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Realization and deletion of subject clitics in Friulian. Does syncretism matter? 
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Syncretism (or homophony) is usually defined as a lacking one-to-one-correspondence of a word 
form and its morphosyntactic function, or, spelling it differently: one phonetic form is shared by 
at least two cells in the paradigm (cf. Spencer 1991, Trask 1997). Syncretism is neither unusual 
in the languages of the world, nor poses it serious problems to most of them (cf. Baerman, 
Brown and Corbett 2005). Nonetheless, it seems, that some languages exhibit strategies to avoid 
homophony, as the analysis in Baerman (2009) clearly shows, i.e. with respect to Tamashek. In 
Romance languages, homophony avoidance plays a marginal role. E.g. the syncretic Italian 
subjunctive is disambiguated by using the pronoun of 2SG although Italian represents a null-
subject language (1a, b) (cf. Cordin & Calabrese 2001). Syncretism between 1SG and 3SG is 
tolerated, instead (1a).  
 
(1a) PRES.SUBJ: Ø possa (1SG) / tu possa (2SG) / Ø possa (3SG) 
(1b) IMPERF.SUBJ: Ø potessi (1SG) / tu potessi (2SG) 
 
However, Northern Italian dialects exhibit a double series of subject pronouns consisting of free 
pronouns and clitics (i.a. Renzi & Vanelli, 1983, Manzini & Savoia 2005). The subject clitics 
(SCL) are often interpreted as agreement morphemes and therefore as belonging to the verb 
(Haiman 1991). The following example is taken from Friulian (i.a. Marchetti 1952, Gregor 1975, 
Frau 1984, Vicario 2005), a language attributed also to Rhaeto-Romance (cf. Gartner 1883, 
Haiman & Benincà 1991).  
 
(2) (Jo)         o             feveli (Marchetti 1952: 222)         
 PRO.1SG   SCL.1SG speak-1SG PRES.IND 
 ‘I speak’   
 
It is well-known with respect to Friulian, that preverbal SCL beside 2SG are deleted in certain 
environments, e.g. with the negation particle no (3a, 3b) and before object clitics (4a, 4b) (i.a. 
Marchetti 1952, Gregor 1975, Haiman & Benincà 1992). 
 
(3a) (tu)  no   tu            sâs  (Marchetti 1952: 222) 
 you  NEG SCL.2SG  know-2SG PRES.IND 
 ‘You don’t know’ 
(3b) Ane       no   Ø                lè      su (Bibie, 1 Samuel 1, 22)    
 Hannah NEG SCL.3F.SG  went  up 
 ‘Hannah did not go up’   
 
(4a) (tu)   tu            mi          dìsis  (Marchetti 1952: 214) 
 you   SCL.2SG  OCL.DAT tell-2SG PRES.IND 
 ‘You tell me’ 
(4b) il    signor Ø               j             veve  sierât   il    grim  (Bibie, 1 Samuel 1, 5) 
 the lord      SCL 3M.SG OCL.DAT had   closed  the womb 
 ‘The Lord had closed her womb’   
 
The conditions for preverbal SCL-deletion in the main varieties of Friulian (Carnic, Western 
Friulian, Central-Southern Friulian) have not been studied in detail until now. I will show, that 
syncretism avoidance plays a crucial role with respect to SCL-deletion. On the one hand, 
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syncretism occurs with respect to all moods and tenses beside the first conjugational class of the 
present tense (the overview in (5) shows the occurrence of syncretism in Central-Southern 
Friulian). 
 
(5)  1SG/3SG: PRES.IND (2nd, 3rd, 4th class), COND, PRES.SUBJ, IMPERF.SUBJ 
 2SG/2PL: IMPERF.IND, PERF.IND, COND, IMPERF.SUBJ 
 1PL/3PL: IMPERF.IND, PERF.IND, COND, IMPERF.SUBJ, FUTURE (4th class) 
 
On the other hand, the SCL of 1SG, 1PL and 2PL are also syncretic (Carnic: i; Western and 
Central-Southern Friulian: o). The neutralization of whole SCL-V-sequences is not obeservable. I 
therefore assume, that SCL in Friulian display the function of disambiguating syncretic verb 
forms. Against this backdrop, the deletion of preverbal SCL mentioned above, represents a 
paradox at first glance. It will be shown, that the following conflicting constraints determine 
subject clitic deletion. The framework I will use is that of optimality theory (McCarthy & Prince 
1993): 
 
(6) *VV >> IDENT-IO(NEG) >> ANTI-IDENT(SCL=V) >> LINEARITY-IO(SCL=V) >> MAX(SCL) 
 
Additionally, my findings will be compared to other Romance languages as Swiss Romansh and 
Dolomitic Ladin. 
 
References 
Baerman, M. (2009): Defectiveness and homophony avoidance. Unpublished manuscript. 

University of Surrey. 
Baerman, M., Brown, D. & Corbett, G. (2005): The syntax-morphology interface. Cambridge: 

CUP.  
Bibie = Battisti, A., Vitale Bommarco, A. & Corrà, S. (a cura di, 1999): La Bibie. Udin: Istitût Pio  

Paschini pe Storie de Glesie in Friûl. 
Cordin, P. & Calabrese, A. (2001): I pronomi personali, in: Renzi, L., Salvi, G. & Cardinaletti, 

A. (a cura di): Grande grammatica italiana di consultazione. I. La frase. I sintagmi 
nominale e preposizionale. Bologna: Il Mulino. 549-617. 

Frau, G. (1984): Friuli. Pisa: Pacini. 
Gartner, T. (1883): Raetoromanische Grammatik. Heilbronn: Henninger. 
Gregor, D. B. (1975): Friulan: language and literature. New York, Cambridge: Oleander Press. 
Haiman, J. (1991): From V/2 to Subject Clitics: Evidence from Northern Italian, in: Traugott, E. 

& Heine, B. (eds.): Approaches to grammaticalization. Vol. II: Focus on types of 
grammatical markers. Amsterdam, Philadelphia: Benjamins. 135-157.  

Haiman, J. & Benincà, P. (1992): The Rhaeto-Romance languages. London: Routledge. 
Manzini, M. R. & Savoia, L. (2005): I dialetti italiani e romanci. Morfosintassi generativa. Vol. 

I. Introduzione - Il soggetto - La struttura del complementatore: frasi interrogative, 
relative e aspetti della subordinazione. Alessandria: Dell'Orso. 

Marchetti, G. (1952): Lineamenti di grammatica friulana. Terza edizione. Udine: Società 
Filologica Friulana. 

McCarthy, J. & Prince, A. (1993): Generalized alignment, in: Booij, G. & van Marle, J. (eds.): 
Yearbook of Morphology 1993. Dordrecht: Kluwer. 79-153. 

Renzi, L. & Vanelli, L. (1983): I pronomi soggetto in alcune varietà romanze, in: Scritti 
linguistici in onore di G. B. Pellegrini. Padova: Pacini. 121-145. 

Spencer, A. (1991): Morphological Theory. Oxford: Blackwell. 
Trask, R. L. (1997): A student‘s dictionary of language and linguistics. London: Arnold. 
Vicario, F. (2005): Lezioni di linguistica friulana. Udine: Forum. 


