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Clitic doubling and DOM in Spanish: A diachronic account 
Natalia Pericchi, Bert Cornillie & Freek Van de Velde 

Clitic Doubling is the linguistic phenomenon in which a clause contains both a clitic pronoun and a 
nominal or prepositional phrase, which refer to the same referent and have the same syntactic 
function. In this paper, we will only be concerned with postposed objects as in (1). 

(1) ¿Quién le dijo a ella que el aseo y compostura que gastaba no eran suficientes? (Pardo Bazán, 
Emilia 1883. La Coruña, España) 
´Who told her that the neatness and composure that she had were not enough?´ 

Linguistic researchers have been trying to find out the motivation for the appearance and expansion 
of CD, a phenomenon which seems to go against all the rules of linguistic economy. One line of 
research views the expansion of CD as a phenomenon that goes hand in hand with the expansion of 
DOM (Cfr. Melis and Flores 2009). There is DOM with Direct Objects (DO) in Spanish when salient 
human DOs are marked by means of the preposition a ‘to’, whereas non-human DOs usually show up 
without a prepositional marker. As the preposition a is an obligatory grammatical marker of Indirect 
Objects (OIs), Melis and Flores (2009) claim that DOM affected the marking of IOs, which lost their 
monopoly on prepositional case marking. They argue that CD is a compensation strategy for this loss, 
i.e. a new way of disambiguating IOs from DOs. Melis and Flores (2009) convincingly show that the 
diachronic expansion of clitic doubling follows the expansion of DOM step by step. Whereas our 
corpus analysis corroborates the human(ate) and definiteness criteria of their account, it also 
challenges some of the central claims. 

A first question is concerned with the clitic doubling of DOs. In some varieties of Latin American 
Spanish it is increasingly common to find doubling with postposed DOs (cf. Belloro 2007), e.g. (2).  

(2) Mi madre murió cuando yo tenía cinco años. Y cuando tuve once lo encontré a mi padre aquí con 
una mujer. (Sábato, Ernesto 1961: 135. Buenos Aires, Argentina) 
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´My mother died when I was five years old. And when I was eleven, I found my father here with a 
woman.´ 

In current day Spanish the DOM-based argument seems not to apply any longer. Hence, if DOM and 
clitic doubling are general, functional strategies, it remains to be seen whether new compensation 
mechanisms will arise to rescue the IOs again. 

A second question has to do with Melis and Flores’s (2009) claim that the leísmo phenomenon slows 
down the expansion of clitic doubling. Leísmo is the use of the clitic pronoun le, which usually marks 
IOs, instead of lo, the default clitic pronoun of masculine singular, third person ODs. The claim 
consists in that leísmo is a confusion of the two syntactic functions which reduces the need of extra 
marking for IOs. From a theoretical point of view, it should be explained why a compensation 
mechanism takes place to reaffirm the differences erased by DOM, whereas a compensation 
mechanism is cancelled with leísmo. From an rmpirical point of view, in our pilot study of 16th 
century Spanish –at a time when less than 10% of the IOs were doubled --, we found several cases of 
doubled le forms with a DO function, whereas we did not find doubling with other DOs. Moreover, 
leísmo is far from absent in the historical corpora of Latin American Spanish. Hence, the relation 
between leísmo and slow expansion of clitic doubling seems less straightforward than expected. 

Thirdly, although the expansion of DOM and clitic doubling ran parallel, the fact that clitic doubling 
expanded with OIs first may also be due to their high accessibility. Vázquez Rozas and García Salido 
(2012) claim that highly accessible referents tend to be coded with low-content semantic and 
phonetic forms such as clitics. Since clitics are highly accessible and widely used, their function is 
reinterpreted in time and, as a consequence, it becomes more likely for doubling to occur. In line 
with Vázquez Rozas and García Salido (2012), the uneven distribution of doubling between IOs and 
DOs could also be explained on the basis of the observation that IOs are associated with entities that 
have higher accessibility than ODs, making IOs more keen to doubling than DOs.  
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