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1 Introduction1

It is a basictenetof generativeapproachesto historicalsyntax
that an adequatetheoryof acquisitionshouldprovidea princi-
pledexplanationto syntacticchange.Becausea child learninga
languagehasno directaccessto his parents’grammar,but only
to the languageusagewhich is the outputof that grammar,the
sourceof a syntacticchangeshouldlie in thetriggerexperience,
andhencebe externalto grammaritself. Sucha view leavesno
roomfor a ‘diachronictheory’ or ‘diachronicprinciples’:what-
everhistoricalchangeis attestedshouldbe dealtwith in terms
of acquisition.On this assumption,languagelearningand his-
torical syntaxbecometwo aspectsof thesamefield of research.
Parametricresettingsassumedto accountfor historical change
must be learnable;therefore,approachesto diachronicchange
should be judged againsttheoriesof acquisition.Conversely,
theoriesof acquisition shouldtakediachronicchangeinto con-
siderationsince the generational consequencesof acquisition
over largetime spanscanonly be observedin the field of his-
torical linguistics.In this article, the consequencesof this view

1 For fruitful discussionandvaluablecommentson earlierversionsof thispaper,I
wish to thankPaolaBenincà,LauraBrugè,AnnaCardinaletti,GiampaoloSalvi,as
well as the audiencesof the Giornata italo-americana di dialettologia, Padova,
June1999,the Grammatik i Fokus colloquium, Lund, February2001, and the
Language Change from a Generative Perspective workshop, Thessaloniki,
February 2002. All remaining errors are entirely my own. The researchwas
funded by Knut och Alice Wallenbergs Stiftelse, Stockholm, Sweden.



will be discussedon the basisof a concreteproblem:the syn-
tactic statusof pronouns,which is seento vary crosslinguisti-
cally and change over time. The problem is the following:

SinceKayne’s (1975) seminalwork personalpronounsare
generally assumedto comein two types:strongandclitic. Later
on,a third kind of pronounhasbeenrecognisedin theliterature:
weakones,introducedin work by Holmberg(1986;1991).In a
more recentstudy, Cardinaletti& Starke (1999) suggestthat
personalpronounsbe universally classified in terms of the
scheme in (1):

(1)

           

Strong Deficient

Weak Clitic

The proposalby Cardinaletti& Starkeis built on two dichoto-
mies: first, a distinction betweenstrong and ‘deficient’ pro-
nouns;second,a further subdivisionof deficientpronounsinto
weak and clitic.

Roberts(1991) holds that there is a universaltendencyfor
pronouns to be diachronically reanalysedin a given order,
namely the one stated in (2):

(2) strong > weak > clitic2 

2 In addition,Robertsassumesdifferent typesof clitic pronouns(following e.g.
Rizzi 1986).Here,I will focuson thetripartition illustratedin (1) andsetasidethe
distinction betweensyntactic and phonological clitichood. WhereasRomance
languagesgenerally have syntactic clitics, phonologicalclitics are attestedin
several Germanic varieties.
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This descriptionappearsto be accuratefor Romance(e.g.Salvi
1996).ILLE (‘he’, ‘that’), for instance,hadstrongpropertiesin
Latin.3 The subjectegli/elli in MediaevalItalian, derivedfrom
ILLE, could be either strong or weak dependingon context.
Mediaevalegli/elli hasbecomee’ in somemodernItalian varie-
ties,whereit is a subjectclitic. Roughlyspeakingthen,thehis-
torical changehasgonefrom strongILLE to clitic e’, through
weak egli.

The historical changeof pronounsfrom weak to clitic is
potentially problematic for a generativetheory of language
change,asnormallyconceived(e.g.Lightfoot 1991;1999).It is
not immediatelyclear what could be a sufficient trigger for a
changeof the kind illustratedin (2). The presentarticle aimsat

For an overview of the literature on deficient pronounsthe reader is
referred to Manzini (1998), van Riemsdijk (1999), Hellan & Platzack (1999).
3 We cansafelyassumethis given that in ClassicalLatin ILLE is a demonstrative,
which eventuallytakeson thefunctionof a personalpronoun.It is highly plausible,
though, that ILLE has partly becomea weak pronounalreadyby the late Latin
period(e.g.Grandgent1914[1907],46; Salvi 1996,forthcoming).Theswitchfrom
strong to clitic in Italian can be illustrated with the following three examples. 
(i) Ed elli a me: «Quanto ragion qui vede,/dir ti poss'io… (Dante Com, B300)

and ‘elli’ to me: «as far as reason can see/ I can tell you = ‘and he (said) to 
me…’

(ii) Egli è ben vero che 'l regno di Cielo sanza queste Virtudi non si può 
conquistare … (Gmbni LbViz, 28)
‘egli’  is true that the reign of heaven without these virtues cannot be won = ‘it
is true…’

In (i) the subject is necessarily a strong pronoun since it appears in isolation. In (ii)
the subjectis an expletive,and hencecannotbe consideredstrong for semantic
reasons.In (iii), the reducedform e’ repeatedin the secondconjunctis an early
attestation of what appears to be a subject clitic in Tuscan:
(iii) … trentadue navi reali, e molte altre d'incarico o egli le prese, o e'le 

sommerse. (Gmbni Stor, 353)
32 royal ships and many others, either ‘egli’ lost them or ‘e’ sank them 
=‘either  he lost them or he sank them’

Subjectclitics like the one in (iii) arenot frequentin Tuscantexts from the first
century.
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analysing this problem and providing a plausible solution for it.
In section 2, I will first look at the syntactic differences between
clitic and weak pronouns. For ease of exposition and reasons of
space, I will restrict my discussion to the issue of object pro-
nouns; subject pronouns are left out of the discussion although
they are essentially like object pronouns with regard to all the
relevant syntactic criteria. In 3, it will be explained in what way
the diachronic empirical generalisation stated in (2) is problem-
atic for generative grammar; then, a solution will be outlined
which in principle can handle this problem. In section 4, I will
give an argument in favour of my approach, based on an actual
case of pronominal change attested in Mediaeval Italian texts:
the development of dative loro in south Tuscan. In 5, finally, I
will argue that language-internal factors, such as economy con-
ditions, are insufficient to account for the diachronic develop-
ment but that an adequate theory of syntactic change ultimately
has to make reference to external triggers.

2 Weak and clitic pronouns
As for object pronouns, the distinction between Germanic and
Romance is clear: by and large, Germanic has weak object
pronouns, Romance has clitic ones. One obvious exception to
this generalisation will be discussed in section 4.

The syntactic criteria usually referred to for distinguishing
between strong and clitic pronouns are well known (Kayne
1975). Weak pronouns and clitics share several of the relevant
properties: in particular, they may not be focused, modified or
conjoined, and they cannot appear in isolation. At the same
time, there are some differences in distribution between weak
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and clitic pronouns, listed below under 2.1-2.5:

2.1. In Romance,clitics are immediatelypre- or postverbal
depending on the form of the verb.Normally (as in Italian and
Spanish),thefinite-nonfinitedistinctionis decisive,in thesense
thatclitics precedethefinite verbandfollow thenonfiniteverb,
like gli ‘to him’, in Modern Italian (3)-(4):4 

(3) Gli darò il libro.

him (I) will give the book

(4) Dandogli il libro …

giving him the book

In English, a weak dative pronounsuch as them in (5)-(6) is
always postverbal:

(5) I gave them the book.

(6) I want to give them the book.

Crucially, the distribution of weak pronounsis not directly
related to verb form.5 

2.2. A clitic may be separatedfrom its hostonly by another
clitic. Dative gli canbe separatedfrom the verb by clitic lo ‘it’
(8), not by an adveb (7):

(7) *Gli forse parlo.

4 The criterion is not alwaysfiniteness:in French,for instance,clitics generally
precedethe verb exceptfor the imperative.Furthermore,in Old Romanceand
ModernPortuguese,the picture is slightly morecomplexbecauseof the general
ban on clitics in sentenceinitial position (Mussafia1983 [1886] for morerecent
references, Salvi 1990; Benincà 1995, among others).
5 In Germanic,on theotherhand,therearecrosslinguisticvariationshavingto do
with the SOV/SVOdistinction(irrelevanthere);in all GermanicSVO languages,
weak pronouns are postverbal, as in English.
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him maybe (I) speak

(8) Glielo do.

him-it (I) give

In Germanic,thereis no generalban on separatingweak pro-
nounsfrom the verb. Thus,a weakdativeobjectmay be sepa-
ratedfrom the finite verb in a Scandinavianlanguagesuchas
Swedish, (9):6  

(9) Jag gav gärna honom boken.

I gave readily him the book

The separatingelementis preferrablyan adverbor negation;it
is impossible,however,to insert the direct object betweenthe
verb and the weak dative.

2.3. Clitic pronounsareknownto appearin clusters,whereas
weakpronounsgenerallydo not. In the Swedishsentence(10),
there are two object pronouns:

(10) Johan ger mig den inte.

John gives me it not ‘John doesn’t give it to me’

The two pronounsare readily separatedby an adverbsuchas
förmodligen ‘probably’:

6 Thereasonfor why themin (5)-(6) needsto be adjacentto theverb hasnothing
to do with thecharacterof thepronounthemitself. Instead,it is dueto thefact that
in Englishtheverbstaysin situ, while elsewherein Germanicthe finite verb of a
mainclauseis raisedto higherpositions.Therequirementon clitic-verbadjacency
in Romanceis totally different in nature.Certain very light adverbs(such as
Frenchbien or Italian pure) may intervene,in particularin written (not modern)
Frenchand Italian (Rohlfs 1968 [1949], § 986; Kayne 1991; Benincà& Cinque
1993,2324-2325).On theotherhand,Rivero(1992,244) showsthat Old Spanish
pronominal objects could be separated from their hostsby XP elements.She
arguesthat such pronounsin Old Spanishwhere phrasal,which in our terms
means that they then had weak properties rather than clitic ones.
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(11) Johan ger mig förmodligen den inte.

John gives me probably it not

Sincetheweakpronounsmig anddenmaybe separatedby full
constituents, they cannot be adjoined to the same head.

2.4. A clitic may not be the object of two coordinated verbs:

(12) *Vorrei comprare_ e leggerlo.

I want to buy _ and read it

This is possible for a weak pronoun:

(13) Jag vill köpa_ och läsa den.

I want to buy _ and read it

Hence,when coordinated,weak pronounsand clitics behave
alike; yet, they differ in their ability to be objects(or subjects)
of coordinated verbs.

2.5. A final, curiousdifferencebetweenweak pronounsand
clitics is that the former generallyhavethe samephonological
form astheir strongcounterparts;that is, weakandstrongpro-
nounsare morphophonologically identical: ME-me,HIM-him,
etc.In contrast,clitic pronounsaregenerallyseento bephonol-
ogically different, reducedor somehow‘smaller’ as compared
to the other forms, as in the Italian paradigmof object pro-
nouns:ME-mi/m’, TE-ti/t’, LUI-lo/l’ , LEI-la/l’ , NOI-ci/c’, VOI-

vi/v’, LORO-li.7 

7 Only clitic pronounsundergoelision when the following word beginswith a
vowel. Note that the strong and the clitic form do not always have the same
historical origin.
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Clitics and weak pronouns may be defined in terms of these five
criteria. Now let us consider these observations within a gen-
erative theory of language change.

3 A problem for the generative view of language change
and a possible solution

On a generative view, historical change should be explained by
a theory of language learning. Typically, a change in grammar
is due to reanalysis by a language learner; reanalysis in turn is
made possible through ambiguity in the input, that is, in the lan-
guage use of a previous generation (Lightfoot 1991; 1999).
Consider the following simple scheme:

1st generation: G1 L1

2nd generation: G2 L2

The first generation has a grammar, G1, which generates an
output in the form of a language, L1. The second generation is
exposed to L1 and defines its grammar, G2, on the basis of this
input. The output of G2, in turn, is a second language, L2.

There is, of course, language change external to gram-
mar; by this, we understand changes in language usage, innova-
tions in lexicon or pronunciation, in principle independent of
grammar. Such variation in L1 does not have to lead to any
reanalysis in the second generation of language learners; if it
does not, the grammar of the second generation may remain
essentially identical to that of their elders. If instead some extra-
grammatical variation of L1 provokes reanalysis in a new gen-
eration, G2 will differ in some significant way from G1.
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The driving force behindparametricresettingandhistorical
change, then, lies in usage. Applying this to the case of a change
in pronominalstatus,in particularthe switch from weakto cli-
tic, theoretically interestingproblemsarisewhich call for expla-
nation. They can be summarised in two major points:

First, the child’s grammar is set on a trigger experience
basedonhis or herparents’output.Thus,althoughG1, theadult
grammar,hasweakpronouns,somethingin the adults’produc-
tions makesit possiblefor their children to reinterpretweak
pronounsasclitic ones.It is not obviousa priori what couldbe
a sufficienttrigger for a syntacticchangeof thatkind. Crucially,
the most evident syntactic restrictions on deficient pronouns
(their inability to be focused,modified, conjoinedor to appear
in isolation)hold for weakandclitic pronounsalike. If a given
pronounis indeedweakin the adult grammar, it may be sepa-
ratedfrom the verb by adverbsas in (9) above,or from other
pronounsas in (11); how, then,can the child reanalysesucha
pronoun as clitic, reaching the conclusion that it has to be
strictly adjacentto the verb and cluster with other pronouns?
Likewise, if the pronounis weak it is possiblefor it to be the
objectof two coordinatedmain verbsasin (13). In orderto re-
analyseit asclitic, however,thechild mustreachtheconclusion
that such a conjunction is impossible.In brief, the historical
switch from weak to clitic must be attributedto somekind of
trigger, and given that negativeevidenceis not availableit is
not obvious what kind of trigger this could be.

The second problem has to do with the fact that the
aforementioned pronominal switch, as we know it from Ro-
mance,is unidirectional andirreversible.Therearestrongpro-
nounswhich over time becomeclitic, but thereis no knownex-
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ampleof a clitic becomingstrong.The historical change,thus,
alwaysgoesin oneandthesamedirection;oncecompleted,it is
not ‘undone’ by somediachronicprocessbringing things back
to the original status.Theuniversalvalidity of this, however,is
a matteropen for discussion.As convincingly arguedby e.g.
Newmeyer (1998, 263-275), there are several cases among natu-
ral languagesof grammaticalisationprocessesbeinginverted.It
would probablybewrong to invokeuniversalpropertiesof lan-
guageor languagechangeto explaintheunidirectionalityin the
caseof changein pronounstatusin Romance.It doesnot seem
promising to look for any principled reasonas to why an ele-
ment with clitic status in G1 could not acquire ‘weak’ or
‘strong’ propertiesin G2. Rather,the reasonfor irreversability
mustlie in the natureof the input, in languageusage,or some-
how be external to syntax.

In the following, I will hypothesise that the key to
understanding lies in what was listed as the fifth difference
betweenclitics and weak pronouns: the changein pronoun
status usually implies that the element whose grammatical
statusis beingaltered,is phoneticallyreduced.This is a rather
well-known correlationfor which therehasbeenno principled
explanation until quite recently. If it is the case that clitic
pronounsare phoneticallyreducedas comparedto weak ones
(whereas,generally speaking,weak and strong pronounsare
morphophonologically identical), this is quite a coincidenceon
a traditional generative view.

Following Cardinaletti& Starke(1999)(henceforthC&S), I
assumethereare more principled reasonsbehindsuchcorrela-
tions betweenphoneticform andsyntacticstatusof a pronoun.
C&S take the view that the DP projectedby the noun is struc-
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turally strictly parallelto theCPprojectedby theverb: the lexi-
cal projection,be it N or V, is immediatelyselectedby a func-
tional categoryIP, in turn a complementof a higher functional
projection � P (also cf. Laka 1990):

(14) [ CLP [ � LP [ILP [ LP ]]]]

In (14), L(exical) can be V or N. Dependingon whetherL is
nominalor verbal,thehighestprojectionof (14) is equivalentto
CPor DP. C&S assumethat thedifferencebetweenpronominal
categoriesis properly explainedas a differencein structure:a
strong pronounis like a referentialDP, and thus has the full
structureillustratedin (15); a weak pronounlacks the highest
level, the Determiner(16); the clitic pronoun,finally, compre-
hends merely the lowest projection (17):

(15) Strong pronoun (=DP): [ CLP [ � LP [ILP [ LP ]]]]

(16) Weak pronoun: [ � LP [ILP [ LP ]]]

(17) Clitic pronoun: [ILP [ LP ]]

The crucial difference betweenweak and clitic pronounsis
structuraland consistsof the presencevs absenceof � P. C&S
assumethat � P hasto do with ‘prosody-relatedfeatures’of the
lexical categoryamongotherthings,andthatclitic pronounsare
phoneticallyreducedbecauseof the lack of this pieceof struc-
ture: crucially, clitics are ‘smaller’ becausethereis lessstruc-
ture to be spelled out.

From a learnability viewpoint, this analysismust be highly
advantageous.The phonological make-up of a pronoun be-
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comes a decisive trigger: if the child is exposed to pronominal
forms of various lengths, say (in a given variety of Romance)
ella along with la in the same grammatical function, then the
child has positive evidence for the assumption that la is a clitic.
Therefore, phonetic reduction of the pronoun would by itself
suffice as an explanation for why the language learner reanaly-
ses weak pronouns as clitics. The differences stated in 2.1.-2.4.
will follow. At the same time, alternation between two forms
(input ambiguous between ella and la in our example) will not
necessarily lead the child to this kind of conclusion. Whether re-
analysis actually takes place is likely to depend on frequency in
the input; if the evidence for la is solid enough, the conclusion
may be reached and the switch from weak to clitic will take
place. If occurrences of la are sporadic, a syntactic reanalysis
does not need to take place.

The driving force behind the historical reduction of pro-
nouns, then, lies in phonology: general phonological processes
such as truncation may account for why a weak pronoun in a
given grammar may be reanalysed as clitic in the grammar of a
subsequent generation. Thus, a plausible answer has been given
to the problem of unidirectionality. Whereas language use pro-
vides a natural (and fairly frequent) trigger that may induce
reanalysis of weak pronouns, turning them into clitics, it will be
more difficult to find a cue for the opposite conclusion: only
processes of, say, phonological lengthening or doubling would
make the language learner reanalyse a clitic as a weak pronoun.
Such evidence could exist in principle, but the development
from Latin to Mediaeval Romance happens to be characterised
by a massive loss of phonetic material in final positions. Dia-
chronic development, then, will be irreversible not because the
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 syntactic change itself is so in principle, but because the kind of
trigger that governs the process is mostly of one kind.8 

Wehavethusarrivedat anexplanationof changein pronoun
statuswhich gives a theoreticallysatisfyingansweras to how
theswitchfrom weakto clitic comesabout.Are thereanydeci-
siveempirical argumentsin favourof thisview?Oneproblemis
that the crucial switch from weak to clitic is beyond reach:
generallyspeaking,it took placeat somepoint betweenClassi-
cal Latin andMediaevalRomance,a periodwithout textsto be
investigated.

In the history of Italian, though,there is one candidatefor
such a study, namely dative loro ‘to-them’, which during the
13thand14thcenturiesunderwentchangesthatcorroborateour
hypothesisin an interestingway. Section4 will bededicatedto
this particular case of change in pronoun status.

4 Dative loro in Old Tuscan
It hasbeenshownthat dative loro hasthe propertiesof a weak
pronoun in Modern Italian (Cardinaletti1991; also, Calabrese
1988).For instance,like a weakpronounin English,dativeloro
8 Newmeyermakesa similar point whenhe discussesthe diachronictendencyto
affixation in termsof lesseffort: «Lesseffort is requiredon thepartof thespeaker
to producean affix than a full form. Add the element of frequency-caused
predictabilityto theextremeamountof redundancyin grammaticalcodings,andit
is not difficult to seewhy the quick-and-easyoption of affixation is frequently
chosen.Other downgradingscan readily be interpretedas least-efforteffects as
well. Functional categories require less coding material - and hence less
productioneffort - than lexical categories.» (Newmeyer1998, 276) What I am
arguingfor hereis different in principle from Newmeyer’sway of reasoning.It
must be pointedout that even if lesseffort would favour a smallerpronominal
form over a bigger one, the systematicsyntactic differencesholding between
clitics and weak pronounswould not follow automaticallyif there is not some
kind of principledlink betweenthe lengthof the pronounand its syntacticstatus.
As for the idea of economy driven language change, see section 5.
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obligatorily appearsafter theverb,beit finite asin (18) or non-
finite as in (19):

(18) Darò loro il libro.

(I) will give (to-)them the book

(19) Dando loro il libro, …

giving (to-)them the book

(20) *Loro darò il libro.

(to-)them (I) will give the book

(21) *Loro dando il libro, …

(to-)them giving the book

However,this weakdativeuseof loro is ratherarchaicin mod-
ern language,or quite limited to the written register.It is remi-
niscentof 13th and 14th century Italian, where loro has un-
doubtedlyweak propertiesand is used in quite a productive
fashion. The following examples (22)-(27) are Old Florentine:9

(22) Lo 'mperadore diede loro risposta e disse: … 

the emperor gave them answer and said … (An Novl, 122)

In (22), the dative immediatelyfollows the finite verb. How-
ever, the pronounmay actually be separatedfrom the verb by
adverbial elements, as can be seen in (23) and (24):

(23) … e dirai così loro: ch'elle non consentano a neuno, … 

and (you) will say so them: that they do not permit anyone

… (An Novl, 211)

9 The examples from Old Italian are taken from the TLIO (Tesoro della Lingua
Italiana delle Origini) searched via Italnet.
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(24) … cominciossi monna Agnesina alle più sfacciate, e
domandò prima loro
beganAgnesinain an impertinent way, and askedfirst

them.                                                            (An Novl, 249)

Likewise,dativeloro doesnot form a clustertogetherwith clitic
pronouns such as la and il  in (25)-(27):

(25) E com' elli aveaaquistatala Sardingnaa'Pisani,così lla
rubellò loro,

andashehadconqueredSardiniafor thePisani,so it (he)

stole them…          (An CrFior, 149)

(26) E quelli il raccontò loro a motto a motto

and he it told them word by word. (An Novl, 140)

(27) La giovane tra con parole e con atti il mostrò loro;

the young woman with words and with gestures it showed

them.           (Bocc Dec, 254)

Note that in the 13th centurywhen Italian becomesa written
language, practically all other object pronouns are clitic.10 

In someOld Italiancentralvarieties,aboveall in thetownof
Siena,a pronominalform lo’ emerged,apparentlya truncated
form of loro:

(28) Allora lo’  donò una pietra di grossezza d'una nocella, …

‘then them (he) gave a stone big as a hazel-nut’ 

(An FatCes, Page 118) 1291-1300

10 Apart from loro, dativelui ‘to him’ maintainssomeweakpropertiesin thetexts
from the13th century.Dative lui, however,is muchlessfrequentin this useand
does not survive in the modern literary language.
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The diachronicprocessthat changesa pronounfrom weak to
clitic may be studiedfor exactly this case.Dative ‘lo is essen-
tially the only Italian objectpronounwhich turnedinto a clitic
during a relatively late period. Unlike the others,its develop-
ment is thus late enough to be traced in written texts.

In the following, it will be argued(a) that the form lo’ in
14th centurySenesewas a clitic, andnot a weak pronoun,(b)
that lo’ at an initial stage,correspondingroughly to the 13th
century,was in a rather free variation with loro. Sections4.1
and 4.2 are dedicatedto theseissues.The implicationsof this
will be discussed under 5.11 12 

4.1. Evidence for the clitic status of lo’  in the 14th century
Senese

4.1.1. The first argumentin favour of a clitic analysisof lo’

comesfrom word order.The pronounlo’ typically appearsbe-
fore the finite verb:

(29) Spesse volte l'aspra tempesta del mare lo’  diede impedi-
mento, 

many times the hard tempest on the sea them gave hin-

drance                        (CmpMUg EnVirvol, 40; a 1340)

11 The data are the resultsof an electronicsearch,basedon the corpusof the
Operadel VocabolarioItaliano (OVI). Lo’ occurs716timesin 59 prosetexts,and
to theseanother49 casescanbe addedfrom 12 poetrytexts.In sum,the material
consists of 765 occurrences of lo’  in a total of 71 texts.
12 The truncationof loro to lo’ hasbeennotedanddiscussedby severalscholars,
going backto Salvioni(1899,196);Castellani(1952,44; 1956,29-30;2000,350,
357-358,362); Rohlfs (1968 [1949], §§ 463-464);Della Valle (1982,224-225);
Aurigemma (1988, 97); Renzi (1998, 23).
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(30) ... el priore lo’  faccia pagare per uno, secondo la sua
disc[r]etione 

and the prior them made pay for each, according to his

judgment       (StCapComSD, 150; 1341-1348)

(31) Però che senza spirituale intenzione nulla lo’  varrebbe.

becausewithout the intention of the spirit nothing them
(it) would be worth      (CatSie LbDD, 348; 1378)

(32) ... unde egli non vuole che lo’  sia impedito questo lume …

therefore he does not want that them is blocked this light 

(CatSie LbDD, 375; 1378)

When the predicateis an infinitive (33)-(34), a pastparticiple
(35)-(36), an imperative(37)-(38), or a gerund(39)-(40), the
verb is followed by lo’ :

(33) … et dar lo’  quella parte di quello che dinuntiaranno
ch'esso credarà convenirsi… 

and give them the share of what they claim that he finds

suitable                                        (StArSp1, 29; 1357-1372)

(34) …e tosto andossen, senza far lo’  motto, … 

and soon he went away without making them a word

 (NrPgl LegSG, 132; 1351-1400)

(35) et fatto lo’  l'embasciate vostre, (…) ci risposero e conse-
gliaro.

and made-them your embassies they answered us and

gave us advice          (DocLetAmb, Page 152; 1367)

(36) Perché la clemenzia mia dello Spirito santo, (…) dato lo’
da me per la mia bontá, … 

because my mercy of the Holy Gost, given-them by me for

my goodness        (CatSie LbDD, Page 323; 1378)
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(37) … e dì lo’  che tengano più caro Cristo, …

and say them that they hold Christ more dear

(GvnCmpl Let, Page 194; 1367)

(38) Dona lo’ dunque il pane della vita, …

give them thus the bread of life  

 (CatSie LbDD, Page 300; 1378)

(39)  e sempre avendo lo’  compassione, e pregare Dio per
loro…

and always having them compassion, and pray God for

them     (GvnCmpl Let, 249; 1367)

(40) … per confortare il popolo con le profezie, dando lo’
speranza che la mia Veritá, …

in order to comfort the people with prophecies giving

them hope that my Truth …     (CatSie LbDD, 309; 1378)

Thus,lo’ hadthedistributionof a clitic pronoun:in Old Senese,
the placementof lo’ is perfectlyanalogouswith that of a clitic
such as gli ‘to-him’ in Modern Italian.

Exceptionsto this generalisationappearin a systematicfash-
ion, andturn out to corroboratethehypothesis.They areof the
kind illustrated in (41) and (42):

(41) E'Fiorentini furo sconfitti alla porta a Chamolia(…) e fu
lo’  tolta Martinella.

andtheFlorentinesweredefeatedat thegateof Chamolia

and was them taken Martinella     (An CrSen02, 49; 1362)

(42) Iddio lo’ dia più conoscimentochenon ànno;ò lo’scritto,
non so se mi scrivaranno.

God themgivesmoreknowledgethan theyhave;(I) have

them written, I do not know if they will write to me

 (GvnCmpl Let, 163; 1367)
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Thesecasesmay be subsumedundera well-known generalisa-
tion (Mussafia1983 [1886]), accordingto which a clitic pro-
nouncannotintroducea mainclause.In this regard,lo’ behaves
like a clitic pronoun as well.

4.1.2. The distribution of lo’ in relation to negationnon is of
courseof interest.Clitic objectpronounsin Modern Italian are
placed between the negation and the verb. The negation in
Italian is itself a clitic element(Belletti 1990, amongothers),
andin thenormalcaseat least,a clitic canbeseparatedfrom its
host only by another clitic (cf (7)-(8) above):

(43) *Non forse leggo.

not maybe (I) read

(44) Non lo leggo.

not it-(I)-read

In a negated sentence, the only position where we find preverbal
lo’  in Old Senese is between the negation and the verb:

(45) … se voi in prima no lo’  deste quello che dimandaro.

if you first not them give what they ask      

 (GucSan LetGoS, 76)

(46) … mandonopiù e più volte enbasciateal papaemai no lo’
volse dare udienza. 

(they) sentmany timesembassiesto the popeand never

(he) not them wanted to give audience   

 (An CrSen02, 70)
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(47) … uno odor lieve/escìasì grande,c'a que', di que'siti,/a
sostener non lo’  pareva grieve, …

a scent/cameout so big that for them,in thoseplaces/to

endure not them seemed difficult    (NrPgl LegSG, 187)

(48) … non lo’  venne mai meno la sustanzia temporale …

not them lacked ever the temporal substance

(CatSie LbDD, 373)

This circumstance, too, is a clear indication of the clitic status of
lo’  in Old Senese.

4.1.3. The third argumenthasto do with thedistributionof lo’

in relation to otherclitics. Unlike loro in Old Florentine,lo’ in
Old Seneseformed clusterswith other pronominal elements.
The sequence‘to-them - it’ (dative-accusative)is generally
realised as lo’ ‘l , witness (49)-(52):

(49)… e conoscho che mala volontà che ànno verso di me lo’ ... 
lo fa fare.

and I know that bad feelings that they have towards me

them it make do ‘… make them do it’ 

(GonSan LetGoS, 91; first half of 14th century)

(50) … e'Parmigiani lo’  ’l  fecero sapere el dì che volevano
assaltare al chanpo … 

the Parmigiani them it let know the day when they wanted

to assault the camp          (An CrSen02, 53; 1362)

(51) E ‘l filosafo savio disse a quelli/che volentier sì lo’  ’l  vorrà
insegnare;

the wise philosopher told them that willingly them it (he)

would like to teach        (NrPgl LegSG, 21; 1351-1400)
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(52) Sai chi lo’  ’l dimostra che l'amore loro è imperfetto?

do you know who them it shows that their love is imperfect

          (CatSie LbDD, 110; 1378)

In all of (49)-(52), we have the order dative-accusative, which is
the normal patternin modernItalian. Other clustersfound are
me + lo’ , (53), ci + lo’ , (54), partitive/genitivene + lo’ , (55)-
(56):

(53) Cristo mai non me lo’  parta dall'anima. 

Christ never not me them take away from the soul ‘May
Christ never make them forget me’  (GvnCmpl Let, 105)

(54) Faccianci lo’  dinanzi voluntarosamente all' onda, …

Let (us) makeus them in front of bravelyon the wave,…

‘Let us block their way…’    (CmpMUg EnVirvol, 330)

(55) anzi che Dio ne lo’  renda guidardone e ch'elli li sentenzi.

that God for-this them gives reward and that he judges

them

‘that God rewards them for this… ’   (An CoMoAnSZ, 64)

(56) … standonella carceredel corpo, ne lo’ pare esseredi
fuore 

stayingin the prison of the body, ‘ne’ them (it) seemsto

be out

‘… it seems to them to be outside of it’ 

(CatSie LbDD, 336)

The relative ordering of elementswithin theseclustersshows
basicallyno variation; thus,dative lo’ precedesthe accusative
lo asin (49)-(52),mi andci precedelo’ , asin (53)-(54),andthe
cluster ne lo’ invariably appearsin that order, as one would
expectif theseare indeedclitic clusters.As for si, thereis at
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leasta tendencyfor lo’ to precedeimpersonalsi, asin (57)-(58),
but to follow reflexive si, as in (59)-(60):

(57) Che ciascuno frate d'andare a servire a li infermi, al suono
de la campanella, quando lo’  se porta mangiare.

That each friar should go and serve the invalids, at the

sound of the bell, when them ‘se’ brings to eat

‘when food should be brought to them’   (StVolSpSMV, 7)

(58)… e se ce fossero sacerdoti o vero cavaliere e giudice sì lo’
se degga fare onore.

and if there were priests or real knights and judges then

them ‘se’ should make honour

‘one must honour them’ (StCostDis, 12)

(59) … Simone nostro chapitano se lo’  fece inchontra e favellò
chol chapitano di questa giente …

Simone our captain ‘se’ them made forward and spoke

with the captain of that people

‘… went up to them…’       (An CrSen02, 132)

(60) … e quando da loro ci partimmo parve che 'l cuore se lo’
schiantasse …

and when from them we departed it seemed as if the heart

‘se’ them broke

‘as if their heart broke’      (GvnCmpl Let, 66)

Although exceptionsare found, these data suggestthat the
orderingslo’ si andselo’ dependedon different functionsof si,
andthe predominantorderingappearsto havebeenreflexive si

> dative lo’ > impersonalsi. This kind of distinction, too, is
quite a well-known patternof modernItalian, wherewe have
the ordering reflexive si > accusative lo > impersonal si.
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4.1.4. In poeticcontextswe find evidenceof aslightly different
sort.Fromrhymepatternswe maydeducehow theunit verb-lo’

was actually pronounced.Note that in (61), the infinitive +
dative lo’  rhymes with the infinitive + accusative lo:

(61) … c'umana mente non potrie soffrirlo:
that a human mind cannot suffer it
ciascuna è lieta, quanto esser più ponne,
everyone is happy as can be
del ben che Iesù fe'di sé sentir lo’ ;
for the good that Jesus made feel them (NcCic Risur, 420)

Judging from the rhyme, the two forms ought to have been
homophonous. Consider also (62):

(62) Iesù Assèr e 'suo chiamò e fa lo’onore, 
Jesus called Asser and his and makes them honour

e passaron con lieto ballo.

and they passed with a merry dance      (NcCic Risur, 394)

In this case,fa lo’ ‘makesto-them’ with enclitic dativerhymes
with the nounballo ‘dance’,a fact which suggeststhat fa lo’ in
Old Seneseis pronouncedmore or less like fallo! ‘do it!’ in
Modern Italian.

On the basisof the argumentslisted in 4.1.1-4.1.4, I con-
clude that lo’ in 14th century Seneseis a lexicalised dative
clitic; in other words just like gli ‘to-him’ in modern Italian.

4.2. Alternation between loro and lo’

What needsto be investigatedis how this lexicalised form
emerges,alternatesand competeswith the form loro for the
samegrammaticalfunction.Two casesmustbe considered:the
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useof loro asa dative,andthe useof lo’ in grammaticalfunc-
tions other than the dative.

4.2.1. Already in the earliestperiodof written Senese,i.e. the
late 13th century, lo’ is usedas a dative pronounalong with
loro. Hence,thereis competitionbetweenthe two forms for the
samegrammaticalfunction.Whenstudyingthis alternationover
one century,a neat picture emerges:diagramI gives percent-
ages of the two forms for a number of texts, indicated as A-G:13 

Diagram I: frequencyof loro and lo’ in dative contextsin Senese

texts, 1277-1362

100

90
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70
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lo'

A B C D E F G

13 In the first decades,thesetextsaretoo short to give any reliable indicationof
the usage. A consistsof four smaller texts, covering a period of thirty years,
namely DocLbEnUs (1277-1282), DocCtDivCBU (1281-1282), StCoMoArd
(1280-1297),An TratVirM (1291-1310);text B is Egidio Romano(1288);text C
is An FatCes(1291-1300);text D StUnArtSie(1298);E An ChioSel(1321-1337);
F CmpMUg EnVirvol (a. 1340);G An CrSen02(1362).The readeris referredto
the bibliography of ancient texts.
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At the beginning, loro and lo’ seemto be in free variation,
thoughin B (1288)andC (1291-1300)loro prevailsover lo’ . C
and D are practically contemporary,but in D (1298) there
appearsto be a drastic change.In the 14th century, from E
(1321-1337)to G (1362),the grammarsettlesfor lo’ asa clitic
dative, and as a consequence weak dative loro disappears.

4.2.2. There are some few examplesof lo’ in grammatical
functionsother than the dative; lo’ is attestedas a possessive
pronoun (63)-(65), and as a prepositionalcomplement(66)-
(67):

(63) …  et li altri due rimangano et stieno sopra lo lo’  officio
fare.

and the other two remain and stay upon their work make

‘and continue to do their work’    

(Gang CstCmSn, A439; 1309-10)

(64) De la eleczione de'rectori e del lo’  officio.

About the election of the rectors and about their office

 (65)… e ch'e'rectori e kamarlengo vechi siano tenuti e
debbiano, compito loro officio, di dare e

and the old rectors and chamberlains are obliged, ended

their office, to give and

d'arasegnare a'rectori e al camarlengo nuovi tucta la
pecunia la quale per lo lore officio fusse remasa

assign to the new rectors and chamberlains all the money

which because of their office was left

per la decta Università e per cagione del lo’  officio infra
VIIJ dì.

for the mentioned university and because of their office

within eight days           (StUniArC, 285; 1329)
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(66) … et siccome per lo’  diffinito sarà, cosie si mandi a

essecutione.

and as by them decided it will be, thus it will be carried

out         (StAMerSen, 122; 1343)

(67) … ssi richiamasse d'essi banchieri overo d'alcuno di lo’  …
… they called for these bankers or anyone of them … 

(StAMerSen, 182;1343)

Possessivelo’ is essentiallylimited to a fixed expression,lo’

ufficio ‘their office’, used in administrativedocuments;also
notethatin (65), lo’ ufficio alternateswith loro officio. (66)-(67)
are the only two examplesof lo’ governedby a preposition.
Moreover, all these cases are from texts from the first part of the
14th century;they are not attestedin the later texts.This fact
supportstheassumptionthat therewasa periodof a ratherfree
variationbetweenloro andlo’ , thoughfurtherbackin time than
we can follow in the Senese texts.

At this point, it is interestingto comparethe Senesedata
with someothervarietiesof Italian in which lo’ is sporadically
attested.In the Florentine texts, we have a total of eight
examplesof lo’ out of which five are dative and three are
prepositionalcomplements.FromwesternTuscanyandLiguria,
we haveonly two occurrencesof lo’ , onebeinga prepositional
complementand the other a possessivepronoun. The only
examplefrom the Venetian area is a dative. Thus, in other
dialectalareas,reductionof loro to lo’ is extremelyrare,consid-
ering that the period of time covers more than one century.
Furthermore, it appears to be random, in the sense that
truncation may apply in virtually any context: possessive,
dative, or prepositional.In sum, the form lo’ in Old Italian
dialectsother than Seneseis infrequentand not linked to any
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particulargrammaticalfunction.With this in mind,wenow turn
to our final observations considering language change.

5 The Reasons for Language Change
5.1. Thecaseof pronominalchangefrom weakto clitic gives
support to a widespread assumption concerning language
change,advocated within the generativeframework by e.g.
Lightfoot (1999), i.e. that its causesare external and not
internal. It is in fact easyto indicatepossibleexternaltriggers
for thekind of changeobserved.In a numberof Italian varieties
in modernaswell asancienttimes,truncationis a well-known
phenomenon.Limitations of spacepreventus from going into
too much detail, but some striking facts ought to be mentioned.

In mediaeval usage, truncation of certain verbal forms
appearsto havebeenfairly frequent.In theSenesetexts,a form
suchasfe’ is ambiguousbetweenfede‘faith’ and fece‘he did’;
vo’, which in regional style usually appears as a reduced form of
vado ‘I go’, could alsohavethe meaningof voglio ‘I want’ in
Siena.As for the work of St. Catherine,Aurigemma(1988)
mentionsthe fact that the 1stpersonsingularof theverbessere

‘to be’ is frequentlytruncatedto so’ insteadof sono, which is
typical of Florentine and hence for the standardusage in
Modern Italian. 

A generaltendencyof writers and copyists to adapt their
local tongueto regionalTuscanmaysometimeshavecausedthe
elimination of these dialectal features in the manuscripts.
However, in a 16th-centurySenesenovelistic text, which to
someextent simulatesspokenlanguage,a certain number of
truncatedforms are found which set this variety apart from
Florentine.Thus,we havefrequenttruncationof adjectivessuch

53



as simi’ for simile ‘similar’ and piacevo’ for piacevole

‘pleasant’,nounslike mari’ for mariti ‘husbands’,aswell asthe
interrogative co’ for come ‘how’.14 These truncated forms
normallyhaveno syntacticeffectat all: theydo not resultin any
kind of languagechange.By chance,however,truncationof the
pronominalform lo(ro) had a syntacticconsequence;at some
point of developmentit becamefrequentenoughto trigger a
syntactic ‘reanalysis’ with the consequencethat a clitic form
emerged and replaced the old weak one.

This view of historical changeas being slightly accidental
contrastswith the idea that languagemay changefor internal
reasons. Now the concept of ‘internal reasons’ in this
connectioncouldbe interpretedin two ways:eitherwe actually
assumesomekind of diachroniceconomyconditionsto explain
the data, or we assumethat the change is attributable to
economyprinciplesguiding acquisition,a claim which would
need to be independentlymotivated with data from child
language.The secondof theseintuitions might be viable in a
generativeframework,dependingon how it is carriedout. The
first oneshouldbe rejected.In the following two paragraphsI
will consider them in turn.

5.2. The problemsfor a ‘Diachronic Economyapproach’are
numerous(for a generaldiscussion,seeLightfoot 1991;1999).
First and foremost,the claim that diachronicchangegenerally
leadstowardsmore economicalgrammarsis dubiousin itself.
Second,if any principle of economyis diachronic,we havea
14 The examplesare from Pietro Fortini, Le giornate delle novelledei novizi. A
curadi AdrianaMauriello,Salerno,Rome1988.Thenumerouscasesof truncation
are mostly found in dialoguesand not in the narrative text, a fact of some
significance,given that novel writers of that time were quite sensitiveto the
characteristics of spoken style, which they deliberately imitated in their writings.
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seriousproblemexplaining why the principle in questiononly
entersinto play in certain momentsof history and in certain
languages.Germanic weak pronouns have mostly resisted
diachronicreanalysis,remainingweakfor the entireperiodthat
can be followed in written sources.It is not clear why a
principle of economywould remaindiachronicallyinoperative
for centuries.Third, aneconomyprinciple fails to shedlight on
the more fine-graineddialectalvariation which is relevantfor
the present case: it is far from obvious why diachronic
reanalysisof loro would takeplacein Sienaandnot in Florence
or any other dialectal area of Italian, if it were causedby a
universalprincipleof economy,especially sinceall otherobject
pronounsin Florentineaswell asSenesewereclitics duringthe
relevant period of time.

5.3. The ideato look for thereasonsfor diachronicchangein
some kind of economy conditions on acquisition is more
interestinganddeservesmoreattention.It hasbeenfrequently
suggestedthatchildrenacquiringtheir L1 areguidedby original
hypothesesof economy,e.g. Platzack’sInitial Hypothesisof
Syntax(1994,64), or Rizzi’s Principleof StructuralEconomy
(1998,33). Cardinaletti& Starke’sMinimise Structure(1999)
could also be advancedas an acquisitionalstrategy,although
this is not explicitly claimedby the authors.Theseapproaches
arecompatiblewith the observationthat childrenacquiringthe
pronominalsystemsof Romanceeasilyidentify clitichood:both
deficientobjects(generallyin Romance)anddeficientsubjects
(in French) display clitic properties from the moment they
appearin child language,andaretreatedin a targetlikefashion
(Meisel 1990; Kaiser 1994; Cardinaletti & Starke 2000). Of
particularinterestis the somewhat ambiguousstatusof French
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deficient subjects: in standard grammar these are usually
ascribedsomeweakproperties.However,it hasbeenobserved
that childrenfrom the outsetgenerallytreat themasclitics; for
instance,in early child languagethere is a strongtendencyto
doubleDP subjectswith a deficientpronoun,a propertywhich
is subsequently‘corrected’ by the children,but only at a later
stage of acquisition (e. g. Jisa 2000).

Furthermore,Granfeldt & Schlyter (in press)attest some
tendencyamongSwedishmonolingualchildrento treatSwedish
deficient pronounsas clitics at an early stage,hence,in a non
targetlikefashion.Thetendencyis observedto hold for subjects
and, according to the authors, needs to be further corroborated.

If the researchin the field is on the right track, it has
interestingimplications for the issueat hand: theremay be a
generaltendencyin child languageto prefer clitics over weak
pronouns,regardlessof whetherpronounsin thetargetlanguage
are weak or clitic. If this is true, weak pronounswould be in
dangerof beingreanalysedasclitics for eachnewgenerationof
learners.In fact, if deficient pronounsin child languageare
clitics by default(by virtue of someprinciplesuchasMinimise
Structure),thenchildrenwill reachtheconclusionthatpronouns
areweakonly if thereis positiveevidenceavailablein favourof
sucha conclusion.But again,the positiveevidencein question
will haveto be of a phonologicalkind: the phonologicalmake-
up of pronominalforms is likely to be the only featureevident
enoughto offer a substantialtrigger. Therefore,a discussion
alongtheselinesstill endsup with thesamekind of conclusion,
namely that the decisive factor behind the acquisition of
pronominalsystemsandtherelevantdiachronicchanges,lies in
the input. Also, recall that there is no actual ground for the
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claim that weak pronominal systems should be diachronically
unstable, as we have already said.

5.4. In sum, in a theory which looks for the reasons behind
syntactic change in language-internal economy conditions,
language change is law-bound, driven almost by necessity. A
theory which ascribes the change exclusively to usage is more
likely to capture what we actually observe, namely that change
happens in a non-predictable, rather accidental fashion. It may
very well be that some of the truncation processes we
mentioned above were more frequent in the Senese area than in
the nearby area of Florentine. For present purposes, this can
remain an open question. The crucial point is that truncation is
not a phenomenon unique for Senese: it is attested extensively
among Italian dialects, but only in Senese it ended up having
the syntactic consequences it did. An explanation in terms of an
external trigger, basically of a phonological or morphological
kind, which may provoke a change of syntax but does not have
to, seems to be superior to a theory-internal alternative.

6 Conclusions
The diachronic reanalysis which changes weak pronouns into
clitics may find a natural explanation within a generative
approach to language change, if it is assumed that the trigger for
such a change lies in phonology. For such an explanation to
work, it is necessary to assume a tight link between the
phonological make-up of pronouns and their syntactic status,
along the lines of Cardinaletti & Starke (1999). The case of
dative object loro of the Old Italian variety of Siena supports
this view. At the same time, it casts doubts on a possible
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alternativebasedon language-internalfactors for the change,
suchasdiachroniceconomyconditions.Arguably,an approach
in termsof externaltriggering is theoreticallyand empirically
preferable.Whatever role L1 learning strategiesplay in the
diachronic change remains an open question.
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