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1. Introduction

This volume presents the preliminary results of the PRIN 2022 research project on the 
topic “Contact-Induced Language Change. Perspectives from the Minority Languages 
in the Italian Linguistic Space”. This project involves four research units: the University 
of Udine (national coordination with Principal Investigator Francesco Costantini), the 
University of Milan (coordinator Andrea Scala), the University of Sassari (coordinator 
Lorenzo Devilla), and the University of Chieti-Pescara (coordinator Carmela Perta). 
These results were presented at a conference held at the University of Sassari on February 
28, 2025. The conference was titled “Contact-Induced Language Change: Perspectives 
from the Minority Languages in the Italian Linguistic Space. Initial Assessments and Re-
sults” and it took place in the room named after Fiorenzo Toso, with whom the group 
had shared projects and conferences on minority topics dear to the friend and colleague. 
The project’s general objective is to investigate language change induced by contact in 
minority languages within the Italian linguistic space. The research examines a sample of 
non-Romance varieties (such as German and Slovenian varieties spoken in Friuli Venezia 
Giulia, and Romaní) and Romance varieties (Friulian, Franco-Provençal spoken in Pug-
lia, Sardinian, and Catalan of Alghero) that have been historically in contact with Italian 
and Italo-Romance dialects.

The PRIN project’s implementation involves several phases, including:
– Investigating into the various communities under analysis, which includes examining their 

linguistic history, sociolinguistic peculiarities, and the vitality of the minority language.
– Defining the phenomena of Contact-Induced Language Change through literature re-e

view and fieldwork.
– Evaluating whether contact-induced change can influence any part of the grammar, or 

if some grammatical areas are more exposed to this change.
– Identifying cases of contact-induced grammatical change, including phenomena of in-

terference at various levels of analysis: lexical, phonological, morphological, and mor-
phosyntactic.

– Proposing data related to linguistic change.
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– Cross-linguistic comparison which will lead to the evaluation and analysis of a typolo-
gy of grammatical changes, contributing to the broader debate on CILC.

2. Thematic Research Profile: Contact Linguistics in a Minority Context

The themes discussed at the Sassari conference, in particular, deal with the analysis of the ef-
fects of language contact in multilingual areas. In these areas, minority languages or “heritage 
languages” (Costantini 2017, 41–57) are affected by the dynamics between conservation or 
the more frequent process of intergenerational language shift toward Italian. The phenom-
enon of ‘shift’ has been examined as a complex process that does not only involve adopting 
a dominant language. It also implies the symbolic preservation of heritage languages, which 
often continue to be spoken in family and community contexts, even if they are no longer 
the primary language for social interaction. To investigate and evaluate both the linguistic 
competences and attitudes of speakers, sociolinguistic surveys have been conducted using 
questionnaires to assess this ‘shift’, which generally does not imply a total loss of linguistic 
and cultural identity in these complex areas of plurilingualism. The core of the project is the 
study of interlinguistics, or according to the current terminology, contact linguistics. As de-
fined by Roberto Gusmani, starting with Saggi sull’interferenza linguistica of 1986, this field 
provides the theoretical and conceptual tools and categories to position, define, and pro-
vide status to the influences exerted between languages. Weinreich, in his 1953 Languages
in Contact, noted that interference is not merely the simple addition of linguistic units to t
the inventory of a language. It also involves “the reorganization of structures resulting from 
the introduction of foreign elements into the more complexly structured domains of the 
language, for example, in most of the phonemic system, in a large part of the morphology 
and syntax, and in certain areas of the vocabulary (kinship, color, time, etc.)” (Weinreich 
2008, 3). It is well known that linguistic interference phenomena contribute significantly 
to the expressive and communicative renewal of contemporary linguistic traditions. Beyond 
the reconfiguration of a language’s lexicon and the associated semantic aspects of lexical in-
terference, one effect of interlinguistic processes can be the reorganization of other levels of 
analysis of a replica language (Orioles 2014, 163–181; Orioles 2022, 209–221). Mancini 
observes that in this area of research,

two fundamental approaches confront each other: on one hand, the one that sees the
historical-social context as the primary factor conditioning contact and is led by the
works of Sarah Thomason (Thomason 2001, Thomason 2008); on the other hand,
the one that studies the internal aspects that regulate access hierarchies and transfer
in the competence of bilinguals. (Mancini 2011, 56)

Another approach is that of ‘contact universals,’ which is the possibility of evaluating and 
trying to predict which units of analysis are more likely to be borrowed from a replica 
language and in what order. This involves the construct of the “scale of adoptability” (ac-
cording to Haugen 1950; Weinreich 2008) or the “borrowability scale” (see Orioles 2014, 
63–181 and Costantini 2020, 189–199).
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3. Structural Reconfiguration of a Language and Interference Phenomena

In his brief reflection on linguistic interference, we recall how Gusmani pointed out that 
among the mechanisms capable of playing a central role in the spread of new morpho-
logical rules, morphemes, or phonemes, or in the introduction or strengthening of word 
formation processes or syntactic structures, is the process of induction. This term refers 
to a specific aspect of interlinguistic contact phenomena, often relegated to a secondary 
position, that is capable of influencing the general reorganization of a language. In reali-
ty, alongside this aspect of interference, since Weinreich, these types of interference have 
been explored not only at the lexical level but also at the phonetic, morphological, and 
syntactic levels. These phenomena are defined as second-degree borrowings or, indeed, 
induction. Thanks to a repeated series of borrowings and linguistic calques, it is possible 
for the replica language to identify and extrapolate new structural elements to productively 
reuse them, extending their use beyond the original scope. As a result of repeated linguistic 
interference phenomena, a language can find itself with a series of formative structures, 
sometimes new, other times already present but latent or collateral, which, revitalized, 
manage to carve out new spaces within the replica language. This phenomenon, without 
explicit connection to Weinreich and Gusmani, has been revisited and explored in depth 
by Matras in the chapter on Grammatical and phonological borrowing (2009, 212 ff.) in theg
section dedicated to Morphological borrowing. After observing that “bound morphology gg
has been observed to be relatively resistant to borrowing compared with both lexical items 
and grammatical function words” (2009, 209), Matras takes up and expands on the process
of induction identified by Gusmani. He emphasizes the need to distinguish between “the 
mere acceptance of morphology along with borrowed lexical items, from the diffusion of 
morphology beyond the borrowed lexicon itself ”. Furthermore, he distinguishes between 
“backwards diffusion”, which is the replication of borrowed morphs in connection with 
pre-existent, inherited lexicon, and “forward diffusion,” which is the productive use of bor-
rowed morphs with newly acquired vocabulary (Matras 2009, 209). The innovative focus 
of the construct of Contact-Induced Language Change (CILC) compared to the positions 
of Weinreich and Gusmani is to look at exogenous influences that are productive of inno-
vations in relation to linguistic change. This is advocated by Sarah Thomason (2001, 267 
in the Glossary, s.v. interference), according to whom CILC is:
–  “Contact-induced change that involves the importation of material and/or structures 

from one language into another language, whether by borrowing or by shift-induced 
interference”.

–  “All interference is contact-induced change, but not all contact-induced change is in-
terference”.

3.1 Sociolinguistic and Variational Profiles

The Sassari conference focuses on an even broader understanding of the concept of inter-
ference than the more traditionally known one, which suggests a language can incorporate 
primarily and more easily lexical traits, as this is the area most exposed to interference. 
The research aims to analyze the presence of foreign elements in minority languages be-
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longing to various levels of analysis. This is in line with the PRIN research project’s gen-
eral objective of not only studying the interlinguistic dynamics of minority varieties but 
also exploring their sociolinguistic and variational profiles. The project begins with De 
Mauro’s notion of linguistic space (1980, 109–13), a concept re-examined and integrated 
by Vedovelli with the model of the global Italian linguistic and cultural space (Vedovelli 
2023, 185–202). This implies a broader configuration that can include not only the pole 
of immigrant languages but also a space “articulated into the three dimensions given by 
the axis of Italian and its varieties, that of dialects and their respective varieties, and finally 
that of the languages of long-established minority groups” (Vedovelli 2013, 435). New 
generations are in a condition of “shifting”, which is a peculiar manifestation in migratory 
contexts of the language shift phenomenon; the latter, in turn, leads to linguistic obsoles-
cence or even the extinction of a language (a phenomenon addressed by Weinreich 2008, 
and redefined by Fishman in the context of studies on the polarity between language main-
tenance and language shift).

3.2 The Notion of Internal Structural Vitality

The topics addressed at the conference revolve around the analysis of dynamics related 
to complex situations of contact between languages and cultures in multilingual areas. 
They also examine the internal and external vitality of minority varieties, their mainte-
nance or shift among younger generations and in intergenerational spaces, in different 
domains of use, etc. They also focus on the role of interlinguistic contact phenomena as 
a factor of change, of communicative and identity ‘sustainability’ for minority languages. 
In the contexts under study, the research operates with communities that have complex 
repertoires, characterized by plurilingualism or, more precisely, situations of pluriglossia. 
The minority language is often not widely practiced or has even shifted out of the linguis-
tic-communicative competence of speakers, but it becomes an identity tool and, above all,
a set of cultural values of the Italian material and immaterial heritage that can define and
characterize the community.

To assess the sociolinguistic vitality of minority languages, one must evaluate their 
actual use, their sufficient transmission to younger generations, and the linguistic loyalty 
and self-awareness of the minority identity present in the community’s attitudes. Soci-
olinguistic vitality is also measured by studying the linguistic interference phenomena 
that occur in these multilingual communities, which are at the center of multiple contacts
and interferences between different varieties and cultures. As Consani (2023, 22) recalls, 
these contacts “have made them the engine of innovation and even of broader language 
change”. Speaking of the internal structural vitality of minority languages, in line with 
Terracini (Grassi 1969, 1–16), means recognizing that the vitality of a language, even 
a minority one, lies in its ability to react to the pressure exerted by contact with other 
linguistic systems. It does this by incorporating and assimilating foreign elements from 
other varieties in contact to modify, enrich, and invigorate its own morphological and 
lexical system. This reactive capacity shown by being open to contact with other varieties 
therefore appears to be a possible antidote to the obsolescence of a minority language. 
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This has also been highlighted in the work of the Udine group on the German-speaking 
minorities in Friuli, where they pay particular attention to the influences of the Romance 
codes (Italian and Friulian) and also of Venetian varieties on the German varieties of Sau-
ris, Timau, and now also Sappada. In essence, interference phenomena have the prerog-
ative of certifying the survival of an endangered language, even in a changed form (e.g., 
Sidraschi 2023, 123–143 and Zuin 2022, 51–75). Varieties that seem to have little soci-
olinguistic vitality due to a progressive limitation of intergenerational transmission can,
instead, demonstrate a significant internal structural vitality. This is because they are rel-
atively stable linguistic systems in some structural components and are productive at the 
lexical level, with a strong capacity for assimilation and integration of foreign words. This 
is thanks to the use of borrowings but, above all, linguistic calques. The latter, by using 
patrimonial material to reproduce foreign models, become proof of a minority variety’s 
reactive capacity when faced with the entry of foreign elements. This confirms the strong 
abilities for re-elaboration and reorganization of not only the lexical but also the morpho-
logical and syntactic system of the variety, which belong to a deeper layer of the linguistic 
system. Gusmani himself observed that the study of minority languages is of particular in-
terest for interlinguistics precisely because of the significant presence of these phenomena 
in multilingual areas with strong and deep contacts. These areas are characterized by what 
Gusmani defines as “ideal plurilingualism” (on this concept, see Costantini 2022, 114–
115). This is an “ideal” sociolinguistic condition in which the needs of speakers whose 
multiple identities must be safeguarded find common ground, with the awareness that the 
more one manages to amalgamate “different identities”, the richer and more complex their 
personality will become (Gusmani 2003, 178). Interference phenomena in minority areas 
should then be seen as “tangible documentation of the cultural enrichment that always
accompanies these forms of mixing” (Gusmani 1994, 81).

4. Conclusion

The conference and the works collected here represent the first significant results from 
the discussion and reflections on the dynamics related to interlinguistic contact and the 
vitality of minority languages that coexist in complex repertoires within the Italian linguis-
tic space. In the communities under analysis, despite the different situations that emerge 
from the research of the various units involved, it is clear that minority languages, although 
subject to attrition, linguistic interference, and consequent linguistic change, and despite 
being classifiable as endangered languages according to UNESCO parameters, still main-
tain a certain degree of vitality, roles, and central functions for the communities of speak-
ers. The members from the University of Sassari unit, Marco Caria and Lorenzo Devilla, 
present a series of detailed data, particularly linguistic borrowings, on the phenomena of 
interference from Italian and Sardinian in the Catalan of Alghero. The members of the 
Udine unit proposed a series of works on the minority varieties of Friuli Venezia Giulia. 
Francesco Costantini shows how the presence of Romance varieties (Friulian and Italian) 
in the repertoire of Sauran, a variety spoken in the German-speaking enclave of Carnia, 
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has left traces on the Sauran syntax of personal and reflexive pronouns and that the word 
order converges toward Romance syntax in contrast to Germanic syntax. The contribu-
tion of Francesco Costantini, Roberto Dapit, and Jelena Živojinović extends the scope of 
research to the sociolinguistic dynamics at work in the Slovenian-speaking minorities in 
the Natisone and Torre valleys and Val Canale, with interesting data on Resian, spoken in 
Val Resia. The Milan unit addresses the topic of Abruzzo Romaní from different perspec-
tives. Giulia Meli addresses the issue of differential object marking in Abruzzo Romaní and 
the Italo-Romance reflections on the inherited Indian base. The Pescara unit (Carmela 
Perta, Luca Iezzi, Valerio Pisaniello) analyzes some morphosyntactic features of Faetano, 
including inherited elements and innovations drawn from foreign models. Andrea Scala 
(University of Milan) deals with clitic pronouns and the relative innovations determined 
by language contact. Finally, Francesco Zuin (University of Udine) analyzes the process of 
codification in Timavese, the other German-speaking minority variety of Friuli, between 
Romance models and Germanic grammaticalization.
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