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THE RESIDUAL CASE SYSTEM IN THE AROMANIAN  
VARIETIES SPOKEN IN SOUTHERN ALBANIA1 
 
 
 
 
 

Abstract: This article addresses some morphosyntactic phenomena concerning the nominal 
inflections in the Aromanian varieties spoken in Southern Albania, in the villages of 
Libofshë, in Musachia, and Këllez, in the region of Gjirokastër. These varieties share a 
residual system of case morphology, more precisely, a specialized inflection associated 
with the plural definite and feminine singular nouns in prepositional, genitive, and dative 
contexts introduced by the Possessive Introducer (PI). Our approach assumes that 
morphology is part of the syntactic computation based on the Merge operation. 

 
1. Introduction  
 
The Aromanian varieties of Myzeqeja/ Musachia (Rëmën), and the Gjirokastër area 
(Frashërot or Vllehtë), spoken in southern Albania, despite some minor differences, share 
fundamental properties, including a restricted system of case morphology characterized 
by a specialized oblique inflection in the plural of definite nouns and, partially, in the 
feminine singular. The oblique forms occur in genitive, dative, and complex locative 
prepositions where they are introduced by the Possessive Introducer (PI) (cf. Capidan 

. This morphology, which we descriptively 
label in terms of case, reveals a connection with the properties of nominal inflection, 
providing a test bench for the nature of the case and its role in syntax. The data we 
examine in this article have been collected through field research in Musachia (Libofshë, 
L), and in the region of Gjirokastër (Këllez, K). Specifically, we will focus on the data of 
the speakers of Libofshë. The Aromanian varieties spoken in southern Albania are 
substantially heritage languages, characterized by borrowing, attrition and reduction 
phenomena. 

                                                 
* leonardomaria.savoia@unifi.it  
1 I am pleased and honored to participate in this volume in honor of Rodica Zafiu, whom I have known for 
many years. I regard Rodica as an eminent scholar in many fields of Romanian linguistics, language teaching, 
and Romanian culture and literature, whose vast competence I have personally appreciated during these years. 
I am also pleased to recall the great attention and friendship that she has had towards me, which I gladly 
reciprocate. 
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2. The nominal system 
 
Aromanian has a paradigm of nominal features and definiteness enclitic exponents in 
which the case distinctions are residual, unlike Romanian, including the direct case, for 
the subject and object, and the indirect case, for the beneficiary and other oblique 
contexts (Dobrovie- ). The Aromanian data 
we will discuss concern mainly the dialect of Libofshë (L). (1a) illustrates the definite 
direct morphology of the subject and the object in the singular, (1b) the corresponding 
indefinite contexts. (2a) and (2b) the plural definite and indefinite direct forms. In (1) (2), 
inflectional exponents have the following provisional labels: -u = MSG/ OBL,  -a = FSG,  
- - = DEF, -i = PL/CLASS, -ur- = PL. 
 

(1) a. ari           -u                 /          f t-a                   L 
 (s)he.has come / I.have  seen       boy-DEF.MSG  /          girl-DEF.FSG  
                                                                    /  /    f t-  
                                                                    / a    boy  /  a     girl-FSG 
  girl  
(2) a.            / am      - -i  /    ts(-i) / f t-l-i 
 they.have come        /  I.have seen        boy-DEF-PL/ man-PL      / girl-DEF-PL 

 girls  
     / am     mult  -i     ts  / mult   f t-i 
 they.have come    /  I.have seen     many boy(-PL) /  man.PL / many girl-PL 
    many boys/ men/  girls  
   
Genitive and dative contexts are introduced by the PI, a morphological element agreeing 
with the embedded noun, hence unlike Romanian, where PIs only occur before prenominal 
elements devoid of case morphology, as noticed by Capidan (1932) and 
(1975). (3a) illustrates the oblique (dative) in definite singular contexts, (3b) in indefinite 
singular contexts. (4a) and (4b) illustrate the distribution in the plural.   
 

(3) a. i    o ded o   -u  /  ali f t-i       L 
     to.him/her  it I.gave PI boy- MSG  /   PI girl-CLASS 

 
 b. i    o ded  o  ali un f t-i      
     to.him/her it I.gave  PI a   boy / PI a girl-CLASS 
  
(4) a. i       o   ded     o    - -u       /  o  ts-ur-u  /  o   f t- -u /          
         to.them it  I.gave  PI  boy-DEF-OBL / PI men-PL-OBL  / PI girl-PL-OBL 

o -l-u 
PI woman-DEF-OBL 

 oys/the men/the girls/the women  
 b. i          o      ded    o   /   o   dau  f t-i  
   to.them  it   I.gave  PI  two men.PL /  PI  two  girl-PL 
  to two girls  
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In genitive contexts in which the possessor is expressed by a DP, we find the same 
distribution of inflections and PIs as in dative, as in (5a) for DPs and (5b) for predicative 
occurrences. 
 
(5) a. m n-a  o  -u /    a li f t-i    L 
     hand-FSG PI boy-MSG  /  PI  girl-CLASS 
      The hand of the boy/ of the girl  
 b. aist esti o - -u/    o  f t- -u 
     this is PI boy-DEF-OBL  /  PI girl-DEF-OBL 
     girls  
 
Let us consider the examples in (1) (5). In the masculine singular, the enclitic definite 
exponent -u is associated with the masculine gender in the singular, where no special 
mark for oblique emerges in the singular, as in (1a,b), (3a) and (5a). The indefinite 
masculine singular form has no exponent, as in (1b) and (3b). The feminine singular, in 
direct contexts, shows the alternation between the definite exponent -a, as in (1a), and the 
indefinite exponent -  in (1b), alternating with -i in other nominal classes, cf. for instance 
muj r-i . In oblique singular contexts the inflection -i occurs, as in (3a, b), (5a). 
In the definite plural direct contexts, both masculine and feminine nouns present a 
specialized plural inflection which includes a lateral element, - - that we connect with 
definiteness. In masculines, the palatalization of the final consonant occurs, as in (2a); in 
the feminine plural, palatalization is lacking. In indefinite forms, feminine nouns have -i, 
variably selected also in masculine nouns, as in (2b). In plural oblique contexts, the 
inflection -u combines with the plural inflection - - or -r-, as in (4a), (5b), whereas in 
indefinite contexts, the feminine nouns again insert the inflection -i, as in (4b). In all 
contexts the realization of the oblique morphology is associated with the PI preceding the 
DP, namely o for the masculine singular and the plural, and ali for the feminine singular, 
as exemplified in (3a, b), (4a, b), (5a). We synthesize these data in (6), where we 
associate the inflections with syntactic contexts, descriptively indicated by case labels; 
Pal = palatalization of the final C. 
 
(6) a. Definite paradigm            Libofshë 
   MSG FSG MPL   FPL 
Nom/Acc contexts -u -a -i  (- -i 
Dat/Gen contexts -u -i  - -u/ (Pal)-ur-u -r- -u 
 b. Indefinite paradigm 
   MSG FSG MPL  FPL 
Nom/Acc contexts  - /-i Pal/(-i) -i 
Dat/Gen contexts  -i   -i 
c. PI: o / __ NMSG,  ali / __ NFSG ,   o /__ NPL 
 
Other nominal classes show partially different paradigms. In particular, in the class that 
derives from the 3rd declension of Latin, the indefinite singular has the exponent -i and the 
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definite singular the exponent -l-i, as, for instance, -i -l-i  the 
plural, the indefinite form  -l-i 
the oblique -ur-u  

The variety of Këllëz (K) has a similar system except for some minor morpho-
phonological differences (Poçi 2009). (7a) illustrate the subject context, (7b) the dative, 
(7c) the genitive. PIs include a and variably ali before the singular feminine and al before 
masculines. 
 
(7) -je alants     /  -l-i  alant-i     nu                      K 
     boy-PL other.PL    /  girl-DEF-PL other-PL NEG           came 
     /       
 b. i             u ded   a(l) -u  / a/ ali f t -ji    
     to.him/her  it I.gave PI boy-MSG / PI girl-CLASS 
      girl  
 c. -a       a(l) -u  /    a(l) -l-u /      a -ji /           a   -l-u 
     book-FSG PI boy-MSG  /    PI boy-DEF-OBL /  PI girl-CLASS / PI girl-DEF-OBL 
      
 

Pronominal elements distinguish the forms occurring in nominative/accusative contexts, 
in (8a), from those preceded by the introducer PI, exactly like nouns, specifically the 
inflected alternant corresponding to the dative, in (8b). The genitive, in (8c), is nothing 
but the possessive element, which agrees with the noun designating the possessee, the 
head noun of DP or the subject in predicative contexts. The relevant examples are in 
(9a,b) for possessives and in (9c) for the dative. The 3rd person pronominal possessors are 
lexicalized by the oblique forms of 3rd person pronouns, both in dative and genitive, cf. o 

 of him/ her/ them in (8b) and (8c) for Libofshë (Manzini and Savoia 
2018, Baldi and Savoia 2021). 
 
(8)   1sg   2sg     3sg        3pl   1pl     2pl                   L 
a. direct   mini    tini      eu/ia                 noi     voi 
   I/me  you     (s)he/him/her they/them we/us   you 
b. dative  a  a  nau     a vau 
   PI me   PI you   PI him/her PI them   PI us      PI you 
c. genitive   o   a n st r  a v st r 
   PI myM PI yourM  PI him/her PI them  PI our     PI your, etc. 
(9) a. libr-a a   tau /        L 
 ook-FSG PI my.FSG / your.FSG /  our    

 
 b. atseu esti a    tou/   o    
 that.MSG is PI my.MSG  /  your.MSG / PI him 

 
  ts u   ar             a     -ia/   ts-ea   

to.me you   it  have.3PL  given  PI me-OBL / you-OBL 
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The PI of personal pronouns and possessives is a, except for 3rd person elements, where 
we find o in the masculine singular and in the plural,  
the nouns.  

Summarizing, some features appear to be salient: 

 The oblique interpretation is always associated with the presence of the PI; this 
agrees with the embedded noun, unlike canonical linkers 

 A massive syncretism affects the inflectional morphology. In particular, -u is 
associated with the masculine definite and the plural oblique; -i embraces the 
feminine oblique and the feminine and masculine plural, and the paradigm of a 
nominal class (cf. (6a, b)). 

 -l-/- -  in the plural of definite forms can be associated with the definiteness, as we 
expect given their derivation from the Latin demonstrative *ille. The exponent -ur- 

et al. 2019). 
 
It is useful to consider the paradigm in (6) from a historical perspective. We can speak of 
a residual case system in so far as the oblique inflection in Aromanian is not able to 
autonomously realize the dative or genitive, but it must be introduced by the PI. This 
appears to be a crucial difference from the original conditions illustrated in Maiden et al. 
(2021). The other characterizing property is that the morphological differentiation of the 
oblique is now limited to the definite plural and partially to the singular exponent -i. The 
syncretic status of the latter, encompassing the indefinite singular oblique and the plural, 
is already attested in ancient texts (Maiden et al. 2021, 75 ff.). Thus, Aromanian shows a 
reduced inflectional system in relation to the original system examined by Maiden et al. 

 
The introducers of oblique contexts are etymologically related to the standard 

Romanian possessive articles al/ a/ ai/ ale preceding genitive DPs (Dobrovie-Sorin and 
Giurgea 2013). According to some analyses, PIs combine the nominal invariable base a 
with a definite article, whereby al is essentially an agreement head, taking a genitive 
Spec (Giurgea 2012, Dobrovie-Sorin and Giurgea 2013). Cornilescu (1995: 126 127) 
treats al as a case D marker. Another explanation assumes that al combines the 
preposition a with the enclitic article (cf. Grosu 1994, Cornilescu and Nicolae 2013). In 
fact, the invariable form a is attested in Old Romanian. Hence, if a corresponds to the 
Latin preposition ad, it can be explained why in Old Romanian a was admitted also as 

and (8b) seem to attest a similar distribution. Unlike Romanian, in Aromanian PIs agree 
with the possessor (Manzini and Savoia 2018) and introduce datives as well; in 
Romanian possessive articles only occur in genitives, while datives are realized by the 
case morphology or by the preposition la (Dobrovie-
et al. 2019).  
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As we have observed, oblique morphology is selected in PI o/a/ali contexts, which cover 
possession and dative2. In the contexts introduced by the basic prepositions, the direct 
morphology is realized, as in (10a,b,c) with the prepositions ku   ti   
 
(10) a. vini      ku            -u /      L 
     (s)he.comes  with  boy-MSG  /   a boy  
        
  -  -a /          tini 
     I       go   at  a    girl /   girl-FSG /      you 

 
           ti   atseu 

 it I.do       for  that.MSG 
  
 

The preposition di 
contexts, such as (11a), and, systematically, in locative complex prepositions, where the 
PI with the oblique, in (11b,c), alternates with the preposition di followed by the direct 

et al. 2020). di can select the indefinite form, in 
al referents, the feminine possessive, in (11d), alternates 

with di + the direct form 
dialect of Këllëz in (12e). 

 
(11) a. -a  di      mujer-            -i    L 
     hand-FSG of     woman-FSG /  PI woman-OBL 
     the hand of (the)   woman  
 b. - -u  - -i 
     before PI boy-DEF-OB                     under of boy- DEF-PL  
             
 - -u          - -i    
     before PI  girl-DEF-PL         before of girl-DEF-PL    
             
     
     after PI my        after      of  me 
                       
 n poi ali / di karrig-i                 K 
     behind  PI /  of  chair-CLASS 
       

                                                 
2 It is interesting to note that a similar distribution of the oblique characterizes the Northern Istro-Romanian 

a lu 
 

(i)  Av    zis   a lu  tatu 
 they.have.AUX  say.PPLE  DAT  thief.DEF 
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Finally, di occurs in other contexts, as the introducer of the substance of an object, in 
(12a), the causer, in (12b), and, variably, the infinitive in a subset of the infinitival 
constructs, in (12c). 
 
(12) a. esti  di  b. Aist  - di    ia     L 
     It.is  of glass      these  shirt-FPL   are    washed by   her 

        
 c. ma                   di   
 Progressive Particle  to.you I.say Prep to.do 
  
 
Genitives, datives and locatives in many natural languages are realized by the same cases 
or adpositions, i.e. non-spatial obliques, giving rise to a syncretic semantic space (Franco 
and Manzini 2017). This also applies to Aromanian, where genitives and datives share the 
same syntactic construct where the PI combines with the possessor/ recipient. Moreover, 
we saw that di In keeping 
with Franco, Manzini (2017), we pursue the idea that prepositions are instantiations of the 
basic relation part-whole, i.e. inclusion [ ], in the sense discussed in Belvin, Den Dikken 
(1997: 170). According to them, 
that an object or eventuality may be included in a zone associated with an entity without 
being physically 

n example 
is provided by di, that includes apparently diverse readings as illustrated in (12a,b,c). On 
the basis of this syncretism, we assume that di can be analyzed as the elementary operator 
[ ], as in (13) (Savoia et al. 2020). It interprets the relation involved in oblique contexts 
as a type of inclusion. 
 

(13)  di:     
 

This proposal explains the contexts where di introduces a nominal complement in 
complex PPs, as in (14), where 
nominal features. 
   
(14)  [DP [ PP  di [  [R - -i]]]  
 
The idea, discussed by Savoia et al. (2020), is that in the complex PPs the locative 
expression (Axial Part

  
 
 
3. The morphology of case 
 

(Chomsky 2019, 2020, 2021) criticize the head movement 
as a genuine syntactic rule at the basis of the Probe- -feature matching in affixation.  
Specifically, 
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and, structurally, it is counter- is simply to 

External Merge . Chomsky (2021: 30, 36 ff.), assumes that Merge operation can create 
the combination of morphemes in complex words by amalgamation. Thus, in the case of 
inflected verbs, the amalgamation yields complex forms such as [INFL [v, Root]], which 
realizes the properties of the C/T Phase. In keeping with this conceptualization of the 
morphology-syntax relationship, the Merge operation combines sub-word elements (root 
and affixes) into a complex syntactic object. The traditional head movement involving 
post-nominal articles and the gender/ number/ case inflection in NPs can in turn be seen 
as a type of amalgamation, like verbal inflection. 

Hence, the morphological merge is part of the syntactic computation and there is 
no specialized morphological component (Manzini et al. 2020, Savoia et al. 2018, Savoia, 
Baldi 2022; see also Collins, Kayne 2020, Marantz 2001). In the approach that we adopt, 
lexical elements, including morphemes, are endowed with interpretable content, thus 
excluding Late Insertion and the manipulation of terminal nodes used by Distributed 
Morphology (Halle and Marantz 1993). The agreement is the morphological manifestation of 
the identity between referential features corresponding to the same argument of the sentence.  

Coming now to the notion of case, we know that this feature, a classic category of 
the cartographic model, has a spurious status; it is no accident that Chomsky (2021:16) 
concludes 
externalization. Actually, the distribution of nominal inflections and the syncretism we 
have examined in section 2 suggest that what is called case must be identified with 
bundles of nominal features, such as number, gender, definiteness, or syntactic operators.  
We have seen that inflections show such a high degree of syncretism that there is no 
clearly specialized morpheme for the oblique contexts. In fact, the data in (5) show that, 
apart from -a, for the definite singular feminine in direct contexts, and the liquid bases,  
- -, for definiteness, the other inflections cover diverse interpretations. Specifically, -i 
encompasses the singular feminine and the plural; -u includes the masculine singular and 
the plural in oblique contexts. Based on Chierchia (1998) and following Manzini and 
Savoia (2018: 30) we can think of plurality as a type of subset relationship, which we 
have identified with the operator [ ]. Thus, plural and oblique refer to two different 
interpretations of the  predicate.  

 Within the noun, plurality isolates a subset of the set of all things to which 
the noun (its root) can be predicated,  

 In genitive/ dative contexts it is read as superset-of/possessor and its scope is 
either sentential, applying to the internal arguments of the verb, or, in 
genitives, DP-internal. 

This analysis can explain the preservation of a special morphology for the oblique 
contexts in the plural, where the exponent -u contributes to introducing the possessee, the 
head noun in genitives, as the sub-set.  
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Let us now consider the data presented in section 2, starting from the introducers 
o/ali/a. The fact that their occurrence is associated with the part-whole reading of 
genitives, datives, and complex locatives makes it possible to conclude that their content 
is similar to that of di di, PIs are restricted by 
selection rules of the type in (15), which are part of their lexical information and are 
applied by the Elsewhere criterion.  
 

(15) a. ali  __ / [FSG  b. a  __ / [1/2person c. o  
 

Thus, if we take the sentence -ur-u 
free application of Merge (Chomsky 2019), yields the amalgamation between the root and 
the definite inflection, marked by -ur-, in (16a), characterized as DEF,PL, with which -u  is 
combined, yielding the complex noun in (16b).  
 

(16)  a. < [R -urDEF,PL >  [  -ur] 
 b. < [  -ur], -u  >  [  -ur-]u] 
 

The occurrence of the oblique inflection requires the introducer, here o (cf. (15)), as in 
(17a); the insertion of sub-word elements depends on subcategorization restrictions such 
as in (17b) and (17c). Merge is based on the agreement between the syntactic features, 
including , both within the noun and DP. 
 

(17) a. < o ,, [  -ur-u] >  [PP o  [ , ]-ur-u]]  
 b. -urPL/   RM __   
 c. -u    PI  [[DEF.PL ] __ ] 
 

The inflected noun is able to realize the interpretive properties of D, (18), within the 
Phase DP, without assuming head-raising. The PI realizes the preposition that associates 
the noun with the event.  
 

(18)   P/PI D   N 
   o /   -ur-u DEF.M / ,  
 

As discussed in Giusti (in press), D has been assigned the case feature K and, among 
other hypotheses, the Definiteness, a prototypical property of determiners. However, we 
have followed a different path, identifying the case with the referential features of nouns.  
As to the agreement of PIs, for instance -li in 
the element of definiteness l- is combined with the inflection -i, we must assume that 
derivation via Merge in (19a, -features of the 
PI and the noun. 
 

(19) < [a   [lDEF-i FEM]],  [DP un [[R  ] -i FEM]] >  [  a -l-i ]  [DP un [ [  ] -i]] 
 

In genitival contexts, as well, we find a+possessive, as illustrated in (20) for (9a), libr-a a 
 -whole reading is also introduced by a lexical property of 

the possessive, in (20b). In these contexts, the PI does not realize the agreement, possibly 
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because the possessive agrees with the possessee, thus excluding the opposite agreement 
of the PI. 
 
(20) a. < a ,, [[m FSG]>   [ a  , FSG]]  
 b.  P/PI D   N 
   a /  ,FSG 
 
In dative sentences, 1st/2nd person pronouns have a specialized inflection for the oblique, 
as in (21a,b) for -ia  
 
(21) a. < a , ]>   [ a  ]]  
 b.  P/PI D   N 
   a /    
 
The nature of the specialized inflections in oblique contexts remains to be understood.  
A natural hypothesis is that -u in the masculine plural, -i in the feminine singular, and the 
oblique inflection of person pronouns in (9c), can license a super-set/ possessor reading 
only if they are combined with a prepositional element, as in (15). In other words, 
although it is associated with the inclusion operator, -u  is unable to introduce by itself 
the part-whole interpretation over DPs, unlike the PI or the preposition di 
plural oblique such as (22) can no longer perform a dative reading on DPs. It is, by now, 
only a plural allomorph selected in the PIs contexts, as in (17a).  
 

(22)   [ , -ur-u]]  
 

On the contrary, the preposition in (23a,b), - -i  
(cf. (8b)), is sufficient to introduce the dative independently of the inflection of the noun. 
 
(23) a. < di  , [  - -i] >  [PP di [  - -i]] 
 b.   P D   N 
    di/   - -i 
 
As regards the syncretism of -u and -i between plural and singular reading, our idea is that 
nominal inflections belong to a very elementary semantic space associated with 
referentiality. We can think that both -u and -i in (6) specify inclusiveness so that they can 
introduce plurality, as in the plural oblique. Moreover, as relators, they can introduce the 
reference to a singularity, as -u in definite masculine singular, in (1a), or the masculine 
and feminine oblique plural in (3a), (4a). Similarly, -i realizes the feminine plural but also 
the indefinite reference in feminines. This pattern is not exceptional, just think of the 
syncretism in Latin case inflections (cf. Halle and Vaux 1997). Also in Italian the 
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inflection -i, typically associated with the plural, can characterize the 3rd singular person 
pronouns, cf. egl-i/ lu-i/ le-i/  
 
4. Conclusion  
 
In this article, we apply a morphosyntactic approach based on fully interpretable sub-
word elements, the combination of which is implemented by syntactic computation. We 
have followed the proposals discussed by Chomsky (2019, 2021) in the direction of a 
syntax based on the free application of Merge (IM and EM) and on the idea that inflected 
words are a possible realization of the Phases. The hypothesis that the case corresponds to 
bundles of nominal or other semantic features allows bringing to light the relationship 
between case and plural as realizations of the same semantic properties, specifically the 
part-whole relation, typically expressed by the preposition di 
conceptualization, the combination of the PI and the inflected noun in oblique contexts 
can be accounted for as the result of Merge.  
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