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Abstract: This study offers the first description of the prefix uber- in Italian. Through a dual methodology
combining a corpus-based analysis with a questionnaire administered to 440 native speakers, we
highlight that uber- can be considered as an emerging intensifying strategy in Italian, aligning with
its established role as an intensifying prefix in other languages, such as English and Hungarian. More
specifically, both the corpus-based analysis and the results of the questionnaire demonstrate that
uber- is primarily used to intensify (animated) nouns and adjectives in colloquial contexts. The
questionnaire also reveals that, when given the choice of using uber- or other intensive disyllabic
prefixes to express the highest degree of intensity, speakers tend to prefer other prefixes (mainly
super- and mega-), rarely opting for uber-. Therefore, uber- does not currently function as an
over-the-top intensifier in Italian, as it does in English and other European languages.
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1. Introduction!

Like the other evaluative strategies, intensification represents an area of morphology that is
particularly prone to change. Indeed, the need to renew its own means is typical of evaluative
morphology, which thus requires constant monitoring to capture the micro-changes occurring
in order to keep the expressive power intact (see Grandi 2011). Alongside the emergence of
new values for pre-existing affixes in a language’s repertoire, changes may also involve the
entry of new affixes, either obtained by shortening from other native words (e.g., It. turbo-
from turbina ‘turbine’ in turboritardo ‘super delay’, see Verdelli 2023) or borrowed from

other languages.

! This article is the result of close collaboration between the two authors. Exclusively for Italian academic
purporse, Silvia Micheli is responsible for Sections 1, 3.2, 4.2.2, and Martina Verdelli for Sections 2, 3.1, 4.1,
4.2.1. Sections 4.2.3 and 5 were jointly authored.

ZWIW 2025, 9(2), 28-68


https://doi.org/10.21248/zwjw.2025.2.139

M. SILVIA MICHELI & MARTINA VERDELLI

The latter case is represented by the prefix uber-?, which, as will be further clarified in
Section 2.1, has spread from German into some languages of Europe, such as English, Dutch,
and Hungarian (see Majtényi 2012; Wacksler 2012). Interestingly, though not yet classified or
documented among evaluative prefixes, uber- is also attested in Italian with an intensifying value,

asshown in (1).3

(1) Sei stata chiarissima  (oltre che uber-gentile,
be.2SG.PRS  be.PTCP.PST clear. ELATIVE  beyond that UBER-kind

ma questo é ormai super assodato!)
but this be.1SG.PRS by now super ascertained

‘You were very clear (and also very kind, but that is now a matter of fact!)’.

In the reported sentence, the speaker is addressing a person to whom (s)he ascribes two
positive qualities, both of which are intensified through morphological means, i.e., the elative
suffix -issimo in chiarissima ‘super clear’ and the prefix uber- attached to the gradable
adjective gentile ‘kind’. The emphatic tone of the sentence is also confirmed by the use of
an additional intensifying prefix, namely, super- in super assodato ‘super ascertained’. As
will be shown further on in the article, uber- attaches not only to adjectives but, like the
other intensifying prefixes, also to other parts of speech, such as nouns and verbs.

This paper aims at providing the first description of uber- in contemporary Italian in order
to outline its morphological and semantic properties. In addition, it aims to clarify how uber-
fits within the system of intensifying prefixes of Italian, and whether there is competition
with the other elements of the system. To this end, we have adopted a dual methodology,
involving both the analysis of data extracted from corpora and the analysis of a questionnaire
administered to native speakers. The study of uber- will allow us not only to observe the case
of a foreign morphological element entering the repertoire of a language to express evaluative

values, but also to update the picture of intensification in Italian.

2 In this paper, we classify uber- as a prefix on the basis of formal and semantic properties. First, uber- in Italian
is not used as an independent word; specifically, it never appears postponed to the word it modifies and appears
only once in the itTenten corpus20 in a predicative function (i.e., Daryl Dixon sempre piti uber ‘Daryl Dixon [is]
ever more uber’). Moreover, unlike other morphological elements that originally had a lexical meaning but
gradually acquired a relational or evaluative function (i.e., prefixoids according to Booij & Hiining 2014) - such
as turbo-, which comes from turbina ‘turbine’ but now functions as an intensifier (see Verdelli 2023) - uber-
in Italian conveys exclusively an evaluative meaning.

3 The example is taken from the Italian web corpus itTenTen20 (Jakubicek et al. 2013).
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The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 provides the state of the art on intensification
in Italian, with a focus on the most recent studies; in Section 2.1 we collect basic information
about the prefix uber- and clarify its original values in German and those developed in English
and other languages where it is attested. The dual methodology adopted for the study is explained
and discussed in Section 3, which describes the criteria by which the corpus-based analysis
was carried out and by which the questionnaire submitted to the speakers was designed.
The results of the two investigations are presented in Section 4 and discussed in Section 5,

where we also provide some concluding remarks as well as some insights for future research.

2. Prefixal Intensification in Italian

2.1 State of the Art

Intensification represents an evaluative strategy used by speakers to express and
«modulate the degree of a given entity, quality or event» (Micheli, to appear). As pointed
out by Rainer (2015), the term intensification includes not only strategies expressing the
highest degree but also those conveying a low degree (i.e., attenuation). Paradis (2008: 321)
identifies two main types of degree modifiers, namely totality modifiers (i.e., maximisers
such as absolutely and approximators such as almost) and scalar modifiers. The latter can
be classified as boosters (e.g., very, extremely), moderators (e.g., quite, fairly), and diminishers
(e.g., slightly, somewhat). Intensification can be realized through phonological (e.g.,
intonation), morphological (e.g., derivation, compounding, partial and full reduplication),
syntactic (e.g., dislocated sentences, use of adverbs) or lexical strategies (e.g., lexical inten-
sifiers).* In this paper we will focus on the upper end of the intensification scale and on
the morphological strategies attested in Italian. Indeed, starting from the works by
Berthelon (1955), Bolinger (1972) and Rainer (1983), the field of morphological intensifi-
cation represents an area that has encountered wide interest among scholars, especially in
the last two decades (see among all Prieto 2005; KriStofikova 2012; Rainer 2015, 2025). This
shared interest is evidenced in particular by the work edited by Napoli & Ravetto (2017b)

and the joint initiative Unlocking evaluative morphology: Conceptual and methodological

* See Piunno (2023: 399) and Grandi (2017) for an overview of the different strategies attested in Italian.
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challenges,” which have provided a comprehensive state of the art and opened up new
perspectives on intensification (and evaluative semantics as well). Considering studies on
Italian, one of the most investigated strategies is derivation,® as both prefixation and
suffixation can be used to express an intensified meaning. There are several works devoted
to derivation (see Grandi 2002; 2017)” and more specifically to prefixation (see Grandi &
Iacobini 2008;* Montermini 2008; Laci¢ 2025; Ravetto 2023), as well as studies on single
strategies (see Migliorini 1963 on prefix super-; de Boer 2003 on iper-; Napoli 2012, 2017
on stra-; Rainer 1983; Dressler & Barbaresi 1994; Napoli 2013 on the suffix -issimo).

Focusing on prefixation, Montermini (2008) and Micheli (to appear) identify several prefixes
used in Italian to convey an intensified meaning (i.e. arci-, extra-, iper-, mega-, sopra-, stra-,
super-, ultra-). All prefixes are of neoclassical origin (i.e., they have been borrowed from the
classical languages since the 17th century), with the exception of stra-, which represents the
evolution of Latin EXTRA. Intensifying prefixes mainly attach to adjectives to convey the
value ‘very X’ and increase the degree of the quality expressed by the base (e.g., ipercritico
‘hypercritical’, extra-croccante ‘extra-crunchy’, superforte ‘very strong’, arcinoto ‘very well
known’).” However, given their high combinability (Micheli 2023), they also started being
used with nouns (e.g., megafesta ‘big party’, superpaura ‘superfear’), verbs (e.g., stragodere
‘to extra enjoy’, supercostare ‘to cost a lot’)!* and adverbs (e.g., megabene ‘very well’,
ultravelocemente ‘in a very fast way’).

Like all types of evaluative mechanisms, the list of intensive prefixes is not meant to be
fixed, as it is constantly subject to change: indeed, there are cases in which evaluative strategies
gradually lose their meaning to acquire a non-evaluative one, as well as cases in which other

strategies develop new meanings from a specialised one. To the former belongs sopra-,

> Unlocking evaluative morphology: conceptual and methodological challenges is an initiative funded by the
Societas Linguistica Europaea through the "SLE Research Grant for Joint Initiatives” 2022 and coordinated by
Francesca Masini (University of Bologna), Muriel Norde (Humboldt-Universitdt zu Berlin) and Kristel Van
Goethem (F.R.S.-FNRS & Université catholique de Louvain). https://site.unibo.it/unlocking-evaluative-mor-
phology/en (accessed 29 January 2025).

® There are also several works concerning reduplication strategies (Wierzbicka 1986; De Santis 2011; Bonacchi
2017), while the evaluative uses of composition are more limited (cf. Verdelli 2023).

7 Grandi (2017) provides an updated study on intensification, taking into account also other syntactic and
lexical strategies.

8 This paper takes into account both prefixation and suffixation as strategies for expressing evaluation in Italian
verbs, but focuses only prefixes for the expression of intensification.

° Unless otherwise indicated, all examples are taken from the Italian corpus itTenTen20.

10 Both the examples are taken from Grandi & Iacobini (2008: 487).
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which has been replaced by other prefixes and nowadays is used almost exclusively in
calques of English containing over- (Micheli 2024); to the latter belongs mega-, traditionally
employed to convey an augmentative meaning, but which seems to be used also to express a
more qualitative value, as already recorded in other languages (see, among all, Izert 2012;
Calpestrati 2017; Napoli & Ravetto 2017a). In addition to the prefixes just mentioned, a
further strategy can be represented by the combining form turbo- (i.e., a shortening of
turbina ‘turbine’): as shown by Verdelli (2023), turbo- underwent a grammaticalisation
process and developed formal and semantic properties typical of a prefixoid, thanks to which
it started being used in everyday language to express an intensified value (e.g., turboritardo
‘great delay’).

The complete list of the Italian intensifying prefixal/prefixoidal strategies presented in

this section is summarised in the table below.

Tab. 1: List of Italian intensifying prefixes/prefixoids with examples from the itTenTen20 corpus

Intensifying Example from itTenTen20 corpus
prefix/prefixoid
arci- Si prosegue con altri due volti arci-noti del Festival

‘It continues with two more very well known faces of the Festival’

extra- Sono avvolti in una deliziosa pastella e nel mio pangrattato extra-croccante
‘They are wrapped in delicious batter and my extra-crunchy breadcrumbs’

iper- Per quale motivo sei ipercritico verso i tre libri che hai citato?
‘Why are you hypercritical of the three books you mentioned?

mega- Domenica le abbiamo fatto una megafesta a sorpresa!
‘On Sunday, we gave her a surprise big party!’

stra- I rapper non vengono strapagati come i cantanti pop
‘Rappers are not overpaid like pop singers’

super- Una donna superforte e leggendaria come Wonder Woman
‘A very strong, legendary woman like Wonder Woman’

turbo- Sto andando in uni e sono in turboritardo
‘T'm on my way to the university and I'm very late’

ultra- Immagina possa muoversi ultravelocemente
‘(he/she] imagines it moving very fast’
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Given the dynamic nature of the evaluative field of intensification, it is not surprising that
new markers can enter the repertoire of intensive prefixes. Furthermore, it should be noted
that prefixation in Italian is a more dynamic mechanism than suffixation, as it generally
does not change the lexical category of the base and requires minimal phonetic adaptation
when attaching to it, unlike suffixation." In this paper we aim to investigate an emerging
strategy used to convey an intensified meaning that can be added to the previous list of

mechanisms employed in Italian: the prefix uber-.

2.2 Basic Facts about uber-

In German iiber (‘over’) can be used in different grammatical constructions, acting as a
preposition and as a verbal particle, both separable and inseparable (cf. Dewell 2011: 15). It
has a core meaning related to space,'? namely the position ‘above’ (e.g., der Ballon schwebte
iiber dem Tal ‘the balloon hovered above the valley’), and can also be used to describe a route

path,” as illustrated in the following image.

Fig. 1: iiber (route path) (adapted from Dewell 2011: 50)

Besides locative meanings, iiber also expresses quantity-related values. As an adverb, it can
convey the idea of having more of something and can be paraphrased by mehr als ‘more
than’, as exemplified in (2a). Moreover, it can also express the idea of excess, as shown in

(2b) where iiber- occurs as an inseparable particle (Liamkina 2007: 143).

(2) a. iiber 18 Jahre [alt] sein.
over 18 years [old]be.INF
‘To be older than 18’.

''We thank an anonymous reviewer for this observation.

12 Tn addition to the spatial meaning, iiber can also convey several other meanings, such as time (e.g. a period
of time in or after which something happens). See Liamkina (2007) for a semantic analysis within the
framework of cognitive linguistics.

13 A route path can be defined as a route that passes through a point on or above the landmark (i.e., the region
of space that serves to locate the figure and its path in Langacker 1987).
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b. Ein Gefiihl der Scham iiberflutet sie.

a feeling of shame over-flood.3SG.PRS her

‘A feeling of shame overcomes her’.
The idea of excess is related to the evaluative usage of iiber-, attested in Salzmann (2017) and
Costa (2017), where it is treated as an intensifier prefix as well as a “bound preposition” used
as first constituent in compounding to express adjectival augmentation (e.g., tibereifer
‘overeagerness’).
From German, iiber has been borrowed in other languages, such as English, Dutch and
Hungarian. In English, the first attestation of uber- in the Oxford English Dictionary (OED)
dates back to 2015 (O’Dell 2016), although it is also worth mentioning the case of
Ubermensch «which pre-dates the borrowing of uber- as prefix» (Schriter 2021: 69) to the
1960s.'* Nowadays, it is attested in other English dictionaries also without the spelling of the
umlaut, with slight differences from one work to another. Both in the Cambridge Dictionary
and in the OED, uber- is attested as prefix used before nouns and adjectives meaning
‘extreme’, ‘extremely good or successful’,’® or ‘denoting an outstanding, supreme, or
pre-eminent example of its kind, or a person or thing markedly surpassing others of its
class or type [...] frequently in fashion and popular culture contexts’.’® In the Oxford
Advanced Learner’s Dictionary, it is attested as a combining form used with nouns and ad-
jectives to convey the meaning ‘of the greatest or best kind; to a very large degree’.'” Below

are some of the forms attested in dictionaries.

(3) a. uber-fan ‘number one fan’
b. ubersociety ‘super society’
c. [liber-billionaire ‘more than billionaire’

Despite differences related to the morphological category (i.e. prefix or combining form), all
definitions share the evaluative nature of uber- (thus being the only value adopted in

English) rather than the spatial one; in fact, «it is actually closer in meaning to other prefixes

4 Following Schroter (2021: 69), the first evidence of Ubermensch in the OED is 1902, while the first evidence
of uber- in English dates back to 1962. Moya (2021) explains that the first attestation of uber as a noun dates
back to 1962, while the first attestation as an adjective is 1988.

13 https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/uber (accessed 1 February 2025).

18 https://www.oed.com/dictionary/uber_prefix?tab=meaning_and_use#1175053030 (accessed 1 February
2025).

7 https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/uber?q=uber (accessed 1 February 2025).
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which add a superlative meaning» (O’Dell 2016: 96). In this light, uber- can be
compared to turbo-, as it emerges as one of the few prefixoidal mechanisms within the
intensification strategies employed in English. However, unlike German, uber- is used to
create derived forms by combining only with nominal (uber-luxury ‘extra luxury’) and
adjectival (uber-popular ‘very popular’) bases,'s but not with verbs.

Although all intensifiers are used to express some degree of subjectivity (Athanasiadou
2007) depending on the communicative context and the speaker’s needs, Waksler (2012; see
also Wouden & Foolen 2017) argues that uber- is used in marked contexts of colloquial
discourse to convey an expressive meaning called ‘over-the-top-intensification’. In fact, it is
used «to surpass the pragmatic limits of expectation with respect to the target’s position on
the scale», by placing «a target at an extreme point on the scale, higher than intersubjectively
understood expectations» (Waksler 2012: 25). Speakers may demonstrate a positive connection,
by aligning himself/herself with the target, or a negative one, by disassociating himself/herself

with the target, as shown in the following examples provided by the author (Waksler 2012: 26).

(4) a. The store is uber-cool with a lot of black and lucite, so immediately you feel that you are
in an atelier rather than a flower shop

b. It’s still an uber-modern... trendy yogurt bar, so if you don’t like that vibe - like me -
you won't like the vibe here

In both examples, the store (4a) and the yogurt bar (4b) are defined by the speakers as «off
the charts on the scale» (Waksler 2012: 26) of how cool and how modern a shop and yogurt
bar would be expected to be. In (4a) the speaker expresses its connection to the target, by
defining the shop as uber-modern; he also adds additional discourse information about his
connection, by claiming that the shop is so cool that it can be compared to a French atelier
(rather than a simple shop). On the contrary, in (4b) the speaker disassociates herself from
the target.

The same borrowing can be observed in Dutch (Wouden & Foolen 2017; e.g., schattige en
liberinteressante feitjes ‘cute and very interesting little facts’) and in Hungarian (e.g., iibererds
‘extremely strong’), where uber- has been investigated with a crosslinguistic perspective by
Majtényi (2012). Looking at Italian, uber- seems to be not attested: in fact, it is neither

mentioned in the most important dictionaries nor in the reference studies on Italian word

18 Both the examples are taken from Schréter (2021).

ZWIW 2025, 9(2), 28-68 35



OLD AND NEW INTENSIFYING PREFIXES IN ITALIAN: THE CASE OF UBER-

formation (e.g., Grossman & Rainer 2004). Only the homograph lemma Uber is registered
by the Treccani dictionary as proper name of the American private car transport service
company.'® The only exception is the word iibersexual, first attested in 2005 in an article in
Panorama magazine and registered in a repertoire of neologisms, i.e., Neologismi Treccani,”

where it is defined as follows.

UBERSEXUAL. Il supermaschio, elegante, rassicurante, carismatico. Spesso una
simpatica carogna. La donna non é un accessorio del suo piacere o un riflesso del suo
narcisismo, ma una compagna da condividere e, se necessario, proteggere. All'occorrenza

sa come cambiare i pannolini del pupo.

‘The super-male, elegant, reassuring, charismatic. Often an affable scoundrel. The
woman is not an accessory for his pleasure or a reflection of his narcissism, but a
partner to be shared and, if necessary, protected. When necessary, he even knows how

to change baby’s nappies’.

Interestingly, this occurrence shows the presence of the umlaut in iiber-; on a semantic level,
it conveys an evaluative meaning close to that of iibermensch ‘superman’.

Although the literature and dictionaries do not seem to recognise uber- as a prefix, as
already shown in the introduction of this paper it is attested in a web corpus of Italian, which
can therefore serve as a source for its description. Given the lack of information on uber- in
Italian, the aim of this article is to provide a first introductory study in order to shed light on
the properties of this morphological element and to check whether it is also used in Italian
as a marker of over-the-top intensification. To do so, two sources of data were taken into
account: a collection of data extracted from an Italian web corpus and a questionnaire de-

signed for our purpose, both presented in the next section.

3. Methodology

Two methodologies were needed for a comprehensive study of uber-. On the one hand, we
extracted the occurrences of uber- from a large corpus in order to describe its morphological

and semantic properties from both a quantitative and qualitative point of view; on the other

9 https://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/uber/ (our translation, accessed 28 January 2025).
0 https://www.treccani.it/magazine/lingua_italiana/neologismi/ (our translation, accessed 8 July 2025).
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hand, we tried to broaden the view and consider uber- in relation to other intensive prefixes

through a questionnaire. In what follows, we describe the criteria adopted in both investigations.

3.1 Corpus Analysis

The first methodology used in this work followed a corpus-based approach. Data was extracted
from a web corpus of contemporary Italian by using the advanced wordlist function “word
starting with [uber]” of the SketchEngine interface.? The itTenTen20 corpus® was chosen
according to two main criteria: first of all, it represents the biggest and the most recent
collection of Italian data; secondly, it covers the domains of the Internet, thus allowing us
to obtain information related to an informal use of the language, where evaluative strategies
are more frequently used.

From a formal point of view, univerbated, hyphenated, and space-separated forms were
considered in the data extraction. After being extracted, data was manually checked in order
to eliminate all occurrences of uber that could not be associated with the prefix (e.g. typos or
occurrences of the homograph Uber). Each occurrence was then annotated following
morphological and semantic parameters such as lemma, POS of the word-base, nature of the
referent (human, inanimate, both), language of the base (i.e., Italian, English or hybridism)
and domain of use. For the examples of youth language, further typologies were identified
following the classification proposed by Sobrero (1990; reprised by Cortelazzo 2020) (i.e.,
informal/colloquial Italian lexemes, dialectal or youth slang lexemes, internationalisms or
borrowing from foreign languages, lexemes related to special languages or mass-media). We
also took into account some features related to intensification, by marking the presence of
other evaluative markers in the same occurrence (e.g. word-bases already intensified). Data
collected with the corpus analysis were then combined with those collected by means of a
questionnaire specifically created for the purposes of the research, which will be presented

in the next section.

2 Sketch Engine contains 1 trillion words in 800 ready-to-use corpora in more than 100 languages
(https://www.sketchengine.eu/ accessed 25 February 2025).

2 itTenTen20 is an Italian corpus made up of texts collected from the Internet and made of 12.4 billion words.
It represents the most recent corpus for Italian among those of the TenTen corpus family. (https://www.sketch-
engine.eu/ittenten-italian-corpus/ (accessed 25 February 2025).
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3.2 Questionnaire

The choice to design a questionnaire responds to the need to complement the results
obtained from the corpus-based survey. Indeed, since uber- is an emerging phenomenon, it
is not attested with a high frequency, which hinders a thorough description. Moreover, since
the corpus chosen for the analysis consists only of texts extracted from the web, it remains
uncertain whether uber- is also used outside this domain. To enrich the picture, we decided
to administer a questionnaire to native speakers. On the one hand, we wanted to understand
how uber- fits into the system of intensifying prefixes, i.e., when (and if) it is chosen among
other prefixes to intensify an entity/quality/event to the highest degree, which bases it tends
to be attached to most often, and how powerful (in terms of intensification) it is considered
by speakers. On the other hand, we wanted to relate these results to the sociolinguistic
features of the speakers, to investigate whether there were any correlations between the use
of uber- and sociolinguistic parameters such as age, gender or educational qualification.
For these reasons, we designed a questionnaire whose questions did not only focus on
uber-, but also on other intensive prefixes already identified in the literature, i.e., iper-, extra-,
mega-, stra-, super-, turbo-, ultra-. From this list, we excluded stra- for formal reasons, as it
is the only monosyllabic prefix, and due to its historical development. In fact, as shown by
Napoli (2012, 2017), stra- is unique among these prefixes, since it was already attested in Old
Italian. Consequently, its historical development differs from that of the other prefixes,
which have been introduced more recently, primarily through scientific terminology. We
also excluded arci-, as it was deemed only marginally productive by Iacobini (2004: 151).
The questionnaire is structured into four parts.*® The first part includes questions regarding
social features of the speakers, i.e., age, gender, educational qualification, occupation,
geographical area of origin. We considered these parameters to investigate whether the use
of uber- is limited to a specific age group of speakers (e.g., young people, who generally tend
to be more prone to borrow words from English) and to a particular area of Italy,

distinguishing between the North-East, North-West, Centre, South, and Islands.

2 The full text of the questionnaire can be found in the Appendix.
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In the second part, the questions consist of 18 sentences* to be completed by inserting
one of the prefixes listed in the options® in front of a base that is asked to intensify to the

highest degree. An example is given in Figure 2.

"Mousse di zabaione con mascarpone e amaretti: un dolce buonissimo e goloso!" *

Intensifica al massimo grado.

extra-
ultra-
uber-
turbo-
mega-
super-
iper-

Fig. 2: Example of administered questions (part 2). Translation of the sentence: ‘Eggnog mousse with
mascarpone and amaretti: a delicious and ____ tempting dessert.” Translation of the
instruction: ‘Intensify to the highest degree’.

The bases required to be intensified were selected on the basis of formal and semantic features.

In particular, we selected three gradable (e.g., goloso ‘tempting’) and three non-gradable

adjectives (e.g., milanese ‘Milanese’); two abstract nouns (e.g., ragione ‘reason’), two nouns

referring to animate referents (e.g., direttore ‘senior manager’), two nouns indicating concrete
non-animate referents (e.g., gelato ‘ice-cream’) and three verbs, distinguishing
between two indefinite forms (i.e., past participle and the infinite form) and one inflected
form (e.g., consiglia ‘(he) recommends’, present indicative 3 singular). We also annotated
the bases according to the number of syllables, the initial sound (i.e., consonant or vowel),

and morphological complexity (i.e., simple or complex words). In order to examine the use

24 Each sentence included in the questionnaire was extracted from the Italian web corpus itTenTen20. The
sentences extracted from the corpus already include complex bases with one of the prefixes analysed in this
study; they were removed in order to allow participants to choose the prefix they considered most appropriate
in the context.

2 The prefixes are ordered differently in each question to avoid the speaker perceiving them in order of intensity.
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of uber- with loanwords as well, we have included three non-Italian words that are well
integrated into the Italian lexicon (i.e., Eng./Fr. chic, Eng. cool and flop).

The third part of the questionnaire consists of seven questions where the speaker is asked
to choose between two possible contexts in which to use uber-. This section aims to collect
data on the preferred contexts of use for uber-. In particular, speakers had to choose whether
to insert uber- in formal or informal register sentences, with nouns or (corresponding)
adjectives (e.g., romanzo ‘novel’ and romangzesco ‘novelistic’), with English words or with
(corresponding) Italian words. The latter case is illustrated in Figure 3, where there is a
choice between two sentences containing the adjective fast and the corresponding Italian

adjective veloce.

In quale delle seguenti frasi inseriresti uber- per intensificare? *

Ma solo io non seguo neanche le lezioni per abusare dell'internet veloce dell'uni?
Ma solo io non seguo neanche le lezioni per abusare dell'internet fast dell'uni?
Entrambe

Fig. 3: Example of administered questions (part 3). Translation of the sentence: ‘But am I the only

one who doesn’t attend lectures just to take advantage of the university’s fast internet?’
Finally, in the last section of the questionnaire, we asked respondents to evaluate the intensity
of the seven prefixes surveyed as intensifiers on a scale from 1 (weak) to 5 (strong). The data
collected in this part of the questionnaire are perceptual and should therefore be analysed
with caution, as they reflect the speakers’ judgement and not necessarily their use of the
prefixes. However, these data still provide us with useful information to understand which

prefixes are considered as over-the-top intensifiers in Italian and whether uber- is one of them.

4. Analysis

4.1 Results of Corpus Analysis

From the data extraction, we obtained a dataset made up of 311 types and 479 tokens, with

a TTR of 0.64, as illustrated in the following Table.
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Tab. 2: Dataset under investigation

Type Token Hapax

311 479 247

What clearly emerges from these results is the high number of hapaxes, which amounts to
247. The strong presence of hapaxes suggests that prefixation with uber- can be considered
an emerging construction in Italian with a good degree of productivity. The potential
productivity index (P = 0.51) confirms that uber- is a highly creative and still marginally
conventionalised prefix in Italian, characterised by a strong tendency to generate novel,
low-frequency forms. When comparing these findings with the results obtained by Maitényi
(2012: 251) on English and Hungarian,* it can be observed that Italian occupies a position
between English, where the productivity of the construction appears to be declining, and
Hungarian, where the prefix exhibits higher levels of potential productivity.

Focusing on orthographic variants, we found that 140 occurrences are univerbated (e.g.,
uberfamosi ‘uber+famous’), 118 occurrences are hyphenated (e.g., uber-amore ‘uber+love’),
and 221 occurrences display uber- as a separate constituent (e.g., uber silenzioso
‘uber+quiet’). The lack of a stabilised spelling is not surprising in the context of prefixation,
since there is no rule in Italian that suggests a spelling. Interestingly, this result indicates a
tendency to write disyllabic prefixes separated from the base.

Considering the POS of the base, uber- is mainly combined with nouns and adjectives.
Among the nouns with which uber- occurs, one can find both abstract (e.g., uber-femminilita
‘uber+femininity’) and concrete nouns (e.g., ubermotore ‘uber+engine’), Italian words and
English loanwords (e.g., uberspoiler), and two proper nouns (e.g., ubergermania ‘uber+Ger-
many’). Adjectives modified by uber- are both gradable (e.g., uber-forte ‘uber+strong’) and
non-gradable (e.g., uber-classico ‘uber+ classic’). We also found cases where the base is an
adjective already intensified by the elative suffix -issimo (e.g., uberpotentissima ‘uber + super
powerful’). Interestingly, we also found uber- in combination with verbs (both loanwords

from English such as quotare ‘to quote’ and native bases such as giocare ‘to play’) and with

26 By calculating the productivity of the prefix and comparing the data extracted from the COCA corpus over
the period 1990-2012, Majtényi (2012) highlight that iiber- is still productive in English, but between 2008-2012
the value is lower than between 1990-1998 (0.81 compared to 1.00). It is important to note that Majtényi’s
(2012) study was carried out eight years before 2020, the year of the corpus used in this study.
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different kinds of lexical units, such as multiword expressions, acronyms, and shortening.

The quantitative data are illustrated in Table 3.

Tab. 3: Distribution of types and tokens of uber- words according to the POS of the base

Bases Types Tokens | Examples

Adjectives 124 194 | uber-facile ‘uber+ easy’

Nouns 138 190 | uber-demone ‘uber+ devil’
Adjectives / Nouns 35 74 | ubercattolico ‘uber+ catholic’
Verbs 4 4 | (io) uberquoto ‘(I) uber+ quotes’
Other categories (e.g., MWE, 10 17 | uber-lol ‘uber+LOL’

acronyms, etc.)

Focusing on the language of origin of the bases, we noticed that uber- is mostly combined
with Italian bases, but there is a significant number of instances of words borrowed from

English, as shown in Table 4.

Tab. 4: Type and Token distribution in relation to the language of the base

Uber- + Uber- + Uber- + English | Uber- + Uber- +
Italian base | English base | base (words not | hybridism foreign base
(loanwords registered in (i.e., English (not English)
registered in | the Zingarelli bases with an
the Zingarelli | dictionary) Italian affix)
dictionary)
Types 226 35 36 12 2
Tokens 320 74 68 14 3

As the data shows, there are cases where the prefix is combined with non-native bases: these
words are almost exclusively from English, but there are 2 types from other languages (i.e.,
uber-chic from French and ubernietzsche from German). More specifically, uber- combines
with English bases that can be classified into three types: English loanwords well integrated
into Italian and registered by the Zingarelli dictionary, English words occasionally used by
speakers but not permanently included in the lexicon, and English bases to which an Italian

morphological element (often a suffix) has been added (e.g., uber-trollata where the English
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word troll is derived through the -ata suffix, generally used to create event nouns, to refer to
‘a typical action by a troll’), which we have defined here as hybridisms following Micheli
(2023). Alongside the presence of the prefix in combination with non-Italian bases, uber-
shows significant combinability with native words, suggesting good integration within the
Italian prefix repertoire.

Analysing the contexts of use, we found that uber- appears to prevail especially in youth
registers. By matching the results of data extraction with the parameters proposed by Cortelazzo

(2010), it is possible to highlight the variety of bases that is linked to the prefix:

a) informal/colloquial Italian bases (e.g., uberfico ‘uber+cool’);

b) internationalisms or borrowing from foreign languages (e.g., uber+glamorous);

c) bases linked to slang or special languages (e.g., uber-scimmia ‘uber+monkey’ related to
drug addiction; ubertrendy related to fashion);

d) bases linked to mass-media (e.g., uber-trollata ‘uber+troll’).

Uber- is mainly used in colloquial and informal contexts such as in (5a-b), which also leads
to vulgarity due to the high amount of sex-related lexemes: this is the case of ubersexual,
with the highest number of tokens in the corpus (10 tokens) and all lexemes linked to uber-figo
(i.e., 13 tokens for the masculine form; 4 tokens for the feminine; 2 tokens for the derived
forms uber-figata and uberfigosa; 1 token both for uberficon and uberficar). An example is

provided in (5a) (Liamkina 2007: 143).

(5 a. Poi vabbe’, il  personaggio uberfigo coinvolto
then whatever the character uber+cool  involve.PTCP.PST
aiuta...
help.3SG.PRES

‘Then again, the uber-cool character involved helps...

b. Vedremo, personalmente avrei preferito
see.1PL.FUT personally have.AUX  prefer.PTCP.PST
un approccio uber-scazzone in  stile Orville
an approach uber+cocky in style-Orville

‘We’ll see, personally I would have preferred an uber-crazy Orville-style attitude’.

Uber- appears also to be used mainly in domains related to special languages, including

fashion (e.g., uberfashionista ‘a person who dresses following the ultimate fashion’) and
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economy (e.g., uber-liberista ‘uber+Liberist’, uberinflazionato ‘uber+inflated’). However, the
greatest contribution comes from the world of the Internet and mass-media, more specifically
to videogames, for a total of 34 tokens. Table 5 collects uber- words belonging to the videogame

lexicon.

Tab. 5: Uber- words related to the domain of Internet and videogames

uber- words Tokens

uber-armatura ‘uber+armour’ 2
uber-cannone ‘uber+cannon’ 1
uber-cofanetto ‘uber+box set’ 2
uber-demone ‘uber+demon’ 1
uber-geek 8
uber-giocatore ‘uber+player’ 3
uber-grafica ‘uber+design’ 1
uber-HD 1
uber-pc 8
uber-potenziamento ‘uber+enhancement’ 1
uber-soldati ‘uber+soldiers’ 1
uber-trollata ‘uber+troll’ 3
uber-ufficiale ‘uber+officer’ 1
uber-upgrade 1

The list includes lexemes from Italian, borrowings from English, and hybridisms. The former
refers to concrete referents as characters of the game (e.g., uber-demone ‘uber+demon’) or
elements of the setting (e.g., uber-cannone ‘uber+cannon’), while the other two categories
include more abstract bases referring to personal comments made by players, as shown in

the following examples.
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(6) a. Non poteva esimersi dall’ intervenire
NEG can.3SG.PAST exempt.INF.REFL from_the intervening

in merito alla vicenda anche  Kevin Smith, filmmaker  uber-geek
in regards to_the affair also Kevin Smith filmmaker  uber+geek

‘The uber-geek filmmaker Kevin Smith could not avoid commenting on the story’.

b. O é stata una ubertrollata  oppure
Either be. AUX be.PTCP.PST a uber+troll  or
chi ha scritto quella  pagina ha
who have.AUX  write.PTCP.PST that page have.3SG.PRS
seri problemi.
serious issues.

‘Either this was an epic troll, or the person who wrote this page has serious issues’.

Within this group falls the most frequent lemma uber-geek (8 tokens, exemplified in 6a) whose
base geek is recorded as a neologism in the Treccani repertoire with (also) the pejorative
meaning ‘extreme interest for new technologies’.?” Another lemma recorded as a neologism
is the noun trollata, included in the hybridism uber-trollata (3 tokens, 6b) conveying the
meaning of ‘disruptive and provocative actions against other users’.?

The corpus-based analysis allows us to make some preliminary remarks on the use of
uber-. Based on the extracted data, the prefix acts as an intensifier predominantly when
combined with nominal and adjectival bases, many of which come from foreign languages
(especially English). The contexts in which it is used are almost exclusively informal (except
for cases in which it joins lexemes from the economic domain), with a predominance in the
domain of video games. Nevertheless, the available data extracted is limited. For this reason,
the results obtained from corpus analysis were integrated with those from the questionnaire

created for the purposes of the research. The results are presented in the following section.

7 https://www.treccani.it/vocabolario/geek_(Neologismi)/ (accessed 4 March 2025).
2 https://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/trollata_(altro)/ (accessed 4 March 2025).
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4.2 Results of Questionnaire
4.2.1 Sociolinguistic Features of Respondents

The questionnaire was created using Google Forms® and spread both on Social Networks
(i.e., Instagram® and Facebook*) and in printed format by scanning the related QR Code
from 25 October to 20 November 2024. It was filled in by 440 informants,** for whom we
provide some sociolinguistic features.

The sample consists mostly of female informants (78.4%) and people living in North-West
Italian regions (55.7%), although all geographical areas are present, as illustrated in more

detail in Figure 4.

Provenienza geografica

= Nord-est = Nord-ovest =Centro =Sud =Isole

Fig. 4: Distribution of informants per geographical area. Translation of the options: nord-est ‘North-
East’, nord-ovest ‘North-West’, centro ‘Central Italy’, sud ‘South’, isole ‘Islands’

The age groups are well represented, although we observe a predominance of informants

over 50 years of age (33.4%) and a lower number of informants under 20 years (5.5%): the

2 Google Forms is a tool developed by Google to collect information from users by submitting a customized
survey.

0 https://www.instagram.com/ (accessed 4 March 2025).

3 https://www.facebook.com/?locale=it_IT (accessed 4 March 2025).

32 Since it was impossible to continue or save the questionnaire without answering all questions, all the responses
received were considered valid for analysis.
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prevalence of a higher age group is linked to the significant number of respondents from

Facebook, which today predominantly attracts individuals over the age of 40.

Eta

33,40%

18,20%

mmenodi20anni =tra20e30anni =tra30e40anni =tra40e 50anni = piu di 50 anni

Fig. 5: Distribution of informants per age. Translation of the options: meno di vent’anni ‘under 20
years old’, tra 20 e 30 anni ‘between 20 and 30 years old’, tra 30 e 40 anni ‘between 30 and 40
years old’, tra 40 e 50 anni ‘between 40 and 50 years old’, piu di 50 anni ‘over 50 years old’

Considering education, most of the informants have a high school diploma (37.5%) or a master’s

degree (36.4%), while the few remaining participants have a bachelor’s degree (12%), a middle

school diploma (8,2%) or a PhD (5,9%). By looking at occupation, there is a predominance
of employment in the private (34.1%) and public sector (24.3%); there are also several
students (15%), freelancers (13,4%), entrepreneurs (4,3%), and unemployed (8,9%) among

the participants.

4.2.2 Formal and Semantic Features of All Prefixes

In this section, we will explore the results obtained from the second part of the questionnaire,
consisting of sentences to be filled in with an intensive prefix to intensify a given base to the
highest degree. Our focus will therefore be not only on uber- but also on the other prefixes
under investigation. Considering all sentences regardless of base type, we noticed that the
most frequently used prefixes to intensify to the highest degree are super- and mega-, while

the least frequently chosen by the speakers are uber- and turbo-, as shown in Table 6.
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Tab. 6: Prefixes ranked according to how frequently speakers used them to express the highest
degree of intensity

super- mega- ultra- iper- extra- turbo- uber-

2890 2139 1420 861 430 127 53

While the prominence of super- as the most frequently used prefix is unsurprising, the notably
high frequency of mega- is a more intriguing finding, as it is not even classified among
intensive prefixes in some studies (e.g., it is absent from Grandi 2017). A closer analysis
reveals that mega- is the prefix most frequently selected by speakers both in combination
with bases denoting concrete entities (e.g., mega-+gelato ‘ice cream’, selected by 76.8% of the
respondents) - which is unsurprising, given its original augmentative value® - and with bases
referring to human referents (e.g., mega+direttore ‘senior manager’, 57.3%) and event nouns
(e.g., mega+incazzatura ‘rage’, 64.1%). On the other hand, mega- is selected by speakers at
significantly lower rates when used to intensify gradable adjectives for which super- is the
widely preferred prefix (e.g., mega+goloso ‘tasty’, 6.4% vs. super+goloso, 55.2%). In the case
of relational adjectives, no single prefix stands out as predominant, but super-, ultra-, and
iper- are the most commonly selected (e.g., ultra+cattolico ‘catholic’, 44.1% vs. iper+cattolico,
23.4% vs. super+cattolico, 20%; super+mattiniero ‘early-rising’, 40.7 vs. ultra+mattiniero,
32.3% vs. iper+mattiniero, 18.2%). Focusing on verbal bases, in all cases, super- is the prefix
most frequently selected by speakers (i.e., ho super+pianto ‘I have super+cried’, 36.6%;
super+appoggiare ‘to super+support’, 46.4%; super+consiglia ‘(s)he super+recommends’,
44.1%), although mega-, ultra-, and hyper- are also employed by a portion of respondents to
express the highest degree of intensification (e.g., ho mega+pianto ‘I have mega+cried’,
27.3%).

Additional valuable insights on intensifying prefixes as a system emerge from the final
section of the questionnaire, in which respondents are asked to rate the intensifying strength
of individual prefixes on a scale from 1 to 5. As shown in Figure 6, mega- is the prefix most

frequently rated with 5 points by respondents, indicating that it is perceived as the strongest

33 As noted by an anonymous reviewer, the case of mega- differs from that of other prefixes as it is also used by
speakers as an augmentative prefix. When mega- is attached to concrete bases, it may therefore be unclear
whether the speaker intends an augmentative or an intensifying meaning. Despite this, the numerous
instances of mega- used with non-concrete bases that cannot be physically enlarged confirm its stable function
as an intensifying prefix.
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intensifying prefix. On the scale based on respondents’ judgments, mega- is followed by ultra-
and hyper-, both of which are perceived as conveying a substantial intensifying force. On the
other hand, super- appears to be regarded as strong, though not among the strongest, and
similar proportions are observed for extra-. The case of turbo-, by contrast, is distinct, as
respondents rated its intensifying strength inconsistently. Overall, it was generally perceived
as fairly strong (receiving ratings between 3 and 5), but a notable number of participants
also assigned it lower scores of 1 or 2. This variation can be attributed to the relatively recent
diffusion of turbo- as an intensifying prefix, which may lead to uncertainty among some
speakers regarding its intensifying force. A closer look at the sentences in which turbo- is
selected by a higher percentage of respondents reveals two notable patterns: one sentence
contains a reference to speed (i.e., Stamattina, sfogliando “La stampa” a tutta velocita,
durante la mia ____colazione, mi é balzato all'occhio un piccolo trafiletto ‘This morning,
while quickly leafing through La Stampa during my ____ breakfast, a small article caught
my eye’, turbo+colazione ‘breakfast’ 10,5%) - recalling the prefix’s original meaning ‘turbine’ -
while the other contains a base word belonging to a vulgar, youth-oriented register (i.e.,
Ma non basta essere una ____figa per diventare Kate Moss! ‘But being a ____ hottie isn’t
enough to become Kate Moss!’, turbo+figa ‘hottie’ 5.7%).

Even in the case of uber-, speakers exhibit a degree of uncertainty regarding the intensifying

force of the prefix, a point that will be examined in more detail in the following section.
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Fig. 6: Ratings of the intensifying force of the selected prefixes/prefixoids
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The data presented thus far clearly indicate that uber- is not commonly used by speakers as
an over-the-top intensifier, with only a small minority employing it in this way. Specifically,
34 speakers, equivalent to 7.7% of the surveyed population, had used uber- at least once.
However, the small number of observed instances allows us to speculate on possible future
developments in the use of uber-. Firstly, we found that in all the sentences presented, at
least one speaker chose uber- as the most intense prefix. More specifically, the sentences
showing the highest percentages of uber- usage are those containing bases that refer to human
beings or adjectives associated with human referents, namely uber+direttore ‘senior manager’
(i.e., 8 respondents, 1.8%) and uber+milanese ‘Milanese’ (i.e., 8 respondents, 1.8%).

To investigate potential correlations between the use of uber- and the speakers’ social
characteristics, as collected in the first part of the questionnaire, a chi-square test was conducted.
No significant correlations emerged for the variables considered (i.e., age, gender, educational
qualification, and geographical origin). The only variable that approached statistical
significance is educational qualification (p=0.059). A closer examination of the data
revealed that uber- is most frequently selected by respondents with a high school diploma.
Contrary to expectations — namely, that the use of uber- would be concentrated among
younger segments of the population — the results suggest that uber- is more widely accepted

by speakers who have not (yet or ever) obtained an academic degree, regardless of age.

4.2.3 Focus on uber-

In the second part of the questionnaire, informants were asked to choose in which of the
two sentences (or possibly both) insert uber-. In the first two questions, participants had to
choose between a formal or informal register sentence. In both cases, the respondents prefer

to insert uber- within an informal context (41.8% and 52.3%, respectively).
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In quale delle seguenti frasi inseriresti uber- per
intensificare?

19,80%

= Nell'intervista, inoltre, I produttore ha anche ammesso di aver avuto dei colloqui con la Paramount
ed Eddie Murphy per un possibile Beverly HillsCop 4

= Ma non lo conosci? Quello € un produttore di Hollywood, avra vinto chissa quanti premi
= Entrambe

Fig. 7: Distribution of answers for Task 1 of Section 3

Translation of the question: ‘In which of the following sentences would you insert uber- to
intensify?’

Translation of option 1 (blue): ‘In the interview, moreover, the producer also admitted
to 'having had talks with Paramount and Eddie Murphy about a possible Beverly Hills Cop 4’

Translation of option 2 (orange): ‘But don’t you know him? He’s a prominent Hollywood
producer, he must have won countless awards’

Translation of option 3 (green): ‘Both’
In the example provided in Figure 7, although the prefix is attached to the same base, i.e.,
produttore ‘producer’, the two sentences differ in the register (i.e., being informal the red
one, more formal the blue one). The majority of speakers choose the more informal and
colloquial sentence as the most appropriate situation for the use of the prefix.

In the next tasks, participants had to choose whether to insert uber- depending on the
POS and the language of the base. As for the former, we observe a predominance of adjectival
bases (58% and 44%) than the corresponding nouns (e.g., romangzeschi ‘novelistic’,
imbarazzante ‘embarrassing’ and violento ‘violent’ rather than romanzi ‘novel’, imbarazzo
‘embarrassment’ and violenza ‘violence’). As for the latter, we notice a high predominance
(47.3% and 50.5%) for the English bases over the (corresponding) Italian terms, as illustrated

in Figure 8.
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In quale delle seguenti frasi inseriresti uber- per
intensificare?

50,50%

= UnCENSORED ¢ il luogo delle etichette____cool, in cui l'arte prende vita indipendentemente dalla sua
forma, senza censure

= UnCENSORED ¢ il luogo delle etichette___fighe, in cui I'arte prende vita indipendentemente dalla sua
forma, senza censure

= Entrambe

Fig. 8: Distribution of answers for Task 3 of Section 3

Translation of the question: ‘In which of the following sentences would you insert uber- to
intensify?’

Translation of option 1 (blue) and 2 (orange): ‘UnCENSORED is the place for ___cool labels,
where art comes to life regardless of its form, without censorship’

Translation of option 3 (green): ‘Both’

To summarise, what emerges from the results of Section 3 is the speakers’ tendency to use
uber- within informal contexts, combining it preferably with adjectival bases in English.
Another point that arises from the analysis of the responses is the high number of informants
who select both sentences as contexts of use of uber-: this finding can be interpreted as an
indication of the challenges faced by participants in selecting a specific context of use,
probably due to a still emerging stage of entry of the prefix in the framework of Italian
intensifying strategies and an incomplete familiarity with its meaning and usage. The smallest
gap between two answers is recorded in the first question, where the difference between
participants choosing the second (e.g., informal context of use) or third context (e.g., both)
is only 2%.

The challenges in the classification of uber- is further confirmed by the analysis of the

results of Task 4, already mentioned in section 4.2.2. In fact, on a scale from 1 (i.e., weak
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intensifier) to 5 (i.e., strong intensifier), the majority of informants assign an intermediate

score to the prefix in question, as shown in Figure 9.

uber-

0,
35,00% 33%

30,00%

25,00%

20,70%

20,00% 19,30%

0,
15,00% 13,90% 13,20%

10,00%
5,00%

0,00%

Fig. 9: Distribution of answers concerning the intensifying force assigned to uber-

As can be deduced from the graph, each slot is represented by a conspicuous number of
informants, thus making it complex to delineate a common perception related to the
intensifying power of uber-, in contrast to the other prefixes. More specifically, 33% of the
speakers rate uber- as an intensifier with a strength of 3, highlighting once again the probable
lack of knowledge of the meaning and the use of the prefix as an intensifying marker in
Italian. Despite the variety of values assigned, the speakers seem to agree that the prefix
cannot be classified as a strong intensifier, since only 13.2% give it a score of 5. As already
mentioned, the only prefix showing similar trend is turbo-: although more than half of the
informants assign very high values to the prefixoid (28% for strength 4 and 27.7% for strength

5, respectively), many speakers rate it with an intermediate intensifying force (23.9%).
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5. Discussion and Conclusions

The analysis carried out on uber- allows us to outline the following morphological and semantic
profile, which can be usefully compared with that of the same prefix in other European
languages. Firstly, the corpus-based analysis shows that uber- is attested in Italian texts
extracted from the web, where it predominantly appears in informal, and at times scurrilous,
contexts, as well as in specific domains such as video game language. However, the fact that
its use is not restricted to these contexts suggests that uber- is not merely a feature of youth
jargon but can instead be considered as an element that is becoming part of the repertoire
of intensifying prefixes in everyday language. Furthermore, the data extracted from corpora
enabled us to assess the potential productivity of the prefix and confirm that it functions as a
productive prefix, showing a marked preference for combining with adjectival and nominal
bases, including those of English origin (both occasionalisms and loanwords well-established
in the lexicon).

The second part of the investigation involved the analysis of a questionnaire administered
to native speakers, which allowed us to refine the description of uber- and gain a clearer
understanding of its place within the system of intensifying prefixes. Firstly, the questionnaire
revealed that uber- is not generally used by speakers to express the highest degree of
intensification and therefore cannot be considered an over-the-top intensifier, as it is in
English. However, it is attested as a marker of strong intensification by a limited number of
speakers, particularly in informal contexts and when combined with bases referring to human
referents. This finding aligns with the results of the corpus-based analysis, confirming the
prefix’s preference for colloquial registers.

A comparison with other prefixes indicates that uber- ranks at the lower end of the
intensification scale, whereas super- and especially mega- occupy the top positions. The
strength of mega- as an intensifier is supported both by the responses to the questionnaire
and by speakers’ perceptions, many of whom explicitly regard it as the most forceful prefix.
This suggests that future research should focus on mega-, as there are currently no quantitative
studies devoted to this prefix, whose intensifying value is not yet unanimously acknowledged

in the literature on evaluative morphology in Italian. In addition to mega-, other markers of

ZWIW 2025, 9(2), 28-68 54



M. SILVIA MICHELI & MARTINA VERDELLI

intensification seem interesting to investigate from a quantitative point of view, such as giga-.*
Quantitative studies on intensifying prefixes in Italian are, in fact, limited, and it is only
recently that they have been examined from the perspective of morphological competition
(see Laci¢ 2025).

Finally, this study allows for some broader reflections on the relationship between Italian
and English, which may pave the way for future studies on the contact between the two
languages. Indeed, while studies on linguistic contact between Italian and English have mainly
focused on the analysis of lexical borrowings (see e.g., Bombi 2015, 2017), the case of uber- shows
that the connection between the two languages is such that morphological borrowings of
derivational affixes also occur. In the borrowability scale proposed by Matras (2007: 61), this
case occupies the penultimate position and is attested only in well-established contact
situations. The case of uber- thus leads us to shift our focus to the phenomenon of hybridism,

which enables us to examine how contact operates within the boundaries of the word.
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Appendix: Questionnaire

Dati sociolinguistici

Eta
e meno di 20 anni
e tra 20 e 30 anni

e tra 30 e 40 anni

e (tra40e 50
e piudi50
Genere

e femmina
e maschio
e preferisco non dichiarare
Titolo di studio
e licenza media
e diploma di scuola superiore
e laurea triennale
e laurea magistrale
e dottorato di ricerca
Provenienza geografica
e Nord-est (Emilia Romagna, Veneto, Friuli Venezia Giulia, Trentino - Alto Adige)
e Nord-ovest (Piemonte, Lombardia, Liguria, Valle d’Aosta)
e Centro (Toscana, Lazio, Marche, Umbria)
e Sud (Abruzzo, Molise, Campania, Puglia, Basilicata, Calabria)
e Isole
Occupazione
e studente/ssa
e impiegato/a nel settore pubblico
e impiegato/a nel settore privato
e libera professione
e imprenditore/trice

e disoccupato/a
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Parte 1. In questa sezione ti proporremo una frase con uno spazio da riempire in cui dovrai
inserire l'elemento che secondo te intensifica al massimo grado il concetto che segue.

"Mousse di zabaione con mascarpone e amaretti: un dolce buonissimo e ____goloso!" Intensifica al
massimo grado.

® cxtra-

e ultra-

e uber-

e turbo-

e mega-

® super-

e iper-
"A breve vi proporrd un weekend _____economico ad Istanbul sfruttando i nuovi voli". Intensifica

al massimo grado.

® super-
e iper-
e ultra-
e uber-
e turbo-
e mega-
® extra-
"Ma non basta essere una ____figa per diventare Kate Moss!"

Intensifica al massimo grado.

e uber-
e iper-
e ultra-
® super-
® mega-
e turbo-
e extra-
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"Fuori nevica, ma dentro il locale la serata si preannuncia calda e affollata, di un pubblico moda-

iolo milanese”.

Intensifica al massimo grado.

e iper-

e mega-
e ultra-

® super-
e turbo-
® extra-
e uber-

"Non occorre essere teologi, cardinali o ____cattolici per portare avanti questi piccoli passi del

nostro sentiero di vita".

Intensifica al massimo grado.

e iper-

e mega-

e uber-

® super-

® extra-

e ultra-

e turbo-
"Un caro saluto a Claudio, disponibilissimo al nostro arrivo ______mattiniero per lasciare i
bagagli”.

Intensifica al massimo grado.

e ultra-
e uber-
e iper-
® mega-
e super-
e turbo-
e extra-
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"Mi permetto di dire che su questo punto gli economisti hanno ragione".

Intensifica al massimo grado.

mega-
super-
ultra-
uber-
extra-
turbo-

iper-

"Scusa, lo sfogo che ho avuto ’altro giorno qui nel forum era dovuto principalmente ad una
incazzatura che avevo con una delle mie coinquiline”.

Intensifica al massimo grado.

"Un potente quanto misterioso

uber-
iper-
mega-
ultra-
turbo-
super-

extra-

direttore prepara soldati e strategie militari apposta per po-

terli catturare e vendere al miglior offerente”.

Intensifica al massimo grado.

super-
mega-
uber-
extra-
ultra-
turbo-

iper-
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"Sara, ma per essere [dei/degli] professoroni, questi qui non sanno nemmeno fare un sem-
plice database”.

Intensifica al massimo grado.

e iper-

e ultra-

e uber-

e mega-
e turbo-
® extra-
® super-

"Ho voglia di prendermi uno di quei ____gelati assurdi grandissimi con tanto di panna e biscotto.”

Intensifica al massimo grado.

e uber-

e iper-

e super-
e mega-
e ultra-

e turbo-
® extra-

“"Stamattina, sfogliando "La stampa” a tutta velocita, durante lamia_____colazione, mi ¢ balzato

all'occhio un piccolo trafiletto”.

Intensifica al massimo grado.

e ultra-
e iper-

e mega-
e uber-

e turbo-
e extra-
® super-

"To “Titanic” al cinema 'ho visto 3 volte e per 3 volteciho _____pianto!".
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Intensifica al massimo grado.

e uber-

e extra-
® super-
e iper-

e ultra-

® mega-
e turbo-

"Non posso che ____appoggiare il concetto”.

Intensifica al massimo grado.

e extra-
® super-
e uber-

e iper-

e mega-
e turbo-
e ultra-

"E vuoi non ascoltare il tuo macellaio di fiducia che ti ____consiglia il coniglio, che sto giro lo ha

buonissimo, morbidissimo e che si scioglie in bocca?".

Intensifica al massimo grado.

"In questo negozio ¢ possibile trovare tutto cio che si vuole, dalla linee ___chic alle linee casual

iper-
mega-
super-
turbo-
uber-
ultra-

extra-

create dai grandi stilisti italiani".

Intensifica al massimo grado.
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e iper-

e uber-

e mega-

® super-

e ultra-

e turbo-

® extra-
"Il pullman non sara un mezzo ____cool per girare 1'isola ma fa egregiamente il lavoro a cui ¢ dep-
utato”.

Intensifica al massimo grado.

e uber-
e iper-
e mega-
e super-
e extra-
e ultra-
e turbo-

"

"Il film & di fatto un __flop".

Intensifica al massimo grado.

e iper-
e turbo-
e ultra-
® extra-
® mega-
® super-
e uber-

Parte 2. In questa sezione ti chiediamo in quale delle due frasi proposte inseriresti I'ele-
mento uber-.

In quale delle seguenti frasi inseriresti uber- per intensificare?
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Ecco allora un altro, ennesimo caso di diritti all'acqua calpestati dai signori del fracking
(‘fratturazione idraulica’), i quali amano sempre ripetere che ¢ tutto a posto, i loro pozzi
sono ____cementificati e quindi non ci sono perdite e tutto quello che capita di brutto &
solo un caso

Mi fa schifo I'idea di vivere in quartieri cementificati, piuttosto me ne vado a vivere in
campagna!

Entrambe

In quale delle seguenti frasi inseriresti uber- per intensificare?

Nell'intervista, inoltre, I' produttore ha anche ammesso di "aver avuto dei colloqui con
la Paramount ed Eddie Murphy per un possibile Beverly Hills Cop 4

Ma non lo conosci? Quello € un produttore di Hollywood, avra vinto chissa quanti
premi

Entrambe

In quale delle seguenti frasi inseriresti uber- per intensificare?

Ed & un po’ un romanzo , nel senso che ricompariranno anche alcuni personaggi vec-
chi in veste di comprimari di passaggio (tipo i Despero), ma soprattutto nel senso che ¢ un
romanzo interminabile ed eterno

La vicenda ha assunto tratti romanzeschi, sembravano personaggi di un libro di Tol-
stoj

Entrambe

In quale delle seguenti frasi inseriresti uber- per intensificare?

L'unico rossetto a prova di limone: non sbava, non scompare, ma soprattutto non riappare

su di lui.... o sulle sue felpe ( giacche, camicie, etc.) situazione imbarazzante, ve I'as-
sicuro
Non puoi capire che imbarazzo ieri sera, mi ero completamente dimenticata del com-

pleanno di Saral!

Entrambe

In quale delle seguenti frasi inseriresti uber- per intensificare?

Riguardo al trailer violento, mi sembra che voglia ricalcare la violenza fine a se stessa e
"meccanica’ delle serie tv

Riguardo al trailer violento, mi sembra che voglia ricalcare la violenza fine a se stessa
e "meccanica” delle serie tv

Entrambe
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In quale delle seguenti frasi inseriresti uber- per intensificare?
e Ma solo io non seguo neanche le lezioni per abusare dell’internet veloce dell'uni?
e Ma solo io non seguo neanche le lezioni per abusare dell’internet fast dell'uni?

e Entrambe

In quale delle seguenti frasi inseriresti uber- per intensificare?

e UnCENSORED ¢ il luogo delle etichette ___cool, in cui I'arte prende vita indipendente-
mente dalla sua forma, senza censure

e UnCENSORED ¢ il luogo delle etichette ___fighe, in cui l'arte prende vita indipendente-
mente dalla sua forma, senza censure

e Entrambe

Parte 3. Ti chiediamo di valutare con un punteggio da 1 a 5 in che misura questi elementi
sono intensificatori deboli (cioe intensificano, ma non in maniera decisa) o forti (cioé in-
tensificano con forza).

iper-
1 2 3 4 5
debole forte
uber-
1 2 3 4 5
debole forte
ultra-
1 2 3 4 5
debole forte
turbo-
1 2 3 4 5
debole forte
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super-
1 2 3 4 5
debole forte
mega-
1 2 3 4 5
debole forte
extra-
1 2 3 4 5
debole forte
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