Gender agreement in Italian compounds with capo-
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1 Introduction

This study aims to investigate the gender and number inflection of a particularly productive
compound type in Italian, namely the Noun Noun compounds made up of the word capo (literally
‘head’, see below on semantics) as the left-hand constituent and head of the compound (e.g.,
capostazione, chief.station ‘station master’). Based on an experimental test, we will provide an
overview on the strategies that native speakers employ in gender and number inflection, focusing
on the formation of the feminine.

The history of this type of compound already begins in Latin, but it is only in more recent
stages of the language that this pattern acquires remarkable productivity. As shown in the
diachronic analysis by Micheli (2020: 130-140), already in Medieval Latin, the word caput
occurred together with another noun in combinations where it referred to ‘beginning’ (as in caput
anni ‘early part of the year’) but more frequently 'chief, person in a leading position' (as in caput
castri ‘chief of the military camp’). While in Old Italian capo- occurs within compounds expressing
a wide range of meanings (e.g., ‘head’, ‘initial part, leader’), from the 16th and 17th centuries
onwards, it specialises in the creation of agentive compound nouns, indicating persons in positions
of leadership or power (Micheli 2020: 149).

In present-day Italian, agentive compounds with capo- represent a well-established pattern,
which includes a not entirely homogeneous set of words. Following the classification proposed by
Bisetto & Scalise (2005), within this category we can identify compounds in which capo- is linked
by a subordinative relationship to a second element that is a noun referring to a place, an
institution, or a human group (e.g., caposquadra, chief.team ‘foreman’) and compounds where the
second constituent is an agentive noun (e.g., caporedattore, chief.editor ‘editor-in-chief’). The
relationship between the two constituents in the latter type of compounds can be interpreted in
three ways: i) as a coordinative relationship (i.e., caporedattore is the one who is both the editor
and the chief); ii) as a subordinative relationship (i.e., caporedattore refers to the chief of the
editors); iii) as an attributive relationship (i.e., capo represents the modifier of the noun redattore,
which represents the head of the compound).

However, the interest in this type of compounds is not only a matter of semantics: indeed, they
represent a highly interesting category for observing inflectional phenomena within Italian
compound words. As shown by Micheli (2016: 25-28), the number inflection of compounds with
capo- displays numerous instances of overabundance (i.e., «the situation in which two or more
inflectional forms are available to realize the same cell in an inflectional paradigm» according to
Thornton 2019), especially within the subtype where the second constituent is an agent noun (e.g.,
the plural form of caporedattore ‘editor-in-chief’ can be capipiredattoress, caposcredattoripi, and
capip.redattoripy).

In contrast, the gender inflection of compounds with capo- has not been systematically
investigated so far. The issue of gender in this type of compound words is relevant for two reasons:
on the one hand, the presence of more than one plural form suggests that gender may also be an
irregular phenomenon; on the other hand, the gender inflection of the word capo as free form
appears problematic, as it is generally considered by dictionaries to be a masculine noun (based
on its use with the meaning 'head") which should not be inflected according to feminine gender.

Moreover, compounds with capo- fall into the category of occupational titles, which in Italian
have been the matter of debate (both among specialists and in the general public) from a



sociolinguistic point of view. More specifically, since the seminal works by Sabatini (1985; 1986),
it has been observed that they represent a crucial aspect of the use of sexist language, being many
nouns indicating prestigious professions traditionally performed by men (e.g., ministrom
‘minister’) still often inflected only in the masculine form even when referring to a female subject
(see, among others, Gheno 2019; Thornton 2012; Zarra 2017). Although this issue also concerns
occupational nouns expressed through a compound with capo-, these forms are often neglected.
Interestingly, when they are mentioned in the guidelines advocating a non-sexist use of language,
they are treated as invariable nouns, where therefore the feminine form should not be used (e.g.,
Telve 2011; Robustelli 2012; Gheno, 2018).

Our study aims at filling this gap and focusing on the gender inflection of capo- compounds.
Particularly, this research aims to answer the following questions: are there differences in the
gender inflection between compounds with capo- and other occupational titles? What strategies
do speakers implement when they decide to inflect for gender a compound with capo-? Is there a
difference between the inflection of capo- in isolation and capo- within a compound? We will
investigate the agreement strategies adopted by speakers and correlate them with both
morphological and sociolinguistic parameters.

2 Methods

The test was administered through the Sogolytics platform. Informants should be asked to listen
to ten sentences with masculine referents, and then to inflect the whole sentence asking to change
the referent(s) from a masculine one to a feminine one, both in singular and plural. The following
five categories of target nouns were investigated:1) occupational titles traditionally linked to
women; 2) occupational titles traditionally linked to men; 3) capo in isolation; 4) subordinate
compounds with capo-; 5) compounds with capo- and an agentive noun. Each category was
represented by eight nouns, shown in Table 1. The occupational titles traditionally linked to
women were selected based on their acknowledged ‘unproblematicity’ regarding feminine
inflection in the literature (see among many others Sabatini, 1987; Proudfoot & Cardo, 2005;
Cortelazzo, 2017; Giusti & lannaccaro, 2020; Ricci 2021; Sulis & Gheno, 2022). In the selection, we
aimed to find words similar in frequency when inflected for feminine. The occupational titles
traditionally linked to men were selected on the basis of their acknowledged resistance of
accepting a feminine inflection. These words were previously pointed out by Zarra (2017) in his
analysis of gender inflection for titles and professions to which women historically have had
limited access (see also Miglietta, 2022). Professional titles with a possible double ending (e.g.,
avvocatessa, avvocata, lawyer.F) were not included in this category because of theoretical
considerations and the fact that experimental studies have suggested that a gender bias is linked
to the traditional affix -essa but not to the modern one -a (Mucchi Faina & Baino 2006; Merkel et
al. 2012; Merkel 2013). The compounds containing capo- were extracted from the Zingarelli
dictionary (online version, 2022).

Traditionally women Traditionally men Subordinate compound Coordinate compound
infermiere “nurse” chirurgo “surgeon” capotreno “train conductor” caporedattore “editor in
chief”
maestro “teacher” architetto “architect” caporeparto “department head” capocarceriere “head of
prison”
commesso “shop assistant” sindaco “mayor” capoclasse “class monitor” capocameriere
“headwaiter”
cassiere “cashier” deputato “member of parliament” capogruppo “group leader” capocronista “news editor”
segretario “secretary” ministro “minister” capogabinetto “head of the capomaestro “master
cabinet” builder”
ballerino “dancer” magistrato “magistrate” capobranco “pack leader” capocomico “lead comic”




portiere “concierge” ingegnere “engineer” caposezione “head of the section” capocuoco “chef”
cameriere “waitress” assessore “assessor” caposquadra “foreman” capooperaio “head laborer”

Table 1: Target nouns

3 Preliminary results

The test was completed by 192 respondents. Of these, 134 were women, 57 were men, and 1 did
not identify as either male or female. All were native speakers of Italian, but six of them reported
a second native language (i.e., Croatian, Sardinian, English, Spanish, Turkish or German). Their age
ranged from 19 to 74 years, with an average of approximately 44 years. 168 respondents lived in
[taly at the time of the survey, the remaining 24 reported living in another country. The highest
educational level obtained by 32 participants was middle school or high-school, that of the
remaining 160 respondents had obtained some form of university degree. The participants’
responses towards gender-fair language were generally favourable. More than 97% of them
indicated that they had at least some awareness of gender-fair language, more than 90% used it at
least every now and then, and more than 85% had a neutral or a positive attitude towards it. The
attitude towards gender-fair language correlated weakly with participant age (the younger
participants had a somewhat more favourable attitude towards gender-fair language than the
older ones), with participant gender (female participants’ had a somewhat more favourable
attitude towards gender-fair language male participants) and academic degree (attitude towards
gender-fair language was somewhat more favourable in participants with a university degree than
in those without it). Table 2 shows the distribution of the grammatical categories of the nouns.

Traditionally women Traditionally men Isolation Subord. comp. Coord. comp.
Sing Plur Sing Plur Sing Plur | Sing Plur Sing  Plur
Feminine 0.97 0.92 0.86 0.83 0.62 0.69 | 0.10 0.18 0.06 031
Masculine 0.02 0.03 0.14 0.17 033 0.26 | 0.84 0.81 094 0.68
Other 0.01 0.06 0.00 0.00 0.05 0.05 | 0.06 0.01 0.00 0.02

Table 2: Preliminary results

The table shows that the proportions of feminine responses varied considerably across the five
compound types. Within the first three types, the feminine responses dominate, while in the last
two types the masculine responses dominate. In addition, the numbers suggest that the effect of
compound number is not the same for each compound type. The proportion of feminine responses
is lower in the plural forms than in the singular forms for female and male dominated professions,
and higher in the plural forms for the remaining three compound types.

Starting from this data, in the presentation we will discuss in more detail the strategies
adopted by speakers and offer some reflections on the relationship between number inflection
and gender.
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