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Clitics or affixes? On the relevance of illocutionary level 
in the controversial categorization of a series of interrogative morphemes 

in Central Veneto and other north-eastern varieties 
 

Elisabetta Fava 
 
 
 
Abstract 
 
Data and arguments brought forward in literature sometimes locate the same examples in rather different or 
even opposite frameworks. The analysis of the systematic correspondences between speech acts and grammatical 
forms offers one case which has highlighted several contradictions in the categorization of a series of 
morphemes, characterizing prototypically, but not exclusively, both direct yes/no and wh-questions in Central 
Veneto, as well as in many other north-eastern Italian varieties (Fava 1993, 2014). Diachronically, these 
interrogative morphemes, as well as proclitic subjects, derive from the non-clitic nominative forms of ancient 
medieval dialects, continuing the forms of the Latin nominative (Renzi & Vanelli 1984). Synchronically, the 
representations of these markers, which involve distinctions of gender, number and person, have been dealt with 
controversially, ranging from clitic inversion (Brandi & Cordin 1989; Rizzi 1986) to NP in SpecAgr inversion 
(Poletto 1993) or to the affixing of an interrogative conjugation or mood, a definition going back to nineteenth-
century grammars (Nazari 1876; Pajello 1896; Rohlfs 1968; Fava 1993, 2001; Loporcaro 2009). These variations 
and contradictions in the categorization of this illocutionary device deserve a theoretical approach that takes into 
account the different weight given to different levels of empirical generalizations. The aim of this paper is to 
defend the methodological importance of semantics and pragmatics research in verifying and controlling 
linguistic stipulations. Starting from meanings and functions involves a change in perspective in the evaluation of 
data, including independently observed phenomena, which forces us to unify them in order to offer a coherent 
grammatical description. Grammatical research on illocutionary force devices, which requires a comparison of 
several levels of grammatical description – phonology, morphology, syntax and lexicon – and has a unifying 
explanation in function, calls for an assessment of their organization and interaction. Reconsidering some of the 
major proposals for north-eastern varieties, I will bring to light some of their common inflectional features by 
pinpointing the properties that have structural relevance and require systematic reconsideration. Moreover, 
crosslinguistic considerations of Vicentino and Italian grammatical illocutionary devices highlight the relevance 
of inflectional variation strategies in expressing illocutionary force variations in both languages. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Research into the systematic correspondences between speech acts and grammatical forms, which 
involves different levels of analysis (syntax, morphology, lexicon) and has a unifying functional 
explanation in expressing illocutionary force, has brought to light a series of contradictions in the 
categorization of a series of morphemes belonging to Central Veneto, with its Vicentino, Paduan and 
Rodigino ramifications, as well as to other north-eastern varieties, such as Pagotto (Alpago area), 
Bergamasco and Trentino. These peculiar illocutionary devices involve complex distinctions of gender, 
number and person. Attested as early as the sixteenth century, they are still very much alive and 
characterize prototypically, but not exclusively, both direct yes/no questions and direct wh-questions. 
Diachronically, these interrogative morphemes, as well as proclitic subjects, derive from the non-clitic 
nominative forms of ancient medieval dialects, continuing the forms of the Latin nominative (Renzi & 
Vanelli 1984). Synchronically, their grammatical descriptions are rather controversial, both in pre-
theoretical and in theoretical terms, as they are considered either affixes of an interrogative conjugation 
(and sometimes as interrogative mood or even particle), inverted subject clitics or even inverted NP in 
specAgr position. This disagreement on their interpretation constitutes grounds for analysis in itself, as 



	 84 

it has consequences not only on the descriptive adequacy level, but also seems to have some bearing on 
the explanatory principles of linguistic theory. To provide descriptively adequate analysis of these 
interrogative morphemes, the structures of declarative and interrogative sentences need to be classified 
within a variety of syntactic, semantic and pragmatic contexts. Then, appropriate semantic 
characterization, verified in a variety of semantic and pragmatic contexts, is necessary. A contrastive 
framework, moreover, highlights the relevance of semantics and pragmatics not only in checking 
linguistic stipulations, but also in allowing wider generalizations and in abstracting properties of 
language. Although these interrogative morphemes derived from the enclisis of subject pronouns, 
synchronically they are inflectional affixes rather than clitics.  
 This paper first presents various inventories of these two series of proclitic subjects and of 
interrogative morphemes (§2). It then offers some arguments to defend the affix interpretation, which 
allows some generalizations concerning these varieties and unifies some seemingly unrelated features: 
the morphophonological processes of the affixes, their extension with respect to the corresponding 
proclitic subject series, and the defectiveness of the interrogative paradigms (§3). The attribution of an 
interrogative mood to north-eastern varieties may constitute a rather interesting and prominent case of the 
difficulties in deciding, to rephrase John Austin, “when a mood is interrogative and when it is not” 
(Austin 19752: 59-60). In a number of languages, the interrogative mood fits formally into the modality 
system (Palmer 1986, Sadock & Zwicky 1985). Accepting the bipartite distinctions between moods and 
syntactic types, I will try to defend firstly the existence of an interrogative mood as a characterizing 
feature of interrogative sentences in the north-eastern varieties considered herein, and secondly to 
illustrate the wide range of mood variations both in Central Veneto and in Italian (Fava 1999, Lyons 
1997). If grammatical illocutionary force devices are to be treated as clusters of grammatical features, 
they need to be illustrated on two levels, i.e. by type-defining a set of features and their variations 
thereof (Fava 1995a, 1995b, 2005). In both these varieties and Italian, mood variations, together with 
other features, contribute to express illocutionary force. This proposal provides a unified explanation of 
the nature and organization behind the strategies for expressing illocutionary force (§4).  
 
2. Central Veneto and north-eastern interrogative morphemes: a controversial analysis 
 
While it is uncontroversial that these interrogative morphemes, as well as clitic subjects, both derive 
from the non-clitic nominative forms of medieval dialects, continuing the forms of the Latin 
nominative, their synchronic descriptions have received contradictory grammatical representations and 
categorization. Three main categories have been identified: affixes of an interrogative conjugation (or 
mood), clitic pronouns postposed by syntactic inversion, and inverted NP subjects in Agr position. 
These fluctuations in the categorization of these series of interrogative morphemes are not only 
problematic on a pre-theoretical level, but also relevant to theoretical analysis. The problems raised by 
the different categorizations of this illocutionary force device do not simply reflect terminological 
problems, but are rooted in the theory of grammar. 
 According to Gerhard Rohlfs (1968: 257), the interrogative conjugation is widespread in 
northern and central dialects and is found in areas such as Turin, Milan, Bologna, Parma, Emilia 
Romagna, and as far as south as Lunigiana in Tuscany. His thesis on an interrogative conjugation or 
mood was first developed for the Central Veneto varieties by Zamboni (1974) and reconsidered for 
Vicentino by Fava (1993, 2014). It was extended to Bergamasco by Bernini (1987), to Pagotto by 
Zörner (1997), and to Trentino by Loporcaro & Vigolo (2000) and Loporcaro (2003, 2009). The 
interpretation of the Vicentino affix is consistent with nineteenth-century grammars (Nazari 1876; 
Pajello 1896; Pittarini 18842). The categorization of affixes contrasts with the clitic inversion found in 
the same areas as the so-called interrogative conjugation. According to Renzi & Vanelli (1984: §2), the 
areas of subject proclitic varieties without inversion are limited to three non-bordering areas only: one 
in the West of Italy as far as Lombardy, one in the South West (Tuscany), and one in the East.  

Table 1 summarizes various proposals for inventorying and categorizing the two series of 
proclitic subjects and interrogative morphemes. The idiosyncratic morphophonological processes of 
affixation justify the solutions proposed by Loporcaro & Vigolo for Trentino and by Zamboni for 
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Central Veneto to describe the interrogative affixes of the verb nar ‘to go’ and kantar ‘to sing’ not as 
isolated morphemes, but as complete verbal conjugations of the PRS.IND. 

Clitic inversion in the northern Italian varieties has been discussed since Lambrecht (1981), 
Safir (1982, 1986) and Haiman (1991). According to them, while NP inversion in standard French is 
like that in Surselvan and English, non-standard French (Marie elle dit) and northern Italian varieties 
(Maria la dise) are both characterized by the presence of the obligatory subject clitics with the full 
subject. 

 
TABLE	1:	Inventory	of	proclitic	subjects	and	interrogative	morphemes	in	some	north-eastern	varieties 

 
Person, number and gender features  

1SG 2SG 3SG.M 3SG.F 1PL 2PL 3PL.M 3PL.F 

Padovano, Vicentino, Polesano (Zamboni 1974) 
Verbal morphology go te ge el ga   gemo / gavémo gavì    i ga   
Interrogative 
conjugation 

kantoi kantito kanteo 
(kantelo) 

  kantemoi kanteo kante(l)i 
(kanteli) 

  

Vicentino: Valdagnese (Fava 1993; Loporcaro 2009)  
Clitic pronouns Ø te el la Ø  Ø i le 
Affixes Ø/-i/ ti -to -lo -la Ø -o, Ø -(l)i -le 
Paduan (Haiman 1991) 
Atonic subject pronouns     el la     li le 
Postverbal atonic subject 
pronouns 

i to el la i u li le 

Paduan (Poletto 1993); cfr. Rovigo: Loreo dialect (Poletto 2000) 
Subject clitic pronouns Ø te el la Ø Ø  li le 
Interrogative subject 
clitics (generalized 
inversion) 

i to lo la i o li le 

Trentino (Brandi & Cordin 1981, 1989; Rizzi 1986) 
Non inverted subject 
clitics 

  te el/l la         

Inverted subject clitics    t lo la         
Trentino: nònese (Loporcaro & Vigolo 2000; Loporcaro 2003, 2009) 
Clitic pronouns Ø Ø el la Ø Ø i le 
Interrogative affixes  vonte vas val vala nante nau vai vale 
Pagotto (Zörner 1997) 
Clitic Pronouns  te al/l la   li le 
Interrogative particles e tu lo la e o li le 
Bergamasco (Bernini 1987) 
Proclitic subjects Ø te [a]l la an/am/’im Ø  I 
Suffixes  -i/ Ø -t/ Ø -l -la -i -f/ Ø -i -le 

 
Inversion proposals, however, consider interrogative morphemes as clitics, clitics in INFL position, or 
even NPs in Spec Subject position. Both clitic and clitic in INFL proposals argue that there is a 
movement of pronouns from a pre-verbal position to a post-verbal position. According to Brandi & 
Cordin (1981, 1989) and Rizzi (1986), although inversion characterizes both (standard) French and 
northern Italian dialects, French subject pronouns are clitics in NP position, while Northern Italian 
subject proclitic pronouns are clitics in INFL. Thus, the inversion characterizing these Italian varieties 
could be considered parallel to standard French only on the surface (disela?, dit-elle? ‘does she say?’). 
According to Rizzi (1986), this inversion strategy is only seemingly identical, since the distribution of 
the obligatory pronouns with the presence of the full subject NP is different. Although subject clitics in 
French and in northern Italian dialects pattern alike, the pronoun is moved from the Subject NP 
position in French and from INFL in northern Italian varieties. French and Northern Italian clitics 
differ in their categorical status and structural position. For Rizzi, the same inversion ‘result’ can be 
obtained regardless of whether the pronoun is moved from a subject NP position (French dit-elle?) or 
from INFL (Trentino disela?).  
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FIGURE	1:	The	different	categorizations	of	French	and	Northern	Italian	subject	clitics	(Rizzi	1986) 

French subject clitics Northern Italian subject clitics 
 

 IP    IP   

NP  I’  NP  I’  

 I  VP  I  VP 

elle   Dit  la  dize 

In Rizzi’s approach, however, “‘the very notion ‘subject clitic’ thus turns out to define a spurious 
syntactic class; still the notion of clitic appears to be linguistically significant elsewhere, in that it seems 
to define a genuine natural class in the Phonetic form” (Rizzi 1986: 414). In contrast, a different 
categorization is proposed for Paduan by Cecilia Poletto (1993). She observes that the Paduan 
inventory of subject clitics and interrogative subject clitics is different and only the interrogative clitics 
are complete for all six persons. According to this author, Paduan is a case of generalized inversion, 
analogous to the root phenomenon of English and French interrogative inversion. She proposes a 
distinction between the two classes of Paduan clitics: while subject proclitics of declarative forms are 
treated as part of the INFL node according to Rizzi’s proposal (1986), Paduan’s generalized inversion 
morphemes are considered NPs in SpecAgr position. The NP in the SpecAgr inversion proposal 
requires the interrogative subject clitics inventory to be complete (six persons), and Paduan satisfies this 
condition. This generalized inversion in Paduan is parallel to French and English in that Paduan 
interrogative clitics are not heads, but NPs. While Poletto maintains, as do Brandi & Cordin (1981, 
1989) and Rizzi (1986), that Northern Italian subject proclitics are clitics syntactically in INFL, Paduan 
interrogative clitics are considered NPs in SpecAgr position, as proposed for French by Rizzi & 
Roberts (1989). They are not heads adjoined to Agr, as subject clitics are, but NPs in SpecAgr; 
therefore the Paduan series of interrogative subject clitics is parallel to French subject clitics. To update 
Rizzi’s analysis, “they are not heads adjoined to Agr, as assertive subject clitics are, but NPs in 
SpecAgr” (Poletto 1993: 216). The difference between assertive clitics and interrogative clitics in 
Paduan is, according to Poletto, the same as that found between two languages such as standard Italian 
and French, namely pro drop. The interrogative series is complete because, for Poletto, no pro can be 
licensed. In other words, “Paduan is a pro-drop language only in assertive and embedded interrogative 
clauses: in direct questions the structure is such that a pro-drop results ungrammatical” (Poletto 1993: 
216). However, Poletto’s analysis poses major problems in the acquisition of these early varieties, 
considering how widespread bilingualism (or diglossia) is in Veneto (Fava 1978, 2011; Fava & Vigliocco 
1993), in that two pro-drop varieties, Italian and Central Veneto, would present one non pro-drop 
structure only for the generalized NP inversion of interrogatives. Although Poletto (2000: 51-55) later 
rejected her former proposal after Kayne (1994) banned right adjunction, she seems to maintain her 
descriptive analysis of Paduan as a case of generalized inversion, and it is attributed to Loreo, a dialect 
of the Rovigo area.  
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FIGURE	2:	French	and	Paduan	interrogative	structures	(Poletto	1993:	216) 
 CP        

Spec   C’      

Quand  C   IP    

  I  Spec   I’  

  V+cl.  t1  I  VP 

      t2   

A summary of some major proposals for the north-eastern area follows: 
 

Affix (Rohlfs 1968; Fava 1993; Loporcaro 2003, 2009) > Inverted subject clitic pronouns 
(Renzi & Vanelli 1984, Vanelli & Renzi & Benincà 1985) > NPs in INFL position 
(Brandi & Cordin 1981, 1989; Rizzi 1986) > NP in SpecAgr position (Poletto 1993) 

 
3. Clitics vs affixes. Synchronic and diachronic considerations 
 
The nineteenth-century terms interrogative conjugation and interrogative mood highlight both the unit created 
between the verbal and pronominal forms, and the relation between these morphological markers and 
the ‘question’ act. The terms ‘interrogative clitics’, ‘inverted clitics’ or ‘clitic inversion’, however, 
highlight a series of partial parallelisms between proclitic subjects and interrogative morphemes, which 
both derive from the non-clitic nominative forms of medieval dialects and continue the forms of the 
Latin nominative. However, the inventories set out in Table 1 illustrate the vast range of 
microvariations in the descriptions of the number and form of these two series of proclitic subjects and 
interrogative morphemes and, in some cases, the different descriptions for the same variety could be 
ascribed to a lack of descriptive adequacy.  
 A first step towards reconsidering the different proposals in a unified way lies in trying to 
identify a few common properties by focusing on major features that have structural importance and 
must thus be reconsidered.  
 A first major common unifying point among the different categorizations is that in the majority 
of analyses the inventory is not isomorphic. Furthermore, although clitic inversion proposals should set 
up a one-to-one correspondence between the two sets (proclitic subjects and interrogative 
morphemes), interrogative morphemes are not in parallel distribution with the proclitic subjects; they 
are greater in number and the affixation thesis does not postulate an isomorphism between the two 
series. According to the seminal research by Renzi & Vanelli (1984), there are several asymmetries 
between enclitic and proclitic pronouns, as well as several implicational generalizations holding of 
Northern Italian subject proclitics and enclitics. For Renzi & Vanelli, the number of enclitic pronouns 
found in interrogative sentences is equal to or greater than the number of proclitic pronouns found in 
declarative sentences, and their generalization fits the varieties considered in Table I very neatly. 
Manzini & Savoia (2005, vol. I: 69- 121) provide a few classes of systematic counterexamples to Renzi 
& Vanelli’s analyses, but they do not discuss any of the varieties considered in Table I, nor do they 
systematically consider the relationship between declaratives and interrogatives (Loporcaro 2007). The 
asymmetry between the number of proclitics and enclitics needs to be explained, as does the fact that 
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there are more interrogative morphemes than the corresponding proclitic forms. Consider Vicentino, 
one of the 10 varieties of the 27 analyzed in Renzi & Vanelli (1984), where the distribution of subject 
proclitics displays a rather common pattern: 2SG, 3SG and 3PL, while the interrogative morphemes have 
two more elements, the 1SG -i and 2PL -o, derived from the Latin ego and vos respectively. 
Synchronically, these two morphemes are unrelated to any proclitic forms. While a primary condition 
for identifying clitic pronouns is their recognizability as partially independent pronouns, the -i and -o 
morphemes have no correspondence with any proclitic forms, nor are they identifiable, at synchronic 
level, with the pronominal proclitic forms. While the other interrogative morphemes are in parallel 
distribution with proclitic subjects (-to/ te, -lo/ el, -la/ la, -(l)i/ i, and -le/le respectively) and are partially 
recognizable as pronouns, the -i and -o morphemes are no longer identifiable, at synchronic level, with any 
pronominal proclitic form. If a primary condition for identifying clitics is their recognizability as 
partially independent pronouns, either in preverbal or in postverbal position, the 1SG -i and 2PL -o 
morphemes have recognizability only in a diachronic perspective.  
 
3.1 The split of the interrogative paradigm and its paradigmatic extensions 
 
The inventories of proclitic subjects and interrogative morphemes present the asymmetries between the 
two series, but they also provide common ground for a number of generalizations, namely that 
interrogative morphemes are morphologically different from proclitic subject inventories, and that 
there is a split between the declarative and the interrogative paradigms that requires consideration.  
 The extensions of interrogative morphemes may be constructed on a paradigmatic relation 
within the interrogative paradigm. Rohlfs (1968: 258) notes a case where the interrogative morphemes 
are derived by an extension constructed by analogy within the interrogative paradigm. He observes that 
in the texts of the eighteenth century playwright Carlo Goldoni there are 1PL.IND forms, such as semio? 
or andemio?, derived by an extension of the 1SG -o (from the Latin ego) to 1PL. There are other cases 
where interrogative morphemes are extended in number and forms compared with the proclitic forms 
on the basis of the interrogative paradigm per se, not in relation to the proclitic paradigm. In 
Bergamasco, where interrogative morphemes are greater in number, there is only one 3PL.SBJ proclitic i, 
both for masculine and feminine, while the corresponding interrogative morphemes split into two 
forms: the 3PL.M -i and 3PL.F -le, in a parallel way to the 3SG.M -lo and 3SG.F -la. A further example is 
the Bergamasco interrogative morpheme 1SG -i, which is present only in oxytone forms (fo-i? ‘do I 
do?’), while the interrogative 1PL -i is extended to verbs with either oxytone or non-oxytone syllabic 
structures: an fa-i? ‘do we do?’, an fenése-i? ‘do we finish?’. Moreover, note that the proclitic subject an co-
occurs in these forms with the interrogative morpheme 1PL -i (Bernini 1987). 
 Allomorphs of the stems are another case of interrogative paradigmatic extensions. A case in 
point is offered by the conditional forms, a hybrid partly constructed by the periphrastic type infinitive + 
habebam and partly by the imperfect subjunctive, whose forms adopt those of the ancient plus-perfect. 
They are partially, but systematically differentiated in Central Veneto. For instance in Vicentino, which 
is characterized by the lateral realization of the phoneme l as central, a feature differentiating it from 
other Veneto varieties, the declarative and interrogative 3COND diverge in their stems (Table 2). The 
allomorphs of the stem of the 3SG.COND and 3PL.COND interrogatives are systematically different from 
the corresponding declaratives. When compared with the 3SG.COND.F la saria ‘she would be’, the 
interrogative 3SG.COND.F sarissela ‘would she be?’ reveals an extension of the 3SG.COND and 3PL.COND 
by paradigmatic analogy with the 2SG.COND stem sarissito. This interrogative 3COND form cannot be 
described as derived from an inversion from the declarative form (la saria ~ *saria-la or *sariela), but has 
to be reconsidered within the paradigmatic context of the interrogative forms (sarissi-to, sarisse-la), where 
the interrogative stem, marked for sequential simplification, is modified on the basis of analogical 
internal pressure from the interrogative paradigm and is excluded by the corresponding declarative 
paradigm. The split of the two paradigms provides some evidence that the process of univerbation 
between the verbal and pronominal forms has taken place in the interrogatives. Evaluations centred on 
the word, in its paradigmatic relations, highlight the affixal and no longer agglutinative character of this 
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interrogative illocutionary force device. The interrogative conditional forms are extended on the basis 
of the interrogative paradigm per se, and not in relation to the proclitic paradigm.  
 

TABLE	2:	Vicentino	declarative	and	interrogative	2pl.m	and	3pl.f	conditional	verbal	forms 
DECLARATIVE INTERROGATIVE 

2COND.SG 2COND.SG. 
te torissi you would take torissito? would you take? 

3COND.SG.M 3COND.SG.M 
el toria he would take torisselo? would he take? 

3COND.SG.F 3COND.SG.F 
la toria she would take torissela? would she take? 

3COND.PL.M 3COND.PL.M 
i toria they would take torisseli? would they take? 

3COND.PL.F 3COND.PL.F 
le toria they would take torissele? would they take? 

 
The extension of interrogative morphemes may also affect syntactic distribution. Many cases where the 
interrogative morpheme is not syntactically expected are discussed in the Pagotto analysis described by 
Lotte Zörner (1997: 92-97). Pagotto’s rather complex distribution of interrogative morphemes is 
sensitive to verbal tenses, to moods and to different syntactic contexts on the basis of its interrogative 
paradigmatic relationship. Meteorological verbs or constructions, for instance, do not present subject 
clitics in the declarative form, but interrogative forms do present interrogative morphemes: nevigéa ‘it 
snows’~ nevigéelo ‘does it snow?’. In the same way, in sarà bel tempo ‘it will be good weather’ ~ sarilo bel 
tempo? ‘will it be good weather?’, -lo is not in relation to the corresponding declarative form, but it is 
presumably reanalyzed by speakers only as a marker of the interrogative mood. The same observation 
may be made in cases where the interrogative morpheme -lo coexists with an indefinite pronoun kwándo 
ñeralo kwalkedun? ‘When someone will he come?’. The morpheme -lo no longer has any referential value, 
but functions only as an interrogative marker. Moreover, there are other contexts where Pagotto 
presents the interrogative -lo where no proclitic subjects are allowed in the corresponding declarative. 
This is an aspect of a grammatical construction where the feature of referential meaning in the 
interrogative morpheme is lost. This lack of complementarity between declarative and interrogative 
forms also appears in the Bergamasco 1PL interrogative sentences where both the proclitic subject an 
and the interrogative morpheme -i co-occur: an kanta ‘we are singing’ ~ an kantei? ‘are we singing?’ 
(Bernini 1987: 95).  
 
3.2 Morphophonological processes in interrogative paradigms 
 
There are more arguments providing further evidence for the different status of the interrogative 
morphemes compared with the proclitic subjects. While subject conditions on distribution have some 
of the properties of independent words, interrogative morphemes belong to the class of affixes. The 
two series of interrogative morphemes and proclitic subjects differ in their distribution with respect to 
the verbal host. The degree of selection of the two series with the word they accompany is different. 
While subject clitics establish a low level of relationship with the host, interrogative morphemes 
demonstrate a high degree of selection with the stem and its extension. Clitics can be attached to other 
clitics, while interrogative morphemes cannot, and they occur only after the finite verbal form (or the 
auxiliary, in compound forms). Clitics have a stable phonetic form, are not modified by the structure of 
their hosts, have properties of independent words, and do not lead to any modification of the host’s 
phonetic structure (Zwicky 1995, 1992; Miller & Sag 1997; Zwicky & Pullum 1993).  
In Northern Italian, for instance, the voicing of intervocalic z in V_V at boundaries of words does not 
apply with the object clitic lo: lo sapeva ‘she knew it’ and not *lo zapeva. Clitics can be attached only to 
materials containing other clitics. In Vicentino, proclitic subject el may be clustered with the preceding 
negation: Nol lo dize (NOT.SBJ IT.ACC says). Clitic clusters admit only register alternation with word 
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reduction and they may affect only the cluster of the clitics (me ne /min togo ‘for.me.of.it. I take’, te ne/tin 
toi/tui ‘for.you.of.it you take’). In contrast, interrogative morphemes may occur only after the finite 
verbal forms, or the auxiliary, in compound forms. There are some arguments proving that 
interrogative morphemes have effectively become affixes and constitute part of the inflected verbal 
system. Consider some contrasts between proclitic subjects and interrogative morphemes in the 
Altovicentino variety of Valdagno.  
 
 a) The 3PL.M proclitic subject is always i, with both monosyllabic or polysyllabic hosts: i ga ‘they 

have’, i fa ‘they do’, i dize ‘they say’, i zmorosa ‘they kiss each other’. However, the corresponding 
3PL.M interrogative morpheme alternates -i or -li, according to the host’s syllabic structure. The 
interrogative morpheme -i characterizes monosyllabic hosts only: gai? ‘have they?’, fai? ‘do they 
do?’, zei? ‘are they?’, dai? ‘do they give?’, while the interrogative morpheme -li systematically 
characterizes bisyllabic and polysyllabic hosts: dizeli? ‘do they say?’, vienli? ‘do they come?’, 
zmorozeli? (do they kiss each other?).  

 
 b) Interrogative morphemes behave differently in monosyllabic and polysyllabic hosts ending in 

-a, such as in the 3PRS.IND and 3IPFV.IND of -are verbs. The monosyllabic hosts are the only 
ones not to modify the vowel -a when there are the interrogative morphemes 3SG -lo, -la and 
3PL -li, -le: the open vowel -a is maintained in the monosyllabic host: la va ‘she goes’ ~ vala? 
‘does she go?’, la ga ‘she has’ ~ gala? ‘does she have?’, la lo fa ‘she does it’ ~ lo fala? ‘does she do 
it?’. In polysyllabic hosts, however, the 3SG -lo, -la, and 3PL- li, -le determine the systematic 
closing of the vowel in proparoxytonous contexts with penultimate preceding syllable with the 
open vowel - a. Consider 3PRS.IND and 3IMP.IND of the verb kantar ‘to sing?’: la kanta ‘she 
sings’ ~ kantela? ‘does she sing?’, la kantava ‘she was singing’ ~ kantavela? ‘was she singing?’. 
Such systematic closing of the unstressed vowel is a word phenomenon of the Central Veneto 
area. It characterizes lexical phonology as in the stylistic variants of anara/anera ‘duck’ or even 
arna, with metathesis and weak vowel syncopation.  

 An analogous systematic phenomenon of closing the - a vowel is found in Trentino (te kánta ~ 
kántitu), in Pagotto (al kanta ~ kantelo) and in Bergamasco (al kanta ~ kantel, an kanta ~ an 
kantei). 

 
 c) Lateral + vowel and vibrant + vowel stems present modifications that offer an argument for the 

existence of a complete univerbation of the stem and its extension. Table 3 illustrates the 
contrast between declarative an interrogatives the PRS.IND 3SG and 3PL M and F declarative and 
interrogativel lateral + vowel and vibrant + vowel stems. Interrogative morphemes lead to the 
dropping of the unstressed vowel of the internal syllable and consonant dissimilation with the 
passage from continuous lateral to non-continuous vibrant. Vowel dropping and consonantal 
dissimilation cause a resyllabification, whereby morphological transparency is only partially lost. 
The split of the two declarative and interrogative paradigms provides some evidence that the 
process of univerbation between the verbal and pronominal forms has taken place in the 
interrogatives.  
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TABLE	3:	Vicentino	lateral	and	vibrant	stem	modifications	and	resyllabification 

DECLARATIVE INTERROGATIVE 
3IND.SG.M 3IND.SG.M 

el vole he wants vorlo? does he want ? 
el more he dies morlo? does he die? 

3IND.PL.F 3IND.PL.F. 
la vole she want vorla? does she want? 
la more she dies morla? does she die? 

3IND.PL.F. 3IND.PL.F. 
le vole they want vorle? do they want? 
le more they die morle? do they die? 

 
In Pagotto, the shift is reversed, from bisyllabic to polysyllabic structures, with -i or -e insertion: 
te kapís ‘you know’ ~ kapísi-tu? ‘do you know?’, la kapís ‘she knows’ ~ kapísela? ‘does she know?’. 

 
 d) Some interrogative forms ent the complete forms, as well as some allophonic lexicalized 

variants. These non-automatic phenomena are characterized by rapid rhythm and syllable 
reduction and generally reveal sensitivity to style (Table 4). The obscuring of the vowel from 
volito? to vuto? offers some evidence of univerbation based on a paradigmatic process that 
reduces a diphthongization from a vuotu attested in the history of Vicentino lexicon. The 
interrogative forms attested since the sixteenth century include no puoto ti (Maito 1947). 

 
TABLE	4:	Vicentino	2prs.sg	allophonic	interrogative	lexical	variants 

INTERROGATIVE REDUCTION 
dizito?/dito? tolito?/toto? volito?/vuto? credito? crito? (rural) 
do you say? do you take? do you want? do you believe? 

 
 e) Another case of lexicalized variants is offered by the interrogative morpheme -i, which is no 

longer productive, but is present at the 1SG.PRS.IND of the auxiliaries esar ‘to be’ and gaver ‘to 
have’ in simple and compound forms. These auxiliaries have various interrogative allophones: 
soi?/sonti?/sinti ‘am I?’ and onti?/gonti?/goi?/ginti? ‘have I?’ respectively. They may also appear in 
compound forms, such as soi/sonti/sinti ben vestio? ‘am I well dressed?’ and onti/gonti/ghinti/goi 
rason? ‘am I right?’. These interrogative forms are in stylistic variations and constitute minimal 
pairs with the 1SG.PRS.IND declarative go ‘I have’ and son ‘I am’. The forms with analogical -t are 
rather rural varieties and are the result of a series of processes of analogical change attested in 
ancient Trentino and Veronese (Loporcaro & Vigolo 1998; Loporcaro 2003). In Vicentino, they 
may lead to an attraction towards the articulation of the preceding vowel, which closes further: 
gonti?/ginti? and sonti?/sinti?. The affixation of the -i leads to a metaphonic attraction towards 
the articulation of the preceding vowel, which closes, and also includes the almost exclusively 
rural idiosyncratic stems farinti/faremoi? ‘shall we do?’ registered in Pittarini (1884)2 and still 
attested. This closing of the medium high /e/ and /o/, which shift to /ì/ and /ù/ through /i/ 
is very important morphologically in the structure of Vicentino. Non-morphologized 
metaphonic phenomena are not limited ‘to a few leftovers’, but they are still productive and 
fairly widespread even in the urban Vicentino variety. They have systematic positions and 
constitute one of the criteria for determining whether this variety belongs to Central Veneto 
(Zamboni 1974: 39; Trumper 1972). This metaphonic opposition, which characterizes 
bisyllables and trisyllables, the penultimate syllables of which are open, always applies within a 
word unit. It concerns verbal-based lexemes, such as the -ire stem presenting 2SG affix of 
indicative forms in (mi) koro ‘I run’, (ti) te kori/ kuri ‘you run’, (mi) togo ‘I take’, and te toi/te tui 
‘you take’; and nominal-based lexemes, as in the variation between SG and PL nouns, e.g. fazolo 
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‘bean’ fazoi /fazui ‘beans’, ovo ‘egg’ ovi/uvi ‘eggs’, and tozo ‘boy’ tozi/tuzi ‘boys’. It also occurs in 
derivative forms, as in tozeto ‘little boy’, which presents a secondary effect of the metaphonic 
rule that may also lead to the closing of the unstressed vowel in tusiti ‘little boys’.  

 The shift to ì and ù through u characterizes Pagotto: te ol ‘you want’ ~ utu? ‘do you want?’, te se 
‘you are’ ~ situ? ‘are you?’.  

 
Summarizing, various conditions govern the combinability of proclitic subjects and interrogative 
morphemes. While distribution of subject proclitics is governed by syntactic rules, that of interrogative 
morphemes is governed by the stem and its morphological and lexical extension, in that it concerns the 
structure of parts of an independent word.  
 
3.3 Idiosyncratic morphophonological modifications and defectiveness in interrogative paradigms  
 
The interrogative inventories proposed by different authors in Table 1 refer in some cases to the 
present indicative only. While there are no arbitrary gaps in the set of host-clitic combinations, 
however, interrogative morphemes may fail to occur depending on tenses, moods or other grammatical 
or phonological features of the verb. There are cases where an interrogative morpheme may present 
itself in one context with important morphophonological processes but, in another context, be 
defective. In these cases morphophonological processes combine with another well-known test in 
linguistic literature, the whereby arbitrary gaps in the set of combinations are characteristic of affixed 
words rather than of clitic groups (Zwicky 1985: 283; Zwicky & Pullum 1983: 504; Sims 2015). 
 Vicentino provides a case of defectiveness in some verbal forms and important 
morphophonological processes of affixation in other forms. Consider the 1PRS.IND.SG: while the 
1PRS.IND.SG auxiliaries present the interrogative morpheme -i and are characterized by important 
morphophonological processes (§3.2 d), defectivity occurs in the 1PRS.IND.SG interrogative form of 
main verbs (zugo ‘I play’~ zugo? ‘do I play?’) as well as the other tenses and moods of the main verbs. 
Defectivity characterizes the not only the 1PRS.IND.SG interrogative form of main verbs, but there are 
other tenses and moods where no interrogative morphemes occur. Defectiveness of the paradigm also 
affects 2PL INTERROGATIVE -o, which is productive only in the PRS.IND of both auxiliaries and main 
verbs. It constitutes a minimal pair with the corresponding declarative form in the present tense of 
magné ‘you eat’ ~ magneo? ‘do you eat?’, tazì ‘you are silent’ ~ tazio? ‘are you silent?’, and in the 
compound forms with auxiliaries gavì tasesto ~ gavio tasesto?, while other tenses and moods have 
homophonous 2PL declarative and interrogative forms. This is the case of the IPFV.2PL.IND declarative 
and interrogative omophonous forms: tazevi ‘you were keeping silent’ ~ tazevi? ‘were you keeping 
silent?’, gavevi sé? ‘you were thirsty’ ~ gavevi sé? ‘were you thirsty?’, or in PRS.COND. gavarissi sé? ‘you would 
be thirsty’ ~ gavarissi sé? ‘would you be thirsty?’. These gaps in combinations characterize affixes, but do 
not characterize clitics. Subject clitics do not present any restrictions based on tense, aspect or person 
distinctions of the main verb or the auxiliary. Once the inventory of proclitic subjects is provided, they 
always occur in the appropriate syntactic contexts, except through interaction with other syntactic rules.  
 These irregularities and defectiveness in the occurrence of forms through different tenses and 
moods and other semantic and phonological features systematically characterize both Pagotto and 
Bergamasco. Defectivity of the interrogative paradigm according to various tenses and moods is 
described by Lotte Zörner for Pagotto and by Bernini for Bergamasco. For example, in Pagotto, the 
2PL morpheme -o is productive only in the PRS and in the FUT (kanté ~ kantéo?, kanteré ~ kanteréo?), while 
the IPFV and the COND declarative and interrogative forms are homophonous. In Bergamasco, the IPFV 
and COND 2SNG verbal forms are also homophonous (te fae ‘you were doing’ ~ fae? ‘were you doing?’ te 
farèset ‘you should do’ ~ farèset? ~ ‘should you do?’).  
 In contrast to these north-eastern varieties, a very different pattern characterizes other Eastern 
varieties, such as Ferrarese, where important morphophonological processes affect the interrogative 
conjugation, which is fully productive, but at the expense of making the relationship between the 
declarative and the interrogative verbal forms less transparent (la kanta ~ kantla?, la kantava ~ kantavla?), 
or even completely blurring them (i kantava ~ kantavi?). 
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4. Moods as features of illocutionary force 
 
The presence of an interrogative series of affixes, or an interrogative conjugation or mood according to 
Nazari (1876), poses some problems in grammatical theory. Although it is well-known that the 
illocutionary force devices may involve a number of elements, including word order variation, special 
particles and conjunctions, and intonation, mood is one of the grammatical categories which seems to 
have received a great deal of attention in speech acts theory. It is, however, far from being a well-
established grammatical category, and is adopted in rather different ways, depending on the language 
and theoretical framework being used (Palmer 1986). There are interesting passages in Austin where he 
seems to leave wide open the problem of how to deal with this grammatical category, the mood, in his 
research into the criteria, or rather the set of criteria, simple or complex, which involve both grammar 
and vocabulary, and which permit the interpretation of an utterance as an act of a certain type, of a 
certain type such as an order, a question, or an assertion. He notes that “... both grammarians and 
philosophers have been aware that it is by no means easy to distinguish even questions, commands and 
so on from statements by means of the few and jejune grammatical marks available, such as word 
order, mood and the like: though perhaps it has not been usual to dwell on the difficulties which this 
fact obviously raises. For how do we decide which is which? What are the limits and definitions of 
each?” […] “[…] this leads, however, to many troubles over, for example, when a verb is in the 
imperative mood and when it is not […]” (Austin 19752: 1-2, 59-60). While he is fully aware of the 
complexity of identifying the categories and strategies used to indicate particular types of acts, his few 
and cautious observations have been taken up in subsequent literature in a rather oversimplified way.  
 Despite the diversity of solutions proposed in literature, many current formulations of 
illocutionary force devices sometimes reveal a conception that systematically overlooks the possible 
scope for variation within the different devices. There has been a tendency to limit the correlation of 
grammatical structure and illocutionary force either to just one single feature, mood, or to group them 
into types, leaving them undefined or organizing them into broad categories. In both cases, variations 
and microvariations are not discussed. In the literature about speech acts in relation to grammatical 
structure, there sometimes seems to be a prevailing notion which would be better expressed with the 
notion type of sentence, in that declarative mood, exclamative mood or interrogative mood very often 
indicate a cluster of syntactic markers corresponding to an act rather than a verbal inflectional feature. 
According to Davidson, for instance, “we have on the one hand the syntactic, and presumably 
semantic, distinction among moods (such as: indicative, imperative, optative, interrogative) and on the 
other hand the distinction among uses of sentences (such as: to make assertions, to give orders, to 
express wishes, to ask questions). The moods classify sentences, while uses classify utterances” 
(Davidson 1979: 9).  
 However, these modal distinctions inherited from Ancient Greek grammars, in which the 
indicative, optative, imperative and subjunctive (categories) are well-represented in their verbal system, 
have to be reconsidered in a language-specific approach. In this perspective, the current terminology is 
rather unsatisfactory. As observed by John Lyons (1977), the term imperative to indicate a syntactic type 
is inappropriate, since it suggests that there is a specific mood, such as a category of verb inflection, in 
correlation with a type. For Lyons, moods do not necessarily characterize syntactic types. Terms such 
as indicative or imperative indicate aspects of a grammatical category, mood, which, like time and aspect, 
characterizes verbal structure. On the other hand, terms such as declarative and interrogative refer to 
syntactic types and concern the sentence. Finally, terms such as assertion, question or command are 
semantic and pragmatic notions concerning the type of act, and pertain to the utterance. Three distinct 
levels are therefore established (Table 5).  

Lyons’s proposal comprises no interrogative mood. “In none of the languages with which 
traditional grammar has been concerned, and possibly in no attested language, is there a distinct mood 

that stands in the same relation to questions as the imperative does to mands” (Lyons 1977: 748).
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TABLE	5:	Lyons	tripartite	distinctions	of	moods,	types	and	utterances 
mood: indicative  --- imperative 
type of sentence:    declarative    interrogative    jussive 
utterance:               assertion      question Mand 

 
The attribution of an interrogative mood to north-eastern varieties may constitute an interesting and 
highlighting case of the difficulties in deciding, to rephrase Austin, “when a mood is interrogative and 
when it is not”. Accepting, with Lyons, the bipartite distinctions between moods and types, I will try to 
defend, contrary to Lyons, firstly, the existence of an interrogative mood as a feature of type in north-
eastern varieties, and secondly, to illustrate the richness of mood variations both in Vicentino and in 
Italian.  
 Interrogative morphemes characterize prototypically both direct yes/no and wh-questions, but 
they may also characterize exclamative, counterfactual and jussive structures as in examples (1)a – e: 
 
(1) a  Quanto   sio  cresù! 

    how much  be.2PL-o grown 
    ‘How much are you grown!’ 
b  Savessito   tuto,   te=sarissi        un  maestro. 
    you know.2SG.SBJV.to  all you=should_be  a  teacher 
    ‘If you knew everything, you should/would be a teacher.’ 
c  Varda,  se-to,    de  studiar  ben. 
    look  know.2SG.PRS.IND-to,  to  study  properly 
    ‘Try, mind you, to study properly.’ 
d  Vardé,  savi-o,                        de  studiar  ben. 
    look  know.2PL.PRS.IND-o to  study  properly 
    ‘Try, mind you, to study properly.’ 
e  Tento,    se-to,                          de studiar  ben. 
    careful  know.2SG.PRS.IND-to  to study  properly 
    ‘Careful, mind you, to study properly.’ 

 
While the first two structures, exemplified in (1)a and b, exclamatives and counterfactuals respectively, 
are syntactically productive, the interrogative forms in (1)c – e, are constructions whose syntactic, 
semantic and pragmatic properties may be described within a syntax-lexicon grammatical continuum 
(Fillmore et al. 1998). The two interrogative morphemes 2SG-to and 2PL-o are in construction within the 
context of a parenthetical of a semifactive predicate such as ‘know’, seto, or savio, with main ‘attention’ 
predicates such as IMP varda ‘look’, or adjectives such as tento ‘careful’. This extension of interrogative 
morphemes to non-question acts characterizes other languages where the interrogative morphemes fit 
into a modality system. Parallel problems exist in Menomini, Hidatsa, Huichol and Ngiyambaa, where 
interrogative mood may express larger categories, but is still related to questions, such as the speaker's 
ignorance of the facts, or doubt (Derbyshire 1979; Frantz 1971, 20092; Palmer 1986).  
 A structural property both of Veneto varieties and of Italian is the absence of a one-to-one 
correlation between mood as a category of verbal inflection (indicative, subjunctive, conditional) and 
syntactic type. Moreover, there are mood co-occurrence restrictions in Italian canonical forms whereby 
the indicative and the conditional may characterize a declarative, exclamative or interrogative syntactic 
type, as in (2)a, b, or c:  
 
(2)  a Adesso  stanno/starebbero  bene.                   

 now   they-be.IND/be.COND well   
 ‘Now they are/should be well.’   
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 b  Come  stanno/starebbero   bene  adesso!   
     how   they-be.IND/ be.COND  well  now 

    ‘How well they are/should be now!’ 
 
c  Adesso  come  stanno/starebbero?   
    now  how be.IND/be.COND  
 ‘How are they/should they be now?’ 

 
The imperative aside, the present or past subjunctives in the main clause also affect the structuring of 
various Italian sentence types; they may be a feature of a jussive sentence, such as the order in (3)a, the 
permission in (3)b, or a counterfactual exclamative referring to the ability to reflect on past events in 
order to imagine how things could have turned out, as in (3)c: 
 
(3)  a  Venga                    qui     subito! 
 come.3.PRS.SBJV  here  immediately  
 ‘Come in at once!’ 
 
 b  Venga   pure   dentro 
  come.3.PRS.SBJV please  inside  
  ‘Please, do come in.’ 
  
 c  Fosse                   venuta                      in tempo!  
  be.3.PRS.SBJV.IPFV   come.PAST.PRT.SG.F  in time 
  ‘If she had come in time!’ 
 
In the same way, both north-eastern varieties and Italian main interrogative clauses may present 
subjunctives or infinites. Their presence is limited to non-canonical or marked constructions, e.g. the 
Vicentino and Italian optative-dubitative, as in (4)a, and the rhetorical interrogative, as in (4)b, both of  
which are linked to variations in the type of act associated with them (optative-dubitative questions, 
rhetorical questions). In other words, variations in the mood in relation to canonical-interrogative type 
involve variations in the corresponding act:  
 
(4)  a Ke  la=vegna     doman?  Che  venga   domani?   

  that  3SG.F=come.3.PRS.SBJV  tomorrow that  come.3SG.SBJV tomorrow? 
  ‘Might she come tomorrow?’ 
 
b Offenderme   mi?  Offendermi   io? 
  offend.INF=myself  I offend.INF=myself  I  
 ‘Would I be offended?’ 

 
The presence in the main clause of che together with PRS.SBJV or IPFB.SBJV mood is associated with an 
optative-dubitative. The PRS or PST.INF in the main clause is associated with both wh- rhetorical questions, 
as well as with yes/no questions, which do not introduce new themes, but refer to events or situations 
already known about in some way. They can express doubt, incredulity or uncertainty by referring to the 
necessity, probability or improbability, possibility or impossibility of the event (Table 6). Echo questions, 
whose characterization is omitted in Table 6, permit a definition in sequential terms by repeating all or 
part of what has just been said. They also present a large spectrum of variation in inflectional constraints. 
Moreover, their variations in form and function do not only concern a relaxing of the constraints on the 
inflected features of the verb. In echo questions the relaxing of other conditions and properties may 
concern properties of the wh- pronouns, such as the absence of movement (wh in situ), violations of island 
constraints, and presence of multiple wh-. Non-canonical forms are related to the structure of the 
interaction and concern both what follows (rhetorical questions do not need a follow-up answer from 
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another speaker) and what has already been said (in echo questions, by another speaker). The correlation 
form-function does, of course, have its limits, and marked forms are probably the only means of 
performing marked acts. Rhetorical or echo questions can be asked by using grammatical structures with 
no particular linguistic markers. Whereas the canonical forms can always, or nearly always, be used, the 
non-canonical forms are only used to perform a particular function. Since the former can substitute the 
latter, but not vice-versa, the correlation form-function only goes one way; if the form is marked, the 
function is marked, but not vice-versa. Specification of canonical illocutionary acts, expressed by 
canonical syntactic type, and of the non-canonical illocutionary acts with the same illocutionary force such 
as in the case of the relaxing of certain conditions and properties, constitutes a second level, where the 
information conveyed by the syntactic type may be further specified by further convergence or divergence 
from the latter. This second level also includes the specification of the non-canonical illocutionary acts 
with the same illocutionary force. These correlations of form and function that characterize speech acts 
are better described by an approach in which mood, in the strictest sense of the word, is treated as a 
feature of type, thus permitting some kind of variation. To deal with variation, each type may contribute 
to the specification of the literal force of an utterance on at least two different levels of representation. On 
the first, the constraints of co-occurrence of a series of features define a class of syntactic types of 
canonical form as abstract constructions characterized by systematically interrelated features (Fava 1995a, 
b). 
 

TABLE	6:	Vicentino	and	Italian	inflectional	variations	in	yes/no	canonical	and	non-canonical	interrogatives 
(echo	interrogatives	omitted)		

  
Vicentino Italian 

Inflectional 
features Questions Canonical forms 

 
Non-canonical 

forms 
Canonical forms 
 

Non-canonical 
forms 

IND.INT canonical question 
 

Viento? 
‘do you come?’    

COND.INT  vegnarissito? 
‘should you come?’    

IND 
mitigated and echo 
question 
 

 te vien? 
‘you come?’   

COND 
mitigated and echo 
question 
 

 
te vegnarissi? 
‘you should 
come?’ 

  

IND canonical question 
   vieni? 

‘do you come?’  

COND canonical question 
    

verresti? 
‘should you 
come?’ 

 

che    SBJV optative/dubitative 
question  che la vegna? 

‘would she come?’  che venga? 
‘would she come?’ 

INF 
 

rhetorical question 
  taser?  

‘to be silent?’  tacere? 
‘to be silent?’ 

INF 
[+context of 
nominative 
assignment] 

rhetorical question 
  vegner lu?  

‘to come he?’  venire lui? 
‘to come he’ 

 
This characterization offers wider generalizations when a one-to-one correspondence between features 
and forces is assumed, and enables an initial grouping of illocutionary acts with the same force, 
expressed grammatically (Fava 1999). The second level of representation is characterized by variations 
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in one or more features of the canonical type, which in turn are related to variations in the function of 
the associated act. Both in Italian and in Vicentino, a series of variations in form and function between 
mood and type affects the relations between canonical and non-canonical interrogatives. Indeed, the 
subjunctive in the optative-dubitative, the imperative mood in the echo-interrogative, and the infinite 
form in rhetorical interrogative are all possible and do occur in Veneto or in Italian main clauses, but 
their presence is limited to non-canonical or marked constructions. 
 Inflectional variations also characterize strategies conventionally associated with orders and 
prohibitions, both in Central Veneto and in Italian. Table 7 illustrates how these variations have a 
wealth of persons and moods to distinguish reverential and non-reverential orders and prohibition. It 
also includes constructions in semifactives and strong assertive predicates. Vicentino has the interrogative 
2PRS.INT semifactives seto and savio ‘do you know?’ in parenthetical with attention predicates that are used 
to intensify orders and prohibitions. Italian semifactives and strong assertive predicates are constructions in 
complementary distribution, and while the 2PL.SBJV.PRS sappiate is a construction characterizing positive 
contexts only, the 2PL.SBJV.PRS non crediate and non pensiate characterize negative contexts only.  
 

TABLE	7:	Vicentino	and	Italian	inflectional	variations	in	exercitives 

 Inflectional features Vicentino Italian Reverential 

Orders 

2.SG.IMP Falo! ‘do it’ Fallo ‘do it’ - 
2PL.IMP Felo Fatelo - 

3SG.SBJV El lo fasa deso  
La lo fasa deso  Lo faccia ora + 

3PL.SBJV I lo fassa deso! 
Le lo fassa deso! Lo facciano ora + 

INF Farlo sempre Farlo sempre   

Construction 
2.PRS.SG.INTERR 
parenthetical saver 
‘know’ in attention 
predicates  

Varda, seto, de   - 

Construction  
2.PRS.PL.INTERR 
parenthetical saver 
‘know’ in attention 
predicates 

Vardé, savio, de   - 

Construction 
2PL.SBJV.PRS semifactive 
assertive saver ‘know’ in 
positive contexts  

 
Sappiate   
*Pensiate che  
*Facciate 

+ 

Prohibitives 

Not + infinitive  Non farlo 
Non lo fare! - 

IMP a infinitive No sta a farlo  - 
IMP a infinitive No ste a farlo  - 

3SG.SBJV.PRS Nol lo fassa  
No la lo fassa  Non lo faccia + 

3PL.SBJV.PRS  No i lo fassa  
No le fassa  Non lo facciano + 

Construction 
2PL.SBJV.PRS 
 strong assertives pensare, 
credere ‘think’ in negative 
contexts  

  
 

Non pensiate  
Non crediate 
*Non telefoniate 
*Non sappiate 

+ 
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 Although moods may be considered just one of the features that characterize syntactic type – 
others being wh- pronoun properties, word order phenomena, non-subject clitic ordering and special 
particles – they constitute a major strategy both in north-eastern varieties and in Italian. 
 When grammatical illocutionary force devices are interpreted as clusters of grammatical 
features, a representation on at least two levels of grammatical description, which considers the features 
defining type, with some possible variations from the latter, provides a unified explanation of the 
character and organization of these phenomena.  
 
5. Conclusions 
 
In this paper, I have discussed aspects of the controversial categorization of a range of interrogative 
morphemes in north-eastern varieties, covering several persons, tenses and moods described at varying 
times as if they constituted an inflected feature in the word (conjugation or mood), a subject clitic 
pronoun, or even an NP in SpecAGR. The nineteenth-century terms interrogative conjugation and 
interrogative mood highlight the unit created between the verbal and pronominal forms, as well as the 
relation between the particular morphological marker and the ‘question’ act. This peculiar 
morphological feature of the verb bears witness to the shift from a strategy that uses the movement of 
subject clitic pronouns from a preverbal to a postverbal position to signal question acts to one that uses 
variations in the inflected form of the verb. Although interrogative morphemes now belong, at a 
synchronic descriptive level, to the verbal form and have become affixes, the relative ‘transparency’ 
with which the interrogative conjugation is formed by subject clitic inversion explains why these forms 
are commonly treated as pronouns. In the discussion of the inventories proposed in the different 
frameworks, I advocate the relevance of semantics and pragmatics within linguistic research. If some 
north-eastern varieties and Italian illocutionary force strategies are to be established, their organization 
of and interaction with interrogatives need to be assessed as they involve a comparison of several levels 
of grammatical description: phonological, morphological, syntactic and lexical. The number and 
importance of inflectional variations in north-eastern varieties and Italian, as well as within a given 
variety, mean that the relation between their different grammatical features, including mood, which can 
function as a feature of illocutionary force, are to be reconsidered.  
 An adequate descriptive analysis of the morphosyntactic criteria which have developed around 
the notion of linguistic illocutionary force devices, intended as the linguistic elements that enable an 
utterance to be interpreted as a particular act, e.g. a request, a question, an assertion or an urge, gives 
argument for interrogative morphemes to be categorized as affixes. Within a tradition of research 
which associates grammatical properties with types of speech acts, the appropriate characterization of 
interrogative morphemes is relevant not only to descriptive adequacy level, but also appears relevant to 
the explanatory principles of linguistic theory. The affix interpretation and its extension through the 
interrogative paradigm allows some generalization concerning these different varieties, thus unifying 
some apparently unrelated features into a common structural description. There are, however, certain 
inadequacies in the solutions proposed in the current literature. These solutions often deal with the 
problems posed by Austin by considering only one of the various devices, i.e. mood, or by grouping 
them into main types or moods, without considering either the possible variations between types of act 
and types of sentences in different languages, or their possible variations within the same language. 
However, an adequate description of grammatical illocutionary force devices, or candidates for the role, 
i.e. for giving an utterance its literal force, leads to a discussion of some of the best known positions 
and stipulations about levels of representation for speech acts. The question as to whether speech acts 
are produced in a linguistically conventional way can be tackled once we have found a more 
linguistically adequate description of the sentences uttered to perform speech acts and, in particular, of 
the features which function as illocutionary force devices.  
 The representation of an utterance’s literal force, one which unifies a series of generalizations 
regarding form and function, would enable a more precise evaluation of certain widespread theoretical 
positions on the integration of the linguistic level of representation (which according to the 
conventionality theory gives the utterance literal force) with other levels of representation. My proposal 
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of a two-level representation for illocutionary force devices offers an explanation as to the character 
and the organization of a series of variations, thus allowing for the descriptive adequacy of grammatical 
descriptions within a series of distinctions of form and function, where inflectional variations, or 
moods, constitute a rich and articulated strategy for expressing illocutionary force, both in north-
eastern varieties and in Italian.  
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