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Abstract

The present paper discusses two particular instances of variation in the nominal morphology of
Northern Vlax Romani varieties as spoken in Hungary: the masculine oblique base and the feminine
plural oblique base. The discussion is conducted in an analogical framework, relying only on
surface forms and their relationships, using the notion of schemas (Booij 2010), and taking it one
step further. When there is a “weak point” in the grammar of a language, variation may emerge and
pattern-seeking may begin; the pattern-seeking processes can be interpreted and explained with
reference to possible analogical connections among surface forms.
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1. Introduction

This paper discusses two particular instances of variation in the nominal morphology of Northern
Vlax Romani varieties as spoken in Hungary, focussing on variation in the strict sense, that is,
phenomena involving vacillating stems, and tries to explain them by locating and identifying the
possible analogical sources of the variation.

The first instance is the masculine paradigm, which displays two distinct patterns for the
formation of the oblique stem: -es- in the singular and -en- in the plural on the one hand, and -os- in
the singular and -on- in the plural on the other. The appearance of these two patterns is fairly
predictable under certain conditions but the choice becomes uncertain when more factors are
involved. The second instance is the feminine paradigm, which shows an even higher degree of
variation, and the uncertainty about the choice of the oblique plural pattern, -an- or -en-, is the result
of two competing pressures: the uniformity of the oblique patterns within each gender and the
uniformity of the oblique plural across both genders.

The discussion is conducted in an analogical, exemplar-based framework, relying only on
surface forms and their relationships. Exemplar representations are built up of rich and detailed
information about the tokens encountered through linguistic experience, including variation and
features that may otherwise be predictable (Bybee 2013: 52). The memories are organised in a
cognitive map of categories based on similarity (Pierrehumbert 2001: 140), and categorisation takes
place on all linguistic levels and in all domains, which also implies that “linguistic exemplars come
in a variety of sizes, ranging from a single segment, such as a vowel, to whole paragraphs” (Bybee
2013: 53), and anything in between, including morphological units such as the Romani oblique
markers.

This process of categorisation leads to the emergence of constructions; therefore, the
discussion will also rely on Construction Morphology, drawing on the notion of schemas containing
phonological, syntactic and semantic information, as introduced by Booij (2010), and taking this
notion one step further by suggesting that schemas possess a circular rather than purely linear
structure and by combining schemas to show their interconnectedness.

My hypothesis is that when there is a weak point in the grammar of a language, variation
may emerge. A weak point may arise if different morphological patterns are employed by different
stems for the same semantic function within a strictly delimited paradigm. If these patterns enter
into competition, the weak point becomes a locus for the emergence of morphological variation.
This competition may cause a stem to employ varying means of expressing the same function or to
altogether change its means of expressing that function.



2. Background and data

In this section, | provide a brief introduction to Romani, its speakers and the classification of its
dialects, followed by an overview of existing corpora and the data collected during the research.

2.1 Background

Romani is a New Indo-Aryan language spoken primarily in Europe, its closest relatives among
other Indo-Aryan languages being Rajasthani and Gujarati. Although realistic estimates of the
number of speakers are not easy to make, Bakker (2001) puts their number at approximately 4.6
million in Europe at the beginning of the third millennium. The total number of the Romani people
in Europe, including both speakers and non-speakers, has been estimated at anywhere between 4
and 12 million. Due to more recent migrations, Romani has also been spoken in the Americas,
where the numbers are even harder to determine, but conservative estimates (cf. Matras 2005a)
suggest that there are upwards of 500 000 speakers, and there are probably more, as there are about
800 000 Romani people living in Brazil alone (cf. Gaspar 2012) and approximately one million in
the United States (Hancock 2013). Romani monolingualism is virtually non-existent; probably all
speakers of Romani are at least bilingual, save for some children who live in communities that are
fairly isolated from the local non-Romani population. Their bilingualism is mostly unidirectional,
which means that they acquire the language of the surrounding majority population but Romani is
only seldom acquired by the members of the majority population; therefore, “Romani dialects
exhibit a range of contact influences from different languages” (Matras & Adamou 2020: 329-330).
However, oblique markers, which form the central focus of the present paper, are never borrowed
(Elsik & Matras 2006: 234); therefore, bilingualism is unlikely to have played a role in the facts at
issue here.

Vlax Romani is classified as one of the four main dialect groups of Romani based on a
shared set of language-specific innovations. Miklosich (1872-80) mostly relied on contact
phenomena, and more specifically on the European loan elements in the lexicon for his
classification of Romani dialects, while another influential proposal put forward by Gilliat-Smith
(1915) was the distinction between Vlax and Non-Vlax dialects based on diagnostic features
(Matras 2002: 218-9). These classification schemes have given way to a more state-of-the-art theory
in the current literature on Romani linguistics, which builds upon shared features and internal
innovations (Matras 2005b) in order to establish the separate dialects and dialect branches. Based
on certain diagnostic features, Vlax is further divided into a Southern and a Northern branch, with
the former spoken mostly in the Balkans, the latter in Romania, Hungary, Moldova and Serbia.
Some confusion is caused by the fact that the Northern Vlax group has often been referred to simply
as Vlax Romani in the literature on Romani published in Hungary (e.g. Erdds 1959; Vekerdi 2000).

2.2 Existing corpora and the newly collected data

Naturalistic and trustworthy corpora of any one variety of Romani, did not exist until very recently,
and when looking into instances of synchronic variation, new and naturalistic data are of utmost
importance. If we look at the international landscape, the situation is certainly improving, although
the small corpora of Thrace Romani-Turkish-Greek and Finnish Romani-Finnish have been
collected with the aim of research into language contact (Adamou 2016), and the corpus of Russian
Romani does not yet include newly collected spoken data (Kozhanov 2016). The linguistic atlas of
Central Romani <http://ulug.ff.cuni.cz/atlas/> documents cross-dialectal variability in Central
Romani, while the two largest and most ambitious Romani databases to date, ROMLEX
<http://romani.uni-graz.at/romlex/> and the Romani Morpho-Syntax Database
<http://romani.humanities.manchester.ac.uk/rms/> are dialectologically overarching. Although they
do not focus on one specific dialect, they are worth consulting when doing research into any dialect.
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ROMLEX is a lexical database that contains a large amount of data representing the variation in the
lexicon of all Romani dialects; the RMS Database is a comparative description of Romani dialects
with the principal focus on morphosyntax, but some lexical and phonological features are also
included.

With that in mind, the decision was made to collect new, naturalistic, up-to-date Northern
Vlax Romani data. Based on a questionnaire, fieldwork was conducted in several locations in
Hungary. The questionnaire was specifically designed to focus on the masculine oblique base and
the feminine oblique base. It contains 204 Hungarian sentences in random order, which were read
out to the consultants, who were asked to translate them into Romani. A recording was made of the
interview, which was then transcribed. The transcriptions used for the purposes of this paper
focussed on the lexical items that are analysed below. More thorough and detailed transcription of
all of the material in the ELAN?! format is under way.

For the masculine obligue base, the questionnaire focussed on two kinds of lexical items.
The first group consisted of words where variation was suspected; these included words in the
concise dictionary of Romani dialects in Hungary (Vekerdi 2000), such as ¢ékano ‘hammer’,
dithano ‘tobacco’, biiso ‘bus’, calado “family’, kiraji ‘king’, sckro “father-in-law’, foro ‘town’, trdjo
‘life’, and pohari “glass’. The second group contained lexical items that are supposedly not part of
the lexicon as such, so consultants had to provide a translation on the spot, e.g. ldptopo ‘laptop’,
mdébilo ‘mobile phone’, pokroco ‘blanket’, and teléfoni/teléfono “telephone’. Here, our expectation
that these words would inflect according to the masculine paradigm proved to be right. The
sentences were formed so as to contain inflected forms of the target nouns, since these would reveal
their oblique patterns. Besides the targeted items, we also acquired data about selected items of the
Indo-Aryan vocabulary. For the feminine plural oblique base, no differentiation was made within
the vocabulary, as variation seems to affect the whole of the feminine paradigm. The targeted items
included every-day words like piri ‘saucepan’, mesaji ‘table’, katt ‘pair of scissors’, patri ‘leaf’, and
borotva ‘razor’; and words for poultry and insects, such as cincari ‘mosquito’, i ‘ant’, maci “fly’,
khajn'7 ‘hen’, and papin ‘goose’. The sentences were generally designed to reflect possible every-
day usage and to sound as natural as possible. Some examples are shown in Table 1, with target
words in italics. The individual target words are listed in the relevant sections of the paper, where
more information is provided concerning the number and frequency of tokens.

Table 1: Some examples of the sentences from the questionnaire, used for testing the nominal
oblique patterns

Original Hungarian sentence English translation Romani translation
Elmentem a csaladdal a varosba. | went to town with the family. Gelém tar e caladésa ando foro.
Leesett a kalapdcsnak a feje. The head of the hammer came off. Téle pelas e cokandsko $ero.

Egész nap a mobiljaval jatszik.  He plays with his mobile phone all day. Sor6 djes e telefonésa khelél pe.

Eljottem az asztaloktol. I came away from the tables. Avilém tar e mesajéndar.

Tele van szunyogokkal a szoba.  The room is full of mosquitoes. Pherdo-j cincarénca i soba.

For the purposes of the current paper, 30 sets of sentences were analysed, coming from interviews
with native speakers of one or another variety of Northern Vlax Romani between the ages of 28 and
82, living in the counties of Baranya, Fejér, Hajdu-Bihar, Heves, Komarom-Esztergom, Pest,
Somogy, Tolna, Szabolcs-Szatmar-Bereg and Veszprém. The quantity of data is not large
(amounting to approximately 30,000 tokens at present), and not every target word was elicited from

! ELAN is an annotation tool for audio and video recordings, freely available at https://archive.mpi.nl/tla/elan. It was
developed by the Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics, The Language Archive, Nijmegen, The Netherlands;
for more detail, see Sloetjes & Wittenburg 2008.
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every native speaker. Even so, small corpora have been used effectively in the course of conducting
valuable research. Adamou (2016) mentions a study of Welsh-English bilinguals (Deuchar 2006)
based on a five-hour corpus of which only forty minutes were analysed (Adamou 2016: 15). Larger
corpora exist for more widely spoken languages, as is the case for French-English bilinguals in
Canada (Poplack 1993). In the present study, I rely exclusively on these data, but nevertheless
occasionally refer to another sufficiently reliable but slightly outdated source, Vekerdi (1985). The
Northern Vlax Romani varieties reflected in these data include Lovari, Masari and Drizari.
Although sometimes considered as separate linguistic groups within Northern Vlax Romani (Erdés
1959; Talos 2001), they are not treated as separate dialects by Boretzky (2003) in his
comprehensive study of the Vlax dialects of Romani. Based on their similarity seen so far, they will
be considered as constituting a single variety by linguistic criteria, but used by different, self-
designated groups.

3. Variation, weak points and schemas

In this section, | explain what should be meant by variation in the present paper and then define the
notion of a weak point in relation to this particular form of variation.

3.1 Variation

The term macrovariation has been used to characterize differences across languages, while
microvariation denotes variation within a language (Dufter et al. 2009b). The latter term, however,
frequently refers to inter-dialectal variation, as seen for example in Barbiers et al. (2007), who also
explicitly note that they are concerned “with an idealised language system and not with dialect
internal variation” (Barbiers & Cornips 2007: 3). This statement reflects the fact that the papers in
the volume in which it appears deal with syntactic variation, and, besides a typological approach,
adopt a generative stance. Other research into microvariation tries to account more “for the range
and (limits) of inter- and intra-speaker variation in a principled way while at the same time testing
existing formal theories against these microvariational data and thus contributing to the theory of
language variation”, but it still investigates closely related language variants, thus adopting a
dialectologically oriented approach, “applying the formal theoretical concepts of generative
grammar” (Brandner 2012: 113). While such an approach is certainly an improvement compared to
a previous state in which variation was altogether left to the field of sociolinguistics, it still takes on
a geographically, socially or stylistically oriented perspective (cf. e.g. Neef 2009). At the same time,
a fresh take on variation is provided by the same volume, claiming that “even totally unconditioned
(‘free’) variation exists”, but they also add that “variation is not something we expect a grammar to
produce” (Dufter et al. 2009a: 9).

Since the publication of Dufter et al. (2009b), the study of free variation in morphology has
attracted renewed interest, as e.g. in Rainer et al., eds., (2010b), where it is defined as several
patterns competing for the same kind of base, “a one-to-many relationship between a meaning and
the exponents serving to express that meaning” (Rainer et al. 2010a: 4). They add that “competition
is rampant in natural languages, especially in word formation” (Rainer et al. 2010a: 4), and,
although much less, in inflection as well, as Paster (2010) demonstrates through the example of
Maay, a Cushitic language spoken in Somalia, where “all consonant-final nouns have three possible
plural forms: one form with the suffix -0, one form with the suffix -yal, and a third form with both
suffixes” (Paster 2010: 177). The last option, in which multiple realisations of a single feature occur
within a word, is that of multiple exponence (Harris 2017). This phenomenon in the nominal
morphology of Maay is not unlike the case in Romani, although, as we will see below, the
optionality of the variation in Romani is probably not as straightforward as in Maay. Dammel &
Schallert (2019b) attempt to fill the lacuna in research into variation in inflection, presenting diverse
instances of inflectional variation “in different guises and domains: within a single cell of a
paradigm and across paradigms, within one spatially defined variety and across varieties,
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synchronically and diachronically, within and across speakers” (Dammel & Schallert 2019a: 1).
They also remark that “morphology has not been in the centre of dialectological (or variationist
linguistic) interest” (Dammel & Schallert 2019a: 3). While this may be true for Germanic varieties
explored in their volume, Romani has been studied extensively as far as dialectological variation is
concerned (two of the most recent and most comprehensive sources being the RMS Database
mentioned above and Boretzky & Igla 2004; but specific phenomena have also been investigated
by, among others, ElSik 2000a; van den Heuvel & Urech 2014; Leggio & Matras 2017).

A considerable merit of Dammel & Schallert (2019b) is, however, that they draw attention to
the naturalness of morphological variation, its significance for linguistic theory, the importance of
empirical evidence for morphological theory and the possible need for different degrees of
granularity when considering variation. The present study is in line with these considerations
insofar as it takes variation as an essential feature of any language variant and it attempts to link
empirical data to morphological theory. Romani data are especially valuable in this respect, given
that “one of the most fascinating aspects of the Romani linguistic landscape is its great diversity”
(van den Heuvel & Urech 2014: 43). The variation discussed below is of an intra-dialectal nature
and is treated as such in the paper. However, as it also shows signs of intra-speaker variation, a finer
and more granular analysis of the data and a more detailed look at other factors such as the age and
geographical location of consultants may, in the future, provide further insight into its nature.

3.2 Weak points and schemas

A weak point is understood as the locus of the emergence of variation. It can fundamentally be
described as a point “in the paradigm where more than one conflicting analogical requirement
applies with approximately equal strength” (Rebrus & Térkenczy 2011: 139).2 The significance of a
weak point lies in the fact that although choice can lead to variation, it does not necessarily do so.
Paradigms and individual members of paradigms can be quite rigid, like the closed noun class of
lowering stems and lowering suffixes in Hungarian. When followed by a suffix, lowering stems and
lowering suffixes require a low linking vowel instead of the regular mid vowel. In this case, even if
the phonological form of a stem is very similar to that of a non-lowering stem, no variation
emerges: gdz ‘gas’ is a regular, non-lowering stem, the plural form of which is gdzok, while hdz
‘house’, a lowering stem has the plural form Adzak, and no alternative forms (*gdzak or *hdzok)
ever occur.’

In order to expound on the more precise nature of a weak point, | use the idea that
regularities on a particular level of linguistic description can be expressed in terms of schemas as
defined in the word-based framework of Construction Morphology (Booij 2010, following the
notion of schemata, as described by Rumelhart 1980). Morphological schemas are closely related to
constructions, which denote a pairing of form and meaning (Goldberg 1995; Jackendoff 2008), and
different from rules as they do not involve a derivational phase; rather, they are declarative in nature
(Jackendoff & Audring 2016), containing phonological, morphosyntactic and semantic information
and representing a system of connections between these components. Schemas are ultimately
lexical items, having “the same format as words, differing only in that part of their structure consists
of variables” (Jackendoff & Audring 2016: 471). See, for example, the schema for English deverbal
-er in Figure 1, where the symbol < stands for correspondence (Booij 2010: 8).

2 Although the present paper mainly deals with formal connections, Rebrus & Térkenczy (2011) add that a
functional relationship can also serve as an analogical connection.

3 Some well-known examples of cases where choice does lead to variation and ultimate change in the long term can
be found in the English past tense, which will be touched upon again further below in this section. Old English
bacan ‘bake’, for instance, was a strong verb but started to weaken in late Middle English and eventually became
weak, as opposed to wacan ‘wake’, which remained strong.
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Figure 1. Schema for deverbal -er in English

wj N; lone who PRED;],

| /\

[ ]j {-Ql’]k Vj Affk

The three kinds of linguistic information included here are the phonological form, the semantic
information and the morphosyntactic information. The morphosyntactic information in the original
form of the schema is encoded as N, meaning that the word containing the deverbal -er suffix is a
noun. However, there may often be a need for morphosyntactic properties to be specified (Booij
2010: 7). The schema for the Hungarian plural suffix -k may be represented as in Figure 2,
containing variables linked by the co-index j. The morphosyntactic component is labelled s,
indicating that a schema can represent constructions of any level of morphological or syntactic
complexity and can be further expanded to include more detailed information about its
morphosyntactic properties, which, in this case, is the fact that the resulting plural item is a noun.

Figure 2. Schema for the Hungarian plural suffix -k

w; [s (N)];

[1;[-(V)k]i N; Aff,,

[PLUR (X);];

Instead of this linear representation, which is based on the idea of Booij (2010), I suggest a circular
representation of the schema, as sketched in Figure 3, where all three pieces of information are
connected to the other two through correspondences. This arrangement is justified by the
relationship that exists between the semantic and the phonological information, which is not unlike
what Jackendoff (2012) suggests, for example, when he claims that a word like cow is stored in
memory, and “it involves a pronunciation linked with a meaning and the syntactic feature Noun”
(Jackendoff 2012: 176). One reason why it is important to postulate interrelations among all three
components is, as it is pointed out by Jackendoff (2012), that there are words which lack one of the
components, like ouch, which has phonology and meaning but lacks syntactic features. Another
reason for postulating a direct relationship between the phonological and the semantic components
is that this particular relationship is a significant one in the argumentation below: as | show, the
variation seen in the nominal morphology of Northern VVlax Romani takes place along the
phonology/semantics correspondence while leaving the syntactic component intact. This provides
sufficient evidence for the solution proposed here, a schema showing an interrelated matrix of the
three components.

Figure 3. Improved schema for the Hungarian plural suffix -k

IPLUR|,

Wj

[ Li[-(V)k]k N; Aff,
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A schema like this becomes weaker when there is a disturbance in any of the correspondences. For
example, if a new phonological form ®'; started to appear in the same syntactic position and with the
same meaning as the deverbal -er or the plural -k, then this would weaken the schema, which means
that it would cease to be the exclusive plural marker, losing its all-powerfulness. This in turn may
trigger variation and the schema would become a weak point. It is also possible that more than one
correspondence becomes unstable, like the locative case in Northern Vlax Romani, where the
semantic component may pair up with a different phonological form and a different syntactic
position, resulting in variation. Thus, a weak point in morphology is a schema where at least one of
the correspondences is not biunique.*

The representation in Figure 4 combines two schemas for the locative case in Northern Vlax
Romani. The upper section of the combined schema represents the agglutinative case marking (that
of e kheréste “in the house”’): it specifies phonological form; the morphosyntactic information that
the case affix is attached to the oblique base of the noun; and the corresponding locative semantics.
The lower section of the combined schema presents an alternative way of expressing the locative,
by means of a preposition, as in andé kher ‘in the house’.®

Figure 4. Schema for the locative case in Northern Vlax Romani

[1; [-te/-de] NP Affy,

[RY/
\/
/\

lande]y| |; Prepk Nj

We now come to the significance of the replacement of the single, bidirectional arrow with two
distinct, unidirectional arrows: the directions can be highlighted separately by thickening only one
arrow within one correspondence. This is meant to signify that the direction in question is stronger
than any of the other directions in any of the correspondences in the combined schema. In this
particular case, it means that the prepositional form in the expression of the locative case is more
common than the agglutinative form. However, the presence of both forms suggests that the
locative function does not exclusively correspond to either the form represented by agglutinative
case marking or the form represented by the preposition.

As another example, let us take the English past tense. There is a strong relationship
between the semantic function “past tense” and its most regular expression, the addition of the
suffix -ed. If all English verbs inflected that way, there would only be a single schema for the past
tense.

However, this is not the case. There are several alternative, so-called “irregular” verbs of
lower or higher frequency, making up smaller or bigger groups (sing-sang, cut-cut, keep-kept, and
so on). The existence of these groups of verbs also means that the correspondence between the past

4 The one-to-one correspondence between semantics and syntax (more specifically between the participant roles
associated with a verb and the argument roles associated with a construction) is well-known in construction
grammar (Goldberg 1995: 51). The lack of biuniqueness discussed here is different from those cases when “a verb’s
meaning and the meaning of the argument structure construction it occurs in are not necessarily in a biunique
correspondence” because this simply refers to the fact that “the same verb meaning can appear in more than one
argument structure construction” (Goldberg 2013: 446).

5 The form is in fact made up of the preposition andé and the definite article 0. The article immediately precedes the
noun, as seen in the agglutinative form of the locative, and inflects for case, gender and number; hence the form e.
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tense function and the marker -ed is not inevitable, and neither is the correspondence between the
past tense function and the morphosyntactic property of affixation for the past tense. Several other
morphosyntactic patterns and phonological forms are used in the formation of the English past
tense, for example ablaut (sing-sang), vowel shortening (keep-kept) or reverse umlaut (think-
thought).

Figure 5. Schema for the English past tense

[ J;l-ed]x
[reverse umlaut] — w; a‘)Z S;
\ / Aff,
PAST);
[vowel shortening] wj 91
\Z

[ablaut] — w;

With so many schemas coalescing around the same semantic component, the correspondences
become ambiguous and represent a weak point, where variation may emerge, although it does not
necessarily do so. This may depend on other factors, such as the frequency of the different ways of
forming regular and irregular past tense forms or the degree to which individual word forms are
entrenched in the speaker’s memory (see Blything et al. 2018 for an account in favour of the single
route model as discussed for example by Bybee & Moder 1983 in children’s acquisition of English
past tense forms). Although there is an increasing amount of empirical data to support the
relationship between frequency and entrenchment, “the distinctly usage-based claim that high token
frequency results in the entrenchment of fully compositional form-meaning pairings is extremely
controversial” (Blumenthal-Dramé 2012: 23). If variation does emerge, though, then we have every
reason to think that there are patterns which are competing for the same function, or patterns which
have some other kind of phonological or morphosyntactic influence on the forms that begin to vary.

4. An overview of the weak points under discussion in Northern Vlax Romani

In this section, | briefly introduce the two weak points in the nominal inflection of Northern Vlax
Romani where variation occurs and where the surface forms (surface similarities and differences; in
general, cf. e.g. Kalman et al. 2012) and analogical effects might play a role in producing and
maintaining what seems to be variation of an intra-dialectal nature as described in Section 3.1.°

1. The first weak point to be examined is the masculine oblique base. One oblique marker for
masculine nouns is -es- in the singular and -en- in the plural, so the oblique bases of a word like
sero ‘head’ are sérés- and serén-, respectively. However, this marker is not the only one used in the
masculine paradigm. The schema is weakened by the existence of another set of phonological

& In most cases, this also proved to be intra-speaker variation. Although some speakers showed consistency in their
use of the two patterns, not applying the -es-/-en- marker to borrowed nouns, these cases were few and far
between, and no regularities in age or geographical location were observed.
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forms, -os- in the singular and -on- in the plural, so, for example, the oblique forms of the word hiro
‘a piece of news’ are hirds- and hiron-, respectively.

2. The second weak point can be found in the feminine plural oblique base. The oblique marker in
the singular is invariably -a-: Sej ‘girl’ ~ Seja-, zuv ‘louse’ ~ Zuva-. However, there are two available
patterns in the plural. One of the possible feminine plural oblique markers is -an-: the plural oblique
base of sej ‘girl’ is Sejan-; but there is another feminine plural oblique marker, -en-, as in Zuvén-, the
plural oblique base of Zuv ‘louse’.

The present paper does not deal with the diachronic processes that have led to the existence
of the different patterns. However, it must be noted that the two masculine patterns -es-/-en- and -
0s-/-on- have been claimed to descend from an earlier distinction between two declension classes—
respectively, the so-called thematic or oikoclitic class for inherited nouns and the athematic or
xenoclitic class for borrowed nouns. For discussion of the diachronic processes, see primarily
Bakker 1997; Boretzky 1989; Elsik 2000b; see also Elsik & Matras 2006: 72 for a list of
reconstructed Early Romani declension classes, including several subclasses. The feminine plural
oblique marker -an- is modelled on the oblique singular in -a- (Matras 2002: 83), replacing the
original form in -en-. There is overwhelming diachronic evidence for the strict morphological split
between vocabulary inherited from Indo-Aryan (including early loans from Persian, Armenian and
Greek) and lexical items borrowed at a later time from Greek and other contact languages
(Romanian, Serbian, Hungarian etc.); Elsik & Matras 2006 refer to this split as chronological
compartmentalisation by. However, interaction between the two layers has already been noted
(Elsik 2000b: 23; Elsik & Matras 2006: 327-332), and the fact that the current state of affairs
manifests variation indicates that a strict dichotomy no longer holds on a synchronic level. One
reason for this may be that there have not been two specific and unique morphological systems used
for the two separate layers; their inflection, strictly taken, is not different.’

For the sake of the present study, | refer to each alternating set of oblique markers as a
pattern. Associating each pattern with a declension class can run the risk of circularity (especially in
the case of the feminine); by the same token, the evidence for or against assuming that a given
masculine form is borrowed isn’t always clear-cut. Nevertheless, if we consider them in terms of
canonical inflection (“a unique mapping from form to function, and from function to form”; Corbett
2009: 1) and overabundance (the phenomenon wherein “there are two or more forms available to
realise the same cell in an inflectional paradigm”; Thornton 2012: 183), then the nouns with
canonical paradigms, whose oblique forms do not vary, may be said to belong to one or the other of
two different declension classes, while varying nouns may be considered as having overabundant
paradigms in which an oblique cell is occupied by competing forms from distinct declension
classes.

5. The masculine oblique base

In this section, we will look at the first weak point, the masculine oblique base, in more detail.
Following the description of the phenomenon in question, we will analyse two possible reasons for
the weakness and the ensuing variation, and discuss to what extent there can be interaction between
the possible reasons and the variation.

5.1 Description of the phenomenon

7 Extralinguistic factors might also interfere in the oblique form, although the extent to which a native speaker
considers a certain word to be borrowed or not is very difficult to measure. As Elsik & Matras (2006) also note,
“this compartmentalisation is not based on specialists’ knowledge about the origin of the lexemes”; rather, “it is
directly encoded in the structure of the language and, at least in principle, accessible to its speakers” (ElSik &
Matras 2006: 324). One might expect the nominal classes to remain absolutely rigid, with no variation at all;
however, this is not the case: as the inherited or borrowed nature of a word is becoming obscure without direct
access to the donor language, there appears to be more hesitation.
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In this section, we will introduce the variation in the masculine oblique base and we will also see
that this variation is closely interlinked with the masculine nouns with a stem-final /o/. In Northern
Vlax Romani, there are two sets of suffixes for the oblique base.

(1) a. sero ‘head’ — serés-/sérén- OBL
b. hiro ‘a piece of news’ — hirds-/hirén- OBL

The first set comprises -es- for the singular and -en- for the plural, but there are masculine nouns
which, without any apparent phonological or morphophonological reason, exhibit a different
oblique pattern: -os- in the singular and -on- in the plural. While the vowel /e/ is very common
across the whole inflection, the vowel /o/ only appears in the masculine oblique markings -os- and -
on-. Table 2 illustrates the two competing patterns throughout the whole paradigm.

Table 2: The two masculine paradigms in Northern VIax Romani

bakro ‘sheep’ sokro ‘father-in-
law’

Singular  Plural Singular  Plural

Nominative bakrd6  bakré sokro sokrura

Accusative bakrés bakrén sokros  sokron
Dative bakréske bakrénge sokroske sokronge
Locative  bakréste bakrénde sokroste sokronde
Ablative  bakréstarbakréndar sokrostar sokrondar
Instrumentalbakrésa bakrénca sokrosa sokronca
Genitive  bakrésk- bakréng- sokrosk- sokrong-

\Vocative  badkra  bakrale  sOkra sokrale

Masculine nouns can be divided into three groups based on the distribution of the oblique patterns:
in the first group, only the oblique pattern in -es-/-en- is used; in the second, only the oblique
pattern in -0s-/-on- is used; and in the third, the two possible patterns vary. The masculine oblique
base might therefore be represented as the schema in Figure 6,where N is a masculine noun. This
schema contains both patterns, one where the phonological form of the oblique marker is -es-/-en-
and another where the phonological form is -0s-/-on-. Although the oblique case is ultimately a
morphological category, it can be seen as corresponding to a syntactic and a semantic component.
The syntactic component S; accounts for an oblique noun’s syntactic position and structure, while
[OBL] represents the semantic content of the oblique case. In Conceptual Semantics (cf. e.g.
Jackendoff 1991), plurality, for example, is encoded as a function in the semantic structure. The
oblique can also be considered a function whose domain is the set of nouns; the value of this
function for a given noun is the aggregate of the oblique forms of that noun, which can thus serve as
the domain of other functions representing the nominal cases.

Figure 6. Schema for the masculine oblique base

[ |;]-es-/-en-]y,
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In this combination of two separate schemas, one containing the phonological form wi[ ]j[es/en]x
and the other one containing the phonological form wi[ ]j[os/on]«, the same semantic content
corresponds to two different phonological forms. The correspondence between the phonological
form wi[ ]Jj[es/en]« and the semantic content OBL; in the first schema is weakened by the presence of
the second schema, where the same semantic content corresponds to a different phonological form,
oi[ Jj[os/on]x. The presence of the first schema likewise weakens the phonology/semantics
correspondence in the second schema.

As illustration, consider the masculine nouns found in the newly collected data; these are
listed in Tables 3-5. Only items which have at least one attested oblique form are included here.
Table 3 contains 29 masculine nouns with oblique forms exhibiting the pattern -es-/-en-; Table 4
contains 24 masculine nouns whose oblique forms exhibit the -0s-/-on- pattern. In addition to these,
seven lexical items whose oblique forms vary between the two patterns are listed in Table 5. Here,
two word forms that realize the same oblique case/number combination, one conforming to the -es-
/-en- pattern and the other to the -0s-/-on- pattern, can be considered cellmates (two forms realising
the same cell, as defined by Thornton 2012), and the locus of the variation is the paradigm cell to
which they correspond. For the sake of greater transparency, the words in each table are grouped
together according to their number of syllables. Within each such group, words are listed according
to the final sound of the nominative singular form, which can be /i/, /o/ or a consonant.
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Table 3: Masculine nouns with the oblique pattern -es-/-en- in the questionnaire dataset

Nominative singular Attested oblique forms
one syllable
bers ‘year’ bersésko
del ‘god’ deviéske, déviéske
gad ‘shirt, clothes’ gadenca, gadéske, gadeéske, gadénge, gadéngo
gav ‘village’ gaveske
grast ‘horse’ grastéske, grastén
kast ‘tree’ kastéske, kastésa, kasténge, kasténca
kher ‘house’ kheréske, kherésko
kraj ‘king’ krajéske, krajénge
murs ‘man’ murséske
naj ‘finger’ najénca
rom ‘Romani man’ romeske, roménca, romen, romes
than ‘place’ thanéste, thanés
vast ‘hand’ vastésa
two syllables
abav ‘wedding’ abavéske
bijav ‘wedding’ bijavéske
guruy ‘bull’ guruvén
kotor ‘cloth’ kotorésa
manus ‘man’ manusés, manusen, manuséste, manusésko, manuséstar, manusenca,
manuséenge
balo ‘pig’ balén
gazo ‘non-Romani man’  gazéske, gazéstar, gazén
kurko ‘week’ kurkéstar
savo ‘boy’ Savéske, saves, saven, Savénge, Savénca
three syllables
gézesi ‘train’ gézesésa
kiraji ‘king’ kirajéske, kirajénge, kirajén
koldusi ‘beggar’ koldusestar, kolduses, koldusén, koldusenca
kopaci ‘tree trunk’ kopacéske

pohdari ‘glass’ poharénca
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Table 4: Masculine nouns with the oblique pattern -o0s-/-on- in the questionnaire dataset

Nominative singular

Attested oblique forms

two syllables

atko ‘curse’ atkonca

buso ‘bus’ busosa

¢aso “hour, watch’ éasongo

foro ‘town’ foréske

gindo ‘problem’ gindostar, gindonca
hiré “a piece of news’ hiréstar

naso “child’s father-in-law’ nasésko

nipo ‘relatives’
pujo ‘chicken’

rito ‘field’

sokro ‘father-in-law’
trajo ‘life’

niposa, nipos
pujon

ritoske

sokroske, sokronge
trajosko

three syllables

alato ‘animal’

barovo ‘baron’

¢alado “family’

falato “a little bit of food’
xamasko ‘food’

Jjosago ‘livestock’

laptopo ‘laptop’

sémseédo, sémsido ‘neighbour’
vondto ‘train’

alaton, alatos

barovoske

calados, caladosa, caladon

falatoske, falaton

xamaskos

josagos

laptoposa

somsedosko, somsedoski, somsidos, somseédos, somsédoske
vonatosa

four or more syllables

ternimata ‘the young ones’
Segic¢cego ‘help’
samitogepo ‘computer’

ternimatos, ternimatoske, ternimatonca, ternimatonge
Segiccegoske, Segiccegos
samitogeposa
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Table 5: Masculine nouns exhibiting variation between the -es-/-en- and -0s-/-on- patterns in the
guestionnaire dataset

Nominative singular Attested oblique forms

three syllables

basado ‘telephone, mobile’ basadeésa, basadosa

¢okano ‘hammer’ cokanésko, cokanosko
duhano ‘tobacco’ duhanes, duhaneéski, duhands, duhanoski
mobilo ‘mobile phone’ mobilésa, mobilosa
pokroco ‘blanket’ pokraocésa, pokrocosa
four syllables
kir¢imari ‘bartender’ kircimarésa, kircimarosa, kircimaréstar, kircimarostar,
kircimarénca

telefoni, telefono ‘telephone’ telefonésa, telefonosa

As for the stems whose oblique case forms vary, the variation, which is located within the paradigm
cells corresponding to those cases, is slight in some instances, with one or the other pattern more
dominant, but there are instances, like dihano, where we find that the occurrences of the two
different oblique patterns are almost equal in number.2 The overall proportion of the frequency of
the stems with the -es-/-en- pattern, those with the -os-/-on- pattern, and those whose patterns vary
can be seen in Table 6.

Table 6: Number and proportion of the frequency of the stems with the -es-/-en- pattern, the -0s-/-
on- pattern, and the alternating pattern in the questionnaire dataset

oblique pattern number percentage

-es-/-en- 29 48%
alternating 7 12%
-0s-/-on- 24 40%

The varying stems and the total number of occurrences of both variants in the data are repeated in
Figure 7. The number of varying stems in the masculine oblique is seven out of a total number of 60
nouns.

8 More evidence for the variation comes from Cech et al. (1999), who provide a further example: the word kékalo

‘bone’ has two possible oblique forms, kokalés- and kokalés-.
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Figure 7. The total number of occurrences of the varying masculine stems in the questionnaire
dataset
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5.2 Possible causes and explanations

Table 5 and Figure 7 show that variation seems to appear more often among words where the final
vowel of the nominative singular form is /o/: see for example cokdno ‘hammer’, dithano ‘tobacco’,
mobilo ‘mobile phone’. As can be seen in Table 3, masculine nouns ending in /i/ take the oblique in
-es-/-en-. The word telefono apparently has an alternative nominative form, telefoni, and there are
some other masculine nouns ending in /i/ which show variation, such as kircimari ‘bartender’. The
fact that the oblique form of the word telefoni/telefono ‘telephone’ appears both as telefonés- and as
telefonos- might as well be the result of the different nominative forms. Instances of two different
nominative forms have been attested elsewhere, for example miisoré and miisori ‘programme’. With
regard to the variation in the word kircimari ‘bartender’, it must be noted that there are ambiguous
cases as the nominative of the same word takes other forms in the dataset as well, such as
kocmarosi and kircimarusi, but there is not enough information available to draw a conclusion from
them. While in the Kalderas dialect, Boretzky (1994) documents oblique forms with -es-/-en- only
for nouns with a stem-final /i/, for example limori ‘grave’ ~ limorés-/limorén-, Cech & Heinschink
(1999) only quote masculine nouns with a stem-final /i/ where the oblique suffixes are -0s-/-on-, for
instance juhasi ‘shepherd’, obl. juhdsés-; doktori ‘doctor’, obl. doktorés-; and so on. The newly
collected Northern Vlax Romani data from Hungary corroborate the findings of Boretzky (1994).
We now examine two possible explanations for the variation.

1. Position of stress. At first glance, it seems there is at least some sort of correlation between the
variation of the oblique forms and the fact that Northern Vlax Romani, for historical and contact
linguistic reasons, lacks a straightforward stress pattern. Stress itself appears to vary, especially in
words with three syllables. While the stress pattern of disyllabic words (word-initial or word-final)
seems to determine the form of the oblique base unambiguously, the varying stress pattern of
trisyllabic words frequently entails the unpredictability of oblique forms.

2. Number of syllables. This is related to the position of stress to some degree, as oblique forms
begin to vary when the number of syllables reaches or exceeds three. The variation is especially
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ostensible on trisyllabic words with a stem-final /o/, while disyllabic words, as mentioned above,
never vary.

5.2.1 Variation in the position of stress

In this section, we examine the relationship between the variation in the position of stress in the
nominative and the appearance of one or the other oblique pattern. The choice of words in Table 2
(sokro “father-in-law’ and bakro ‘sheep’) suggests that the oblique form is the direct consequence of
the nominative stress pattern. We will see that there is certainly a correlation between the two
aspects, but it is far from being so straightforward: besides the stem-final vowel, stress is only one
of several factors that might play a role in the formation of the oblique form.

Generally, and especially for disyllabic words, where the stress falls on the last syllable of
the nominative singular form, there is no variation: the oblique pattern is -es-/-en-. On the other
hand, where the stress falls on the first (penultimate) syllable of the nominative singular, the oblique
pattern is -0s-/-on-. No matter what the oblique ending is and where the stress falls in the
nominative singular form, the stress in the oblique forms always falls on the oblique ending, so
trajo ‘life’ gives the oblique stem trajos-. In inflected forms, this results in penultimate stress:
dative trajoske, locative trajoste, ablative trajostar and instrumental trajosa.

For words with three syllables, on the other hand, stress may vary widely. While the oblique
suffix attracts stress, and so the forms inflected for case always have penultimate stress, stress in the
nominative forms can fall on any of the three syllables.

As we can see in Tables 3-5, the position of stress cannot unambiguously predict the oblique
form. While it is true that words with stem-final stress take the oblique pattern -es-/-en- without
exception, the oblique form of words where the stress falls on the penultimate or ante-penultimate
position is not so obvious. The words padlévo ‘floor’ and rablovo ‘robber, highwayman’, for
example, have the oblique forms padlovés- and rablovos-, respectively (cf. Vekerdi 1985), in spite
of the fact that both bear stress on the penultimate syllable. The newly collected data show that the
oblique form of certain stems varies, for example mobilo ‘mobile phone’, obl. mobilés-/mobilds- or
duhano ‘tobacco’, obl. duhanés-/duhands-. The choice of pattern may be further complicated by the
fact that the stress of the nominative form may even vary within one stem, for example kdécisi/kocisi
‘coachman’ (Vekerdi 1985). In sum, where stress varies in the nominative, the vowel of the oblique
suffix also varies.

5.2.2 The number of syllables

There might be a correlation between the number of syllables in a noun and the degree of variation
that it shows with respect to oblique forms. In this section, we examine this correlation, eventually
coming to the conclusion that the more syllables a stem has, the more likely it is to exhibit variation
in its oblique pattern.

Monosyllabic nouns always end in a consonant and invariably take the -es-/-en- oblique
pattern, as in drom ‘road’, obl. dromés-. This pattern is valid for disyllabic nouns ending in a
consonant, e.g. rasdj ‘priest’, obl. rasajés-. The -0s-/-on- pattern appears when two factors present
themselves simultaneously: disyllabicity and a stem-final vowel. The stem-final vowel, which
eventually gets deleted, introduces a certain amount of disturbance in the system because it conflicts
with the initial vowel of the oblique suffix. Among disyllabic stems with a stem-final /o/, however,
there is no variation in the strict sense: every lexical item which has two syllables and a stem-final
/ol exhibits either one or the other pattern, and the position of the stress (final or penultimate)
appears to be a reliable clue in this case, as seen in Tables 3-5.

When the number of syllables increases to three, variation emerges on the level of lexical
items. This means that the longer a word is, the more uncertain it is which oblique pattern it will
employ. As mentioned above, there is only slight variation for words longer than two syllables
which end in a different vowel, such as /i/: the frontness of the stem-final vowel dominantly
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predicts (or triggers) a front vowel in the oblique form. The back vowel /o/ of nouns with three
syllables, however, is not able to predict the oblique form unambiguously, just as the nominative
form of disyllabic nouns ending in /o/ cannot predict the oblique form.

Although there must be some among the trisyllabic masculine nouns with a stem-final /o/
that take -es-/-en- as their oblique (as attested in Vekerdi 1985, for example), our newly collected
data do not present such items. However, they present nine items with the oblique pattern -os-/-on-
and five items whose oblique pattern varies. This is somewhat in line with the varying stress pattern
of trisyllabic nouns: the increase in the number of syllables enhances the chance of variation, too.
While the oblique pattern of disyllabic nouns never varies (it is either -es-/-en- or -0s-/-on-), it
begins to vary when the number of syllables exceeds two. This is further corroborated by the two
items with four syllables, kircimari ‘bartender’ and telefoni/teleféno “telephone’, especially if we
consider the proportion of varying nouns with four syllables to non-varying ones: there are only
three items that show the oblique -0s-/-on- pattern and there are none that show the obligue -es-/-en-
pattern.

In connection with the higher number of -o0s-/-on- oblique forms we should also note that
when variation begins, that is, at the level of trisyllabic nouns, the stem-final /o/ might tip the scales
in favour of the oblique -0s-/-on- pattern (whereas the word kircimari ‘bartender’, with a stem-final
/il, seems to prefer the -es-/-en- pattern).

5.3 Interim summary

In this section, we had a look at the first weak point in the morphology of Northern Vlax Romani,
the masculine oblique base, in more detail. Following the description of the phenomenon in
question, we went over two possible reasons for the weakness and the ensuing variation (which only
emerges if the stem-final vowel is /o/) and we found the following.

1. The position of stress. We saw that the stress pattern of disyllabic words (word-initial or word-
final) corresponds to the choice of the oblique marker: word-initial stress corresponds to -0s-/-on-,
word-final stress corresponds to -es-/-en-. Stress begins to vary in trisyllabic words, and the same
lexical item can occur with different stress patterns. That is exactly where the oblique markers begin
to vary: if there is a varying stress pattern, the choice of the oblique pattern becomes unpredictable.
2. The number of syllables. We found that while the oblique forms of disyllabic nouns do not vary,
the oblique forms of trisyllabic nouns with a stem-final /o/ do. Based on this, it seems that the
number of syllables influences the choice of oblique forms: the higher the number of syllables is,
the higher the possibility of variation is.

6. The feminine oblique plural base

In this section, we look at the second weak point, the feminine oblique plural base, in more detail.
Following the description of the phenomenon, we examine two possible aspects that might
influence the choice of the plural oblique ending for feminine nouns.

6.1 Description of the phenomenon

The feminine oblique singular base has one single pattern: -a-, so the oblique form of sej “girl’ is
Seja-. However, there are two possible alternatives for the oblique plural base: one is -an-, so the
oblique plural base of a word like khajn7 ‘hen’ is khajnian-, but there is another one, -en-: for
instance, the oblique form of raca ‘duck’ is racén-. They occur simultaneously as the feminine
oblique plural base in several cells of the feminine paradigm. Diachronically, the -an- pattern arises
through the analogical influence of the oblique singular in -a- (Matras 2002: 83; Elsik 2000b: 22;
Boretzky 1994: 33); this change reinforces the formal differentiation of the feminine and masculine
paradigms. For example, the oblique plural base of kranga ‘branch’ is krangan- in Hungarian
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Lovari (Hutterer & Mészaros 1967: 49), from an original oblique plural in -en-, and this analogical
process is said to have taken place most often in the VVlax dialects. However, the plural oblique of
kranga ‘branch’ exclusively appears as krangén- in the newly collected data, which suggests that
the old form has been retrieved after an intermediary stage of renewal.

The two feminine oblique plural bases are again treated as competing patterns. Similarly to
the masculine oblique forms, alternative forms in -an- and -en- realizing the same oblique
case/number combination are cellmates (cf. Thornton 2012), and the locus of the variation is again
the paradigm cell to which they correspond. Table 7 exemplifies the two different feminine
paradigms. Note that the oblique singular forms of feminine nouns are completely unaffected by
variation: the singular oblique marker is invariably -a-.

Table 7: The two different patterns in the feminine in Northern Vlax Romani

raca ‘duck’ maci “fly’
Singular Plural ~ Singular Plural
Nominative raca raci maéi  maca
Accusative raca racén maca  macan
Dative racdke racénge macake macange

Locative  racite racénde macate macande
Ablative  racatar racéndar macatar macandar
Instrumentalracdsa racénca macasa macanca
Genitive  racak- racéng- macak- macang-
Vocative  raca racale  maca  madcale

The two different patterns can be represented by the combination of two schemas in Figure 9, where
N is a feminine noun. The correspondence between the phonological form wi[ ]Jj[an]x and the
semantic content OBL PLUR; is weakened by the presence of the other schema, where the same
semantic content corresponds to a different phonological form, wi[ ]Jj[en]«. Conversely, we can also
say that the correspondence between the phonological form wi[ ]j[en]k and the semantic content
OBL PLUR; is weakened by the presence of the other schema, where the same semantic content
corresponds to a different phonological form, wi[ ]j[an]«.

Figure 8. The combination of two schemas for the feminine oblique plural
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The feminine nouns from the newly collected data can be seen in Table 8. The items are grouped
together according to their oblique plural forms; items with no attested plural oblique form are
excluded. Out of a total of twenty items, four items take the oblique plural marker -an-, seven take
the oblique plural marker is -en-, and there are nine stems where the oblique forms vary. A striking
fact here is that the number of stems where there is variation is much higher than would have been
expected based on earlier sources, such as Vekerdi (1985).
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Table 8: Feminine nouns and their oblique forms in the questionnaire dataset

Nominative singular Attested oblique forms
nouns with the oblique plural in -an-
xajing ‘well’ xajingange, xajingdngo
khajni{ ‘hen’ khajnian
piri ‘saucepan’ pirange
maci ‘fly’ macanca
nouns with the oblique plural in -en-
angrusti ‘ring’ angrusténdar
armaja ‘curse’  armajénca
cincari cincarénca
‘mosquito’
kangri, krangi  kangrénca,
‘branch’ krangénca
kurva ‘whore’ kurvéngo
mesaji ‘table’ mesajéndar
raca ‘duck’ racén
nouns with variation
katt ‘pair of scissors’ kattidnca, katfénca
maj ‘meadow’  majan, majange,
majénge
papin ‘goose’ papinian,
papinién
patri ‘leaf’ patrénca,
patranca
suri ‘knife’ Suranca, Surénca
tlirf ‘ant’ tiiranca, firénca
baj ‘sleeve’ bajanca, bajénca
bar ‘garden’ barange, baran, barénge
borotva ‘razor’ borotvénca, borotvanca

The overall proportion of the frequency of the stems belonging to the two feminine oblique plural
patterns and the stems where the oblique forms vary is given in Table 9. These proportions show
that the feminine class of nouns is even more affected by variation than the masculine class, with a
higher percentage of all the attested stems showing variation.

Table 9: Number and proportion of the stems exhibiting the two feminine oblique plural patterns
and the varying stems in the questionnaire dataset

oblique pattern number percentage

-en- 7 35%
alternating 9 45%
-an- 4 20%

The varying stems and the total number of occurrences of both variants in the data are repeated in
Figure 9, except for two items, where the variation is very slight and needs further evidence: only
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one instance containing the suffix -an- for baj ‘sleeve’ and only one instance containing the suffix -
en- for maj ‘meadow’ were found.

Figure 9. The total number of occurrences of the varying feminine stems in the questionnaire
dataset

30

25

8 20

<

e

b

g

S 15 W -an-
1S

E -en_
o

IS

=]

=z

[EEY
o

patri papin bar Sari tjiri katt borotva

Cech & Heinschink (1999) try to explain the two different patterns by reference to the difference
between inherited and borrowed words: inherited words take -an- and borrowed words take -en-.
This, however, is highly unlikely as it is completely inconsistent with the data (with the exception
of papin and borotva, all the varying stems are inherited) and even with the way the inherited-
borrowed dichotomy in the masculine is traditionally analysed; this explanation should therefore be
dismissed.

While the vowels /u/ and /i/ appear less often in suffixes in general, and even then they are
more typically used in derivation, the vowels /e/ and /a/ appear quite frequently in the inflection of
Romani, for example as the vowel component of the nominal oblique markers, both in the feminine
and masculine paradigms, or of the personal concord markers on verbs. This general frequency of
/a/ and /e/ and their relative frequency in the Romani verbal and nominal suffixes might be
determining factors behind the presence and competition of the two patterns, although this is
contradicted by the fact that the proportion of the two different forms varies among the different
stems.

As Table 10 shows, the personal concord markers for consonantal verbs (with the inclusion
of the /e/, which is analysed as epenthetic by Bald 2008) exclusively contain these two vowels.

Table 10: Verbal personal concord markers in Northern Vlax Romani

1%tsing. 2"9sing. 3"sing. 1% plural 2" plural 3" plural

present -av -€S -el -as -en -en
past -em -an -as -am -an -€
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If we consider the fact that the first and second person plural forms are less frequent generally (see a
summary of cross-linguistics surveys on the frequency of person and number features in child and
adult natural speech in Austin 2012: 262-264), we see that the proportion of personal concord
markers containing /e/ and /a/ is 5:3, which corresponds to the tendencies we find for the
distribution of the two vowels in the feminine oblique plural marker. Even if both the verbal and the
oblique markers reflect a more general distribution or proportion of the vowels within the language,
it is important to see that the distribution does not only present itself as different nominal classes
formed with one or the other vowel, but also as stem-level variation, where one single stem can
form the oblique with both markers.

The vowels /e/ and /a/ are both very common in the nominal oblique markers, which,
including both the masculine and the feminine paradigms, can be -es-, -en, -a-, -an-, while, as
mentioned before, the vowel /o/ only appears in the additional variant forms -os- and -on- in the
oblique masculine and nowhere else in the inflection. The variation between -en- and -an- in the
feminine oblique plural is also much more salient than in the masculine, with variation seen in nine
stems out of 20 compared to the variation in the masculine oblique between -es-/-en- and -os-/-on,
where the proportion is a mere seven out of 60.

We can compare the proportions seven out of 60 and nine out of 20 by means of a chi-square
test; it yields a p-value of 0.0016. This statistically significant p-value suggests that a null
hypothesis of no difference between the feminine oblique and the masculine oblique in the extent to
which they vary would have to be rejected, and the variation in the feminine is indeed more salient
in the feminine class of nouns.

It is also important to note that the vowel /e/ invariably takes part in the variation, as we see
in the varying pairs of vowels: in case of the masculine oblique, the variation is /e/ ~ /o/, whereas in
the feminine oblique plural it is /e/ ~ /a/. Its presence is in line with the overall high frequency of
/e/, while the fact that it frequently takes part in some kind of variation is in line with the hypothesis
that /e/ could be a default vowel and thus it is less stable. For instance, suffix-initial /e/ is regularly
elided after a stem-final vowel in the verb morphology of Northern Vlax Romani: adding the 3™
person plural present indicative marker -en to the verb asa- ‘laugh’ yields asan ‘they laugh’.

6.2 Possible causes and explanations

1. The masculine oblique plural -en-. Besides -an-, the other variant of the feminine oblique plural
marker is -en-. The form is identical to one of the variants of the masculine oblique plural marker.
As the semantic content (oblique plural) is also identical, we would like to look into the possible
analogical influence of the masculine oblique plural marker on the feminine one. As we will see, the
-en- form is dominant in both the masculine and the feminine nominal paradigms, which suggests
that a mutual influence may exist.

2. The feminine nominative plural suffixes. We will examine whether the nominative plural endings
-i and -a have any connection to the appearance of one or the other plural oblique marker. We will
find that there seems to be a relationship, which is made slightly more complicated by the fact that
the singular form of nouns with the plural suffix -i ends in -a and the singular form of nouns with
the plural suffix -a often ends in -i.

6.2.1 The masculine oblique plural -en-

The presence of the -en- pattern in the feminine is historically related to its simultaneous presence
in the masculine: the oblique plural suffix was -en- across the whole nominal system in the Proto-
Romani stage (EISik 2000b: 14). While the -en- pattern represents syncretism, exerting a
neutralising effect, making all oblique plural forms look identical and decreasing the extent of the
difference between the two genders, the -an- pattern exerts an opposite effect, favoring intra-gender
uniformity, being more similar to the singular oblique marker -a; see for example Siri ‘knife’: Sira-
OBL.SING ~ Sitrdsa INSTR.SING and §ifrdn- OBL.PL ~ Siirdnca INSTR.PL..
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The correlation between the masculine oblique plural -en- and the feminine oblique plural -
en- is shown in Figure 10, where the schemas for the masculine oblique plural and the feminine
oblique plural are connected through a thick dashed bidirectional arrow, indicating mutual
influence. However, as we will see in Figure 11, separating the masculine and the feminine
phonological components containing the -en- suffix is not necessary at all; just like the syntactic
component, the identical phonological components can also be conflated into a single one.

Figure 10. The relationship between the masculine and the feminine oblique plural endings
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Let us have a look at the phenomenon through the examples of raklé “boy’ and rakiji ‘girl’. These
two words are apparently close cognates of each other, derived from Sanskrit ladikka ‘child’ (Turner
1962-66: 633), and continuing Old Indo-Aryan masculine and feminine declension classes (Matras
2002: 42-43).

Table 11: A correlation between some masculine and feminine paradigms in Northern VIax Romani

Nominative singular Nominative plural Oblique singular Oblique plural

‘boy’ raklo raklé raklés- raklén-

‘girl’  raklji raklja raklja- rakljan-

The forms in Table 11 forms show great uniformity, while maintaining opposition and
differentiation. The back vowel of the nominative singular raklo is replaced by the front vowel /e/ in
all other forms, while the front vowel of raklji is replaced by the back vowel /a/ in the other forms.
The back/front contrast of the nominative singular endings /o/ and /i/ is reversed in the plural and in
the oblique, but the contrast between the two paradigms remains expressed. As we noted with
regard to the masculine, disyllabic words always inflect the same way, having either /e/ or /o/ in the
oblique ending. The word raklé belongs to the nouns which exhibit the -es-/-en- pattern.

As stated above, the overall number of masculine nouns with the -es-/-en- pattern is 29, as
opposed to the 24 items with the -0s-/-on- pattern (not counting the stems where there is variation).
If we compare this to the seven feminine nouns with the oblique plural marker -en- and the four
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feminine nouns with the oblique plural marker -an-, we can see that, at least concerning type
frequency, the -en- form dominates in both the masculine and the feminine paradigms. The fact that
there are more nouns which take the -en- form in both paradigms suggests that there must be a
correlation between the two. Statistical evidence for the overall dominance of the -en- form comes
from a chi-square test where we compared the proportion of nouns in -en- in both the masculine and
the feminine paradigms, yielding a p-value of 0.5880. This means that the null hypothesis that the -
en- form is dominant cannot be rejected:it is indeed dominant. The neutralisation effect is shown in
Figure 11, where the masculine oblique plural and the feminine oblique plural converge in the
ending -en-, and diverge through the endings -an- and -on-.

Figure 11. Combined schema of the masculine and feminine oblique plural
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6.2.2 The feminine nominative plural suffixes

In Table 7, the feminine nominative plural form ends in /a/ if the nominative singular ends in /i/, as
in piri ‘pot, saucepan’ ~ pird ‘pots, saucepans’, and the nominative plural ends in /i/ if the
nominative singular ends in /a/, as in kurva ‘whore’ ~ kurvi ‘whores’. The oblique plural suffix
seems to correspond to the nominative plural suffix with regard to the backness of their vowels.

(2) a. piri NOM.SING — pira NOM.PL — pirdn- OBL.PL
b. kurva NOM.SING — kurvi NOM.PL — kurvén- OBL.PL

Scrutiny of the data reveals the following numbers and proportions. Out of the total 20 items, seven
items follow the vowel backness pattern: if their nominative plural ending is /i/, they will take the
oblique plural suffix -en-, and if the nominative plural ending is /a/, they will take the oblique plural
suffix -an-, as in Table 12.
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Table 12: Feminine nouns where the nominative plural ending corresponds to the oblique plural
ending in the questionnaire dataset

Nominative singular Nominative plural Oblique plural stem
nouns with the oblique form -an-

xajing ‘well’ xajingd xajingan-
khajnii ‘hen’ khajnia khajnian-
maci ‘fly’ maca macan-
piri ‘saucepan’ pird piran-
nouns with the oblique form -en-

armajd ‘curse’ armaji armajén-
kurva ‘whore’ kurvi kurven-
raca ‘duck’ raci racén-

Four items behave in the opposite way, exhibiting the nominative plural ending /a/ but the oblique
plural suffix -en-. There are no nouns having a nominative plural in /i/ with an oblique plural stem
in -an-.

Table 13: Feminine nouns where the nominative plural ending does not correspond to the oblique
plural ending in the questionnaire dataset

Nominative singular Nominative plural  Oblique plural stem

cincari ‘mosquito’ cincara cincarén-

mesaji ‘table’ mesaja mesajén-

angrusti ‘ring’ angrusta angrusten-
kangri/krangi ‘branch’  kangrd/kranga kangrén-/krangén-

Consider now the seven stems where there is significant variation. Three of the stems where there is
variation tend to conform to the vowel backness pattern, predominantly taking either the nominative
plural ending /a/ and the oblique plural suffix -an- or the nominative plural ending /i/ and the
oblique plural suffix -en-.

Table 14: Feminine nouns where there is variation with a bias towards the correspondence between
the nominative plural and the oblique plural in backness in the questionnaire dataset

Nominative Nominative Oblique plural forms
singular plural occurrences  in -en- in -an-
papin ‘goose’ papinid 19 32% 68%
i ‘ant’ tird 16 375%  62.5%
borotva ‘razor’ borotvi 9 78% 22%

On the other hand, two of the stems with varying forms go against the tendency, with the
predominant pattern being that of combining the nominative plural ending /a/ and the oblique plural
suffix -en-.
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Table 15: Feminine nouns where there is variation with a bias towards the opposition between the
nominative plural and the oblique plural in backness in the questionnaire dataset

Nominative Nominative Oblique plural forms
singular plural occurrences  in -en- in -an-
patri ‘leaf’ patra 19 79% 21%
bar ‘garden’ bara 10 80% 20%

Finally, there are two stems where the proportion of the two patterns is virtually equal, indicating a
high degree of variation.

Table 16: Feminine nouns where there is a considerable degree of variation with no significant bias
in the questionnaire dataset

Nominative Nominative Oblique plural forms
singular plural occurrences  in -en- in -an-
katt ‘pair of scissors’ kattld 23 48% 52%
sari ‘knife’ Sard 25 52% 48%

In sum, we can say that the vowel backness pattern correctly predicts the oblique plural suffix from
the nominative plural ending for ten stems, while this prediction goes awry in the case of only six
stems. This suggests that there is a tendency for the vocalism of the feminine nominative plural
ending to influence the choice of the oblique plural suffix (-an- if the nominative plural ending is -a
and -en- if the nominative plural ending is -i; this tendency might be weakened by the fact that the
nominative singular ending, if it is a vowel, tips the balance in favour of the other oblique plural
suffix). This is shown in Figure 12, where the schemas for the nominative plural and the oblique
plural are connected through dashed arrows. The thick arrows represent the dominant direction of
prediction, while the thin arrows show a weak correlation.
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Figure 12. The relationship between the feminine nominative plural and the feminine oblique plural
as shown in the form of schemas

6.3 Interim summary

In this section, we looked at the second weak point, the feminine oblique plural base, in more detail.
Following the description of the phenomenon, we examined two possible aspects that might
influence the choice of the plural oblique ending for feminine nouns and we found that the two
aspects indeed seem to exert influence.

1. The masculine oblique plural -en-. Besides -an-, the other variant of the feminine oblique plural
marker is -en-, which is identical to one of the variants of the masculine oblique plural marker. We
looked into the possible analogical influence of the masculine oblique plural marker on that of the
feminine. As we saw, the form -en- is indeed dominant in both the masculine and the feminine
nominal paradigms, which suggests that the influence exists.

2. The feminine nominative plural suffixes. We examined whether the nominative plural endings -i
and -a have any connection to the appearance of the plural oblique marker -en- and -an-. We found
that there is a relationship between the nominative and the oblique plural endings, with the front
vowel /i/ predominantly predicting the marker -en- and the back vowel /a/ predominantly predicting
the marker -an-.

7. General conclusion

The discussion of the two instances of variation in the nominal morphology of Northern Vlax
Romani varieties as spoken in Hungary focussed on variation: the competition between different
exponents expressing the same meaning. Variation in morphology has been coming under the
spotlight in recent years; however, most papers have dealt with derivational and inter-dialectal
variation, and less has been said on inflection and variation within a well-defined variety of a
language. The present study contributes to the study of variation in inflectional morphology and
attempts to demonstrate that what is commonly referred to as free variation is not entirely random
or unconditional: the existence and frequency of different, competing patterns may be due to an
analogy with other morphological phenomena. Variation is also conditioned in the sense that it
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emerges in loci where there is a weak point in the grammar, which can be represented as an unstable
correspondence in a tripartite morphological schema where all three components are interconnected.

The data clearly show that the masculine oblique base and the feminine plural oblique base
in Northern Vlax Romani manifest variation. On the one hand, variation has been in abundance in
Romani owing to at least two factors: firstly, it was an exclusively spoken language until recently,
with numerous varieties spread over a large, often disconnected geographical area; secondly, the
impact of contact with various languages throughout its history has resulted in the adoption of a
range of grammatical structures by Romani as a whole and, subsequently, by its individual dialects.
On the other hand, a unique feature of the language has been the fairly strict division of the lexicon
into inherited and borrowed compartments, distinguished by grammatical means, among them the
masculine oblique suffix -os-, itself borrowed from Greek; however, the interaction between the two
compartments, which has already been noted, appears to have affected the oblique suffixes in
several Romani dialects.

As investigated and demonstrated above, the interaction and the resulting variation may
have been triggered, caused or influenced by other linguistic factors, such as the position of stress
and the number of syllables (in the case of the masculine oblique base) and the masculine oblique
plural -en- and the feminine nominative plural suffixes (in the case of the feminine oblique plural
oblique base).

The Romani example described in the paper can also be seen as reflecting the simultaneous
presence of two forces in language, regularisation and differentiation, which create a dynamic
process within the Romani nominal system. We see two distinct but internally uniform patterns for
both the masculine oblique forms and the feminine oblique plural forms. Uniformity means that we
do not find mixed paradigms where the distribution of the two patterns would show regularity for
one particular noun but it also refers to the presence of the marker -en- in the feminine plural
oblique, reflecting variation within the feminine plural paradigms but uniformity in the wider
category of nouns.
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