
The case of Italian seguente: an European instance of current change from verb 
to demonstrative? 

My proposal aims at discussing a potential instance of grammaticalization in current Italian, i.e. the 

change of the adjective seguente ‘following’ from an endophoric meaning to the function of proximal 

demonstrative.  

 There is no agreement in the literature regarding the development of demonstratives from 

lexical sources. Contra Diessel (2006), Heine et al. (2020) recently showed that demonstratives may 

origin at least from locative adverbs and from verbs, quoting many examples from studies on non-

European languages. My analysis attempts to show that something very similar is occurring in current 

Italian, namely the potential origin of a new demonstrative from a verbal source.  

Seguente is an adjective originating through transcategorization from the present participle of 

the verb seguire ‘follow’. It means “that comes immediately after in time, in space, in an ordering”. 

Given this lexical meaning, in its standard usage it has a mandatory cataphoric value, both as adjective 

and when it is nominalized, in the absence of a head noun. However, in my corpus – primarily 

consisting of a variety of Italian written by students (exam texts, chapters of theses, term papers, and 

e-mails), but also of some institutional communication texts – seguente also occurs either pointing to 

a previous referent (e.g. -Question: Identifica il sintagma nominale nella frase seguente (‘Identify the 

noun phrase in the following sentence’) -Answer (after the sentence): Nella seguente frase… (‘In the 

following sentence…’)) or without any endophoric values (e.g. Nel seguente capitolo (‘In the 

following chapter’), with reference to the chapter in which the PP occurs, not only at its very 

beginning). 

Therefore, my hypothesis is that an innovation is taking place, and that it is in the direction of 

grammaticalization as a spatial deictic, specifically as proximal demonstrative, due to the presence of 

the feature [+ (immediately) PROXIMAL] in seguente.  

Considering that in standard Italian the proximal demonstrative is questo ‘this’, my first reason 

is that in my data the equivalence [ART + seguent- (+ N)] ~ quest- (+ N) works everywhere. 

Moreover, the phenomenon fits diachronically into a process of desemantization of seguente that has 

already begun in its transcategorization from present participle to adjective (loss of causative value 

and intransitivization). Eventually, in my data there are bridge contexts, seguente appears frozen in 

prenominal position, there is extension of contexts (from immediately proximal to proximal deixis), 

and obligatory co-occurrence with the article, hence forming a phonological word.  

A tentative explanation for the phenomenon is a restructuring of the demonstrative system, 

not unrelated to the weakening of the definite article.  

  



References 

Croft, W. (2000), Explaining Language Change: an Evolutionary Approach, London, Longman. 
Da Milano, F. (2010), “Dimostrativi, aggettivi e pronomi”, Enciclopedia dell’italiano, Treccani. 

(https://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/aggettivi-e-pronomidimostrativi_%28Enciclopedia-
dell%27Italiano%29/). 

De Cesare, A. M. (2010), “Deittici”, in Enciclopedia dell’italiano, Treccani. 
(https://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/deittici_%28Enciclopediadell%27Italiano%29/). 

Diessel, H. (1999). Demonstratives: Form, Function and Grammaticalization. Amsterdam: John 
Benjamins.  

Diessel, H. (2006), “Demonstratives, joint attention, and the emergence of grammar”, Cognitive 
Linguistics 17(4). 463–489.  

Diessel, H. (2013a), “Distance Contrasts in Demonstratives”, in M. S. Dryer - M. Haspelmath (eds.), 
The World Atlas of Language Structure Online (http://wals.info/chapter/41). 

Diessel, H. (2013b), “Pronominal and Adnominal Demonstratives”, in M.S. Dryer - M. Haspelmath 
(eds.), The World Atlas of Language Structures Online. (http://wals.info/chapter/42). 

Diessel, H. & Coventry K. R. (2020), “Demostratives in Spatial Language and Social Interaction: An 
interdisciplinary Review”, Frontiers in Psychology, 11. 

Dixon, Robert M. W. (2003), “Demonstratives: A cross-linguistic typology”, Studies in Language 
27, 61 – 112. 

Heine, B., T. Kuteva, H. Long, H. Narrog and Wu F. (2020), “Where do demonstratives come 
from?”STUF 73(3). 403-434.  

Ferrari, A. (2010a), “Anafora”, in Enciclopedia dell’italiano, Treccani, 
(https://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/anafora_%28Enciclopediadell%27Italiano%29/). 

Ferrari, A. (2010b), “Catafora”, in Enciclopedia dell’italiano, Treccani, 
(https://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/catafora_%28Enciclopediadell%27Italiano%29/). 

Giacalone Ramat, A. (1994), “Fonti di grammaticalizzazione. Sulla ricategorizzazione di verbi e nomi 
come preposizioni”, in Cipriano, P., Di Giovine, P. and Mancini, M. (eds.), Miscellanea di studi 
linguistici in onore di Walter Belardi, Roma, Il Calamo, vol. 2, 877-896. 

Giacalone Ramat, A. and Mauri, C. (2008), “From cause to contrast: a study in semantic change”, in 
Verhoeven, E., Skopeteas, S., Shin, Y.M., Nishina, Y. and Helmbrecht, J., Studies on 
Grammaticalization (eds.), Berlin, Mouton de Gruyter, 303-320. 

Heine, B., Claudi, U. and Hünnemeyer, F. (1991), Grammaticalization. A Conceptual Framework, 
Chicago, University of Chicago Press. 

Hopper, P. J. e Traugott, E. C. (1993), Grammaticalization, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press. 
Kortmann, B (1992), “Reanalysis completed and in progress: participles as source of prepositions and 

conjunctions”, in Kellermann, G. and Morrissey, M. D. (eds.), Diachrony within Ssynchrony. 
Language History and Cognition, Frankfurt am Main, Lang, 429-453. 

Lehmann, Ch. (1995), Thoughts on Grammaticalization, II Ausg., München, Lincom Europa. 
Szantyka, I. A. (2017), “Lo studio morfo-sintattico dei costrutti determinanti con il pronome 

dimostrativo variabile quello”, Lublin Studies in Modern Language and Literature 47, 96 – 111. 
Meillet, A. (1948), “L’évolution des formes grammaticales”, in Meillet, A., Linguistique historique 

et linguistique générale, vol. 1°, 2 éd., Paris, Champion, 130-148. 
Ramat, P. (2005), “Su degrammaticalizzazione e transcategorizzazione”, in Ramat, P., Pagine 

linguistiche. Scritti di linguistica storica e tipologica (ed.), Roma-Bari, Laterza, 89-105. 
Vanelli, L, (1989), “Dimostrativi e articoli: deissi e definitezza”, in G. L. Borgato, A. Zamboni (eds.), 

Dialettologia e varia linguistica per Manlio Cortelazzo, Padova, Unipress, 369 - 381. 
  


