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Article

Alternations in Third Person Accusative Proclitics and Definite
Articles in Some Southern Italian Dialects

Laura Bafile

Dipartimento di Studi Umanistici, Università di Ferrara, 44121 Ferrara, Italy; laura.bafile@unife.it

Abstract

Several southern Italian dialects show a systematic alternation in the forms of the third per-

son object clitic between proclisis and enclisis; moreover, in proclisis, the object clitic and the

definite article have different forms that alternate between prevocalic and preconsonantal

contexts. On the whole, the distribution of forms constitutes a varied and complex picture,

which has often been treated in terms of allomorphy. In particular, this article examines the

arrangement of proclitic forms in the Neapolitan variety in which the forms are distributed

according to three different patterns. The article explores the possibility of analysing the

alternations in purely phonological terms, using the representational tools of “floating

melody”, “stress space” and “virtual geminate”. The results obtained are encouraging:

while some alternations have proven to be allomorphic in nature, a unified phonological

explanation has been developed for challenging issues, including the so-called “l-deletion”

and the corresponding vowel lengthening.

Keywords: phonologically conditioned allomorphy; autosegmental representation; floating

melody; stress-driven vowel lengthening; unstable segments

1. Introduction

Several Italo-Romance dialects, distributed discontinuously in an area extending from

Lazio to Puglia, Calabria, Sicily (cf. Rohlfs, 1968), and Corsica, show an alternation between

different forms of the object clitic pronoun and, in relevant contexts, the definite article

derived from Latin ILLE, while in other Romance languages, including standard Italian and

other Italian dialects, the clitic uniformly has the full shape consisting of the lateral-vowel

sequence /lV/ (e.g., la, le, li, lo/lu), where /V/ realises the inflexion for gender and number.

In general, in dialects that exhibit alternation, the third person clitic (3ACC hereafter)

appears in proclisis in the shape /L/ (i.e., singleton or geminate lateral) or /V/, and in

enclisis in the full shape /LV/. The distribution of alternating forms follows a complex

pattern. On the one hand, it depends directly on phonological conditions, /L/ being

selected before a word-initial vowel and /V/ before a word-initial consonant; however, on

the other hand, the distribution is driven by a distinction between proclisis and enclisis,

and therefore involves a syntactic variable. This distribution is generally considered to

be an allomorphic alternation, in which the allomorphs /V/, /L/ and /LV/ are selected

according to the phonological and syntactic context. As we will see in more detail, the

alternation of the forms of the 3ACC clitic and of the definite article constitutes a more

varied picture, due to the fact that /L/ can occur in different phonetic forms, giving rise to

variation between geminate, singleton and silent lateral.

In a recent article, Manzini and Scheer (2026) deal with 3ACC alternations and propose

an analysis of these phenomena with a twofold objective: on the one hand, to establish
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whether the alternation between enclitic and proclitic object pronouns can be explained

without resorting to allomorphy and, on the other, to produce a theory in line with a strictly

modular conception of grammar, concerning the way in which syntactic information is

made available for phonological computation. Their analysis focuses on a set of dialects

belonging to the corpus extracted from Manzini and Savoia (2005); in that set, the phonetic

form of /L/ is uniformly the singleton [l]. As we will see, this uniformity is a crucial

condition for the phonological side of their analysis.

In particular, the present article refers to the Neapolitan variety, in which in proclisis

/L/ can be silent or take the form of a singleton or geminate lateral and in enclisis is

a singleton, except in dative-accusative clitic clusters and in few other cases where it is

geminate. These different forms of the lateral partly respond to phonological conditions

and are therefore predicted by the grammar. In other respects, however, they represent a

free variation between alternative options available to speakers. In fact, from data collected

through fieldwork, it has emerged that, under the same phonological conditions, a same

informant may produce [l] or [ll] or opt for “zero” realisation. However, this variation

is not chaotic, since it is possible to recognise phonologically driven patterns in it. I

believe that the adequate way to investigate the nature of this variation is to consider the

different options as belonging to different grammars that coexist in speakers of the same

linguistic community. However, the aim of this paper is not to analyse the variation from a

sociolinguistic point of view. Rather, the purpose is to provide an explanation of the data

by establishing a relation between phonetic forms and grammatical properties, whatever

the reason may be for the existence of partially different grammars, which are available to

the same speaker or within a given linguistic community.

With this in mind, we can identify three different patterns that emerge from the data

relating to varieties from the Naples area. These patterns concern the behaviour of the

lateral in proclitics (3ACC pronouns and definite articles), where we find:

(i). Alternation [ll]/[l];

(ii). Alternation [ll]/zero;

(iii). [ll] in all contexts.

The three arrangements combine with a single pattern for enclisis, i.e., [lV] in all

contexts, except in DAT=ACC clitic clusters and few other cases, where the lateral is a

geminate. We will return to enclitics in Section 7.

None of the three patterns above fall within the purview of Manzini & Scheer’s

analysis, and therefore a different account must be worked out for them. However, in

the analysis proposed here, we will start from one of Manzini & Scheer’s insights that

proves crucial in explaining the [ll]/zero alternation, the most puzzling of the three patterns

just described.

The article is organised as follows. Section 2 provides an overview of the data relating

to southern dialects; Section 3 presents the essential aspects of the phonological analysis by

Manzini and Scheer (2026). The data on dialects from the Neapolitan variety are examined

in greater detail in Section 4, which identifies three patterns governing the distribution of

forms. Section 5 is devoted to the analysis of alternations in proclisis, and alternations in

the presence of a negation are dealt with in Section 6. Section 7 gives a picture of 3ACC

enclitics while Section 8 contains concluding remarks.

2. The Data

As already noted, the pattern with [V]/[L] in proclisis and the full form [LV] in enclisis

is common to many dialects of central and southern Italy. Here, I will take into account

the variability concerning the phonetic form of the lateral, which can be a singleton or a

geminate and, in proclitic position, can also undergo deletion.
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Let us first consider proclisis, bearing in mind that the observations concerning the

3ACC proclitic pronoun generally also apply to the definite article, which exhibits the

same alternation between preconsonantal and prevocalic position. The preconsonantal

form of proclitics is uniformly constituted by a vowel, which realises the features of gender

and number. In this context, no alternations or variations are observed; however, the fact

that the full form [LV] does not appear before a consonant has no obvious phonological

motivation and needs to be explained. Conversely, the absence of [V] in prevocalic position

seems to respond to a phonological preference that is very general in these languages,

namely the avoidance of a hiatus. Nevertheless, the prevocalic forms of proclitics are

actually the most problematic since they exhibit strong variation.

In some southern Italian dialects, the prevocalic lateral of proclitics can appear as a

singleton or a geminate, depending on stress, in that [ll] and [l] occur before stressed and

unstressed vowels, respectively (cf. Rohlfs, 1968, p. 111). In Neapolitan, the occurrence

of [ll]/[l] tends to respect to the stress condition, although exceptions are not uncommon

(cf. Ledgeway, 2009, pp. 171, 305; and see below, Section 4). The correlation with stress,

although not exceptionless, is quite clear as far as the definite article is concerned. The same

does not apply to the 3ACC pronoun, mainly because lexical verbs with an initial stressed

vowel are extremely rare, if they exist at all, in these languages; in any case, they are not

recorded in the data used for the present analysis and it has not been possible to elicit them.

The only words with an initial stressed vowel preceded by a proclitic pronoun are those

of avere, which is exclusively an auxiliary in the variety discussed here. In the forms of

avere, there is variation between [ll] and [l]. For example, the present indicative first person

["adÃ@] patterns with the nouns with an initial stressed vowel selecting [ll], as well with the

nouns with an initial unstressed vowel selecting [l] or the variant with a silent lateral.

The data in (1) illustrate the stress-driven pattern for the definite article (1a) and for the

pronoun (1b). In (1c) are examples of violation of the stress restriction.1 The examples in (1)

are taken from utterances in which the proclitic is not in an absolute initial position and is

not preceded by words that cause gemination. Due to the absence of the vowel, the lateral

can be interpreted as referring to masculine/feminine and singular/plural, according to

the context; for each example, the actual value of the phi-features of the 3ACC clitic can be

deduced from the translation.

(1) Neapolitan

# V + stress # V - stress

a. ll "akkw5 ‘the water’. l ad"dor@ ‘the smell’.

ll "Omm@ ‘the man’. l al"iS@ ‘the anchovies’.

ll "Ev@r5 ‘the grass’. l aw"Sjell@ ‘the birds’.

b. ll "adÃ@ tru"at@ ‘(I) have found them (m.pl). l a"rap@ ‘(s/he) open them (fem.pl)’.

c. l "adÃ@ "vist@ ‘(I) have seen him’. ll ak"katt@ ‘(I) buy it’.

ll aw"Sjell@

ll a"liS@

When preceded by words that trigger Raddoppiamento sintattico (RS), e.g., the prepo-

sitions /p@/ ‘for’, /ku/ ‘with’ and the sentence negation /nu/, the lateral of prevocalic

proclitics is regularly geminated (for more on negation, see Section 6):

(2) p@ ll aw"Sjell@ ‘for the birds’.

ku ll a"miS@ ‘with the friends’.

nu ll ak"katta ‘(s/he) does not buy it’.

nu ll "adÃ@ tru"vat5 ‘(I) have not found it’.
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The deletion of the lateral of the proclitic 3ACC pronoun is attested in the literature

on southern Italian dialects.2 Lausberg (1939) describes it in a number of dialects in the

border area between Lucania and Calabria. These dialects show a difference in the quality

of the initial vowel in the forms of avere, depending on whether they correspond to the

lexical verb, which has [a] (3a), or to the auxiliary, which has [E] (3b). However, preceded

by the 3ACC clitic, the auxiliary takes the vowel [a] while the lateral is not realised (3c).

The examples, taken from Lausberg (1939, p. 165) and adapted to the IPA, are from Nuova

Siri (province of Matera):

(3) a. "adÃ@ "fam@ ‘(I) am hungry (lit. have hunger)’.

b. m"EdÃ man"Ãa:t@ nu "pan ‘(I) have eaten a bread’.

c. m "adÃ man"Ãat ‘(I) have eaten it’.

More recently, the deletion of /L/ in the 3ACC proclitic has been addressed by Manzini

and Savoia (2005), who document the phenomenon in a wider area that also includes

varieties from Campania and eastern Sicily. They highlight how some systems differentiate

the two forms of the auxiliary based on the absence/presence of the proclitic pronoun (4a,

data relating to Rotondella, province of Matera) while others show no differentiation in the

vowel (4b, data relating to Calascibetta, province of Enna).3

(4) a. "EdÃ@ ca’ma:t@ a f"frat@ "tuj@ ‘(I) have called your brother’.

"adÃ@ "vist@ ‘(I) have seen him’.

b. a tO "sura "aju ca"matU ‘(I) have called your sister (lit. To your sister (I) have called)’.

a tO "sura "aju ca"matU ‘Your sister, I called her’ (lit. To your sister (I) have called her)’.

Manzini and Savoia (2005) also discuss more specific conditions governing the realisa-

tion of the proclitic /l/, which in some varieties is sensitive to person, tense and mood; for

example, in Volturino (province of Foggia), [l] is deleted with the auxiliary avere only in the

present indicative 2P or 3P singular, but is realised in other cases.

In some southern dialects, the deletion of /L/ also affects the definite article; Rohlfs

(1968, p. 112) reports the phenomenon for Lucania, Calabria and Sicily. In Neapolitan,

the deletion of /L/ in proclitics is quite common and affects both the 3ACC clitic and

the definite article when they are followed by an unstressed vowel (the position where

otherwise the singleton lateral is expected). As already observed about the alternation

[l]/[ll], the auxiliary avere may have the silent lateral regardless of the position of the

stress. Therefore, we find variant forms [l a"liS@] and [a"liS@], [l aS"pEtt@] and [aS"pEtt@], but

also [l "adÃ@ "vist@] and ["adÃ@ "vist@]. Moreover, l-deletion may be combined with vowel

lengthening, resulting in [a:"liS@], [a:S"pEtt@] and ["a:dÃ@ "vist@].

Let us now briefly consider the behaviour of the 3ACC pronoun in enclisis. In some

of the southern dialects affected by the alternations described above, the enclitic /LV/,

which appears regularly in the full shape, may present the geminate lateral in some cases.

The following data, taken from the Manzini & Savoia corpus, refer to Nocara (province

of Cosenza). In the examples, 3ACC pronouns, cliticised on the imperative, may refer to

masculine or feminine and to singular or plural; they are indicated here simply by 3ACC:

(5) "cam@-m@ ‘call (2 SG) me’.

ca"mam@-l@ ‘call (1 PL) 3ACC’.

ca"ma-ll@ ‘call (2 SG) 3ACC’.

In Neapolitan, [llV] appears in enclisis in specific contexts, namely after monosyllabic

verbs (6b) and in dative-accusative clusters (6c):
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(6) a. "pOrt@l@ ‘bring (2 SG) 3ACC’.

b. "dall@ ‘give (2 SG) 3ACC’.

c. ­pOrta"till@ ‘bring (2 SG) 2DAT=3ACC’.

In Section 4, we will specifically take into account the phonological properties of

proclitics in the Neapolitan variety.

3. Manzini & Scheer’s Analysis

In this section, we turn to the analysis that Manzini & Scheer apply to a set of dialects

selected within the Manzini and Savoia (2005) corpus. These dialects have regular alter-

nation between the vowel and lateral in proclisis, depending on the quality of the initial

segment of the following word: [V] (i.e., the inflectional vowel) occurs before a consonant

and [l] occurs before a vowel. The full lateral-vowel shape appears in enclisis. Given this

pattern, Manzini and Scheer (2026) point out the following generalisation, the explanation

of which is the main focus of their analysis:

(7) “If a clitic has two alternants of varying phonological complexity, then the poorer

alternant may appear in proclisis and the richer alternant in enclisis, but not

the reverse.”

Departing from previous approaches that dealt with this state of affairs as allomorphy,

Manzini & Scheer’s hypothesis develops two fronts, the syntactic and the phonological,

with the aim of demonstrating how properties of syntactic structure, in particular those

concerning phasehood, can be directly translated, through Spell-Out, into properties of the

linearised phonological string. The perspective is a strictly modular one, whereby each

component of the grammar is a computational system with access to information belonging

uniquely to that module, and uses a vocabulary specific to it. The vocabulary of phonology

consists of such objects as segmental features, CVs and association lines, whereas lexical or

morphosyntactic information does not belong to it (Scheer, 2004, 2012). It is by means of

these strictly phonological objects that the syntactic property of phases may be translated

into phonology.

As far as the syntactic issue is concerned, Manzini & Scheer’s discussion leads to the

conclusion that the enclitic pronoun is at the edge of the v* phase, i.e., occurs at the left edge

of a Spell-Out domain, while 3ACC proclitics are adjoined to IP and therefore internal to it.

In other words, in syntax there is a phase edge between the enclitic and its host, whereas

this is not the case for the proclitic. With this established, the question is how the syntactic

configuration is translated into phonology, so that the syntactic edge produces a structural

distance in the linearised phonological output.

The discussion of the phonological issue is built on two fundamental theoretical

concepts: “phase space” and “virtual geminates”. As regards the first, according to Strict

CV Theory (cf. Scheer, 2004, 2012), the linearised string of a phonological utterance is made

up of CVs that correspond to a lexically established segmental content, but it may also

contain empty phonological space that can emerge in the sequence from various sources:

lexically established empty nuclei or onsets, stress space, i.e., the extra CV that can be

inserted next to a stressed vowel (cf. Scheer & Szigetvári, 2005), and phase space, i.e.,

the extra CV that marks the left margin of a Spell-Out domain (cf. Scheer, 2012). This

theorisation provides an explanation for the aforementioned generalisation whereby the

richer of the two alternating clitic forms occurs in enclisis and not in proclisis: there is

more available phonological space in enclisis, consisting of an extra CV. However, another

property of the clitic phonology must be explained, namely the [L]/[V] alternation in
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proclisis. With the aim of determining the phonological motivation for this alternation,

Manzini & Scheer refer to the concept of ‘virtual geminate’.

It has been observed in the phonological literature (cf. Ségéral & Scheer, 2001, among

others) that, across languages, some segments that are phonetically singleton consonants

behave in many respects as geminates, or “partial geminates”, i.e., homorganic clusters.

A classic example is [N] in English (cf. Gussmann, 2002) and German (cf. Wiese, 1996),

where a consonant shows distributional properties that differentiate it from other nasals.

The particular behaviour of these segments can be easily explained if we consider them to

be phonologically geminate, i.e., associated with two x-slots: indeed, “virtual geminates”,

given that they are singletons in their phonetic realisation. The consequence of this theoriza-

tion is that in a given language, if a consonant is a virtual geminate, it cannot be involved

in a singleton/geminate contrast.

More specifically, the essential property of the lateral of the 3ACC clitic in these lan-

guages is that it can only be realised when two skeletal positions are available to associate

with it. In the set of dialects selected by Manzini & Scheer, the lateral of 3ACC takes the

phonetic form of a singleton [l] in all contexts. The possibility that its phonetic realisation is

[ll] is not excluded, but is not actually addressed by the authors because it is too scarcely

recorded in the Manzini & Savoia corpus. The crucial point is that if in a given language

the clitic lateral is a virtual geminate /L/, it must have a consistent phonetic form, either as

a single or as a geminate. The following is the way Manzini and Scheer (2026) represent the

lateral of 3ACC clitics, relative to the set of dialects considered in their analysis:

(8) L is a phonological geminate

a. geminate L

pronunciation

[l]

On this basis, the variable behaviour of /LV/, whose segments are pronounced only

if specific conditions are met, is captured in the representation by the fact that this lexical

unit contains floating melodic material; i.e., it is not lexically stable: its realisation depends

on the possibility, determined by the context, that the melodic units are associated with

syllabic constituents.

Given these theoretical tools, an explanation of the alternation between the forms of

the clitic 3ACC follows directly. There is only one lexical form, /LV/, consisting of floating

melodic material (see 9a), where /L/ is a virtual geminate, and there is no recourse to

allomorphy. /LV/ receives phonetic interpretation in proclisis before an initial vowel (see

9b), because in that context the lateral finds a second C-slot corresponding to the initial

empty onset, e.g., [l "adÃ@ "vist@] ‘I have seen him’. /L/ is realised also in enclisis (see 9c),

because there it finds the extra C-position belonging to the phase space, e.g., ["camal@] ‘call

him’. Instead, the lateral is not realised in proclisis before a consonant, since there it does

not find a second C-position (9d); as a result, no crossing line prevents the vowel in /LV/

from associating with the corresponding nucleus and receiving phonetic interpretation,

e.g., [o "vek@] ‘I see him’. The following illustrates Manzini & Scheer’s representation of

“identity and working of LV”:

https://doi.org/10.3390/languages11040073
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(9)

a. lexical. b. in proclisis before a V-initial word. c. in enclisis after phase space.

C V

L V

[l "adÃ@ "vist@] ["camal@]

d.

[o "vek@]

Given that, for the “virtual geminate” explanation, the lateral must have a single

phonetic form in all contexts, either as [l] or [ll], Manzini & Scheer explicitly state that

dialects in which the lateral of the 3ACC clitic appears as a singleton in some contexts and

as a geminate in others do not fall within the purview of their analysis.

The Neapolitan variety analysed in the following sections does not share all the

characteristics of the dialects to which Manzini & Scheer apply their analysis. In fact,

they present alternating forms of the 3ACC clitic and definite article thus confirming the

generalisation in (7), since they have the full form /LV/ in enclisis and a poorer form, i.e.,

either a vowel or the lateral, in proclisis. However, as we will see, they exhibit considerable

variation in the phonetic form of the lateral and therefore do not fit the pattern that predicts

[V] or [l] in proclisis and [lV] in enclisis.

4. Patterns in the Neapolitan Variety

In this article, we specifically investigate the properties of proclitics (3ACC pronouns

and definite articles) in the Neapolitan variety.4

As in the other dialects that present alternation between proclisis and enclisis, procli-

tics in the preconsonantal position always consist of the vowel alone:

(10) o "kan@ ‘the dog’. o "vek@ ‘(I) see him’.

In prevocalic context, we find the alternation in the phonetic forms of the lateral. As

we saw in (1), the distribution tends to depend on the position of the word stress, before

both nouns and lexical verbs (11a). When the prevocalic proclitics precede the forms of the

auxiliary avere, the stress condition is not always fulfilled (11b). In fact, the auxiliary forms

that have the lexical stress on the first syllable may select [ll], as well as [l] or zero, e.g., [ll

"adÃ@ tru"vat@]/[l "adÃ@ tru"vat@]/["a:dÃ@ tru"vat@] “I have found him”. This behaviour can

probably be attributed to the fact that the auxiliary forms are often destressed postlexically,

due to the position they occupy in the utterance, i.e., a prosodically weak position. The

examples in (11) illustrate the stress conditioned alternation [ll]/[l] and the peculiar be-

haviour of the auxiliary:

(11) # V +stress # V -stress

ll "Ev@r5 ‘the grass’. l ad"dor@ ‘the smell’.

ll "akkw5 ‘the water’. l a"liS@ ‘the anchovies’.

ll "adÃ@ tru"at@ l "adÃ@ tru"vat@ ‘I have found him’.

l aS"pEtt@ ‘ I wait for him’.
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In positions preceding an unstressed word-initial vowel (12a), /L/ is frequently sub-

ject to deletion (more properly it is a “non-realisation”), so that a free a variation emerges

between [l] and zero. Moreover, the forms with silent lateral very frequently show a long

initial vowel. This also applies to forms of avere (12b). In sum, where [l] can occur, the zero

lateral can likewise occur:

(12) a. # V -stress

l a"liS@ a:"liS@

l aS"pEtt@ a:S"pEtt@

b. l "adÃ@ tru"vat@ "a:dÃ@ tru"vat@

The silent lateral is to be considered a variant of the singleton [l], selected in the same

stress context. This is supported by the fact that l-deletion never appears before a stressed

vowel, and forms such as *["akkwa] or *["a:kkwa] for /l "akkwa/ ‘the water’ never appear

in the data.

Besides the stress-driven distribution, a different pattern is observed, which is favoured

by some informants, whereby the geminate lateral is extended to all prevocalic contexts, before

nouns and lexical verbs as well as the auxiliary avere, regardless of the position of the stress.5

(13) ll "Ev@r5

ll a"liS@

ll aS"pEtt@

The data presented in (11), (12) and (13), besides stress-driven alternation, indicate the

existence of a variation that is not governed by phonological conditions, and is therefore

sociolinguistic in nature. With regard to the data in (12) in particular, both alternative forms

are acceptable for most speakers, with the forms involving l-deletion being perceived as

more genuinely dialectal. This picture emerged with sufficient clarity from the fieldwork

carried out in Naples and Bacoli. The informants in Bacoli, in particular, used forms with a

silent /L/ in most cases, explicitly judging them to be more appropriate in dialectal speech.

Here we will not deal with the sociolinguistic side of the question. For the purposes of

this article, it suffices to be able to state that the pattern with l-deletion is provided by the

grammar of these languages.

To sum up, this picture reveals a variation of three patterns, that we can consider as

realising alternative grammar subsystems; as noted, the forms of the auxiliary avere may

not match the stress pattern.

(14) a. Pattern 1 # V +stress. # V -stress.

ll "Ev@r5 l ad"dor@

l aS"pEtt@

l "adÃ@ tru"vat@

b. Pattern 2 # V +stress. # V -stress.

ll "Ev@r5 a:d"dor@

a:S"pEtt@

"a:dÃ@ tru"vat@

c. Pattern 3 ll "Ev@r5

ll a"ddor@

ll aS"pEtt@

ll "adÃ@ tru"vat@

From my fieldwork, it emerged that Pattern 1 and Pattern 2 are options available to a

same speaker, in the sense that l-deletion is an alternative outcome in the same phonological
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(i.e., segmental and stress-related) context. Pattern 3, on the other hand, does not meet the

same conditions and involves the extension of the geminate lateral to all the contexts in

proclisis, an outcome that not all informants consider fully acceptable.6

5. The Analysis of the Alternation Patterns in Proclisis

In this section, we will analyse the patterns presented above, particularly focusing on

the most intriguing one: the one that includes l-deletion.

The analysis proposed here is based on Strict CV Theory (Scheer, 2004). However, a

different notation is adopted here. The notation commonly used in the CVCV literature

develops on two levels: the CVCV tier and the melodic content tier. This allows three kinds

of segmental units to be defined; Scheer (2004, p. 92) represents three types of nucleus

as follows: (15a) corresponds to a phonetically realised nucleus, (15b) to a “true” empty

nucleus and (15c) to a nucleus with floating content ([M] stands for “melodic content”):

(15) a. N b. N c. N

|

[M] [M]

Instead, my proposal is that representations should develop on the three autosegmen-

tal levels of the syllabic tier (O, N), the x-slot tier, and the melodic tier. In its effects, this is

not just a notational variant, in that it allows for a more detailed diversification between

segment types, particularly with regard to the properties of so-called empty segments and

floating units. The resulting representation is not simply equivalent to the more concise

two-level representation; in fact, it distinguishes explicitly between the syllabic organisa-

tion, which is above the skeleton, and the x-tier, which represents the segmental unit and

quantitative properties (Bafile, 2024, in press).

The reasons for the approach adopted here are pointed out, for example, by the

discussion of V-zero alternations in Italo-Romance dialects of Emilia (Bafile, 2019). In

fact, phenomena of that kind highlight some shortcomings of the two-level representation.

One is that it is unable to express the difference between two kinds of nuclear positions;

the “true” empty nucleus, i.e., the one within coda-onset clusters, e.g., [kan-to] ‘song’,

and the empty nucleus that separates the two adjacent consonants resulting from vowel

syncope, e.g., [um-da] ‘humid (F.SG.)’.7 They are clearly different phonological objects,

firstly because true empty nuclei never receive phonetic interpretation, whereas the nucleus

involved in vowel-zero alternations, under predictable conditions, takes on melodic content

and emerges to the phonetic surface in the form of a so-called “epenthetic”vowel, e.g.,

["um5d] ‘humid (M.SG.)’. Secondly, syncope may produce phonetic forms containing non-

homorganic sequences, like [m-d], that do not respect a phonotactic restriction which

otherwise applies regularly in the language. This seeming violation reveals the different

nature of the two types of empty nuclei: syncope clusters contain a nucleus that, although

empty, is substantial enough to keep the two consonants apart, whereas the empty nucleus

of the coda-onset clusters does not emerge phonetically either directly or indirectly.

The notations in (15) do not allow this necessary distinction. In fact, (15b) corresponds

to a “true” empty nucleus, while (15c) can represent vowels with a floating but lexically

established melodic content. The latter is the nature of the epenthetic vowel in some

languages, including some Emilian dialects, in which the quality of the epenthetic vowels

is not always predictable and must be specified in the lexicon (cf. Passino, 2013a for a

discussion). However, the case here mentioned refers to a language that has only the

epenthetic vowel [5] that is a so-called “default” vowel. Based on (15), it is not possible to

differentiate the two kinds of epenthetic vowels.
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The three-level representation in (16) allows the different kinds of nuclei to be kept

distinct from each other.8 In particular, with regard to the phenomena discussed in the

present article, we use three different configurations for empty or floating segments:

(16) a. O N b. c.

The units in (16a) correspond to the “true” empty nuclei of coda-onset clusters, and to

the onsets of syllables that begin with a vowel. In (16b), the association with “x” represents

the fact that the constituent corresponds to a segmental unit and plays a role in temporal

organisation. Concerning the nucleus, it is able to represent the lack of structural adjacency

between the consonants of syncope clusters (cf. Bafile, in press). For the onset, this

configuration corresponds, for example, to the consonant that appears in external sandhi in

contexts of Raddoppiamento Sintattico (cf. among others Passino, 2013b). As we will see,

(16b) also corresponds to the CV produced by the stress placed on an adjacent syllable. The

configuration in (16c) is the one for floating segments whose phonetic quality is established

in the lexicon (Passino, 2013a). Both notations in (16b) and (16c) imply the presence of a

syllabic constituent that can license phonetic content, whether defined lexically or not, that

can only be phonetically realised when specific conditions are met.

In order to explain the different shapes that the proclitics 3ACC pronoun and definite

article take before consonants and before vowels, I adopt the solution of Manzini & Scheer

that the proclitic shape consists of floating melodic content /LV/, and that the lateral of

this specific lexical unit is a segment that can only be realised phonetically if associated

with two x-slots. In truth, the lateral is not a “virtual geminate” in the strict sense in the

dialects here discussed, if we maintain that virtual geminates are phonological geminates

that are pronounced as singletons (cf. Ségéral & Scheer, 2001); as a matter of fact, in the

Neapolitan variety, in proclisis the lateral may also appear as a geminate or not appear at

all. Therefore, I adopt a slightly different definition here, according to which the essential

property of this type of segment concerns the phonological form, which must consist of

two x-slots: if the phonological condition is satisfied, phonetic realisation can follow, either

in the form of a single consonant or in the form of a geminate, depending on the specific

grammar. In other words, the lateral of the proclitic can only be realised if it finds a second

onset in the environment that can be associated with it.

As predicted by Manzini & Scheer’s analysis, in the preconsonantal position, the

lateral does not find a second x-slot and remains unrealised, while the vowel can be as-

sociated with its nucleus. The representation in (9d) is repeated in (17), adapted to the

different notation:

(17)

[o "vek@] ‘I see him’

In prevocalic contexts, however, Manzini & Scheer’s model cannot be applied as such

to the languages here considered.

Let us now begin by examining what is defined as Pattern 1 and Pattern 2 in (14). Recall

that the proclitic is realised as [ll] before a stressed vowel, whereas before an unstressed

vowel, the lateral is singleton (Pattern 1) or silent (Pattern 2).9
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In order to identify the relevant properties of different patterns, the first point to

consider is why the presence or absence of stress on the initial vowel of the following word

affects the behaviour of /L/. In Lateral Phonology, stress is encoded in the phonological

structure as an empty CV preceding or following the stressed vowel (cf. Scheer & Szigetvári,

2005). This stress space explains the qualitative and quantitative effects of stress on the

segments belonging to the stressed syllable.

In many Italo-Romance varieties, including standard Italian, where vowel length is

not contrastive, the stressed vowel in an open syllable is systematically long. This phe-

nomenon can be directly explained by the presence of an empty CV inserted to the right

of the stressed vowel, so that the melodic content of the nucleus can spread to the next

nuclear position.

(18)

["fa:to] ‘fate’

In other languages, the effects of stress are manifested in the quality of the consonants

contained in the stressed syllable (cf. Ségéral & Scheer, 2008). For example, in English,

voiceless stops are aspirated when they are in the onset of a stressed syllable, while they

are plain stops (and in many varieties subject to lenition) if they occur in an unstressed

syllable, e.g., I[th]alian vs. I[t]aly. This type of phenomenon can also be explained as the

effect of an extra CV, which in this case is inserted to the left of the stressed vowel. This

means that the consonant in the onset of the stressed syllable has a preceding C to which it

can associate. Therefore, aspirated consonants are phonological geminates, with a given

melodic content associated with two C positions.

Interestingly, in the dialects we are dealing with, and probably in those belonging to

a wider area of central and southern Italy, stress appears to affect the phonological string

to the left of the tonic vowel, under certain circumstances. More precisely, the presence

of stress on the vowel that occupies the word-initial position impedes the deletion of a

preceding vowel. Note that vowel elision is very pervasive in these varieties and applies

regularly to the final vowel of a word in a sequence V1 # V2, provided both vowels are

unstressed. As can be seen in (19), the process is blocked when V2 is stressed.

(19) a. mo "vEn@ "anÃ@l5 b. mo "vEn an"tOnj@ ‘now Angela/Antonio comes’.

ku "anÃ@l5 k an"tOnj@ ‘with Angela/Antonio’.

p@ "anÃ@l5 p an"tOnj@ ‘for Angela/Antonio’.

This is a puzzling effect: while it goes without saying that V1 must be unstressed

for elision to apply, the reason why V2 must also be unstressed is unclear and re-

quires explanation.

On the basis of the data in (19), I propose that in these dialects, the stress on a vowel

in the word-initial position provides an extra CV (20a), and that this is placed to the left. In

this hypothesis, the initial vowel of the word, not being preceded by a full onset, is in the

particular condition of causing the insertion of a CV immediately to its left. The assumption

is that the stress space insertion is regulated by a parameter specifically regarding this

particular word-initial configuration.

Having established the above, it is the presence of an extra CV that places the two

superficially adjacent vowels of the forms in (19a) structurally apart, thereby preventing

the formation of a hiatus and removing a context for elision (see 20b), which instead applies

in the configuration in (20c):
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(20) a.

b. c.

Stress space is a first point in this analysis of the behaviour of the proclitic /LV/: when

the /LV/ precedes a word beginning with a stressed vowel, as in [ll "an@m5] ‘the soul’,

the extra CV corresponding to the stress space provides an onset x-position for /l/ to be

realised; recall that in the varieties here discussed, the phonological geminate surfaces as a

phonetic geminate. Note that the representation in (21) can also account for the lengthening

of the stressed vowel:

(21)

[ll "E:v@ra]

A second step is explaining the alternations characteristic of Pattern 2, e.g., [ll "an@ma]

‘the soul’ vs. [a:"liS@] ‘the anchovies’. To do this, we need to define another aspect of the

phonology of these varieties. We saw in (9b) that in Manzini & Scheer’s analysis, the empty

onset preceding a word-initial vowel is available for association with melodic content,

thus providing the second C-position for the virtual geminate lateral to be pronounced.

In order to account for l-deletion, I propose that the possibility for the lateral to associate

with a second C-position is regulated parametrically. In the variety with the alternation

geminate/silent lateral, only an onset lexically associated with an x-slot allows for the

licensing of segmental content, while a true empty onset does not (see 16). The former

condition is guaranteed by the presence of a stress space (recall that in the stress space, O

and N are associated with x-slots, see (16b)), but it is not met before an unstressed initial

vowel, with the result that the lateral remains silent there.

The specific parameter setting just described accounts for [l] deletion; moreover, the

configuration in (22) also accounts for the vowel lengthening which is often correlated. As

shown in (22), the lateral cannot be realised because the empty onset to its right does not

provide the necessary x-slot. This creates the conditions for vowel lengthening, because

the word-initial vowel is free to extend to the preceding nucleus, thanks to the absence of

crossing association lines:

(22)

[a:"liS@], [a:S"pEtt@]
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Finally, let us turn to some observations concerning the other patterns of alternation

in proclisis.

The analysis just proposed cannot be extended to the pattern that has [l] instead of the

silent lateral, i.e., o kán@/l alíS@/ll án@ma (Pattern 1 in (14)). The virtual geminate hypothesis

is not a suitable solution for this system, in which [l] contrasts with [ll]. As a consequence,

there is no analytical tool that can explain in phonological terms why the lateral is absent in

preconsonantal proclitics and *lo kán@ is a non-existent form. Therefore, we must attribute

the alternation o kán@/l alíS@ to the existence of two lexicalised shapes, i.e., two allomorphs

selected on the basis of the phonological context (see 23a). Note that the lexical representa-

tion of these allomorphs does not contain floating melody, since the phonetic content is fully

associated with the x-tier and hence to the O/N-tier; this is shown in (23a), while in (23b)

we see a configuration involving the /l/ allomorph. On the other hand, the gemination that

appears regularly before stressed vowels needs not be considered allomorphic; indeed, we

can maintain the phonological explanation whereby the initial stress space produces [ll] as

in (23c), exactly in the same way as in (21). The same applies when the proclitic is preceded

by an RS trigger that also provides a C-position on which the lateral can extend (23d):

(23) a. b.

[l a"liS@]

c.

[ll "an@ma]

d.

[ku ll a "liS@]

We now consider Pattern 3, in which the lateral is realised uniformly as [ll] in proclisis,

i.e., o kán@/ll alíS@/ll án@ma. One possible interpretation of this distribution is that in this

system, /L/ is a virtual geminate that is realised phonetically as a geminate rather than a

singleton lateral. In this explanation, it must be specified that the parametric restriction

mentioned above and exemplified in (20) and (21) is not active. We therefore hypothesise

that in this grammar, even a true empty onset can provide the second x-slot necessary for

the phonetic realisation of the lateral:

(24) a.

[ll a"liS@], [ll aS"pEtt@]
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To sum up, with regard to proclisis, in the variety here investigated, an explanation

in purely phonological terms for the distribution of the prevocalic and preconsonantal

forms of the 3ACC and the definite article is possible only in part of the cases. The

approach proposed by Manzini and Scheer (2026), concerning the particular status of the

lateral derived from the Latin ILLE, has been applied here to the partly differing data

that characterise Neapolitan. The proposal is that by means of the “virtual geminate”,

it is possible to account for the non-realisation of the lateral and the consequent vowel

lengthening, as well as for the alternative pattern in which [ll] occurs in all prevocalic

contexts. However, the alternation of singleton and geminate that we see in l alíSe/ll ákkwa

is incompatible with the hypothesis that, whatever its phonetic realisation, the lateral is a

geminate consonant phonologically. We can think that a virtual geminate can be realised

phonetically either as a singleton or as a geminate, but it is impossible to reconcile the two

outcomes in the same grammar. Therefore, given the pattern o kán@/l alíSe/ll ákkwa, the only

way to explain the occurrence of /L/ before vowels and /V/ before consonants is that

they are allomorphs, since it is not possible to derive those alternating forms from a single

lexical representation.

Furthermore, if we consider proclisis and enclisis as a whole, in none of the three

patterns described above does the lateral have a uniform phonetic realisation, which means

that resorting to allomorphy is inevitable, at least to a certain extent. In Section 7, we will

turn to the behaviour of 3ACC pronouns in enclisis.

6. The Negation + Proclitic Cluster

In the dialects treated here, sentence negation appears in two different shapes.

The first is /nu/, which occurs before obstruent consonants or coda-onset clusters, in

(25a), and before sonorants, in (25b). The lexical form of this negation is represented in

(25c). As an RS trigger, /nu/ also contains an onset position that lacks melodic content,

but is associated with an x-slot and therefore causes external sandhi gemination. In the

case of sC clusters in (25d), the final empty nucleus of the negation is not governed by the

nucleus that follows it, which is also empty, and is therefore removed together with the

preceding onset.

(25) a. "kill@ nu kka"piSS@ "njent@ ‘he does not understand nothing’.

"kill@ nu sta "bbwon@ ‘he is not feeling well’.

b. "kill@ nu "llassa "njent@ ‘he does not leave nothing’ .

"kill@ nu "mmanÃa "njent@ ‘he does not eat nothing’.

"kill@ nu rriS"pEtt a nniS"Sun@ ‘he does not respect nobody’.

c.

[nu kka"piSS@]

d.

[nu "sta]

When followed by a proclitic, /nu/ causes the gemination of the lateral in all three

dialectal patterns discussed here.

The second negation is /nunn/. This can appear in reduced forms, without the initial

nasal or nasal-vowel sequence, [unn] and [nn]. The distribution of the reduced forms does
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not reflect a phonological conditioning and should therefore be considered a free variation.

Conversely, the alternation concerning the final nasal is context-driven: it is a geminate

before a word with an initial vowel and a singleton before a word with an initial consonant.

The following examples illustrate the alternation between preconsonantal contexts (26a)

and prevocalic contexts (26b) as well as the aforementioned free variation:

(26) a. prevocalic b. preconsonantal

"kill@ nunn a"rap a niSSun@ "kill@ nuN ka"piSS@ "njent@

"kill unn aS"pEtt a niSSun@ "kill uN ka"piSS@ "njent@

"kill@ nn aS"pEtt a niSSun@ "kill@ N ka"piSS@ "njent@

‘he does not open to nobody’. ‘he does not understand nothing’.

Indeed, the two negations /nu/ and /nunn/ are phonologically very similar, and

when followed by a sonorant produce identical phonetic results, since sequences n+R

(where R stands for ‘sonorant’) systematically undergo total regressive assimilation; there-

fore, the forms in (25b) could be equally listed in (26b). Note that n+R assimilation is a

general rule of the phonology of this language, as can be seen from the behaviour of another

word with a final nasal, namely don, a title for men (27):

(27) [dOl lu"idÃ@] ‘don Luigi’.

[dOm ma"rjan@] ‘don Mariano’.

[dor raffa’El@] ‘don Raffaele’.

Despite their similarity, nu and nun cannot be derived from the same lexical phono-

logical representation, given the existence of sequences such as [nu k"kapiSS@] (see 25a),

which by no means can be considered the result of assimilation. In fact, total regressive

assimilation in n+Stop clusters is not a rule existing in Neapolitan phonology. Therefore,

we must regard nu and nunn as two different lexical shapes, i.e., two allomorphs.10

We have seen in (26) that in the shape /nunn/, the only segment that has a stable

phonetic realisation is the first nasal after the vowel. The final nasal is not realised before a

consonant, while the initial segments are unstable and may be left unpronounced.

As we have already seen with the proclitic /LV/, a word with alternating forms due

to the presence/absence of certain segments can be represented as a single lexical unit, in

which the unstable segments correspond to floating segmental content, that only receives a

phonetic interpretation when specific conditions are met. Along these lines, alternations

typically considered to be allomorphic have been reinterpreted in purely phonological

terms in several recent analyses (cf. Scheer, 2022; Faust et al., 2018, who elaborate on a

proposal by Larsen, 1998; Russo, 2021; Russo & Ulfsbjorninn, 2021; Bafile, 2024). The same

model, in the enriched representation here proposed concerning the association between

autosegmental tiers, is applied to the negation /nunn/:

(28) O N O N O N 

| | |  | 

     

  | 

n u n  n  

It should be noted that the representation in (28) contains two different types of floating

melody: the final onset is a consonant that receives phonetic realisation when the conditions

specified in the phonological computation are met. Instead, the two initial segments are

simply identified as unstable, but the grammar has nothing to say about this. In this case,

what floating melody represents is that the possibility of free variation is encoded in the

https://doi.org/10.3390/languages11040073

https://doi.org/10.3390/languages11040073


Languages 2026, 11, 73 16 of 21

lexicon: it is this lexical item, and not any lexical item, that is subject to segmental deletion.

In any case, we will not explore this free variation here, which is probably influenced by

phonetic factors related to performance (such as speech rate and accuracy).

The behaviour of the negation /nunn/ in the two different sandhi contexts is repre-

sented in (29). In prevocalic position (29a), the final empty nucleus (N2) of the negation

is deleted together with the subsequent onset (O3), while the word-initial nucleus (N3)

governs the nucleus N1 and licenses O2, enabling the gemination of the nasal. Before a

consonant (29b), the final onset (O2) is not licensed by a subsequent nucleus; therefore, the

second position of the nasal is suppressed, together with N2:

(29) a.

ˈkillə nunn aˈrap a niʃʃ ə ˈkillə nuŋ kaˈpiʃʃə ˈnjentə

ˈkill unn aˈrap a niʃʃ ə ˈkill uŋ kaˈpiʃʃə ˈnjentə

ˈkillə nn aˈrap a niʃʃ ə ˈkillə ŋ kaˈpiʃʃə ˈnjentə

‘he does not open to nobody’ ‘he does not understand nothing’

ɔl luˈidʤǝ] ‘don Luigi’ 

ɔm maˈrjanǝ] ‘don Mariano’

[dor raffa’ɛlǝ] ‘don Raffaele’

   

a.  O N O1 N1 O2 N2 O3 N3 

  | | |  |   | 

               
    |  |   | 

  n u n  n   a 

 [ˈnunn aʃˈpɛttɐ]   [nun kaˈpiʃʃə

     

aː

ˈ ːʃˈ ɛ ɐ

 ˈ ɔ ə ‘bring ’

ˈ ə ə ‘bring (2 it’

ˈ ə ‘bring (2 ’ 

ˌ ɐ ˈ ə ‘bring (2 ’

(32) a. ˈda=llǝ ‘give (2 SG) it’ˈda=mmǝ ‘give (2 SG) to me’
b. da=mˈmi=llǝ ‘give (2 SG) it to me’

b.

ˈkillə nunn aˈrap a niʃʃ ə ˈkillə nuŋ kaˈpiʃʃə ˈnjentə

ˈkill unn aˈrap a niʃʃ ə ˈkill uŋ kaˈpiʃʃə ˈnjentə

ˈkillə nn aˈrap a niʃʃ ə ˈkillə ŋ kaˈpiʃʃə ˈnjentə

‘he does not open to nobody’ ‘he does not understand nothing’

ɔl luˈidʤǝ] ‘don Luigi’ 

ɔm maˈrjanǝ] ‘don Mariano’

[dor raffa’ɛlǝ] ‘don Raffaele’

   

b.  O N O N1 O2 N2 O3 N3 

  | | |  |  | | 

               

    |    | | 

  n u n  n  k a  

[ˈnunn aʃˈ ɛ ɐ   [nun kaˈpiʃʃə] 

     

aː

ˈ ːʃˈ ɛ ɐ

 ˈ ɔ ə ‘bring ’

ˈ ə ə ‘bring (2 it’

ˈ ə ‘bring (2 ’ 

ˌ ɐ ˈ ə ‘bring (2 ’

(32) a. ˈda=llǝ ‘give (2 SG) it’ˈda=mmǝ ‘give (2 SG) to me’
b. da=mˈmi=llǝ ‘give (2 SG) it to me’

Let us now turn to the interaction between nun and the prevocalic proclitic /LV/.

As shown in (25b), a sequence /n+l/ produces the assimilated outcome [ll]. Therefore,

when the prevocalic proclitic has the form [l] (as in Pattern 1, e.g., o kán@/l alíS@/ll án@ma), the

sequence nun + /l/ results in [ll], e.g., [l aS"pEtt@]/[nul l aS’pEtt@] ‘I wait/I do not wait for

him’. The same holds for Pattern 3 (e.g., o kán@/ll alíS@/ll án@ma), in which /L/ is a geminate

in all prevocalic contexts, e.g., [ll aS"pEtt@]/[nul l aS"pEtt@].11

In Pattern 2 (e.g., o kán@/a:líS@/ll án@ma), /L/ is silent before an unstressed vowel. Recall

that, in all lexical verbs beginning with a vowel, that vowel is unstressed, and that the

forms of the auxiliary avere often behave in the same way. Therefore, in the negation+/L/

sequences the lateral is not realised, and the prevocalic form of the negation appears.

This produces forms such as [nunn a:S"pEtta] ‘he does not wait for him’, and [nunn "a:dÃ@

tru"vat@] ‘I did not find it’, in which the clitic remains silent. The configuration in (30)

mirrors the one in (29a), in which the second nasal of /nunn/ is licensed by a subsequent

full nucleus:

(30)

ˈkillə nunn aˈrap a niʃʃ ə ˈkillə nuŋ kaˈpiʃʃə ˈnjentə

ˈkill unn aˈrap a niʃʃ ə ˈkill uŋ kaˈpiʃʃə ˈnjentə

ˈkillə nn aˈrap a niʃʃ ə ˈkillə ŋ kaˈpiʃʃə ˈnjentə

‘he does not open to nobody’ ‘he does not understand nothing’

ɔl luˈidʤǝ] ‘don Luigi’ 

ɔm maˈrjanǝ] ‘don Mariano’

[dor raffa’ɛlǝ] ‘don Raffaele’

   

          

[ˈnunn aʃˈ ɛ ɐ [nun kaˈpiʃʃə

  O N O N O N O N O N 

  | | |  |   |  | 

            

    |  |     | 

  n u n  n  L V  aː 

 [ˈnunn aːʃˈpɛttɐ]  

 ˈ ɔ ə ‘bring ’

ˈ ə ə ‘bring (2 it’

ˈ ə ‘bring (2 ’ 

ˌ ɐ ˈ ə ‘bring (2 ’

(32) a. ˈda=llǝ ‘give (2 SG) it’ˈda=mmǝ ‘give (2 SG) to me’
b. da=mˈmi=llǝ ‘give (2 SG) it to me’

The forms of the negation nun before consonants and before vowels, as shown in (26)

and (29), are consistent with the behaviour of the title don described in (27). Both words

belong to a very small set of lexical items ending in a consonant and showing a restricted

distribution, as they do not occur in the final position of an utterance.12 In both nun and

don, the final geminate consonant alternates with the singleton before a vowel and before a

consonant respectively, e.g., don Pasquale but donn Antonio. This behaviour reveals that the

phonological form of don, just like nun, contains a second final nasal, which is floating in

the lexical representation, exactly as shown in (28) and (30).

7. The Third Person Object Pronoun in Enclisis

The main subject of this paper is the analysis of the phonological properties of the

elements derived from Latin ILLE occurring in proclisis. However, in order to ascertain to
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what extent the distribution of 3ACC forms can be explained in purely phonological terms,

we now briefly take into account their behaviour in enclisis.

As we have seen in previous sections, allomorphy can be avoided by adopting Manzini

and Scheer’s model, provided that the forms of the 3ACC clitic fall within a regular pattern,

in which the phonetic form of the lateral is consistently singleton in all contexts, in proclisis

and in enclisis. This is the case for the dialects included in the set investigated by Manzini

and Scheer (2026).

The phonological forms of the Neapolitan enclitic 3ACC fall completely within the

generalisation reported in (7), since only the full form, consisting of the sequence [LV],

appears in enclisis, thus alternating with the poorer forms [L] or [V] occurring in proclisis.

However, as we have seen for proclisis, even in enclisis, the lateral can be a singleton or a

geminate, depending on the context.

Sequences in which the verb hosts a single 3ACC enclitic in most cases have the

phonetic form [l@] (31a). With enclitic sequences, a different pattern emerges, in which the

so-called “stress shift” and the lateral gemination take place (31b). In the latter examples,

the verb hosts a clitic sequence ‘DAT=3ACC’. In the examples in this section, the verb is in

the imperative form.

(31) a. "pOrta=l@ ‘bring (2 SG) it’.

pur"tat@=l@ ‘bring (2 PL) it’.

b. purta="ti=ll@ ‘bring (2 SG) it for you (SG)’.

pur­tat5="vi=ll@ ‘bring (2 PL) it for you (PL)’.

The reasons for such distribution of enclitic forms are controversial. The most frequent

explanation attributes it to a fundamentally phonological motivation, i.e., the fact that the

attachment of a bisyllabic enclitic sequence produces a stress configuration that is illicit in a

language where the “three-syllable window” limits the placement of the lexical stress: the

stress must fall on one of the three final syllables of the word (see amog others Kenstowicz,

1991; Bafile, 1994; Peperkamp, 1997; Lai, 2020; Russo, 2021). In this view, to avoid the illegal

form *pórta=t@=l@, with stress on the fourth from last position, a stress shift takes place to

repair the ill-formed sequence.13 Moreover, in some accounts, the new stress assignment is

considered to be in turn the cause of lateral gemination, as an effect of RS (see Russo, 2021;

Manzini & Scheer, 2026).

The stress replacement, with connected gemination, also takes place in a different

configuration, i.e., when either a single clitic (32a) or a sequence of clitics (32b) follow a

monosyllabic verb. The sequence in (32b) consists of a monosyllabic verb followed by an

enclitic string ‘DAT=3ACC”:

(32) a. "da=ll@ ‘give (2 SG) it’. "da=mm@ ‘give (2 SG) to me’.

b. da=m"mi=ll@ ‘give (2 SG) it to me’.

If we consider only the syllabic level, given that a form like dá=mm@=l@ fits within

the three-syllable window, we would not expect stress replacement. Viewed from this

perspective, the stress shift in (32b) does not have a straightforward explanation. In a

different perspective, Russo (2021) proposes that the stress shift also applies in the case

illustrated in (32b), since in the recursive Prosodic Word corresponding to the clitic group,

stress is reassigned in accordance with a general metrical requirement, common across

Italo-Romance systems, which determines the construction of a trimoraic trochaic foot (HL).

Under the same hypothesis, the gemination of the lateral in the second enclitic is due to

the requirement that the stressed syllable of the trochee be heavy.14 The gemination of the

initial consonant of the enclitic in (32a) and of the first enclitic in (32b) meets the same
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requirement, in relation to the first foot of the clitic sequence. More generally, in Russo’s

(2021) analysis, the phonological RS, i.e., the RS determined by the stress, is the product

of the same mechanism: in external sandhi, it is the final stressed vowel of the word1 that

must be made heavy through the addition of a mora.

I will not deal in depth here with the controversial questions concerning stress shift

and consonant gemination in enclisis, because they are not relevant to the main topic of

this paper. What we have seen is sufficient to establish that the alternation [l]/[ll] also

appears in enclisis, whatever the cause may be, and therefore that the phonetic forms that

the pronoun takes on in different contexts, in proclisis and enclisis, do not allow us to treat

their existence and distribution in purely phonological terms.

8. Conclusions

The investigation into the behaviour of the clitic 3ACC and the definite article has

shown that the variety examined here differs in crucial aspects from the dialects analysed by

Manzini and Scheer (2026), leading us to conclude that the alternation cannot be addressed

without resorting to allomorphy. However, some results have been obtained that I believe

are of descriptive as well as theoretical interest.

We have shown that Manzini & Scheer’s conception of “virtual geminate” applied to

the lateral of clitic /LV/ may produce interesting results even if it cannot be extended to all

contexts in the language analysed here. Indeed, it can explain, in purely phonological terms,

some aspects of clitic forms and distribution in proclisis: on the one hand, l-gemination

extended to all prevocalic contexts, on the other hand, l-deletion occurred before unstressed

vowels. Moreover, this approach has allowed us to formulate a unified explanation for the

puzzling correspondence of “l-deletion” and consequent vowel lengthening.

These results were also obtained thanks to the adoption of an enriched notation within

the phonological representation. This representation is in accordance with the fundamentals

of Strict CV Theory and its classic two-tier notation, but through discussion we have shown

that distinguishing between the skeleton and what lies above it allows us to grasp concepts

that may be relevant for the phonological computation.

Finally, an analysis of the behaviour of word-initial stressed vowels has led us to put

forward the hypothesis that in the dialects considered, but possibly in numerous other

Italo-Romance varieties, stress produces a stress space that is inserted to the left rather than

to the right of the tonic vowel. This hypothesis may shed light on phonological properties

not dealt with in this article, and I believe it deserves further research.

Overall, from an empirical point of view, the topic of items derived from Latin ILLE

in southern dialects and Italo-Romance languages in general is highly complex, given the

massive variation that characterises it, and lends itself very poorly to strong generalisations.

However, the analysis of a set of dialects that are similar to each other but differ in specific

aspects can lead to the identification of unexpected theoretical tools with promising results.
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Notes

1 Unless otherwise specified, the examples refer to data collected through fieldwork by the author.
2 For Neapolitan, Rohlfs (1968, p. 112) and Bichelli (1974, p. 69) mention l-deletion in relation to the definite article, and explicitly

limit its context to the position preceding an unstressed initial /a/. Bafile (2008) expresses doubt that this restriction has sufficient

empirical basis, as traditional Neapolitan vocabulary contains very few words beginning with an unstressed vowel other than

[a] and not subject to apheresis, as can be verified by consulting dictionaries and dialectal texts, as well as through direct data

collection. In fact, these forms have never emerged in the author’s fieldwork carried out over time. Bafile (2012), nevertheless,

also considers the possibility that the vowel quality might be relevant and attempts to provide an explanation for its correlation

with l-deletion. The analysis proposed in this paper does not follow in those footsteps.
3 The corpus extracted from Manzini and Savoia (2005) can be consulted at https://manzinisavoia.changes.unimi.it/ (accessed on

7 November 2025). Also see Savoia et al. (2025).
4 Where not specified, the examples are taken from data collected through author’s fieldwork in Naples and Bacoli (part of the

metropolitan city of Naples). With regard to the phenomena investigated here, the Bacoli dialect does not differ in relevant ways

from Neapolitan. On the other hand, the data collected in Bacoli show greater uniformity in the speakers’ responses, in the

absence of the more complex variation that characterises a large city like Naples.
5 The data regarding the phonetic form of /L/ are described above as they result from the findings of fieldwork conducted in

several sessions over time, from 1990 to 2022 in Naples and in 2018 in Bacoli; the data were collected mainly through elicitation

and, to a lesser extent, observed in spontaneous speech. The literature on Neapolitan tends to confirm this picture, although

there are some divergent accounts, belonging both to traditional, non-scientific and to scientific work. A part from Rohlfs (1968,

p. 211) who, referring to southern dialects in general, attributes the alternation l/ll to the stress pattern, the same correlation was

described by Francesco Oliva, a Neapolitan grammarian who lived from 1671 to 1736 (in Malato, 1970, p. 203). Volpe (1869)

reports the geminate lateral for the plural forms of the article of both genders, e.g., l’ obbreche/ll’ uobbreche ‘the obligation M.

SG./PL.’, l’ anema/ll’ aneme ‘the soul F. SG./PL’. Imperatore (1974, pp. 28, 65), referring specifically to the feminine plural, relates

the geminate [ll] of the prevocalic article to the gemination due to RS produced by the preconsonantal article, e.g.,’a pala/‘e ppale

‘the shovel F. SG./P.’ as well as l’aquila/ll’aquile ‘the eagle F. SG./PL.’. According to Bichelli (1974), the geminate [ll] is extended to

all the prevocalic forms of the definite article. See Ledgeway (2009, Chapter 5) for a survey of the literature over time.
6 Judgments of acceptability regarding such subtle variations are not generally expressed with absolute certainty. However, a form

such as [ll a"liS@] sounds “unfamiliar” to a part of the informants, especially the older ones, and they correct it when repeating it,

pronouncing [l a"liS@] or [a:"liS@].
7 The examples refer to the dialect of Finale Emilia (province of Modena).
8 Further arguments in favour of the enriched representation emerge from the analysis of vowel deletion phenomena in Tuscan

varieties. I refer to Bafile (in press) for a discussion.
9 An anonymous reviewer required that Russo (2021) and Russo and Ulfsbjorninn (2021) should be discussed in the present article.

In fact, those papers address the morphophonological properties of the definite article in dialects of the Neapolitan area, in an

approach with which my proposal shares some theoretical grounds. In their account, the article forms derived from the Latin

ILLE are attributed to a single lexical shape consisting of a bisyllabic CVCV (in line with Faust et al., 2018). In particular, the

forms with a geminate lateral in the prevocalic article have the property of introducing M.SG. mass nouns or F.PL. indefinite

(i.e., collective) nouns (as in Procidano [d"d ‘woJ J@] ‘the oil’ and [d"d Oss@R@] ‘the bones’, with the hardening of the lateral).

Those articles derive from the Latin ILLOC, ILLAEC, with a final consonant that reappears in Italo-Romance forms as an RS

trigger. In their analysis, the prevocalic form which show a geminate lateral before M.SG. and before F.PL. nouns parallels the

preconsonantal forms which cause RS (as in Procidano [r@ k"kes@] ‘the cheese’, [r@ d"det@R5] ‘the fingers’), since the former and the

latter introduce, respectively, mass nouns and indefinite plural nouns. Russo (2021) and Russo and Ulfsbjorninn (2021) provide an

explanation for that parallelism, arguing that the lateral gemination and the RS are markers of the syntactic–semantic properties

‘uncountable’/‘indefinite plural’. As far as the data here considered are concerned, this analysis cannot be applied for empirical

reasons. Russo (2021) and Russo and Ulfsbjorninn (2021) examine data collected in Monte di Procida, Pozzuoli, and the islands

of Procida and Ischia; although all located in the province of Naples, those varieties show data that differ in relevant aspects

from those belonging to Naples and Bacoli which are examined in this paper (even though Bacoli is geographically very close to

the area investigated by Russo and Ulfsbjorninn). Specifically, the data I have used show that: (i) the occurrence of [l]/[ll] is

partly regulated by the stress position, and even if this pattern is not entirely consistent, there is no evidence whatsoever that the

alternation depends on the contrast between countable/mass or definite/indefinite plural; (ii) RS caused by M.SG. mass and PL.F.

articles is absolutely regular; however, the PL.F. article causes RS in all kinds of feminine plural nouns that follow it, with no
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exceptions, i.e., is not limited to the “indefinite” plural. For these basic reasons, the linguistic variety examined in this article does

not fall within the purview of the theorisation proposed by Russo (2021) and Russo and Ulfsbjorninn (2021).
10 Diachronically, we can think that the assimilation of the final nasal of nun in n+R sequences led to lexicalisation of a form /nu/ as

an RS trigger, and therefore to its extension to all preconsonantal contexts. This is suggested by the testimony of Francesco Oliva

(in Malato, 1970, p. 290): "Se al non sieguono l, m, n, r, il non si pronunzia e scrive no’ e le consonanti suddette si raddoppiano

(. . .)" (If non is followed by l, m, n, r, it is not pronounced and is written no’ and the consonants mentioned are geminated).
11 As previously pointed out, the sequence [null] can correspond to either /nunn+L/ or /nu+L/, in the latter case with gemination

due to RS.
12 Apart from articles, the set includes three words with alternating prevocalic and preconsonantal forms: besides the negation nun

and the title don described above, san/sant ‘saint’, e.g., san Carlo/sant Antonio. The preposition in appears in Neapolitan only in

preconsonantal position, in few lexicalised phrases (cf. Bafile, 2003).
13 Studies that have addressed such phenomena of a so-called “stress shift” have often proposed an explanation for the difference

between the languages described above and the languages, including standard Italian, in which the addition of the enclitic string

does not result in a reassignment of the main stress. The most common hypothesis is that in Italian, enclitics are attached within

the phonological phrase, a prosodic domain that is broader than the domain in which the lexical stress is assigned, i.e., the

phonological word, whereas in languages like Neapolitan, enclitics are inserted within a recursive phonological word (see among

others, Bafile, 1994; Monachesi, 1996; Peperkamp, 1997).
14 Russo (2021) attributes the fact that the consonant, rather than the vowel, is subject to lengthening in that context to the effect of a

ranking concerning the Weight Identity constraints, whereby WtIdent(C) >> WtIdent(V).
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