneficiario

Missione 4 • Istruzione e Ricerca Missione 4 • Istruzione e Ricerca 

Interaction with illocutionary force: in declarative sentences, 
mica negates an expectation on the hearer’s side; in questions, it 
strengthens the speaker’s expectation of a negative answer, and 
in imperatives, it implies the speaker's expectation that the hearer 
would certainly perform an action unless the speaker had 
instructed him otherwise (Coniglio 2008)

The hypothesis of mica as a modal particle of the German type
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MPs cannot be topicalized, coordinated, modified, nor can they 
stand alone as replies to questions

The hypothesis of mica as a modal particle of the German type
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Usually, MPs cannot be stressed, however, at least in some 
cases, they “can have focus accent or be contrastively stressed” 
(Coniglio, 2008: footnote 10)The hypothesis of mica as a modal particle of the German type
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They appear only in root properties clauses (Coniglio 2008; 
Coniglio and Zagrean 2012).

The hypothesis of mica as a modal particle of the German type
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MPs are subject to a series of prosodic and syntactic 
restrictions, which provide evidence for the claim that they build 
a separate class from functionally close elements, such as 
adverbs and discourse markers (Cognola and Moroni 2022).

The hypothesis of mica as a modal particle of the German type
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Speaker orientation suggests it is a modal particle (Coniglio 
2008)

The hypothesis of mica as a modal particle of the German type
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mica has a fixed position within the sentence appearing between 
habitual adverbs ("usually") and higher repetitive adverbs (e.g. 
"again") (Cinque, 1999). The hypothesis of mica as a modal particle of the German type
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MPs are subject to syntactic and prosodic restrictions, which 
provide further evidence for the claim that they build a separate 
class from functionally close elements (such as adverbs or 
discourse markers). 
MPs are always prosodically integrated, meaning they cannot 
form an independent intonation phrase

(Cognola & Moroni 2022)

The hypothesis of mica as a modal particle of the German type
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Mica (Cognola, Moroni 2022):
(6) a. Non ho mica preso il caffè
    I did not mica have coffee
b. Mica ho preso il caffè
    mica I did not have coffee
c. Non ho preso mica il caffè
   I did not have mica coffee
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Mica (Cognola, Moroni 2022):
(7) a. *Non ho, mica, preso il caffè
    I did not mica have coffee
b. *Mica, ho preso il caffè
     Mica I did not have coffee
c. Non ho preso, mica, il caffè
   I did not have mica coffee
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The fact that an MP is prosodically integrated into all positions 
constitutes a remarkable fact and provides strong evidence for its 
status as an MP, given that the prosodically non-integrated option is 
always available in the competing categories of modal adverbs.
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Thus…
Cross-linguistic studies provide compelling reasons to classify "mica" 
as an MP. 
However, in sentence-initial positions, "mica" seem to exhibit peculiar 
properties, such as syntactic positioning and narrow scoping 
abilities
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(8) Mica MARINA abbiamo invitato (ma Giulio)
  Mica Marina have.1PL invited (but Giulio)
  ‘We did not invite MARINA (we invited Giulio)!’
  Mica l’abbiamo invitata!
  Mica her-have.1SG invited.F.SG
 ‘ We have not invited her at all!’

(Adapted from Magistro 2022:3, ex. 3 and 4)
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Magistro (2022): proposes a parallelism between 
preposed “mica” and focus fronting, a syntactic 
operation available in Standard Italian (Cruschina 2012; 
Bianchi et al. 2015; Cruschina & Remberger 2017)

Preposed mica and focus 
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Magistro (2022): internal “mica” encodes a broader 
contrastive focus, which can become corrective focus if the 
appropriate conditions are met.

Preposed mica and focus 
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(3) a. I have met [[MARINA]]CF

        b. [[Marina]]0 = Marina

    c. [[Marina]]f = {Marina, Jhon, Kim…}

(Adapted from Magistro 2022:24, ex. 43)
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Preposed mica and focus 
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(4) A. Mi hanno detto che hai invitato Giulio 
        ‘They told me that you invited Giulio’

    B. (MARINA) ho invitato (MARINA).
        ‘I have invited Marina.’ 

(Adapted from Magistro 2022:24, ex.13)
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(5) a. [[p]]0 = (invite Giulio)
    b. [[p’]]0 = (invite Marina)
    c. [[p’]]f = {Marina, Giulio}

(Adapted from Magistro 2022:24, ex.13)
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Magistro (2022): experimental results; initial-mica 
denies explicit content when the denied proposition is 
active or can be immediately activated by implicatures or 
presuppositions, whereas clause-internal mica can 
appear in rhematic predicates. In these cases, the 
presupposition can be activated through accommodation 
by resorting to repair strategies

Preposed mica and focus 



Logo ente 
beneficiario

Missione 4 • Istruzione e Ricerca Missione 4 • Istruzione e Ricerca 

Mica as a Modal Particle in Italian: Evidence from a Multimodal Analysis
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Objective: I Investigated the prosodic patterns of the 
Italian modal particle "MICA/mica" in declarative 
sentences

Mica as a Modal Particle in Italian: Evidence from a Multimodal Analysis
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“Mica” as a Modal Particle (MP) in Italian: Insights from Prosody

Data
Corpus KIPARLA (Mauri et al. 2019)

Investigation (Praat software and ToBI transcription):
Prosodic status of “mica”
139 occurrences (balanced Internal-mica/preposed-
mica)
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Data
Corpus KIPARLA (Mauri et al. 2019)

Spontaneous data
Different type of conversations
Speaker from various Italian regions 
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“Mica” as a Modal Particle (MP) in Italian: Insights from Prosody
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Corpus KIPARLA (Mauri et al. 2019)

Developed through a collaboration between the Universities of 
Bologna and Turin. 
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“Mica” as a Modal Particle (MP) in Italian: Insights from Prosody
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Corpus KIPARLA (Mauri et al. 2019)

Rich Metadata: Extensive speaker and contextual information for 
recorded interactions. 
Accessibility: Full transcriptions of conversations available for online 
consultation.
Audio-Text Alignment: Precise synchronization between transcripts 
and audio tracks. Missione 4 • Istruzione e Ricerca Missione 4 • Istruzione e Ricerca 

“Mica” as a Modal Particle (MP) in Italian: Insights from Prosody
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KIPARLA Corpus: spontaneous speech data in real time 
conversations

Geographical Differentiation: A key factor in Italian 
sociolinguistic variation, even in educated speech.

Initial data collection focused on Bologna and Turin.
Both cities exhibit co-existence of Italian and local dialects.
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KIPARLA Corpus: spontaneous speech data in real time 
conversations

Significant internal and external migration has resulted in diverse 
regional Italian varieties, Italo-Romance dialects, and recently 
immigrated languages.
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KIPasti Module Addition: Expanded coverage to include 
recordings from all geographical areas of Italy.

Speaker Differentiation: Primarily based on:
Age
Educational attainment
Occupation

These parameters are crucial for determining social placement.
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KIPARLA Corpus: spontaneous speech data in real time 
conversations

Variety of Interactions: The corpus includes a range of interaction 
types:
Semi-structured interviews
Conversations during meals
University settings: lectures and exams
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KIPARLA Corpus: spontaneous speech data in real time 
conversations

Interaction types are differentiated by situational parameters, such 
as:
Symmetric/asymmetric participant relations.
Presence/absence of a predefined topic.
Presence/absence of turn-taking norms.
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Results

KIPARLA Corpus: spontaneous speech data in real time 
conversations

18 occurrences of non-analyzable audio files 
139 occurrences (121)
69 reliable Praat analysis
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Results

57 “mica” = MP
37 sentence-internal “mica”
20 sentence-initial “mica”

12 “mica” = Focalizer
3 sentence-internal “mica”
9 sentence-initial “mica”
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Pragmatic contexts

52 “mica” = MP
37 sentence-internal “mica”
20 sentence-initial “mica”

21 “mica” = Focalizer
3 sentence-internal “mica”
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The speaker introduces new information, 
something that has not been previously 

mentioned in the conversation but it is part of the 
shared common ground/ common 

knowledge/encyclopedic world knowledge
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Pragmatic contexts

52 “mica” = MP
37 sentence-internal “mica”
20 sentence-initial “mica”

21 “mica” = Focalizer
3 sentence-internal “mica”
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The speaker introduces old information, 
something that has been previously mentioned 

in the conversation or has been previously made 
explicit by the speaker/interlocutor’s behaviour
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Sarcastic “mica” 
(Frana & Rawlins 
2019:6)



Logo ente 
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Results

When “mica” functions as a MP, it is always unstressed
When “mica” functions as a focalizer:

Sentence initial “mica” is stressed (i.e. it bears the most 
prominent pitch in the sentence) with a H*+L tone
Sentence internal “mica” is stressed (i.e. it bears the most 
prominent pitch in the sentence) with a L+H* tone
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Prosody

These findings align with the research of Avesani (1995), Crocco 
et al. (1995), Avesani and Vayra (2002, 2003), and Gili-Fivela and 
Iraci (2017) on intonational contours in Italian, suggesting that 
when mica functions as a focalizer:

sentence-internal "mica" = contrastive focus 
sentence-initial “mica” = corrective focus
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Prosody

Corrective focus is a subtype of contrastive focus used to deny 
or correct a previous assertion or presupposition not shared by 
the speaker (Cruschina, 2012; Bianchi & Bocci, 2012; Bianchi, 
Bocci, & Cruschina, 2015, 2016).
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“Mica” as a Modal Particle (MP) in Italian
Preliminary Observations

Italian differs from German in that in Italian every syllable is full, 
meaning it is a potential candidate for stress or secondary stress 
(Bertinetto, Bertini, Guidugli 2012)
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“Mica” as a Modal Particle (MP) in Italian
Preliminary Observations

Mica-MP in Italian is prosodically integrated bearing secondary stress
MICA can bring sentence phrasal stress [“pitch accent” in 
Pierrehumbert and Hirshberg’s (1990) terms]
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PTA016, Piedmont
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Preliminary Observations

As a modal particle, its function is that of connecting the 
sentence in which it appears to the Common Ground / 
context, putting it into relation with a previous utterance
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Preliminary Observations

Its meaning derives from its basic meaning (-p) plus its focal 
meaning (a contrasting set of alternatives)

Missione 4 • Istruzione e Ricerca Missione 4 • Istruzione e Ricerca 



Logo ente 
beneficiario

Preliminary Observations

This analysis would confirm the proposal already existing for 
modal particle in Italian (Cognola, Schifano 2018 a,b; 
Cognola, Moroni, Bidese 2022) 
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Preliminary Observations

When used as a focus typically precede the constituent in its scope

(i) Mica Marina ha invitato
(iii) veramente noi l'abbiamo fatto // mica con cattiveria (KPN029, 854490)
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