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A class of pluractional verbs in Italian and French

Verbs with a pluractional meaning are well represented in Italian and French, cf. mordicchiare / mordiller 'nibble' vs. mordere / mordre 'bite'. They seem to be deverbal derived verbs, inviting analyses such as /mord-ikkj-are/ and /mord-ij-e/, with /ikkj/ and /ij/ pluractional derivational suffixes viewed as 'diminutive' or 'pejorative' in traditional grammars.

On the semantic side, we analyse them as event internal plural verbs, where pluractionality shows in the presence of atomic participants. Successive repetitions at phase level within the confines of one event correlate with compensatory partial affectedness of the patient argument, which is the specificity of these verbs in our opinion. The interpretive effect is captured via two operations of decomposition. Morphologically, we assume that /mordikkj/ and /mordij/ are underived stems, and that /ikkj/, /ij/, etc. are not morphemes. Yet, they do fulfil a special function for interpretation, namely signalling a specific type of internal structure of the event. The contradiction can be resolved by viewing them as submorphemes, i.e. phonological strings without a meaning, but inducing meaning effects through their phonetic substance. Pluractionality is then a feature of the whole form, which is flagged, although not specifically expressed, by the phonetic form of the ending. This accords well with the semantic nature of pluractionality, not an added specification, but an inherent modification of the process denoted by the simple verb the pluractional verb shares its root with. It also accounts for why there need not be a simple verb.
