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The investigation of affix ordering, a common terrain of interest for morphologists of any 
theoretical persuasion, has undergone a true Copernican revolution in the last forty years of 
research. In the late Sixties, the pioneering investigations on level-ordering attempted at 
deriving affix ordering on the basis of the architecture of grammar, i.e. of the form of the 
competence. The affixes were claimed to be distributed across two different lexical levels, 
which were independently motivated on the basis of phonological and morpholexical 
properties. Many critical remarks have been raised against this approach, however. Probably, 
the most devastating one is due to Fabb (1988), who basically notices that the level-approach 
is unable to predict why only a limited portion of the theoretically conceivable combinations 
is attested.  
Recently, a completely opposite view has been suggested, which crucially relies on speakers’ 
performance-oriented behavior (cf. Hay 2002). In this perspective, affix ordering is merely the 
result of mental processing abilities: those affixes are found to occur internally with respect to 
others, which are less easy to be decomposed. This correlates with a higher probability either 
for words to be stored and henceforth directly accessed because they are highly frequent, or 
for affixes to be less easily phonologically parsable being for instance vowel-initial or 
stressed. 
Data on a handful of affixes drawn from a wide text-corpus of Italian (cf. Gaeta & Ricca 
2003) show the advantages of such a performance-oriented approach to affix ordering, in that 
a certain hierarchy of combinability emerges which is able to predict with a certain 
confidence the combinations attested. If this result looks promising, far less clear are the 
reasons underlying this hierarchy. On the one hand, Italian word formation is much less 
conditioned by phonological aspects (stress, vowel- or consonant-initial affixes, etc.) than 
English. On the other, only a limited portion of the predicted combinations occur. Again, this 
points to Fabb’s critical remark, and cries for a structural explanation, which might reside 
either in individual properties of the affixes, as suggested by Hay & Plag (2004), or in more 
general properties of word formation, given that the output categories, in particular nouns (cf. 
Eschenlohr 1996), are enhanced in strongly different ways by word formation processes. 
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