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1. 
Intro
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Important questions

• What are Spanish clitics (made of)?

• Are all Spanish clitics of the same kind/category?

• How are Spanish clitics encoded in the syntax?

• Do Spanish clitics move or are they base-generated?

• If they move: how, where and why?

• What can periphrastic environments show us about clitics?

• What mechanisms regulate (un)grammaticality patterns of clitic placement in 
periphrases?
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2. 
Basic Facts
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Morphology of Spanish clitics
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(STRONG)



Status and placement

• Between words and affixes

• Prosodically weak
• Parasite stress from verbs

• Object pronouns
• DO (Acc)

• IO (Dat)

• Differ from overt argument position (‘climb’)

(1)
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Placement

• Placement can vary in periphrases

• Proclisis: inflected V

• Auxiliary

• Enclisis: non-inflected V

• Lexical predicate

• Different placement ≠ different interpretation

(2)
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Adjectival modification

• Clitics can be modified by adjectives

• …but not directly (sequentially?)

• Gender/number agreement is visible

• Predicative flavor

9
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Doubling

• Clitics double
• only with [+animate] objects

• Dative clitics are always (optionally)
doubled*

• Accusative clitics are optionally 
doubled in some varieties 

• otherwise deemed ungrammatical

(4)

(5)

10*Pineda (2020) provides evidence against the claim that dative doubling is mandatory in DOC constructions.



Doubling

• Clitics double
• only with [+animate] objects

• Dative and Accusative clitics 
are always doubled 
with strong pronouns

(6)

(7)
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Clustering and climbing

• Clitics cluster
• Fixed order DAT › ACC

• Clitics climb (further)
• Every V is a possible target

• Proclisis with inflected V

• Enclisis with non-inflected Vs

• Only one interpretation

12
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Periphrases and extraction

• A clitic cannot climb to other verbs
if they are lexical

• Lexical verbs, contrary to auxiliaries,
have an argument structure

• This seems to prevent further climbing
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Imperatives

• Clitics attach in enclisis to
affirmative imperatives

• Several authors argue that imperatives
lack a tense feature
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3. 
Movement and 

Base-generation Approaches
and datives in ditransitive constructions
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Movement – Uriagereka (1995), Raposo & 
Uriagereka (2005)

• Accusative clitics are D-heads

• …that head a big DP structure

• hosting its double in [Spec,DP]
• Thus accounting for clitic doubling!

(1) (Yo) lo= vi a él.

(I) 3sg.masc.Acc saw.1sg DOM 3sg.masc.Obl

‘I saw him.’

16

Figure 1. Big DP



Movement – Uriagereka (1995), Raposo & 
Uriagereka (2005)
• Functional projection FP
• Above T (below C)

• headed by clitic-like ƒ
• ƒ bears phi-features
• D clitics agree with ƒ

• D clitics cluster around/with ƒ

• Clitics climb in a one-fell-swoop movement
• From their argumental positions (in V domain)

• To ƒ head

Juan

golpeó

17

Figure 2. Derivation of Juan lo golpeó.



Base-generation - Sportiche (1996), a.m.o.
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• Clitics are functional projections
(or agreement markers)

• Base-generated in a high 
functional position
• outside of the VP domain

• Argument DP (or pro) inside VP

• Proclisis is obtained via V-to-T movement



Ditransitive constructions and dative clitics –
Cuervo (2003)
• Dative argument is introduced via Applicative projection
• Dative clitics are spell-out of the Applicative head

• Not D-heads

• Double in [Spec,ApplP]

• Dative argument c-commands accusative argument
• Possession semantic relation DAT » ACC

(8) Le= entregaron el primer premio a Carolina.

3sg.Dat= gave.3pl the  first prize     to Carolina.

‘They gave Carolina the first place prize.’

19

Figure 3. Structure of ditransitives



4.
Recent Proposals

and their challenges
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Hybrid vs. Uniform approaches

• Hybrid approaches argue in favor of a division of Spanish clitics into two 
different systems
• Some clitics are considered to be of the Determiner class

• Heads of Big-DPs that undergo Movement

• All other clitics are considered to be Agreement Markers
• Base-generated in functional projection (vP) outside of VP domain

• Uniform approaches argue in favor of a unified treatment of all clitics

• As Determiners (or at least having a D component)

• Varying accounts for Movement and ditransitive constructions (and clustering)
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Mixed analysis (Ormazábal & Romero, 2013)

• Morphological, syntactic and semantic evidence

• 3rd π accusative clitics and all other clitics (1st/2nd π acc, and all datives) are 
morphologically distinct

• Gender-marking is only found in the former, not in the latter

• 3rd π acc = Ds all other clitics = Agreement Markers

• Ds in Big-DPs undergo movement from their argumental positions

• AgrMs are base-generated in a functional head outside VP domain

22



Mixed – Morphological evidence: Gender

• 3rd π accusative clitics show gender 
variation morphologically

• 3rd π dative clitics do not vary

• 1st/2nd π accusative/dative do not either

23

(8)
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Mixed – Morphological evidence: Gender

• Gender variation in 3rd π accusatives is similar to the one found in articles

• Suggesting they are Ds

• Dative clitics (and 1st/2nd π) do not share this similarity with Determiners

• Suggesting they are AgrMs

24

Table 3. Spanish articles paradigm

Table 2. Object clitics paradigm



Morphological evidence: Gender – Challenge

• Syntactic gender is not necessarily marked morphologically
• Absence of marks for gender does not mean that a N/Adj does not bear gender features

• The same is true for pronouns and clitics

• Evidence of gender agreement in adjectival copular complements and object-
depictive constructions

25

(10) (11)



Morphological evidence: Gender – Challenge

• One might argue that the gender mark in the adjectives comes from a 
semantic/referential source and not syntactically…

• …but collective nouns bear only syntactic gender, unrelated to that of the actual 
members in the group

26

(12)



Mixed – Syntactic evidence: Doubling

27

• Allowed with dative clitics

• Disallowed with accusative clitics

• Difference in possibility of doubling
 = differentiated analyses

• DAT = Agreement Markers

• ACC = Determiners

(13)

(14)



Syntactic evidence: Doubling – Challenge 
[+animate]
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• Allowed with dative clitics

• AND with accusative clitics
 if [+animate]

• Similarity in possibility of doubling
 = Same analysis

• DAT = Determiners

• ACC = Determiners

(13)

(15)



Mixed – Semantic evidence: Range of 
coreference
• Ranges of coreference of DPs that double accusative and dative clitics are 

different. Evidence from negative quantifier ningún(a) ‘none’.

• Narrower for DP doubles of accusative clitics

• Broader for DP doubles of dative clitics

29

(16) (17)



Semantic evidence: Range of coreference – 
Challenge [+animate]
• Once again, [+animate] is a relevant feature

• If the accusative argument is [+animate], grammaticality arises
• As it does with the dative argument

30

(18) (19)



Heterogeneous analysis (Alcaraz, 2021)

31

• Evidence from doubling and subject/object agreement

• Based on different Binding-theoretical properties between clitics and doubles

• 3rd π accusative and dative clitics are D-clitics
• Determiners

• Governed by Principle B

• Subject to Movement

• 1st/2nd π accusative and dative clitics* are ϕ-clitics 
• Agreement Markers

• Exempt from Principle B

• Subject to Agree

*Reflexive se is considered a ϕ-clitic as well



Heterogeneous – Syntax of ϕ-clitics
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• Figure 4. (a) Featural composition, (b) Agree



Heterogeneous – Syntax of D-clitics
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• Figure 5. Movement of D-clitics



Final classification
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 Table 4. D-clitics    Table 5. ϕ-clitics 



Heterogeneous – Binding-Doubling evidence
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• Well-known fact: variation in anaphoric interpretation of 1st/2nd π vs. 3rd π 
DO/IO clitics
• 1st/2nd π clitics must corefer with clause-mate subject

• 3rd π clitics cannot corefer with clause-mate subject

(20) (21)



Binding-Doubling – 
Challenge: DM
• Clitics, whether D- or ϕ-heads, are terminal nodes 

in the syntax, i.e., feature bundles

• Computations operate on

• bundles of abstract grammatical features (ϕ-
features),

• not Vocabulary Items, per se

• Within DM, Vocabulary Items provide the set of 
phonological signals available for the expression 
of abstract morphemes

[π: 1, #: sg, +Acc, +Refl, +cl] ‹–› /me/

[π: 3, #: sg, G: masc, +Acc, +cl] ‹–› /lo/
36

(22)



DM: Syncretism vs. Competition 

• Syncretism is found in the case of 1st and 2nd π clitics: 

• Acc, Dat, Refl = /me/, /te/

• Competition is found in the case of 3rd π clitics:

• Acc + masc = /lo/

• Acc + fem = /la/

• Dat +masc/+fem = /le/

• Refl = /se/*

37*Elsewhere, default

(23)



DM: Syncretism vs. Competition 

• Syncretism is found in the case of 1st and 2nd π clitics: 

• Acc, Dat, Refl = /me/, /te/

• Competition is found in the case of 3rd π clitics:

• Acc + masc = /lo/

• Acc + fem = /la/

• Dat +masc/+fem = /le/

• Refl = /se/*

38*Elsewhere, default

(24)



Interim conclusions – DM analysis

i. Clitics are terminal nodes specified for the same syntactic features: π, #, G, K, and +cl;

ii. featural difference between [π: 1, #:sg] object clitics with varying G and K specifications results in 
morphological, not syntactic, syncretism;

iii. syncretism results in insertion of Vocabulary Item /me/ underspecified for [π: 1, #: sg, +cl];

iv. in the case of varying 3rd π clitic Vocabulary Items, G and K (and Refl) features block some of the competing 
phonological expressions, leading to insertion of the most specified one;

v. difference between 1st/2nd π and 3rd π clitics in terms of diversity of Vocabulary Items for 3rd π, but not 1st/2nd 

π is a morphological, not syntactic, difference of competition vs. syncretism.

vi. Since these differences are morphological and not syntactic, I conclude that all clitics in Spanish are 
members of one and the same class, namely Determiners.
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Uniform analysis – Clitic cluster derivation 
through movement (Romain, 2020)
• Phase Theoretic approach

• Both accusative and dative clitics are D-heads
• Dative DP in [Spec,VP] (Larsonian-shell configuration)

• Accusative DP in [Comp,V]

• Movement triggered by Agree 
• V inherits [uCase:Acc] from v* and agrees with Accusative DP’s [uCase:Acc]

• Acc D moves via ‘roll-up’ to edge of V due to inherited EPP feature in V

• v* keeps a copy of phi-features, which triggers movement of Dat D to edge of v*
• Complex lo+V head moves to v*  lo + √dar » me + v* = me + v* + lo + √dar

• More complex v* head moves to T  me + v* + lo + √dar » T = me lo dio
40



Clitic-cluster 
climbing – Romain 
(2020:379)
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Challenges:
VP-shell 
& 
Head-movement

• Larsonian VP-shell fails to account for the 
semantics of Appl » DPTheme c-command relation 
expressing possession

• Head-to-head movement fails to account for 
climbing to T in periphrases
• Vas a dár=me=lo  
• Me= lo= vas a dar (!)

• If clitics head-to-head-move with V and v* to T…
• …proclisis to T vas (‘go’) would not be possible
• Lower Inf contains head-incorporated clitics
• embedded clause would have to climb to 

highest T

• This analysis predicts ungrammatical sentence
*Me= lo= dar vas a

(!) Me= lo= vas a dar –› is not a possible derivation 
under this account.

42
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Uniform analysis – Lexical decomposition (Ausín & Fernández-
Rubiera, to appear)

• Doubling in le-for-les phenomenon

• Singular le is used in doubling contexts with 
plural indirect object.

• Agreeing dative doubling contexts match 
accusative doubling contexts

• Decompositional analysis of dative clitics

• Non-agreeing le = Appl°

• Agreeing le(s) = Appl° + D°

43
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Uniform analysis – Lexical decomposition (Ausín & 
Fernández-Rubiera, to appear)
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Challenges to Decompositional analysis

• Decompositional analysis does not account for les morphology:

• If les is a product of combining Appl° le and D° las,

• what morphological process causes le + las = les?

• Cannot account for periphrases

• If Appl° and D° head-move to V°,

• how would they climb further to T in highest clause?

• Excorporation would be the only option to account for clitic climbing to the highest 
clause

45



5.
Accounting for clitic-clusters 
and climbing in periphrases
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A new proposal

• Evidence from clitic-cluster climbing in periphrastic environments

47
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Theoretical assumptions

• Bare Phrase Structure (Chomsky, 1995:228) 

• No bar levels, no distinction between lexical items and “heads” 

• an item can be both an X° and an XP

• Clitics are Ds under DP hypothesis and share X° and XP properties
• In 𝜃-position DP

• Raises by XP-adjunction until final step of X°-adjunction

• Head Movement (Matushansky, 2006:84-85)
• Clitics are pronominal DPs moved from argument positions

• Simultaneously heads and maximal projections

• Move as maximal projections, adjoin as heads (M-Merger)

• Edge Features on Phase edge (Voice) (Chomsky, 2001)

• Need for an escape hatch to avoid violation of PIC

48



Theoretical assumptions

• FP (Uriagereka 1995, Raposo & Uriagereka 2005)

• Functional projection between C and T, headed by clitic-like ƒ

• [+cl] feature on ƒ

• Rich structure of periphrases (Fábregas, 2019)

• Defective CP connecting auxiliary and auxiliated verbs does not constitute a Phase

• Interaction & Satisfaction (Deal 2021)

• Probes are specified (or unspecified) for Interaction and Satisfaction conditions

• INT: Determines the possible target

• SAT: Determines what prevents the probe from further searching

• If the probe is specified for [INT: D] and [SAT: ø], upon interaction with a D, it can probe again and 
interact with a subsequent D, should it find one.

49



Main claims

• (All) Accusative and Dative clitics are Ds 

• Datives introduced via Applicative projection, but  (pace Cuervo, 2003)

• Appl° is null

• Dative clitic heads a big DP structure in [Spec,ApplP] identical to the one proposed for 
accusatives

• Both, Acc and Dat Ds, move to clitic-like ƒ projection (above T/Inf, below C(Def))
• in one fell swoop – phrasal movement,

• due to insatiable probe [+cl] on ƒ

• In periphrases, movement occurs across CDef heads 
• No PIC violation

• first movement always to edge of phase, i.e. Voice projection

50



Monoverbal 
constructions

51

Relevant features

• D: [ϕ, Acc, Dcl, Edge]

• D: [ϕ, Dat, Dcl, Edge]

• Voice:

• INT: [D, Edge, Acc]

• SAT: [ø]



Biverbal constructions

52

Relevant features

• D: [ϕ, Acc, Dcl, Edge]

• D: [ϕ, Dat, Dcl, Edge]

• Voice:

• INT: [D, Edge, Acc]

• SAT: [ø]



Structure of periphrases
Adapted from Fábregas (2019)

• Auxiliary verbs, devoid of argument structure, 
are mediated by AspP 

• Auxiliary verbs take CDefP as complement

• Defective Cs do not constitute phases

• CDef takes InfP (or GerP) as complement

53



Derivation (32b)
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Embedded clause
Relevant features

• D: [ϕ, Acc, Dcl, Edge]

• D: [ϕ, Dat, Dcl, Edge]

• Voice:

• INT: [D, Edge, Acc]

• SAT: [ø]

55



Main & intermediate clauses
• Periphrastic structure:

• Infinitival volver and inflected va are aspectual

• Semantically deficient

• AspP projection

• FP above T, below CDef

• Clitics cluster around ƒ in [Spec,FP] 

• via phrasal movement, due to [+cl] insatiable probe

56



Derivation (32c)

57
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Embedded clause
• Same relevant features

• D: [ϕ, Acc, Dcl, Edge]

• D: [ϕ, Dat, Dcl, Edge]

• Same mechanisms apply

• Agree with Voice

• Movement to edge of Phase [Spec,VoiceP]

58



Main & intermediate clauses
• Same relevant features

• Same mechanisms apply

• Insatiable probe [+cl] on ƒ interacts with Ds

• Movement to [Spec,FP]

59



Accounting for ungrammaticality

• Some periphrases disallow clitic climbing outside of the embedded clause

• Crucially, due to the lexical, non-aspectual, status of an intermediate verb (salir ‘leave’)

60
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Auxiliary vs. lexical verbs 

• Auxiliary/aspectual ir ‘go’ lacks vP

• Lexical ir ‘go’ does require vP between
V and Inf

61



Ungrammaticality (33b)
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Ungrammaticality (33b)
• Salir ‘leave’ is not an aspectual verb

• Not desemantized

• Keeps its full argument structure

• Complement PP

• Projects a vP

• vP constitutes a Phase

• Precludes climbing across the Phase

• Movement into any higher clause results in a
PIC violation

63



6.
Concluding Remarks
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Concluding remarks

• This analysis accounts for 
• Category and internal structure of clitics: 
• D-heads in Big DPs

• Clustering: 
• around ƒ due to movement of Ds to [Spec,FP]

• Motivated by insatiable [+cl] probe on ƒ

• Movement: 
• Consistently to [Spec,VoiceP]

• Consistently to [Spec,FP]

• Distinct patterns of (un)grammaticality for clitic climbing in periphrases:
• Climbing to higher clauses allowed due to CDef with aspectual auxiliaries

• Climbing to higher clauses disallowed due to vP Phase in lexical intermediate verbs
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Further research

• The world of periphrases is extremely vast

• Some verbs seem to present more blurry results in acceptability
• For example, salir ‘leave’ vs. ir ‘go’ in intermediate position evoke different degrees of 

(un)acceptability

• Reflexive verbs in different positions might alter the possibilities for clustering/climbing

• Non-argumental datives show different placement and ordering patterns

• Cross-dialectal and cross-linguistic research seems unavoidable (that’s good!)

• Experimental work in processing can further inform the theory
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