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Abstract

This article traces the evolution of differential object marking (poM) in Romani, an
Indo-Aryan language primarily spoken in Europe in contact with different languages.
Drawing on dialectological data from 119 locations in Europe, we demonstrate that Dom
in Romani dialects is generally a stable feature constrained by the pronoun vs. noun
distinction, animacy, and—in some conservative varieties—definiteness. By compar-
ing Romani with other Indo-Aryan languages, we propose a diachronic scenario. An
indirect object case marker expands into marking direct objects, starting with pro-
nouns, then definite animate nouns, and finally, encompassing all animate nouns. This
developmental sequence is reflected in the distribution of DOM-constraining factors
in contemporary dialects. By contrast, Romani dialects of Finland are undergoing the
process of losing DOM, while Italian varieties have lost it completely by forfeiting nom-
inal case inflection altogether. However, in the varieties of southern Italy this loss is
compensated by a new prepositional DoM, a pattern replication from dialectal Italian.
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2 KOZHANOV AND SERZANT
1 Introduction

Romani is an Indo-Aryan language that has been spoken in Europe since the
Middle Ages (Matras, 2002; Matras and Tenser, 2020). As a result of numerous
migrations, Romani dialects are widespread across vast territories in Europe,
where they are in contact with languages from different groups and families,
including Indo-European (Greek, Slavic, Romance, etc.), Uralic (Hungarian,
Finnish), and Turkic (Turkish). These dialects may be mutually unintelligible
and are characterized by structural influences from contact languages (Elsik
and BeniSek, 2020). In this paper, we explore the variation of the systems of
differential object marking (henceforth bom) across contemporary Romani
dialects and propose a diachronic scenario for its evolution.

Similarly to other New Indo-Aryan languages, the Romani case system mor-
phologically consists of two layers (Zograf, 1976; Masica, 1991). The first layer
of case markers distinguishes between direct and oblique forms, which are
cumulatively coded with number and gender. The second layer is agglutina-
tively attached to the oblique form, as illustrated in Table 1. Direct forms of
Romani nouns may be zero-marked, as in manus ‘person,” or marked with an
affix, as in bakr-6 ‘sheep.’ This opposition is solely determined by the noun’s
inflectional class. Direct forms are typically used as the subjects of intransitive
(S) and transitive (A) verbs as well as certain (mostly inanimate) objects of tran-
sitive verbs (P; see details below). Oblique forms, on the other hand, are used for
some (typically animate) objects of transitive verbs, as well as for the possessor
in the predicative possession construction and for the recipient of the verb del
‘give. The secondary cases generally include ablative, dative, instrumental, and
locative forms, with some variation across dialects. For an overview of nominal
inflection in Romani, see Elsik (2000, 2020: 163-165).

All contemporary Romani dialects exhibit accusative alignment; that is, they
do not differentiate between the sole argument of intransitive verbs and the
first argument of transitive verbs but may mark the more patient-like argument
of transitive verbs differently, as shown in (1) and (2):!

1 Examples follow the Leipzig Glossing Rules. Abbreviations used: 1/2/3 first/second/third per-
son; ART article; CL clitic; cOMP complementizer; DAT dative; DEF definite; DIR direct; DOM
differential object marker; ERG ergative; F feminine; GEN genitive; IMP imperative; IMPF
inperfect; INDF indefinite; INF infinitive; INS instrumental; M masculine; NEG negation; NOM
nominative; OBL oblique; PL plural; PROG progressive; PRS present; PST past; REL relative; SBJ
subjunctive; sG singular.
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EVOLUTION AND AREAL EXPANSION OF DOM IN ROMANI 3

TABLE 1 Case marking in Romani (on the example of Kalderash Romani)
manus ‘person’ bakro ‘sheep’
Case SG PL SG PL
I Direct manus manus bakr-6 bakr-é
Oblique manus-és manus-én bakr-és bakr-én

11 Ablative manus-és-tar manus-én-dar bakr-és-tar bakr-én-dar
Dative  manus-és-ke  manu$-én-ge  bakr-és-ke  bakr-én-ge

Lithuanian Romani (Kirill Kozhanov’s fieldwork notes)
(1) Miri phén nas-él.

my-DIR.SG.F Sister.DIR.SG run-PRS.35G

‘My sister runs.

(2) Miri phén dZin-él do chav-és.
my-DIR.SG.F sister.DIR.SG know-PRS.3SG that guy-OBL.SG
‘My sister knows that guy

Romani has completely lost the tense-split ergativity of Middle Indo-Aryan,
with its only trace arguably found in the origin of certain pronominal forms,
such as Romani me T (direct form) < Vedic mdya (INs.SG, used as A in an
ergative construction; see Bubenik, 2000, for a discussion of ergativity in Proto-
Romani).

At its core, DOM in Romani consists of an alternation formally realized
as a contrast between direct and oblique case forms. Romani DoM crucially
depends on inherent lexical properties of the input, such as word class and
animacy (Matras, 2002: 86—-87; Adamou and Matras, 2020: 94; for a typological
overview, see Witzlack-Makarevich and Serzant, 2018). Here, animate nouns, as
in (2), and pronouns, seen in (3), are typically marked by the oblique case, thus
distinguishing P from A/S, whereas inanimate nouns remain in the direct case
(P = A/S)—that is, they are mostly unmarked—as seen in (4):

Lithuanian Romani (Kirill Kozhanov’s fieldwork notes)

(3) Miri phén dZin-él lés.
my-DIR.SG.F sister.DIR.SG know-PRS.35G 3SG.M.OBL
‘My sister knows him/it’
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4 KOZHANOV AND SERZANT

(4) Mir-i phén dzin-él da lav.
my-DIR.SG.F sister.DIR.SG know-PRS.3sG this word.DIR.SG
‘My sister knows this word.

Most descriptions of Romani varieties state that bom is governed solely by
animacy (for example, Wentzel, 1980, on Russian Romani; Pobozniak, 1964:
2, on Lovari in Poland; Wagner, 2012: 87-88, on Lovari in the Czech Repub-
lic; Igla, 1996: 93, 117, on the Vlax variety of Ajia Varvara in Greece; Boretzky,
1993: 22, on Bugurdzi in Kosovo; Valtonen, 1968: 161-162, and Belugin, 1977:
263, on Finnish Romani; Gjerdman and Ljungberg, 1963: 60, § 62, on Kalderash
Romani in Sweden). However, upon closer inspection, the situation is more
complex. For example, Valtonen (1968: 161-162) notes that in Finnish Romani,
some “‘hypercorrect formations” with oblique-marked inanimate nouns are
also found. Boretzky (1993: 22) observes that definiteness plays a role in Bugur-
dzi Romani (Kosovo and North Macedonia) with nouns that refer to animals,
and that the oblique marking may occasionally be absent with nouns that refer
to humans. This is further supported by Matras (2002: 86—87), who states that
the DOM systems of certain Romani dialects are also sensitive to definiteness,
that is, that only definite animate nouns receive the oblique marking; this can
be seen in the opposition between (5) and (6):

Kalderash Romani (Kirill Kozhanov’s fieldwork notes)

(5) mudar-dé kha bal-6
kill-PST.3PL ART.INDF pig-DIR.SG
‘they killed a pig’

(6) mudar-dé le bal-és
kill-PST.3PL ART.DEF.OBL.SG.M pig-OBL.SG
‘they killed the pig’

This suggests the need for a more fine-grained study of the predictors of bom
in Romani, one that takes dialectal variation into account.

In the following sections, we explore the effects of various predictors of bom
across Romani dialects. We then offer a tentative diachronic explanation for
the rise and expansion of pom in Romani. Our paper is structured as follows.
In Section 2, we introduce the data and methodology of our study. In Section 3,
we establish the main predictors that affect case selection in the DOM systems
of contemporary Romani dialects: the distinction between personal pronouns
and nouns, animacy (including humanness), and definiteness. We then discuss
whether the distribution of relevant predictors of bOM across contemporary
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Romani dialects corresponds to the geographical location of dialects or their
genealogical classification (3.1). We furthermore examine four areal case stud-
ies: Romani dialects of Romania (3.2), Croatia (3.3), Finland (3.4), and Italy (3.5).
In Section 4, we propose a scenario for the emergence and evolution of DOM in
Romani. Finally, in Section 5, we present our conclusions and discuss our find-
ings in the broader context of diachronic developments in boMm systems and
language change.

2 Data and methodology

Data for this study comes from the Romani Morpho-Syntax (RMs) database, a
database of Romani dialects developed at the University of Manchester. The
online version of the database contains questionnaire-based dialect samples
from 118 locations across different parts of Europe and one location in Mex-
ico.2 Each dialect sample consists of responses to the questionnaire from a
single speaker. The questionnaire, compiled by Yaron Matras and Viktor Elsik,
includes approximately 300 lexical questions and 700 sentences aimed at elic-
iting morphosyntactic information (Matras et al., 2009).

All dialect samples from the RMS database were used in this study. The dis-
tribution of the dialects and their dialectal affiliations, based on the recent
classification by Elsik and Benisek (2020), is illustrated in Fig. 1.3

In this study, we treat answers to the Rms dialectological questionnaire as
a parallel corpus, comparing the frequency of oblique vs. direct case marking
of direct objects in each sample.* The RMS questionnaire contains a total of
260 transitive clauses. Since we expect greater variation in the marking of ani-
mate nouns, we extracted all clauses with animate nominal Ps (58 instances).
We then coded the P argument in these sentences for the following variables:
(a) case marking (direct vs. oblique); (b) definiteness (definite vs. indefinite);
(c) humanness (human vs. nonhuman, that is animal); (d) number (singular
vs. plural); and (e) origin (borrowed vs. inherited). The final variable reflects
the degree of morphological integration: nouns with morphological paradigms
typical of inherited and pre-European loans (referred to as athematic or oico-

2 Originally, we used the database version located at https://romani.humanities.manchester.ac
.uk/rms/, which is no longer available. The same data can be currently accessed at https://
romani.dch.phil-fak.uni-koeln.de/.

3 The map does not show the location in Mexico.

4 Our entire dataset as well as the R code can be accessed in the supplementary materials at
https://doi.org/10.17605/0SF.I0/7SC8X.
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FIGURE 1  Geographical distribution of Romani dialects in the dataset, along with their genealogical
affiliation
Note: Maps in this study were created in R (R Core Team, 2024) using the packages ggplot2
(Wickham, 2016), sf (Pebesma and Bivand, 2023; Pebesma, 2018), rnaturalearth (Massicotte
and South, 2025), rnaturalearthdata (South, Michael and Massicotte, 2025), and viridis (Gar-
nier et al,, 2024). The full reproducible code is available in Supplementary materials.

clitic morphology in Romani linguistics) are coded as inherited, while nouns
with inflection and stress patterns typical of European loans (referred to as
thematic or xenoclitic morphology) are tagged as borrowed (for details on this
distinction in Romani, see Matras, 2002: 20—25; Elsik, 2020: 168-170).

Table 2 illustrates the structure of our dataset for animate nominal direct
objects.

The first row in the table corresponds to the sentence Kiss your sister! (ID
number 368 in the questionnaire). The answer from a Romungro speaker in
Romania (ID RO-001), namely ¢umide tra phenja, contains the direct object
phenja, the oblique form of phen ‘sister. This word is animate, definite, singular,
human, and an inherited Indic noun. Its inherited status is determined by its
origin from Old Indo-Aryan bhagini (F) ‘sister’ (Oslon and Kozanov, 2025) and
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TABLE 2 Structure of the dataset (animate nouns)

DialectID Sentence ID Case marking Definiteness Humanness Number Origin

RO-001 368 oblique definite human SG inherited
UKR-001 584 oblique definite nonhuman  sG inherited
MK-001 570 direct indefinite human SG inherited
MX-001 1001 direct definite nonhuman  SG inherited
TABLE 3 Dataset on P marking in Romani

Type of P No. of contexts  No. of varieties No.of NA?  Total no. of examples
personal pronoun 7 119 53 833
inanimate noun 58 119 488 6902
animate noun 58 119 547 6902

aThis column (NA) indicates how often the relevant element is missing in the questionnaire answers, either
because of a skipped context or because a stimulus sentence is not fully translated.

its belonging to the paradigm of feminine nouns typical of inherited words. In
this manner, we coded all instances of animate nominal direct objects in the
RMsS database.

As we do not expect variation in the marking of inanimate nominal Ps
(which are always in the direct form) or Ps expressed by personal pronouns
(which are always in the oblique form), we used only a subset of the available
examples: 58 clauses with inanimate nominal Ps and 7 clauses with pronomi-
nal Ps. This part of the dataset was coded only for the case marking of Ps. The
number of entries in the dataset is summarized in Table 3. Additional coding
was also carried out for specific locations (see the discussion of Finnish Romani
in Section 3.4).

Since the rRMs database is not morphologically annotated, we manually
tagged all examples. When possible, we consulted audio files to verify the tran-
scriptions in the database. However, a disclaimer is warranted at this point.
Questionnaire-based elicitation has inherent limitations, as the answers pro-
vided by speakers are translations of sentences without context. This limitation
is especially prominent when dealing with semantic features such as definite-
ness or specificity. Some data samples were collected with a questionnaire
mediated by languages that lack overt markers of, for example, definiteness
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8 KOZHANOV AND SERZANT

(e.g., most Slavic languages). In such cases, speakers might interpret the context
differently (as definite or indefinite). Nevertheless, we expect that this short-
coming of the data does not alter the overall picture, which we present in the
following section.

3 Predictors for the direct vs. oblique marking in pom

Our data confirm that the two main predictors of oblique case marking on
objects in Romani are the word class distinction between nouns and pronouns,
and animacy; see Table 4.

All Romani dialects in the database consistently mark pronominal Ps with
the oblique case as in (7), where lén is the oblique form, contrasting with the
direct form joné ‘they. There are only a few exceptions to this; see (10) and (11)
below.

Lithuanian Romani

(7) jow lén na dykh-ja
3SG.M.DIR 3PL.OBL NEG see-PST.3SG
‘He didn’t see them’ (LT-005, 3538)

Some dialects have developed object clitics, typically originated from oblique
forms of pronouns, as seen in (8), where the oblique form is double-marked by
the clitic:

Lajesa Romani (Moldova)

(8) dv mdn  ni dikh-ld ma
3SG.M.DIR 1SG.OBL NEG see-PST.35G 1SG.CL
‘He didn’t see me’ (MD-001, 353a)

In total, our dataset contains 25 examples where a clitic is used in addition to
an oblique form. All such examples are categorized under oblique marking in
Table 3.

In some instances, other types of marking are observed for pronominal
direct objects. For Arli, a South Balkan Romani dialect, Boretzky (1996) men-
tions the possibility of marking pronominal objects with the locative alongside
the accusative. Our dataset did not contain such examples, but certain Balkan
Romani varieties, for instance, employ third person object clitics, which may
originate from oblique forms or represent remnants of archaic pronominal cli-
tics (see Matras, 2004: 77—78, for further discussion). In (9), for instance, the
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TABLE 4 P marking in the dataset

Direct marking  Oblique marking  Other marking Total number

P=A/S P+A/S P+A/S of examples
personal pronouns 8 (1.0%) 759 (97.3 %) 13 (1.7%) 780
inanimate nouns 6,407 (99.9 %) 7 (0.1%) o 6414
animate nouns 757 (11.9%) 5,566 (87.6 %) 32 (0.6 %) 6,355

object clitic -os ‘35G.M, although of pronominal origin, is not directly associ-
ated with the oblique form o/és- of the pronoun ovd ‘he!

Romacilikanes (Greece)

(9) ¢f dardnd-il-i kana dikh-lds-os
3SG.F.DIR get.scared-PST-3SG.F when see-PST.35G-3SG.M.CL
‘She became scared when she saw him’' (GR-002, 394)

In nine examples, all from Finnish Romani, a dative form is used. This choice of
marking is arguably due to partial language competence (see also Section 3.4).
For instance, the form tukke, originally ‘25G.DAT, is used in the sample FIN-
o1 not only as a dative form but also as a general nominative form, as a direct
object marker, and as a possessive pronoun ‘your.’ The third person clitic mark-
ing in Romacilikanes and the formally dative marking in Finnish Romani® are
categorized under “other” marking in Table 3.

Regarding the eight examples of direct marking of personal pronouns men-
tioned in Table 3, three examples are in Finnish Romani (see Section 3.4 for
further details on these dialects) and appear to be authentic, such as (10). In
contrast, the remaining five examples, including (11), are attested in a single
sample from Croatia (HR-001). The answers from this Croatian sample seem to
be mistakes when translating the sentences word by word (other instances of
pronominal Ps are consistently marked throughout the sample).

Finnish Romani

(10) jou na tikhe-tas  jou
3SG.M.DIR NEG see-PST.3SG 3SG.M.DIR
‘He didn’t see him’ (FIN-008, 353¢)

5 There is also one example (353d) from the sample MD-007 that contains a dative-marked pro-
noun doubled by a clitic. We categorized it as “Other marking” in Table 3, but it appears to be
more a slip of the tongue.
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10 KOZHANOV AND SERZANT

Gurbet Romani (Croatia)

(11) dv ¢ dikh-ld gj
3SG.M.DIR NEG see-PST.3SG 3SG.F.DIR
‘He didn’t see her’ (HR-001, 353d)

To conclude, personal pronouns in the P slot are nearly always marked by the
oblique and so are consistently distinguished from A/S.

Animacy is also a strong predictor of oblique marking in nouns. Animate
nominal Ps receive oblique marking in most Romani dialects, accounting for
87.6% of all relevant cases in the dataset. Other marking of nominal direct
objects (32 examples) is observed in Romani dialects of Italy, representing a
contact-induced innovation (see Section 3.5). In contrast, inanimate Ps nearly
always appear in the direct case (P = A/S), constituting more than 99 % of all
examples. Occasional instances of oblique marking in three dialects appear to
be slips of the tongue. The only sample with a somewhat higher frequency of
oblique marking for inanimate Ps (3 occurrences in FIN-002) comes from Fin-
land. Earlier descriptions of Finnish Romani also report the use of the oblique
case with inanimate nouns such as ‘book, which Valtonen (1968: 161, fn. 1)
describes as a “hypercorrect formation.” Compare (12), where the noun ‘car’ is
used in the direct case, with (13), where the same noun appears in the oblique
case.

Finnish Romani

(12) le tukko  per-o ta ja rat-es
take.IMP.2SG your(sG) car-DIR.SG and go.IMP.28G drive-INF
‘Take your car and go for a ride! (FIN-002, 1002)

(13) jou piha-tas man  piknav-es mo per-es varo pereh
3SG.M.DIR say-PST.3SG 1SG.OBL sell-INF my car-OBL.SG other year
‘he told me to sell my car next year’ (FIN-002, 439)

The number of inanimate Ps marked by the oblique case in Finnish Romani is
too small to allow for generalizations. However, a certain degree of lexicaliza-
tion, that is, a tendency for specific nouns to appear in oblique form, may be at
play.

To identify additional predictors for the oblique case marking of animate
nominal Ps in Romani, we fitted a mixed-effect logistic regression to the subset
containing only animate noun Ps, excluding the two dialects of Italy with inno-
vative marking. The model, fitted using the /me4 package (Bates et al,, 2015) in
R, included dialect as a random effect and definiteness, number, humanness,
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FIGURE 2  Predictors for the oblique case marking of animate nominal Ps in Romani dialects

and origin of the noun as fixed effects. The model’s overall explanatory power is
substantial (conditional R? = 0.686), though the part related to the fixed effects
alone (marginal R?) is of 0.096. The model fit parameters indicate high predic-
tive power (concordance index C = 0.94; Somers’ Dxy = 0.88).

The model’s intercept, corresponding to definiteness = definite, humanness
=human, origin = inherited, and number = singular, is 4.93 (95 % CI [4.35, 5.50],
p < .oo1). The effect of definiteness [indefinite] is statistically significant and
negative (B = -2.16, 95% CI [-2.44, -1.89], p < .001). The effect of humanness
[nonhuman] is statistically significant and negative ( = -1.54, 95% cI [-1.83,
-1.25], p < .001). The effect of origin [borrowed] is statistically significant and
negative (f = -0.97, 95% CI [-1.28, —0.67], p < .001). Finally, the effect of num-
ber [plural] is statistically significant and negative ($ = -0.55, 95% c1 [-0.78,
-0.31], p < .001). The effects of the model are visualized in Fig. 2.

The model indicates that indefinite nouns are less likely to receive oblique
marking than definite ones, and nouns referring to nonhumans are less likely
to be marked by the oblique than those referring to humans—these factors are
well known crosslinguistically for conditioning boM. Our data further show
that plural nouns and borrowed lexemes are less likely to receive oblique mark-
ing than singular nouns and inherited lexemes, respectively. Singular nouns
tend to be specific more often than plural ones, and perhaps it is precisely the
effect of specificity—another factor that often plays a role in DOM systems—
that we observe in our data. The nominative-accusative syncretism of nouns,
particularly borrowed ones, in some Romani dialects results from the loss of
shifting stress (cf. Elsik, 2000: 10-13; El$ik and Matras, 2006: 92—93). However,
this alone is unlikely to explain why borrowed nouns in our data are less
frequently marked. In fact, in dialects where a lower percentage of oblique-
marked direct objects is attested, a mobile stress system is still retained (see,
e.g., Section 3.3). This suggests that borrowed nouns exhibit a lower degree
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12 KOZHANOV AND SERZANT

of morphological integration, which may account for their lower likelihood of
oblique marking.

To summarize the key predictors for P marking by the oblique case: personal
pronouns are always marked while inanimate nouns are (nearly) never marked.
Animate NPs, by contrast, are frequently marked, with definite animate NPs
slightly more likely to receive oblique marking than indefinite animate NP's:

14) Major predictors for oblique case marking in Romani pom (effect
jor p q g
decreasing from left to right)
personal pronouns vs. nouns > animacy (> definiteness)

The distribution of boM across Romani dialects correlates with geography. In
the following sections, we examine this geographical factor in detail. First, we
show how geography plays an important role in constraining frequency distri-
butions and referential predictors of DoM (Section 3.1). Then, we focus on two
geographical areas where oblique marking of animate nouns is less frequent
than in the rest of the database (as shown in Fig. 3), namely Romania (Section
3.2) and Croatia (Section 3.3). Subsequently, we discuss two areas where the
dialects are currently undergoing the demise of bom, Finland (Section 3.4) and
Italy (Section 3.5); some of the dialects spoken in the latter region are develop-
ing a new, preposition-based bom.5

3.1 Geographical distribution
The frequency of oblique marking of animate nominal Ps is subject to cross-
dialectal variation. Romani dialects in our dataset differ significantly in the
ratio of animate Ps receiving oblique marking, as illustrated in Fig. 3. The ratio
is calculated by dividing the number of oblique-marked Ps by the total num-
ber of analyzed animate nominal Ps—58 contexts per location, as explained
in Section 2. Thus, the more frequently animate nominal Ps are marked with
the oblique in a given Romani variety, the higher the ratio. Figure 4 shows the
frequency of oblique marking across dialects in the dataset, as well as within
groups defined by country and dialect classification.”

Figures 3 and 4 indicate that most dialects in Eastern (the Baltic states,
Ukraine, Russia) and Central Europe (Hungary, Czechia, Slovakia, Poland)

6 We have excluded Mexico here, as the dataset contains only one variety from that country,
and it is the result of recent migration (late nineteenth century) from Romania.

7 Note that two dialects in Molise (Italy) exhibit innovative prepositional marking which we
did not consider for this map and following figures. They are discussed separately in Section

3.5
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° Oblique Ratio
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FIGURE 3  Ratio of oblique marking in animate nominal Ps across Romani dialects. A higher ratio corre-
sponds to a lighter dot and indicates a higher frequency of oblique-marking

always mark animate nominal Ps with the oblique case (30% of the dialects
in the dataset). The dialects spoken in the Balkans exhibit some variation (cf.
North Macedonia, Serbia), but here too, animate nominal Ps predominantly
receive oblique marking (particularly in Albania, Kosovo, and Greece). The
Romani dialects of Romania demonstrate a somewhat lower degree of oblique
marking, followed by the Romani dialects of Croatia and Finland (the latter
two are discussed separately in Sections 3.3 and 3.4). The only Romani variety
of Italy included in the subset for Figs. 3 and 4 contains no examples of oblique
marking. We summarize this in (15):

(15) Frequency scale for the marking of animate nominal Ps in Romani dia-
lects by geography (from no oblique marking on the left to total marking
on the right of the scale)

Italy > Finland > Croatia > Romania > Balkans > Eastern and Central
Europe
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FIGURE 4  Frequency of oblique marking in animate nominal Ps across Romani varieties

In some cases, we observe outliers within dialects of the same region. For
instance, among the 15 Romani dialects of Bulgaria, the majority consistently
mark animate Ps with minimal variation, except for one dialect, namely BG-o014,
in which only 7% of animate Ps are marked with the oblique case. Unfortu-
nately, we cannot account for such rare outliers without additional information
about the sociolinguistic history of specific speakers.

We now turn to an intricate question: is the observed variation in the mark-
ing of animate nominal Ps in Romani dialects better explained by genealogy
or geography? To address this question, we fitted several mixed-effect regres-
sion models, using the variable of case marking as a response and the vari-
able of dialect being nested within country (i.e., the geographical location of
the dialect) or dialect group (i.e., its genealogical classification) as a random
effect. Note that we use the term “genealogical” here in a broad sense, referring
to a cluster of dialects with shared features, as classified in the literature on
Romani dialectology. Traditional classification of Romani dialects are typically
based on sound changes, loanwords, and, to some extent, morphosyntactic
phenomena. DoM, however, has not been considered in such classifications.
We remain agnostic about the factors that originally shaped these clusters.
Including dialect as a random effect significantly improves an intercept-only
baseline model. Significance was assessed using the Akaike information crite-
rion (AIC), an estimator of model fit; the A1C of the model with a random effect
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was much lower than that of the intercept-only model. A model likelihood
ratio test confirmed that the model with a random effect explained signifi-
cantly more variance. This is not surprising, as case marking of direct objects
varies considerably across dialects. When we extend the minimal model with
dialect as arandom effect by adding another random effect—country or dialect
group—both models show significant improvement. A comparison of model
fits reveals that the model with country as a random effect provides a slightly
better fit than the one with dialect group (A1C 2829.5 vs. 2835.5; conditional R? =
0.679 vs. 0.593, respectively).8 The difference between the two models is small,
likely because the distribution of dialect groups correlates with geography. Nev-
ertheless, the areal predictor appears to explain more variation along the cline
in (15). This, in turn, suggests that the referential predictors of Romani bom
are not particularly stable and are not consistently retained within genealog-
ical clades (i.e., dialect groups). Instead, these predictors are subject to areal
and contact influences, regardless of genealogical affiliation. This finding aligns
with the analysis of another phenomenon—valency patterns across Romani
dialects—which shows a clear areal distribution (see Kozhanov and Say, 2025).

3.2 DOM in the dialects of Romania

The largest portion of our dataset comes from Romania (19 locations). Within
this subset, only three samples mark all animate Ps with the oblique case; that
is, in these samples other factors such as definiteness do not play a role. The
remaining varieties demonstrate some degree of variation, with the ratio of the
oblique-marked animate Ps ranging from 54 % to 96 %.

To establish the factors conditioning the marking of direct objects in these
dialects, we created a subset of the 19 samples from Romania and fitted a logis-
tic mixed model to predict the use of the oblique form. The sample size was
n = 1,016, with 847 observations featuring oblique marking and 169 observa-
tions featuring direct marking. The model included dialect as a random effect.
We used the gmulti package to identify the model with the lowest Bayesian
information criterion (B1c) among all possible models with the predictors def-
initeness, humanness, origin, and number. The best-fitting model included the
random effect and the independent variables definiteness and humanness. The
model’s total explanatory power is substantial (conditional R? = 0.69), and

8 Although we report only the results for the classification based on Elsik and Benisek (2020),
we also tested alternative dialect classifications, namely, one based on a traditional reference
grid of eight groups (see Matras, 2005, for details) and another similar to Elsik and Benisek
(2020) but maintaining the distinction between Northern and Southern Vlax. Out of the three
classifications, the first provided the best fit (see supplementary materials).
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FIGURE 5 Predictors of oblique marking in the dialects of Romania

the part related to the fixed effects alone (marginal R?) is of 0.47. The model
fit parameters indicate high predictive power (concordance index C = 0.93;
Somers’ Dxy = 0.86).

The model’s intercept, corresponding to definiteness = definite and human-
ness = human, is at 5.16 (95 % CI [4.11, 6.22], p < .001). The effect of definiteness
[indefinite] is statistically significant and negative (B = -4.66, 95% CI [-5.50,
-3.82], p < .001). The effect of humanness [nonhuman] is also statistically sig-
nificant and negative (f = -4.44, 95% C1[-5.29, -3.60], p < .001). In other words,
indefinite and nonhuman nouns have a significantly lower probability of being
marked by the oblique compared to definite and human nouns.

The effects of the model based on the predicted values of oblique marking
arevisualized in Fig. 5. The figure shows that in the Romani dialects of Romania,
the variables definiteness and humanness demonstrate significant association
with oblique case marking of Ps. First, indefinite Ps, as in (16), receive oblique
marking significantly less frequently than definite ones, as in (17). Second, def-
inite Ps exhibit additional variation based on referent type: human referents,
like in (17), are more likely to receive oblique marking than nonhuman refer-
ents, such as in (18).
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Kaldaras Romani (Romania)

(16) dikh-lem  murs-a kaj bes-en-as  anglal o
see-PST.1SG man-DIR.PL REL Sit-3PL-IMPF in.front ART.DEF
magazin-o
shop-DIR.SG

‘I saw men standing in front of the shop.’ (R0-008, 573)

(17) dikh-lem  sa kodo-le murs-en vi arati
see-PST.1SG all that-OBL.PL man-OBL.PL and yesterday
‘[ saw the same men there yesterday as well. (R0-008, 574)

(18) lesk-o dad kor-el les te
his-DIR.SG.M father.DIR.SG make-PRS.3SG 35G.M.OBL COMP
bikin-el 0 grast parpale

sell-sBJ.3SG ART.DEF horse.DIR.SG back
‘His father makes him sell the horse back’ (R0-008, 799)

The scale with the three predictors established above in (14) for all Romani
dialects is calibrated for the dialects of Romania in (19):

(19) The main predictors for oblique case marking of Ps in Romani dialects of
Romania (effect decreasing from left to right)
personal pronouns > definite human nouns > definite animal nouns >
indefinite animate nouns > inanimate nouns

Generally, DOM systems are sensitive to topic-like input types, that is, they are
restricted by both definiteness and animacy simultaneously, at least in their
earlier developmental stages (Iemmolo, 2010; Dalrymple and Nikolaeva, 2011).
At some point in their development, animacy or definiteness (or specificity)
may be lost as a predictor (e.g., in Slavic; see Eckhoff, 2015). We propose a similar
scenario for Proto-Romani below (Section 4). Consequently, Romani dialects of
Romania are the most conservative in retaining both predictors: animacy and
definiteness. In contrast, Central and Eastern European dialects are more inno-
vative in this respect, having generalized animacy as the sole predictor, possibly
under the influence of neighboring Slavic languages.

3.3 DOM in the dialects of Croatia

Another subset of Romani dialects with a lower ratio of oblique marking
comes from Croatia. The dataset includes responses to the questionnaire from
three locations in Croatia. In two of them (HR-o01, HR-003), approximately
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84% of all animate nouns are marked with the oblique case, whereas in Hr-
002, the ratio of oblique-marked animate nouns is significantly lower, at only
25%.

As in the previous analysis, for this subset, we fitted a logistic mixed model.
The sample consisted of 168 observations, with 107 instances of oblique mark-
ing and 61 instances of direct marking. The best-fitting model included dialect
as a random effect and origin as an independent variable. The model’s total
explanatory power is substantial (conditional R? = 0.47), while the part related
to the fixed effects alone (marginal R?) is 0.25. The model fit parameters indi-
cate high predictive power (concordance index C = 0.86; Somers’ Dxy = 0.73).

The model’s intercept, corresponding to origin = borrowed, is -1.69 (95%
CI [-3.36, —0.02], p = 0.047). The effect of origin [inherited] is statistically sig-
nificant and positive (§ = 3.02, 95% CI [1.87, 4.17], p < .001). The effects of the
predictors are illustrated in Fig. 6.

The statistical analysis of all three dialects, as visualized in Fig. 6, demon-
strates that most of the variation within animate nouns is determined by lex-
ical choice. In contrast to inherited nouns, borrowed nouns typically do not
inflect for the oblique case in these dialects; see examples (20) and (21) with the
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borrowed noun muskarco ‘man’ (from Croatian muskarac ‘man’). This paradig-
matic restriction consequently reduces the influence of animacy as a predictor.

Gurbet Romani (Croatia)

(20) trin muskarc-urja a-en katar e pijac-a
three man-DIR.PL come-PRS.3PL from ART.DEF.F market-DIR.SG
‘Three men are walking home from the market.” (HR-001, 541)

(21) me rod-av trin muskarc-urja e  vordon-enca
1SG.DIR look.for-PRS.1SG three man-DIR.PL ART cart-INS.PL
‘I am looking for three young men with a cart.’ (HR-001, 498)

3.4 Loss of DOM in the dialects of Finland
All six varieties from Finland in the dataset are in Finnish Romani, a highly
endangered dialect of the Northwestern dialect group. Most speakers of this
dialect belong to the older generation. While younger Finnish Roma may
acquire the language later in adolescence, Finnish remains their primary lan-
guage of communication (Borin, 2000: 75). The following data should thus be
considered in the context of language shift and partial language competence.
In Finnish Romani, animate nouns can receive oblique case marking, as in
(22), but they often remain unmarked, as in (23). Bourgeois (1910-1911: 546)
similarly notes that oblique marking of animate nouns is not consistently
observed.

Finnish Romani

(22) me pinsiva tola star saijeha ddija
1SG.DIR know.PRS.1SG that four girl.iINS mother.0BL.SG
‘I know the mother of those four girls.’ (FIN-005, 502)

(23) startto tives me Jeijom tikjom mango ddi
fourth day 1SG.DIR go.PST.1SG see.PST.1SG my  mother.DIR.SG
‘On Friday I went to see my mother. (FIN-005, 427)

Similar to the previous analysis, we also fitted a mixed logistic model for this
subset. Even though all samples from Finland in the dataset represent the same
dialect, the inclusion of dialect (which, in this case, corresponds to individual
speakers) as arandom effect improved the model. This suggests significant vari-
ation among speakers of this dialect.

Since Finnish Romani sporadically marks inanimate nouns with the oblique
(see Section 3.1), we tagged all inanimate nominal direct objects available for
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that variety in the full Rms database. We thus created a new column “animacy”,
with the following values: inanimate, nonhuman, and human. The sample size
was n = 882, with 115 observations exhibiting oblique marking and 767 obser-
vations exhibiting direct marking. The best-fitting model included the random
effect dialect and the independent variables animacy and number. The model’s
total explanatory power is substantial (conditional R? = 0.67), while the part
related to the fixed effects alone (marginal R?) is 0.5. The model fit parame-
ters indicate high predictive power (concordance index C = 0.94; Somers’ Dxy
=0.88).

The model’s intercept, corresponding to animacy = human and number =
plural, is at —2.06 (95% CI [-3.26, —0.87], p < .001). The effect of animacy [inan-
imate] is statistically significant and negative (p = -4.16, 95% C1 [-4.99, -3.34],
p <.oo1). The effect of animacy [nonhuman] is statistically significant and pos-
itive (f = 1.93, 95% CI [118, 2.68], p < .001). The effect of number [singular] is
statistically significant and positive (f=1.44, 95% CI [0.75, 2.13], p < .001).

The effects of the predictors are visualized in Fig. 7. As observed in that
figure, animacy remains the most significant predictor constraining DOM in
Finnish Romani: only a handful of inanimate nouns receive oblique marking,
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whereas the ratio of oblique-marked animate nouns is much higher. However,
the marking of animate nouns varies across the responses to the questionnaire:
in two response samples, 72 %-73 % of animate Ps are marked by the oblique,
whereas in the remaining four samples, the percentage ranges between 15%
and 28 %. Somewhat counterintuitively, the model suggests that oblique mark-
ing is more likely to appear with nonhuman Ps, and among human referents,
oblique marking occurs somewhat more frequently in the singular.

The overall low frequency of oblique marking, along with the higher ratio of
nonhuman Ps receiving oblique marking, indicates a general tendency toward
the loss of inflectional DOM in Finnish Romani (suggested previously in the
literature by, inter alia, Vuorela and Borin, 1998: 70). Additionally, there are lex-
ical biases in this process. For instance, Belugin (1977: 264) suggests that some
verbs—whose objects regularly take the partitive case in Finnish—require the
direct case in Finnish Romani as a way to adapt to the Finnish pattern.

Moreover, in our dataset, nonhuman referents appear in 11 clauses, and eight
of them contain the lexeme ‘horse.’ A closer examination of the Finnish Romani
data reveals that the oblique form of the lexeme ‘horse’ may have been rean-
alyzed as the default form—that is, the oblique form gres ‘horse’ is provided
instead of the direct form grai in FIN-008 and FIN-o11.

3.5 Contact-induced emergence of a new DOM in the dialects
of southern Italy

Our dataset contains three questionnaire responses from Italy, representing
two genealogically distinct dialects—Lombard Sinti and Abruzzian Romani.
Lombard Sinti (1T-o11), recorded in Piacenza, is related to Sinti dialects that
developed in German-speaking territories and belongs to the Northwestern
dialect group (Fig. 1 above). The two samples recorded in Molise (1T-007, IT-
010) represent Abruzzian (or Apennine) Romani, a variety spoken by Roma
populations that settled in Italy around the sixteenth century (Ascoli, 1865;
Soravia, 1977; Scala, 2018). This variety is sometimes classified as a separate
dialect group (Elsik and Benisek, 2020: 401-402). Despite their distinct geneal-
ogical origins, both Lombard Sinti and Abruzzian Romani have undergone the
loss of nominal case inflection, resulting in the complete absence of inflec-
tional DoM in these dialects.

It remains unclear whether the loss of case inflection in these dialects is a
result of language contact with Italian, which lacks nominal case inflection.
Notably, a similar pattern is observed in Molise Slavic—genealogically a Croa-
tian dialect spoken in Molise since the sixteenth century—which is gradually
losing its old Slavic, inflectional DOM system (based on the alternation between
the genitive and zero-marked nominative/accusative; Breu, 2017: 23). In Early
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Slavic, as well as in modern Croatian, the genitive was obligatory for animate
nouns in the object position. However, in Molise Slavic, this distinction has
become optional, and animate nouns are not always distinguished from the
zero-marked nominative by the genitive case (Breu, personal communication).
Given this parallel development, it is likely that Italian has influenced the bom
systems of both Romani and Molise Slavic.

The loss of nominal case inflection is not the only reason why Romani vari-
eties of Italy are relevant to our discussion. Of particular importance is the
emergence of a new DOM system in Abruzzian Romani, which is based on
the preposition ki/ku ‘at, as illustrated in examples (24) and (25). The direct
object remains unmarked in (24), but is introduced by the preposition ku in

(25).

Abruzzian Romani (Italy)

(24) me kamma ni grast parn-o
1SG.DIR Want.PST.1SG ART.INDF.SG horse white-sG.M
‘I want a white horse.’ (1T-007, 1008)

(25) u dad marja ku grast
ART.DEF father beat.PsT.3sG at horse
‘His father killed the horse. (1T-007, 776)

The new prepositional DoM was already present in the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury, as evidenced by GJ. Ascoli’s descriptions of Romani dialects in this area.
Thisisillustrated in example (26), which Ascoli cites with some surprise, noting
that the preposition appears “wo man den reinen accusativ erwarten konnte”
(‘where one might expect the simple accusative’).

Abruzzian Romani (Italy)
(26) kandn dekdv k'o rom
now see.PRS.1SG at Rom
‘now I see the Rom’ (Ascoli, 1865: 140)

The emergence of prepositional DOM in Abruzzian Romani is undoubtedly a
pattern replication from Southern Italian dialects, which employ the preposi-
tion a ‘at, to’ to mark animate direct objects (Rohlfs, 1969: 7; lemmolo, 2010;
Ledgeway et al.,, 2019; Ledgeway, 2022). Pattern replication refers to the repro-
duction of a certain structure in one language using functionally matching
means of another language, a phenomenon well attested in the context of lan-
guage contact (for an overview, see Matras, 2020: 254—264). In this case, the
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Italian preposition a ‘at, to’ is replicated by the Romani preposition ki with sim-
ilar spatial semantics.

Southern Italian
(27) stamatina  vitti a  Maria
this.morning see.PST.3SG DOM Maria
‘This morning he saw Maria’ (Gioiosa Ionica; Ledgeway et al., 2019: 12)

For Abruzzian Romani, we examined all transitive clauses in the RMs database
(see Section 2 for our initial dataset), including all examples with pronomi-
nal and nominal inanimate direct objects. We found no inanimate nominal
direct objects marked by the preposition, indicating that animacy remains the
primary predictor of prepositional DOM, just as it was for the old oblique-
based boM. In Abruzzian Romani, pronominal objects are typically expressed
through verbal clitics, as in dikdtta ‘1 see you (SG), dikkétta ‘he/she sees you,
and dikkénata ‘they see you'; or dikdlls ‘1 see him, dikkésals ‘you see him, and
dikkénalo ‘they see him’ (Soravia, 1977: 88). Curiously, pronominal objects may
sometimes be expressed both on the verb by clitics and by the locative-marked
pronominal forms, as in jov na dikjen¢ amende ‘he didn't see us’ (1T-007, 353€),
which is a calque of the Italian a marking. However, such examples are rare
in our dataset (1T-007, 353a,€, 773, 958; IT-010, 353¢), and further examples are
needed to explain this phenomenon.

Similar to the previous analysis, we applied a mixed logistic model for this
subset. However, differently from Finnish Romani, Molise Romani did not show
asignificant improvement of the model by including dialect as a random effect.
Subsequently, we proceeded by fitting a fixed-effect logistic regression model,
following a manual stepwise step-up procedure, that is, predictors were added
to the model if they significantly improved model fit. The only significant pre-
dictor turned out to be definiteness. The sample size was n = 103, with 32
observations showing new prepositional marking and 71 observations showing
direct marking. While the model clearly predicts the prepositional marking for
definite animate nouns (coefficient = -2.5; 5% CI [-5.41, —0.85], p = 0.017), its
explanatory power is low (Nagelkerke R? = 0.141), and model fit parameters are
only moderate (concordance index C = 0.625; Somers’ Dxy = 0.25). This is likely
due to the small number of direct objects receiving prepositional marking, with
the majority remaining unmarked. The effects of the model are visualized in
Fig. 8.

It is noteworthy that in Italian, likewise, animacy plays the primary role in
conditioning the presence of the DoM marker a ‘to’ (Rohlfs, 1969: 7). Further
research is required to systematically compare data from Abruzzian Romani
with Italian dialectal data.
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4 Historical development of the inflectional pom of Romani

In what follows, we outline the historical development of boM in Romani. We
begin by discussing potential sources of DOM (Section 4.1) and then reconstruct
its expansion across different input types (Section 4.2).

4.1 Emergence of oM

The oblique affixes that Romani employs to mark Ps originate from Middle
Indo-Aryan dative-genitive markers, as illustrated in Table 4 (Matras, 2002: 43;
Benisek, 2009). The dative and genitive were conflated into a single case already
in Middle Prakrits (Bubenik, 1998: 65-66), and in Apabhramsa (a late Prakrit,
timewise a transitional stage between Middle and Modern Indo-Aryan), these
two cases are always marked the same (Tagare, 1948: 128-129). The morpholog-
ical endings themselves stem from the Old Indo-Aryan genitive case (Benisek,
2020: 30).

In Romani, the oblique case still retains some typical “dative” functions, such
as marking the (non-internal) possessor in the existential predicative posses-
sion construction, as seen in (28), or the recipient of the verb ‘give, as in (29)
(Matras, 2002: 85-87).

LANGUAGE DYNAMICS AND CHANGE 15 (2025) 1-37



EVOLUTION AND AREAL EXPANSION OF DOM IN ROMANI 25

TABLE 5 Romani oblique endings and their sources in Middle and Old Indo-Aryan

Romani Middle Indo-Aryan Old Indo-Aryan

-es (M.SG) DAT/GEN -assa GEN.SG -asya

-a (F.SG) DAT/GEN -aya, -aa, -ae GEN.SG -@yaf or DAT.SG -a-yai
-en (PL) DAT/GEN -anam GEN.PL -anam

Kalderash Romani (Kirill Kozhanov’s fieldwork notes)
(28) sy les duj sav-é

be.3.PRS 35G.M.OBL two.DIR son-DIR.PL

‘He has two sons’

(29) dé les lov-é
give.IMP.2SG 3SG.M.OBL money-DIR.PL
‘Give him some money!

Note that Romani oblique forms of personal pronouns (see Table 5) are in part
suppletive formations, originating from different Old Indo-Aryan pronominal
stems. Some of these may be direct developments of Old Indo-Aryan genitive
forms, whereas others may represent innovations based on nominal oblique
endings (see Oslon and Kozanov, 2025).

The oblique markers of the same origin as the Romani nominal ones exhibit
a similar range of functions, including the P-marking, in the closely related
language Domaaki, as well as in Kashmiri, another Northwestern Indo-Aryan
language (Masica, 1991: 239—240; Weinreich, 2008: 302; Wali and Koul, 1997: 151,
155-156):

Domaaki (Weinreich, 2011: 175)

(30) ma-s paani de
1SG-OBL.SG Water.NOM.SG give.IMP.SG
‘Give me water!’

Kashmiri (Wali and Koul, 1997: 82)
(31) razma-s  chu makamni
Ram-DAT is house
‘Ram has a house’

We suggest that it is the recipient function of the oblique case that serves as
the source for its expansion from more topical input types (animate, definite)
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TABLE 6 Romani personal pronouns in
direct and oblique forms

SG PL
DIR OBL DIR OBL
1 me man  ame amen
2 tu tut tume tumen
3M oV les
. on(e) len
3F  0of la

to those that are less topical (indefinite and/or inanimate), thereby contribut-
ing to the evolution of DoM in Romani. The development of recipient markers
into DoM markers is not an infrequent phenomenon (Lehmann, 1995: 97; Heine
and Kuteva, 2002; Konig, 2008: 43; Dalrymple and Nikolaeva, 2011: 207). Recip-
ients are indeed semantically biased for topics, as they are usually animate
and definite, and often coded by personal pronouns (Bossong, 1991: 157; Ais-
sen, 2003: 447 fn. 10; Lazard, 2001: 875; Dalrymple and Nikolaeva, 2o11: 207—211).
This gradual expansion of new marking can be described in terms of conven-
tionalization (or “grammaticalization” in Dalrymple and Nikolaeva, 2o11: 18)
of the most frequent input types that topics take: topical referents are much
more frequently animate than inanimate because most of human conversation
is centered around living beings who can act; topical referents are also often
given and thus definite. The association between personal pronouns and topics
is even stronger, as personal pronouns are more frequent topics than animate
and definite nouns. Drawing on Dalrymple and Nikolaeva (2o11), this develop-
ment is summarized in (32):

(32) Expansion scale for marking of topic-like NPs
Secondary topics are marked > topic-like NPs (animacy/definiteness/
specificity) are marked regardless of their information-structural role in
the utterance

However, the development of recipient markers (i.e., “datives”) into boM mark-
ers has been questioned for some languages, such as Romance or Persian, in
view of historical evidence.® For other languages like English (with historically

9 The modern oM marker -ra(y) appears in Middle Persian at the same time in the recipient
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dative forms like me, her, him, etc.), alternative explanations have been pro-
posed (Serzant, 2017). In English, for example, the explanation involves case
syncretism resulting from various sound changes. This process began with spe-
cific nominal inflectional classes which are indistinguishable in terms of ani-
macy or topic-likelihood, and which include many inanimate nouns. For Per-
sian (Serzant, 2017) and Romance (Pensado, 1995; Serzant, 2017; Melis, 2021),
the origin of DoM markers has been attributed to topicalization markers. Fur-
thermore, the non-distinction of direct and indirect objects is the second most
frequent strategy crosslinguistically (22 % of the sample in Haspelmath, 2013),
following languages with a dedicated recipient marker (49%). Therefore, the
conflation and non-distinction of direct and indirect objects is generally a likely
phenomenon which need not follow the specific pathway via topichood out-
lined in (32).

For Romani, this implies that the expansion of the oblique case can itself
be independent from the referential patterns of recipients. Instead, it is more
plausible that oblique marking expanded to Ps (details in Section 4.2 below),
specifically targeting those NP types that were highly likely to be misinter-
preted as As. Disambiguation is considered the primary driving force behind
the expansion of boM in Serzant (2019, in press). Alternatively, and relatedly,
the expansion may have been driven by the role-reference association universal
proposed by Haspelmath (2021a, 2021b), which constrained the expansion of
the oblique case in Proto-Romani such that unexpected P types were marked by
the oblique case.!® The disambiguation-driven expansion of the genitive case
onto direct objects, leading to DOM, is well attested in Slavic (Eckhoff, 2015).
This development in Slavic is somewhat similar to the one found in Romani, as
it is not an adposition that gives rise to boM, but an old inflectional case going
back to the Proto-Indo-European genitive case. Finally, a diachronic relation
to topic marking would only seem to be motivated if the oblique marker itself
could be shown to have emerged from a dedicated topic construction. We are
unaware of any evidence in favor of topic-related functions of the oblique case
in Romani.

and direct object functions, and the direct object function seems even to be more frequent
than the recipient function (Serzant, 2017).

10  “Deviations from usual associations of role rank and referential prominence tend to be
coded by longer grammatical forms if the coding is asymmetric” (Haspelmath, 2021b: 125).
Note that in Romani, oblique markers are longer than direct makers for the majority of
nouns. Only for some feminine nouns, specifically those with the direct marker -, does
the oblique marker have the same length.
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Given the absence of diachronic data, it remains challenging to precisely
determine the source construction, the pathway, and the main factors con-
straining the conflation of direct and indirect objects, and thus the expansion
of the oblique case on direct objects in Romani.

With these observations in mind, we suggest the following scenario. Initially,
Indo-Aryan languages showed an ergative-accusative split based on tense-
aspect. This likely applied to Proto-Romani as well (Bubenik, 2000). However,
over time, the ergative and the accusative clause types merged, resulting in neu-
tral alignment, with some traces of the former ergative alignment. For instance,
certain morphological forms of the direct case were historically ergative, for
example, me 1SG.DIR’ from ‘1SG.ERG’; compare mae ‘1SG.INS’ in Apabhramsa
(Bubenik, 2000: 211) and mée 1SG.ERG’ in Domaaki. In Apabhramsa, all three
macroroles (A, S, and P) were coded alike, that is, by the direct case (Bubenik,
1998: 65). The use of the oblique forms to mark Ps is a Middle Indo-Aryan
innovation, which likely began in Proto-Romani at a time when it was still spo-
ken among other Indo-Aryan languages. Given the comparable use of Middle
Indo-Aryan genitive-dative markers found in Domaaki or Kashmiri, we suggest
that this development may have been specific to Northwestern Indo-Aryan.
This hypothesis is indirectly supported by phonetic features and arguably some
morphological innovations that point to a Northwestern stage in the historical
development of Romani (Turner, 1926; Benisek, 2020: 23—24).1

In the following section, we reconstruct the expansion of the DOM system
based on the alternation between direct (P = A/S) and oblique (P # A/S) mark-
ing of P.

4.2 Expansion of DoM
We reconstruct the relative chronology of the expansion of boM by compar-
ing Romani evidence with data from other related Indo-Aryan languages that
retain an oblique marker originating from Middle Indo-Aryan dative-genitive
markers, namely Domari, Domaaki, and Kashmiri. This comparison does not
assume a common protolanguage for these languages, but rather examines how
a marker of the same origin is used across them.

We propose that DOM initially affected pronouns. In Romani, at least some
oblique forms of personal pronouns originate from a different pronominal
stem than the direct forms, though some may be derived with the nominal

11 The development of new boM systems based on originally adpositional dative marking,
such as the one found in Hindji, is unrelated to the processes discussed here and belongs
to a more recent historical context. Montaut (2018) traces the development of DOM in
modern Hindi back to the seventeenth century.
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oblique markers. The special position of pronouns is also evident in Domaaki
data, where only personal pronouns are regularly marked with the oblique case
in the P role, as for example m-as 1SG-0BL’ and fu-s ‘2sG-0BL’ (Lorimer, 1939:
51). In Domari, demonstrative pronouns are marked with the oblique case in
the Prole, while personal pronouns occur as object indexes on the verb (Matras,
2012: 216, 219). This suggests that personal pronouns were likely the first type of
NP affected by the expansion of the oblique into the domain of P in Proto-
Romani as well.

In the following expansion of the oblique marking onto animate nouns in
Proto-Romani, two predictors—animacy and definiteness—played an impor-
tant role. In comparison, Lorimer (1939: 51-52) could identify just a handful
of examples with oblique marking of nominal Ps (possibly only definite) in
Domaaki, while Domari (as well as Kashmiri) marks only definite Ps with the
oblique while indefinite Ps are left unmarked with respect to case and may con-
tain the enclitic indefinite article -ak (Matras, 2012: 108, 113-115):

Domari (Matras, 2012: 113)

(33) ama piyami guld-as
1SG  drink.1SG.PROG tea-OBL.M
‘I am drinking my tea’ (with situational reference to a particular cup of
tea)

(34) ama inmangame’ piyam gulda
1SG NEG.aski1SG.NEG drink.1sG.SB] tea
‘I don’t wish to drink any tea’

As demonstrated above, in some Romani varieties, definiteness still serves as
a (weaker) predictor alongside animacy. Therefore, we suggest that during the
second stage, the oblique marking expanded onto definite animate (human)
nouns, in addition to the oblique marking of personal pronouns in the first
stage. This is how DoM was likely constrained in Late Proto-Romani, when it
was spoken in the Byzantine Empire prior to the fifteenth century.!?

In the next stage, the oblique marking extended further to animate nouns
across various Romani dialects, resulting in a generalization of powm for all
animate nouns, both definite and indefinite, in most dialects in Central and
Eastern Europe; see (15) above. For convenience, we repeat the distribution of

12 Itis noteworthy that the most important contact language of Romani at the time, namely
Medieval Greek, did not have bom (Holton et al,, 2019).
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TABLE 7 Diachronic development of DoM in Romani in idealized diachronic steps
Step1  Proto-Romani DOM on pronouns only
Step2  Proto-Romani DOM on pronouns and usually on definite

human nouns

Steps  Late Proto-Romani DOM on pronouns and usually on definite
animate nouns and sometimes on indefinite
animate nouns

Step 4 most Romani dialects in DOM on pronouns and animate nouns (all,

Eastern and Central Europe definite and indefinite)

Step 5a  Abruzzian Romani loss of nominal DoM (development of a new
prepositional DoM)

Step 5b  Finnish Romani gradual loss of DoMm

dialects on this diachronic scale in (35), excluding the dialects of Finland and
Italy where the demise of animacy constraint was historically secondary (see
Sections 3.4 and 3.5 above).

(35) Expansion scale along animacy preference across Romani dialects by
geography (from less preferred oblique marking on the left to total mark-
ing on the right)

Romania > Balkans (including Croatia) > Eastern and Central Europe

Definiteness is no longer a predictor in most dialects of Eastern and Central
Europe.

Finally, in Section 3.5 we have discussed the complete loss of nominal inflec-
tion boM and the development of new prepositional boM in Abruzzian
Romani recorded in Molise in Italy.

Table 7 summarizes the diachronic developmental steps.

5 Discussion and conclusions

In this paper, we analyzed the areal distribution of the two main referential
predictors—animacy (the strongest predictor) and definiteness—that con-
strain DOM in Romani dialects.

The more conservative dialects primarily mark animate nouns that are def-
inite, reflecting the original state of affairs. We argued that these predictors
are better preserved in the dialects of Romania (Section 3.2). In contrast, most

LANGUAGE DYNAMICS AND CHANGE 15 (2025) 1-37



EVOLUTION AND AREAL EXPANSION OF DOM IN ROMANI 31

dialects of Eastern and Central Europe expanded poM along the definiteness
scale, extending it to indefinite animate nouns. Consequently, definiteness
is no longer a predictor in these dialects, since all animate Ps are marked.
The most innovative dialects are Romani varieties in Italy, which have com-
pletely lost the inflectional nominal poM. Finnish Romani dialects are cur-
rently undergoing a similar loss (Section 3.4). Abruzzian Romani in Italy devel-
oped a new prepositional bom replicating the South Italian pattern (Section
3:5)-

We further argued that the distribution of marked animate nominal Ps
across Romani dialects in our dataset is not random, but can be explained
by their geography or their dialect classification. Our analysis shows that the
geographical predictor (proxied by the country of the dialect) explains more
variation in the proportion of marked animate nouns than belonging to a cer-
tain dialect group. The preponderance of the geographical predictor over the
genealogical classification indicates that the inheritance of referential predic-
tors—and in the case of Italian and Finnish dialects, of the entire phenomenon
of DoM—is not stable. Instead, inheritance is overridden by local areal pres-
sures, which is why the referential predictors and pom are not faithfully
retained within the (sub)clades. This suggests that the observed variation in the
marking of animate nominal Ps is relatively recent, developing after the initial
dialect split in the fifteenth century. Indeed, it has been suggested that bom
systems based on semantic-pragmatic properties, like other similar grammati-
cal patterns, can be unstable (Sinnemiki, 2014: 300), and thus more susceptible
to the effects of language contact (Mardale and Karatsareas, 2020). At the same
time, the Romani data demonstrates that over the course of the 600—700 years
since the initial dialect split, most Romani dialects, regardless of their contact
languages, have preserved a DOM system characterized by pronoun vs. noun
and animate vs. inanimate distinctions. In other words, the mere existence of
a DOM system based on referential properties can itself be stable.

Finally, we proposed a diachronic scenario for the evolution of bom in
Romani, considering diachronic typological evidence (Iemmolo, 2010; Dalrym-
ple and Nikolaeva, 2011) and comparing it with genealogically related Indo-
Aryan languages like Domaaki, Domari, and Kashmiri, which also retain case
markers of the same origin (Section 4). We suggest that DoM initially applied
only to pronouns and later expanded to definite nouns referring to animates
or humans (Table 6). While the lack of historical records prevents a precise
reconstruction of the details, we argue that the conflation of the P and recip-
ient roles is a typologically frequent development. Additionally, we propose
that the expansion of the oblique case onto the P role, conditioned by ani-
macy and definiteness, was likely driven by disambiguation (Serzant, 2019, in
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press) and/or by the role-reference association universal proposed by Haspel-
math (2021a, 2021b). Our diachronic scenario summarized in Table 6 aligns with
this explanation but does not entirely exclude the alternatives discussed in Sec-
tion 4.1.
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