
Abstract 

Syntactic Differences between Italiano Letterario and Italiano Neostandard 

This diploma thesis focuses on two usages of Italian language: Italiano Letterario and Italiano 

Neostandard, and syntactic differences between these too. The aim of the paper is to list these 

differences, describe them and prove them as vital via an analysis of several contemporary 

Italian texts.  

The thesis is divided into two basic parts. The first part is rather theory-focused and its aim is 

to define both terms Italiano Letterario and Italiano Neostandard, present the development of 

the language since the 1860, when Italiano Letterario was set, describe the main features of 

Neostandard (including the differences between written and spoken variations), briefly outline 

the changes of the literary language during the course of the 20th century and list and describe 

in detail the syntactic features of Neostandard. 

First we described the language situation at time of Italian unification. There was an urge for a 

single language to be appropriate for every communication situation. The Lombardian writer 

Alessandro Manzoni, who dedicated all his life to the question of language, came up with the 

solution he had also applied in the ultimate version of his masterpiece The Betrothed (I 

Promessi Sposi).  The novel was written in the dialect spoken by educated Tuscans which 

became the new national language. However, at that time, the language was spoken only by 

about 3 % of the population. The majority spoke various dialects or even minority languages 

at home and with friends. It took the language more than a hundred years to be widely used in 

all communication situations. 

 

We mentioned the major factors that contributed to the process of Italianization: mandatory 

schooling, increase of the literacy rate, internal migration, industrial development, mass media 

(first the daily press, later radio and television broadcasting). 

 

The turning point was the Italian economic miracle from the mid-1950s to the early-1970s 

during which the nation transformed from an agricultural-based economy into one of the 

world's most industrialized and wealthy nations.  As a result, more people had access to 

higher education, there was further internal migration and the Italian finally began to be the 

universal language. Dialects of some underdeveloped regions were perceived as a social 

stigma.  

 

In the 1980s, Italian language eventually prevailed over dialects with 53.3 % italophonic 

population. At the same time, linguists noticed some significant changes of the language in 



use. The new usage was called Italiano Neostandard, Italiano d’Uso Medio or Italiano 

Tendenziale and it diminished the distance between written and spoken language. Francesco 

Sabatini made a list of 35 features in which the new usage differed from the old one. The old 

usage had ignored them or considered substandard.  

 

As our thesis is mainly devoted to the elements of syntax, we will focus on these: left 

dislocation, right dislocation, cleft sentence, che polivalente, hanging topic and presentative 

sentence with c’è.  Apart from che polivalente, which became the universal subordinate 

conjugation, all of these features are fronting (topicalisation) devices. Left and right 

dislocations violate the standard Italian word order SVO.  

 

The left dislocation can be further divided depending on the dislocated element.  In our 

analysis, we treated separately direct object L-dislocation, indirect object L-dislocation 

and adjunct L-dislocation. All of them are considered to be rather common in Neostandard.  

 

Some linguists say that the right dislocation belongs to spoken speech only. However, it can 

be found in written language as well but it is less common than the right dislocation.  

 

Cleft sentence is nowadays widely used. Similar structures have been always present in 

Italian though language purists disapproved of it and considered it a gallicism.  

 

Hanging topic may be still perceived as substandard. However, it does not belong to written 

language so we do not except to find it during the analysis.  

 

Presentative sentence with c’è is another fronting device frequent in spoken speech and 

present in written language.  

 

Che polivalente is considered to belong rather to spoken speech.  

 

The above listed features were subject to our analysis. We examined their occurrence in 

several texts written in contemporary Italian. Three types of texts were chosen: fiction, daily 

press and magazines.  

For the fiction, we chose three collections of short stories: Bar Sport Duemila by Stefano 

Benniti, Compleanno dell’Iguana by Silvia Ballestra and Fango by Niccolò Ammaniti.   

As for the daily press, the selection was the three most read Italian newspapers: Corriere della 

Sera, La Repubblica and La Stampa.  



Chosen magazines were Vivo, Gioia and L’Espresso, all of them published weekly. Vivo is a 

tabloid, Gioia is a women’s magazine and L’Espresso resembles the daily press as it offers a 

portion of interesting news about politics, foreign affairs and culture.  

 

The analysis proved our theoretical knowledge. All of the features listed above were present 

and vital, although some more than the others.  

 

The most common feature was adjunct L-dislocation as we encountered it in all the texts in 

question. In direct speech in fiction, the dislocated element was often repeated by the pronoun 

particle ci, which is less formal.  

 

Direct object L-dislocation was another common feature. Its occurrence differed depending 

on the text type. In fiction, we encountered this L-dislocation mostly in direct speech; in the 

newspapers articles it served mostly as a cohesive device or it was encountered in direct 

speech or quotations.   

 

Indirect object L-dislocation was a rarer feature than the previous one but the difference in 

occurrence was not dramatic. Similarly to adjunct L-dislocation, in direct speech in fiction, 

the dislocated element was often repeated by clitical pronouns or pronoun particles ci or ne.  

  

Right dislocation was a rather rare phenomenon. Still, we cannot agree with those linguists 

who consider it a part of spoken language only. Right dislocation was encountered not only in 

direct speech in fiction and in quotations in newspaper, but also in neutral narrative blocks. 

 

Cleft sentence occurred frequently in the daily press. It was the most used device of emphasis. 

Apart from positive indicative statement, cleft sentences were used frequently as a negative, 

an interrogative and also an infinitive phrase (a + inf.).  

Che polivalente and hanging topic occurred mainly in direct speech in fiction; statements with 

hanging topic were often expressive.  We dare say these the phenomena belong still to spoken 

language only.  

Presentative sentence with c’è occurred sporadically in our selection of texts. It was used by 

L’Espresso as a fronting device but apart from that, we encountered it only in direct speech in 

Silvia Ballestra’s stories.   



Our analysis proved that the new usage with its syntactic phenomena really exists. The 

syntactic features in question were part of both neutral and expressive statements. Moreover, 

the selected texts show Neostandard features at the morphological and lexical levels as well.   

   

 


