
Are there silent clitics? 
 
1. In the Spurious se phenomenon of Romance, a 3rd person dative clitic is available in 
isolation, but combination with the 3rd person accusative clitic leads to its apparent substitution by 
se, as exemplified in (1) with a Sardinian dialect. In fact, apparent suppletion phenomena like (1) 
are possible to the extent that (in other languages) se can express the dative tout court, as in (2) – in 
traditional terms a syncretism of dative and se. 
(1) Làconi (Sardinia) 

a.  ÍÍi a  kkustu   b.  si   ÍÍu  aDa 
 to.him  he.gives this     SE(=to.him) it  he.gives 

 (2) S.Agata del Bianco (Calabria) 
si   Dunanu  kistu    
SE(=to.him)  they.give  this 

 In Distributed Morphology (Halle and Marantz 1993), lexical insertion is governed by 
Elsewhere – in other words the best lexical match to a feature bundle takes precedence over other 
less optimal matches; therefore insertion of se instead of  the specialized dative in (1b) requires an 
Impoverishment rule, deleting the dative feature in the context of an accusative. More generally, 
Impoverishment is crucial to the explanation of syncretism. The Optimality Theory analysis 
(Grimshaw 1997) is similar in essential respects. In the normal course of events a faithfulness 
constraint requires the matching of the dative property by the specialized clitic; however a 
constraint may intervene that is more highly ranked, e.g. a double-l constraint excluding two l-
clitics in the same string. In that case the dative slot will be filled by the least offending clitic, 
namely the severely underspecified se in (1b). Both solutions make crucial recourse to the 
underspecified nature of se. Both of them at some point depend on an optimization procedure; for 
Optimality this resides in constraint ranking, while for Distributed Morphology it is implicit in the 
Elsewhere constraint on vocabulary insertion. The two theories are equally (very) powerful, since 
Impoverishment allows for the same range of effects as are introduced in Optimality by the 
reranking of constraints. 
 
2. Two recent proposals, namely  Manzini-Savoia (2005) and Kayne (2006), subvert the 
monopoly of underspecification/ ranking theories on suppletion/ syncretism phenomena such as (1)-
(2) – or their counterpart in (3)-(4) with the locative clitic instead of se.   
(3) Galtellì  (Sardinia) 

a.  li/lir   dana kustu    b. bi   lu dana  
to.him/them  he.gives this     there(=to.him) it  he.gives 

(4) Modena (Emilia) 
a  g  dag  kwas-kE  

 I to.him give this 
 Kayne (2006) in dealing with cases of the type in (4) proposes that the dative property is 
represented as a non-pronounced clitic DATCL which combines with the locative (or ‘deictic’) 
clitic; the latter corresponds to an expletive originating in an embedded small clause whose 
associate is the direct object, un libro in (5). The silent DATCL is licenced by ghe through a head-
Spec/ phase mechanism. 
(5) Paduan (Kayne 2006:24) 

DATCL ghe dago un libro    
Manzini-Savoia (2005) argue that dative is a pseudo-category of current grammars. The 

closest category to dative is something like ‘second object of ditransitives’. Natural languages allow 
its lexicalization by practically any of the categories that can independently turn up as clitics, 
namely an l-form, a locative, the free variable (si) and in fact a partitive (ne). Indeed, locative and  
even se do not exhaust the possible suppletion/ syncretism patterns involving the lexicalization of 
dative, rather instead of se or g we also find the type ne, as in (6)-(7). Thus the logical space of 
'second argument of ditransitives' is covered in different ways by different languages, sometimes 
depending on syntactic context. In particular, the hypothesis with respect to suppletion is that 



certain lexicalizations are only required (and allowed) in the context of an l-form (the accusative) 
taking scope over the entire string. 
 (6) Nociglia (Apulia) 

a. li dajE  kwistu   b. nE   lu dajE    
 to.him he.gives this     NE(=to.him)  it  he.gives 

(7) Nocara (Calabria) 
n´   Da   stu kund´   

 NE(=to.him)  he.gives  this thing 
 
3. In this paper we defend the position of Manzini-Savoia (2005) against Kayne’s (2006). 
Under the assumptions in (5), it is natural to assume that there are languages in which the DATCL 
is silent only in the context defined by an accusative clitic – yielding an explanation of the 
suppletion pattern in (3). But why is bi pronounced only in (3b) and not also in (3a)? In general, 
given (5) we expect to see the dative and the locative overtly cooccurring. Kayne (2006) provides 
one example from Sardinian dialects, but the paradigms in Manzini-Savoia (2005) show that the 
phenomenon is found only in contexts where an accusative clitic is implied, as in the left dislocation 
in (8b) and never in ordinary ditransitive contexts, as in (8a).  Again this is not expected. 
(8) Galtellì (Sardinia) 
 a.  lir  dana  zu ddZçrnalE  b. su ddZçrnalE bi  lir  dana   
  to.them he.gives the nespaper  the newspaper there to.them he.gives 
 If we extend the reasoning in (5) to  (1)-(2) and (5)-(6) we expect se and ne to be overt 
occurrences of clitics that combine with an abstract DATCL; the question is what justifies such 
configurations. Interestingly Kayne (2006b) suggests that suppletive se in sentences like (1b) is a 
reflex of the double-l constraint –  which leaves us without an account for the syncretism in (2). In 
general, we can retrench into the assumption that the clustering of DATCL with locative or se or  ne 
is a lexical property of a given language. But this appears to be a notational variant of the traditional 
(Distributed Morphology/ Optimality) idea that the dative property is  impoverished, downranked, 
etc. 
 Finally, doubts on the existence of empty clitics  are raised by the analysis of examples such 
as (9), where the accusative clitic is lexicalized with the lexical verbs in (b) but not with the 
auxiliary have in (a). As it turns out, other dialects present enclisis on the auxiliary (as opposed to 
the lexical verb) as in (10); in other dialects yet the disappearance of the accusative clitic is 
associated with a modified stem of the auxiliary avere – with initial a as in (11b) rather than E, as in 
(11a). 
(9) Senise  (Lucania) 

a.  QddZ´ camQt´   b. u  ttQkk´ 
 I.have called  (i.e. ‘him’)   it I.stick 

 (10) Albidona (Calabria)  
ddZ u  Bist´       
I.have him seen 

(11) Nocara  (Calabria) 
a. n  EddZ´ dŒt´ kwist´   b. n  addZ´  dŒt´    

  to.him I.have given this   to.him I.have given (i.e. ‘it’) 
 The enclisis in (10) belongs to a series of structures in natural languages where the auxiliary 
is higher in the sentence than the lexical verb – in (10) presumably in a (high) C position. If so, 
(11b) can be conceived as a further development of (10) in which the enclisis of the clitic represents 
the structural starting point for its incorporation – signaled by the different verb base. But then (9a) 
is naturally conceived as a version of (11b) in which the clitic is incorporated without any 
phonological effect on the verb. This means that even cases that prima facie provide independent 
evidence for deletion/ non-pronunciation of a clitic can (and arguably must) be treated as cases of 
alternative lexicalization of the clitic (in the case at hand by the incorporating verb).  


