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Antonymy refers to the lexical-conceptual relation between two items at opposite
ends of a semantic continuum, such that they are simultaneously minimally and
maximally different (e.g., fast/slow in the domain of speed; dead/alive in biological
state). In Italian, antonymy can be realized with morphological antonyms, formed
via negative prefixation (e.g., infelice ‘unhappy’, disabitato ‘uninhabited’, non-
credente ‘non-believer’). Not all adjectives admit negative prefixes. For instance,
the form *intriste ‘*unsad’ is intuitively unacceptable for Italian speakers. A
general linguistic assumption points to an underlying semantic restriction: negative
prefixes attach to adjectives with a positive evaluative value rather than to bases
already negative or depreciatory. German philosophers first noted this
phenomenon in the 19" century (Jhering 1883; Wundt 1886); later, Jespersen
(1917) described it as a general and almost universal linguistic rule. Zimmer (1964)
tested it in a cross-linguistic study of negative prefixes’ productivity and confirmed
that, although it is not a language universal, negative prefixes go with adjectival
bases conveying positive values on evaluative scales as good-bad, desirable-
undesirable.

Building on this observation, we extracted adjectives from I/ Nuovo Vocabolario
di Base della lingua italiana (De Mauro 2016) to identify those resistant to
negative prefixation, considering all prefixes deemed productive by Iacobini
(2004), except from non- (due to its overlap with sentential negation). As a second
step, we tested whether large language models (LLMs) can capture the
morphological blocking through a polarity-flip task: authentic sentences
containing target adjectives were extracted from itTenTen, and two models (GPT-
4 and Minerva) were prompted to generate antonymic variants. The outputs were
then evaluated for compliance with morphological constraints. The study thus
provides (i) a dataset of Italian adjectives that resist prefixal negation, contributing
to the testing of Zimmer’s hypothesis, and (ii) an evaluation of LLMs’ sensitivity
to constraints in word-formation processes.
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