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Among the many Romani varieties spoken in Italy for centuries, Southern Italy Romani probably 
shows the highest degree of Romancisation, to be understood as a convergence toward Romance 
lexicon and structural patterns. The article takes into account Abruzzian Romani – the best de-
scribed and most vital variety of Southern Italy Romani – and focuses on a cross-linguistically 
rather uncommon phenomenon: the borrowing of a clitic personal pronoun. Namely, Abruzzian 
Romani 1pl non-nominative clitic =ʧǝ cannot be traced back to an Indo-Aryan etymology, but
must be considered a borrowing from Abruzzese. The article maintains that such an uncommon 
sort of borrowing must arise from special predisposing conditions and attempts to reconstruct 
them, concluding that only a cluster of cooperating factors, including common Indo-European 
origin of Romani and Abruzzese, independent sound changes and deep and centuries-long bilin-
gualism of Abruzzian Roma, made this rare outcome of language contact possible.
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Over time, a deep and centuries-long plurilingualism of Roma and Sinti communities in It-
aly has produced a preponderance of repertoires consisting of two branches: the inherited 
Indo-Aryan language of such communities (i.e., Romani), and the Italo-Romance varieties 
spoken in Italy (i.e., Italo-Romance co-territorial dialects). Italian has on the whole played 
a more limited role, entering the repertoires of Roma and Sinti rather late, probably in 
the 20th century, when it began to spread more broadly in the country, although at dif-

* The research has been developed within the project “Contact-induced language change: perspectives from
the minority languages in the Italian linguistic space”, coordinated by Francesco Costantini (PRIN 2022, prot. 
20224RFY93, funded by Ministero dell’Università e della Ricerca). When this article had been already submit-
ted, Yaron Matras informed me that Viktor Leggio and he addressed the topic of clitics in some Romani dia-
lects, including Abruzzian Romani, in a joint paper presented at the 11th International Conference on Romani 
Linguistics, held in Oslo in 2014. The text of the paper has never been published. When I wrote this article, I 
was not aware of the reflections of Matras and Leggio on Abruzzian Romani clitics and I thank both colleagues 
for providing me the handout of their paper.
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ferent speeds depending on the region. In fact, once they entered Italy between the end 
of the Middle Ages and the start of the Modern Era, all Romani varieties now labelled as 
“Romani dialects of old settlement in Italy” have been in contact with Italo-Romance dia-
lects and have for centuries undergone a process of co-evolution with them. The structural 
outcomes produced in Romani by this sociolinguistic situation are of great interest from 
both a historical and a theoretical point of view. On the whole, it can be maintained that 
the current form assumed by Romani dialects of old settlement in Italy, both in grammar 
and lexicon, is largely the product of contact-induced innovations, combined with features 
already present when they reached the Italo-Romance linguistic space. Of course, while 
the Romani varieties of Italy also show innovations that cannot be attributed to language 
contact, these are not very numerous – confirming once again that the main modelling 
force for the evolution of Romani dialects is the imitation of lexical and structural features 
of co-territorial non-Romani varieties.

Thomas Stolz (2008) has explored many cases of languages that show significant con-
vergences toward Romance models due to contact with Romance varieties, and labelled 
this process as ‘Romancisation’. For this new label, Stolz provides the following definition:

Every process which leads to at least the stable and not individual (full or partial) copy-
ing of an overt or covert feature of an ideally identifiable Romance donor language in
an identifiable and already existing non-Romance recipient language is an instance of 
Romancisation regardless of the pre-history of the Romance feature itself. (20)

Romani, too, has undergone a process of convergence toward Romance varieties. Many 
“overt or covert feature[s]” copied from Romance models have become stable in some Ro-
mani varieties, whose current lexical and structural shape appears as strongly ‘romancised’. 
In Stolz’s overview, however, the ‘Romancisation’ of Indo-Aryan languages is limited to 
just one example, documenting the influence of Romanian on Kalderash, a Romani variety 
of the Balkans, also spoken in many Western European countries including Italy (Soravia 
1977, 75). In the same volume in which Stolz discusses the concept of Romancisation, an 
article of outstanding theoretical value by Jeanette Sakel and Yaron Matras draws attention 
to the contact between Romani and Romance; but in this case as well, the discussed exam-
ples concern mainly the contact between Romani and Balkan-Romance varieties (Sakel, 
Matras 2008, 76–79). It therefore seems that the outcomes of the Romani-Romance con-
tact have been scantly explored outside the Balkans.

As for Romancisation of Romani, the Italian linguistic space offers many and remark-
able cases of study, and in the following pages I would like to draw attention to a case of 
contact-induced innovation yet to be noted and discussed, and typologically rather un-
common. First, it must be clearly stated that while all Romani varieties of old settlement in 
Italy show greater or lesser traces of Romancisation in lexicon and structural features, the 
variety that appears most Romancised is undoubtedly Southern Italy Romani, a macro-di-
alect within which Abruzzian Romani, spoken by many Romani communities in Abruzzo, 
Molise and Lazio, represents the best known and probably the most vital variety. Abru-
zzian Romani shows clear and relevant examples of structural convergence toward Ita-
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lo-Romance, more precisely toward Abruzzese. In particular, while marked innovations in 
phonology based on the borrowing of Abruzzese phonological rules have been widely de-
scribed (Scala 2015; 2018a), a great many innovative morpho-syntactic features also have 
roots in the replication of Abruzzese morpho-syntactic patterns (cf. e.g. Meli 2026). For 
this reason, in the polarity between matter replication vs pattern replication proposed by 
Sakel and Matras (Sakel 2007; Matras, Sakel 2008), Abruzzian Romani contact-induced 
innovations seem to lean toward the latter (on the topic cf. [Scala 2018b]). The remainder 
of the article will examine, in its premises, processes and outcomes, a specific contact-in-
duced innovation of Abruzzian Romani, notably the convergence of the non-nominative 
clitic personal pronouns toward Abruzzese. This convergence includes a case of clitic pro-
noun borrowing in the 1pl, where Romani shows the form =ʧəʧʧ , of undoubted Abruzzese 
origin (cf. Abr. =ʧəʧʧ ). This rare outcome1, as will be shown, arises from distant and, in some 
sense, fortuitous premises: notably the common Indo-European origin of Indo-Aryan and 
Italo-Romance languages, some independent phonetic changes occurring in Romani, and
the action of some phonological rules borrowed into Romani from Abruzzese.

1. Pronoun borrowing: the case of Abruzzian Romani 1pl clitic =ʧə

The borrowing of clitic personal pronouns is undoubtedly a rare outcome of language 
contact. Clitics are strongly constrained within the phonological word; in this, they show 
some resemblance with the condition of bound morphemes within the morpho-syntactic 
word. Moreover, personal pronouns belong to a generally closed category. These two char-
acteristics, also taken separately, make clitic personal pronouns difficult to borrow and,
what’s more, their compresence should make the importation of personal clitic pronouns 
from another language even more improbable. As for accessibility to borrowing, we can 
observe that personal pronouns are sometimes borrowed as pragmatic alternatives to na-
tive personal pronouns; when this happens, their use is usually strongly associated with 
socio-linguistically marked values. Some issues of this kind can be observed for instance 
in languages of Southeastern Asia, where personal pronouns seem to be a rather open lex-
ical category depending on the many nuances that affect social deixis in this area (for the 
1st person cf. the rich overview in [Da Milano 2023, 71–148]). In Thai, for example, the 
personal pronouns ‘I’ and ‘you’ have been borrowed from English as ʔaiʔʔ ˊ andˊ juuˊ (Cookeˊ
1968, 11, 15) as an alternative to native personal pronouns, but they can be used only:

[S]peaking to friend who, together with the speaker, forms part of a fairly close-knit
group affecting identity with English speech and culture, for example, a group of 
students who are personal friends and are living or have lived together in an En-
glish-speaking community. (11, 15)

1 An incipient borrowing of clitic pronouns can be observed also in Maleshevo Romani (Republic of North Mace-
donia), where the Romani inherited forms 3sm =les and 3pl s =len alternate with the Macedonian clitics =go and
=gi; interestingly the inherited 3sf =la is never replaced by a Macedonian form (Kozhanov, Friedman 2025, 36).
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Thai has also imported Chinese pronouns for ‘I’ and ‘you’ as ʔúaˊ and ˊ lýyˊ (Cooke 1968, ˊ
11–12, 16), and in this case as well, their use is socio-linguistically and pragmatically very 
restricted. Notably they are used:

1. speaking to lower class Chinese such as shopkeepers, waiters, etc. 2. mild nonre-
straint term, male speaking to intimate male equal, expressing camaraderie, relaxed
freedom. Occasionally used by or to females expressing a tomboyish or malelike com-
radeship, but usually not quite socially acceptable in this latter sense. (11–12, 16)

An important issue regarding these cases of personal pronoun borrowing is that the in-
herited personal pronouns did not get lost and continue to function, often as unmarked 
forms. The sole change that affected them is the redefinition of their socio-pragmatic dis-
tribution. Moreover, personal pronoun borrowing in Southeastern Asia seems to involve 
mainly, if not uniquely, stressed pronominal forms and not clitic forms.

On the whole, the total replacement of a personal pronoun via borrowing is a very un-
common outcome, although not impossible as shown by the tonic English pronoun they, 
of undoubted Scandinavian origin (Thomason 2001, 83–84; cf. also Abruzzian Romani 
ló:rə [they] borrowed from Abruzzese, which coexists with the inherited jó:nə); however,
the borrowing of a clitic personal pronoun seems even rarer. Matras (2009, 157), summa-
rizing several studies and working on a sample of 27 languages, proposes a borrowability 
scale organized as follows:

nouns, conjunctions > verbs > discourse markers > adjectives > interjections > ad-
verbs > other particles, adpositions > numerals > pronouns > derivational affixes >
inflectional affixes.

After presenting this borrowability scale, Matras concludes that “pronouns are the least-fre-
quently borrowed word class” (157). As for clitic pronouns, it seems reasonable to situate 
them in this scale close to affixes for their semi-bound nature – a position lower than that 
of stressed pronouns. Moreover, with regard to bound morphemes, derivational affixes, 
for their semi-lexical value, seem more likely to be borrowed (or “induced” according to 
Gusmani [2004, 137–164]) than inflectional affixes. A study by Pieter Muysken (1981) 
focusing on contact between Quechua and Spanish includes clitic pronouns among the 
items less prone to borrowing, and situates them in the penultimate position of a borrow-
ability scale beginning with nouns > adjectives > verbs, and ending with free pronouns >
clitic pronouns > subordinating conjunctions. In this perspective, any description of cases 
of clitic pronoun borrowing and the reconstruction of the processes which made such an 
uncommon innovation possible appears worthy of interest. Abruzzian Romani offers a 
valuable opportunity for an in-depth analysis of a case of clitic borrowing that appears clear 
if we compare (Table 1) the non-nominative forms of personal pronouns reconstructed for 
Proto-Romani (cf. the very detailed study of [Elšík 2000]) and the corresponding forms 
which have become enclitic in Abruzzian Romani (Soravia 1977, 88):
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Table 1 - Personal pronouns in Proto-Romani and Abruzzian Romani

Proto-Romani Abruzzian Romani
nominative non-nominative nominative non-nominative

(cliticised)
1s *me *man ammé, immé =mǝ, cf. dǝdd kkámmǝ

[I see myself ]
2s *tu *tut tu =tǝtt , cf. dǝdd kkátttt ǝtt  [I

see you (s.)]
3s *(v-/j-)ov (m)

*(v-/j-)oi (f )
*olés (m)
*olá (f )

jó:və (m)
joi (f )

=lǝll (m), =la/=lə (f ),
cf. dǝdd kkállll ǝll  [I see 
him/her]

1pl *amén *(a)mén lammé =ʧǝ, cf. dǝdd kkénʧǝ
[they see us]

2pl *tumén *tumén tummé =tǝtt vǝ, cf. dǝdd kkéntǝtt vǝ
[they see you] (pl.)p

3pl *(v-/j-)on/ol *olén jó:nə/ló:rə =lǝll , cf. dǝdd kkénlǝll
[they see them]

Although the cliticisation of the original non-nominative personal pronouns is not un-
common in Romani dialects, Abruzzian Romani perhaps shows the most dramatic out-
comes: all forms are unstressed and can occur only after the verb. In reference to the cur-
rent situation of clitic personal pronouns in Abruzzian Romani, Matras (2002, 101) states 
that in this dialect “clitics have fused with the verb to give rise to object agreement mark-
ers”. While this statement can appear rather strong, the claim that clitics fuse with verbs is 
probably based on the phonological readjustment rules that in fact affect the endings of 
the verb when followed by a clitic personal pronoun.

With reference to the reconstructed Proto-Romani model, continued as such in many 
Romani dialects, the above-listed pronominal series in Abruzzian Romani appears deeply 
innovating in many aspects. First of all, a peculiar feature shared by all persons is notewor-
thy: the presence of the final vowel -ə, which is typical of this dialect, as we will see below. 
Moreover, the general trend to phonological reduction that affects clitics resulted here in 
the loss of final consonants. This consonantal reduction can be observed in other Roma-
ni dialects such as Lombard Sinti, spoken in Northern Italy, where the same pronominal 
series has become clitic and all final consonants have been lost, cf. 1s =ma, 2s =to, 3sm/f 
=lo/=la, 1pl =mi, 2pl =tumi, 3pl =le. On the other hand, many Romani dialects retain the
original final consonants, cf. for instance, the Romani dialect of Ajia Varvara (Athens) that 
preserves unchanged the forms reconstructed for Proto-Romani (Igla 1996, 37), with the 
only exception being the initial o- in the 3rd persons, which is rarely preserved in Romani
dialects (but cf. the 3s clitic ole <e o-les in the Arli dialect of Prizren [Boretzky, Igla 1994,
385–386]). In Abruzzian Romani, 1pl =ʧǝ and 2pl =tǝtt vǝ are also very innovative, and such 
forms cannot be explained on phonological grounds alone; in particular, the non-nomina-
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tive clitic 1pl =ʧǝ is identical to what we find in Abruzzese, and its origin must surely be 
sought in this Italo-Romance variety. But this rare clitic borrowing has its most interesting 
and intriguing point in the process from which it originates, and not in the outcome. In 
other words, the chain of circumstances that made this borrowing possible is more interest-
ing than the mere recognition of its Italo-Romance origin.

2. A rare contact-induced innovation and its predisposing conditions

Such a rare phenomenon as clitic personal pronoun borrowing requires specific predisposing 
conditions to arise; to fully understand such an outcome, it is always necessary to explore the 
underlying process in depth. Indeed, in Abruzzian Romani a surprising cluster of events, de-
pending on common genealogical origin, phonetic changes, and the borrowing of phonolog-
ical rules, created favourable systemic conditions for this innovation. This chain of predis-
posing conditions embraces some millennia, from the dispersion of Indo-European tribes to 
the contact of Romani speakers with Abruzzese. Let us attempt to reconstruct, to the extent 
possible, this series of circumstances, that co-acting as if in a kind of morphonological con-
spiracy, produced the borrowing of the 1pl clitic =ʧəʧʧ from Abruzzese to Abruzzian Romani.

2.1 A phonological rule borrowed from Abruzzese

In order to unravel the knot of the predisposing conditions, we can start from a recent, but
decisive, innovation: in Abruzzian Romani, all unstressed final vowels have been reduced
to ə, a fact that occurs in Abruzzese as well. Now then, one of the reasons that prompts one
to consider Abruzzian Romani as the more ‘Romancised’ among the Romani varieties spo-
ken in Italy is its strong phonological convergence with Abruzzese. As illustrated in detail
in Scala (2018a), Abruzzian Romani presents a significant number of phonological rules
borrowed from Abruzzese, so that we could consider the current set of phonological rules
producing phonetic outputs in Abruzzian Romani and Abruzzese as fully overlapping in
the two languages and unified in Abruzzian Romani speakers. According to this mass bor-
rowing of phonological rules, Abruzzian Romani speakers apply the same set of phono-
logical rules to both branches of their linguistic repertoire. The source of these identical
phonological rules is of course Abruzzese and the directionality of the borrowing is always
from Italo-Romance to Romani. Notably, the following rules may be listed:
1. Propagation in phonological word triggered by /u/ and /o/ and resulting in the inser-

tion of a non-etymological w in a target syllable beginning with velar stop or fricative 
(very rarely with other consonants) and having in the nucleus a vowel other than /u/:
cf. ni kké:rǝrr  [a house] vs u kkwé:re [the house], e ni ggá:tǝtt  [a shirt] vs u ggwá:te [the e
shirt], ni (x)xé:rǝrr  [a donkey] vs u (x)xwé:re [the donkey],e jó:və kiɲɲi á ppéŋgə ni bbutí ɲɲ [he 
bought a thing for himself ] vs so kwiɲɲi én aídʤdd əʤʤ  [what did you (pl.) buy yesterday?].

2. Prothesis of a- in words beginning in consonant, especially at the begin of a sentence 
or after pause: cf. adikkjó:mə [I saw] after a pause, but aratí dikkjó:mə [in the evening I
saw] (dik- [to see]) without preceding pause.
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3. Epithesis of -(C)ǝ in words ending in consonant: cf. dí:sə [city, town], jékkǝ [one], jággǝgg
[fire]; in more conservative Romani dialects the same words have the form dis, jek h, jag .gg

4. Centralization in ə of post-tonic vowels (including of course all unstressed final vow-
els): cf. kómbə [fraud], kaká:və [pot], paɲɲa éskǝrǝrr  [watermelon], kókwǝlǝll  [bone], in more
conservative dialects kómbo, kakávi, panjéskero/i and kókalo.

5. Fortition to affricate and voicing of /s/ after nasal: cf. méndzə [with us], léndzə [with
them] from ménsa and lénsa, the latter case being well preserved in many conservative 
Romani dialects.

6. Palatalization of /s/ before alveolo-dental voiceless stop: cf. váʃá tʃʃ ǝtt  [hand], gráʃá təʃʃ  [horse]; 
more conservative Romani dialects have vast and t grast.

7. Devoicing of /d/ after stressed vowel: cf. tú:tǝtt  [milk], gá:tə [shirt] from Proto-Romani 
original forms thtt ud and d gad.

Rule n. 4 is very pervasive and affects without exception all vowels having the feature 
[-low], then, as for Abruzzian Romani, the vowels /e/, /o/, /i/, /u/. These vowels are reg-
ularly centralized to [ə], undergoing a process of neutralization that makes the vocalism of 
post-tonic syllables very different from that of stressed and pretonic syllables. Limiting the 
exemplification here to stressed syllables (cf. Table 2), it may be observed that all vowels 
can occur in this position:

Table 2 - Stressed vowels in Abruzzian Romani

Phoneme Syllable
Last Penultimate ante-penultimatep

/a/ pabbáp  [apple]pp trjándəj  [thirty] pip ʃʃi iʃʃ ɲɲʃʃiʃʃ áŋgərəŋgɲɲ  [really]

/e/ xabbé [food]é léŋgə ŋg [to him] ʃiŋgéŋgərəŋg ŋgʃʃ  [fork]

/i/ ʧuríʧʧ  [knife]í klí:tə [key] asíntəvə [you (pl.) have]p
/o/ kaló [black] fó:rə f [market] kókwələ [bone]
/u/ papúp p  [grandfather]g kúrtə [short] lútəmə [last]

The phonetic vowel inventory of Abruzzian Romani in stressed syllables may be consid-
ered as consisting of 5 units ([a], [e], [i], [o], [u]) identical to the corresponding phono-
logical units. This inventory tends to be reduced to 4 units in pretonic syllables; here /a/ 
and /u/ are stable and surface as such, whereas pretonic /o/ surfaces as [u] and /e/ and 
/i/ surface as [ə], or as [i] before palatal consonants, cf. maró [bread], ó puró [old],ó gunó
[sack] < gonó, pəné:lə [s/he says] < phenél, butll piɲɲi áɲɲ  [s/he said], kəné:lə [s/he buys] < kinél, ll
but kiɲɲi áɲɲ [s/he bought]. In post-tonic syllables, only /a/ resists, but in strong variation 
with [ə], and it may be maintained that the general trend is toward the generalization of 
[ə] as the surface form of any post-tonic vowel. Examples are not very numerous, because 
post-tonic /a/ is rare in Abruzzian Romani: it can be found in some Greek loanwords as 
trjánda [thirty] < Gk. τριάντα, saránda [forty] < Gk. σαράντα, and in a few Indo-Aryan in-
flectional morphemes. Some of these morphemes are often replaced by innovative variants,
as in the case of the imperfect tense marker of 2pl and 3pl -dza, now almost always replaced 
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by the variant -dzǝnǝ (Scala 2020, 236); others are more stable and frequent, such as the
instrumental/comitative marker -sa/-dza that is still well preserved in personal pronouns,
cf. mándza [with me] (< Proto-Romani mánsa), léndza [with them] (< Proto-Romani 
lénsa). Thus, post-tonic vocalism of Abruzzian Romani evolved first toward a two-vowel 
system, in which the only extant contrast is [+low] vs [-low], operating in the opposition -a
vs -ə (Figure 1). This system is retained among the most conservative speakers:

Figure 1 - Post-tonic vocalism with contrast [+low] vs [-low] in Abruzzian Romani

However, many speakers show a further reduction of post-tonic vowels, in which only [ə] is
admitted in post-tonic syllables. Among these speakers, the aforementioned examples are
realized as trjándə [thirty], sarándə [forty], mándzə [with me], léndzə [with them]. Here,
a constraint based both on position and features had a dramatic impact on Abruzzian Ro-
mani and all post-tonic vowels have been neutralized to -ə (Figure 2).

Figure 2 - Post-tonic vocalism with total neutralization in Abruzzian Romani

These two patterns of vowel centralization in post-tonic position are both very widespread
in the co-territorial Italo-Romance dialects (Giammarco 1960, 20, 41–45; Bafile 1997,
453–454). In some Abruzzese varieties, final vowels and at times all post-tonic vowels only 
admit the contrast [+low] vs [-low] (i.e., -a vs -ǝ). In other varieties as well, this contrast is 
not present, and all final or post-tonic vowels are neutralized to [ǝ] (Giammarco 1979, 45;
Avolio 2002, 615). In this regard, a look at AIS 8: 1493, s.v. la canapa can be very useful.
In my opinion, there is no doubt that this rule of post-tonic vowel reduction in Abruzzian
Romani depends on imitation of the identical Abruzzese phonological rule. In fact, among 
the very numerous Romani varieties spoken in Europe, these reductions can be found only 
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in Abruzzian Romani, i.e., in a variety that has been in contact for centuries with Romance 
varieties having the same phenomenon.

In personal pronoun clitics, this rule had a very significant consequence: it increased 
the degree of phonetic coincidence between the non-nominative forms in Abruzzian Ro-
mani and Abruzzese. However, the convergence between Romani and Romance clitics al-
ready had an Indo-European origin and, consequently, can be adequately understood only 
when recalling its most ancient roots.

2.2 Convergences of Indo-European origin

Abruzzian Romani and Abruzzese non-nominative clitics (Giammarco 1979, 151; AIS 4: 
832, s.v. vendili!; 8: 1648, s.v. spingetelo via!) are currently identical, as may be seen in the
Table n. 3, with the sole exception of 2pl.

Table 3 - Non-nominative clitics in Abruzzian Romani and Abruzzese

1s 2s 3s 1pl 2pl 3pl

Abruzzian Romani =mǝ =tǝtt =lǝll (m), =la/=lə (f ) =ʧǝ =tǝtt vǝ =lǝll
Abruzzese =mǝ =tǝtt =lǝll (m), =la/=lə (f ) =ʧǝ =vǝ =lǝll

The overall reasons for this convergence can be traced to two different dimensions, very 
distant from one another in time. First, as pointed out above, Abruzzian Romani -ə rep-
resents a recent converging innovation based on the imitation of an Abruzzese phonolog-
ical rule, whereas the coincidence between the consonantal part of the clitics of 1s, 2s, 3s
and 3pl has its roots all the way back in the common Indo-European origin of Abruzzese as
a descendent of Latin, and of Romani as a descendent of Old Indo-Aryan. However, even
within this common Indo-European derivation, two different paths must be identified: 1s
and 2s are identical in their consonantism because they independently continue the same
Indo-European bases, while 3s and 3pl, although coming from different Indo-European
pronominal bases, became identical in their consonantal part due to the effects of different
phonetic changes that, strikingly, resulted in identical outcomes.

Although with some uncertainty on the Indo-Aryan side, the history of the single
forms can be reconstructed as follows:
1s: I.-E. *me/mē (accusative): Lat. mē (Leumann 1977ē 2, §367, 3) (> Abruz. mə); OIA mā 

(clitic), mām, with the accusative morpheme -m by analogy with the final -m of the
nominal inflection. The OIA form must be in some way an antecedent of Romani man
and the Romani initial m- surely depends on the first consonant of this I.-E. and OIA 
base. Final -n remains difficult to explain, and can hardly go back to the -m of mām (we
would expect mav, cf. Sampson 1926, 54; 158); it might perhaps be of analogical origin 
(cf. 2s tut having a similar structure), but the Prakrits offer no satisfying antecedents for
this innovative form.

2s: I.-E. *twe/twē (accusative): Lat. tē (Leumann 1977ē 2, §367, 3) (> Abruz. tə); OIA tvā 
(clitic), t(u)vām, with the accusative morpheme -m by analogy with the final -m of 
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the nominal inflection. Romani tut (often t tu if clitic) will instead come from the OIA 
nominative t(u)vam, which in the Prakrits is documented in the form tumam and
tuhamm (Pischel 1900, §§ 420–421) and in some varieties became tuhum by analogy 
with ehu [he], as we find for example in Apabhraṃśa. From tuhum,  the Hindi nom-mm
inative tū (Oberlies 2005, 19) and the Romani equivalent tu can be derived. Romani
accusative tut has a -t t of unclear origin (Sampson 1926, 158), for which different expla-t
nations have been proposed, but none of these seems decisive (cf. [Pott 1844, 1: 231]; 
[Ослон, Кожанов 2025, 959], who posit a reduplication as in OIA mām, or CDIAL 
s.v. tuvám, which proposes an origin from an unattested dative *tuddha < Pkr. tubbham,mm
supposed by Apabhraṃśa tudhra. This unattested *tuddha would have yielded Romani
*thud and later *d tud by analogy with the nominatived tu; in any case the final -t instead
of the expected -d remains unclear).d

3s: I.-E. *no- and I.-E. *to-: Lat. accusative m. *ol-no-m, f. *ol-nā-m (cf. Old Latin nomina-
tive olle, dative ollī etc., with ī ol- indicating “distance” cf. Lat. *ll ol-tra > ultra [beyond],
olim [once]; cf. Leumann 19772, § 373; De Vaan 2008, 426–427) > illum, illam (with
o- > i- by analogy with the pronouns is and iste), Vulg. Lat. illu, illa (> Abruzzese lə, la
by apheresis, cf. GSLID § 455). The inflection of the 3rd person in Romani is identical 
to that of nouns; in masculine we can reconstruct an evolution path from OIA s.v. 
*tasya (genitive singular) > Romani o-les (with o- deictic distal base, perhaps from OIA 
asau, cf. Oberlies 2005, 23) > les (Matras 2002, 106–107). In Abruzzian Romani, final 
-s is regularly dropped, the outcome of which is *le > =e lə. The feminine la must come 
from o-la with -a issuing from -āe, -āi or -āa, endings well attested in the Prakrits for the 
genitive of feminine nouns in -ā- (Pischel 1900, § 374; Sampson 1926, 133), probably 
traceable to OIA dative -āyai (used also as genitive in the Brāhmaṇa and in some Upa-
niṣad, cf. Bloch 1965, 135) or to genitive-ablative ending -āyāḥ.

3pl:  I.-E. *no- and I.-E. *to-: accusative Lat. m. *ol-no-ns, f. *ol-nā-ns (Leumann 19772, §
373; De Vaan 2008, 426–427) > lat. illōs, illās replaced in Vulgar Latin of Italian area 
by the nominatives illi and illae (> Abruzzese =e lə by apheresis, cf. GSLID, §§ 462; 
455); OIA *tānām (genitive plural) > Romani *o-lan (with o- as in 3s, see above) > 
olen > len (Matras 2002, 106–107). The vowel e in place of the expectede a probably 
arose by analogy with the singular o-les, as takes place in noun inflection (cf. nom. sing.
manúš [person] < OIA mānuṣa, acc. sing. manušés < OIA gen. sing. mānuṣasya, acc. pl. 
manušén instead of *manušán < OIA gen. pl. mānuṣāṇāmṇṇ ). In Abruzzian Romani, final 
-n disappeared in clitics and thus, the final outcome of tasya is *le > =e lə.

The common historical premises for 1s and 2s and two different phonetic changes in 
Abruzzese (apheresis illu, illa, illi, illae >e lə) and in Romani (VtVV V > Vt lVV V >ll lV, quite regu-ll
lar, cf. OIA devatā [divinity] > Romaniā devél [God], OIA marati [(s)he dies] > merél [id.]) l
caused the consonantal part of Romani and Abruzzese clitic personal pronouns to become 
phonetically identical. The recent centralization to -ə of all final vowels in Abruzzian Ro-
mani made the coincidence between the 1s, 2s, 3s and 3pl clitic pronouns complete in the 
two languages.
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Different changes affecting syllables, consonants and vowels, and only partially depend-
ing on language contact, occurred in the two languages at different times and cooperated 
to produce the large coincidence that can be observed in Table 3. The identity of phonetic 
forms in 1s, 2s, 3s and 3pl was probably decisive, as we will see in the next paragraph, for 
the borrowing of the Abruzzese 1pl clitic =ʧəʧʧ  into Abruzzian Romani.

3. Innovative 1pl and 2pl non-nominative clitics in Abruzzian Romani as outcomes of 
language contact

As seen in the previous paragraph, non-nominative clitics of Abruzzian Romani have in
the 1s, 2s, 3s and 3pl an Indo-Aryan etymology, and only due to a combination of his-
torical facts (common origin and specific phonetic changes) became identical to those 
of Abruzzese. On the contrary, 1pl and 2pl non-nominative clitics have quite a different
history, which we will attempt to reconstruct to the extent possible. The first question to 
be asked is what would have been, in Abruzzian Romani, the regular evolution of the 1pl 
Proto-Romani pronoun *(a)mén, still preserved as such in many conservative Romani 
dialects (cf., e.g., the dialect of Xoraxané Roma), but often reduced to men when clitic.
There is no doubt that the regular outcome of a clitic men in Abruzzian Romani would 
have been *=mə, precisely as in 1s (< Proto-Romani man). This would have produced 
a total homophony between the 1st person clitic pronouns. From a typological point of 
view, homophony between 1s and 1pl in personal pronouns must be considered a very 
rare phenomenon, if existing, and surely rarer than homophony in 2nd person pronouns 
(cf. English you [2s and 2pl]) or in 3rd person pronouns (cf. Sentai na [3s and 3pl]). Siew-
ierska (2004) even mentions languages in which the distinction between singular and 
plural occurs only in 1st person pronouns (92). In this regard the case of Acehnese, an Aus-
tronesian language spoken in Sumatra, is very interesting. In this language, the category 
of number emerges only in 1st person pronouns, whereas it would be absent in nouns and
other personal pronouns (Corbett 2000, 64–65). Behind these patterns a 1st > 2nd > 3rd

person hierarchy may be identified, which seems to govern pronouns’ access to the values 
of some categories, among which the category of number. According to this hierarchy, if a 
language has number distinction in personal pronouns it will be first and foremost in the 
1st person. In Abruzzian Romani the convergence toward homophony of 1s (mə) and 1pl 
(*mə) can have been the crucial trigger for the borrowing of the Abruzzese 1pl clitic =ʧəʧʧ . 
This process of lexical therapy via clitic borrowing, i.e., via a very rare contact-induced 
innovation, cannot be independent from the almost total convergence of the Abruzzian
Romani and Abruzzese clitic pronouns. To some extent, clitic pronouns – with the excep-
tion of 1pl and 2pl – had been unified in the two branches of the repertoire of Abruzzian
Roma. However, the 1pl clitic pronoun, after becoming homophonous with the 1s, has 
been replaced with an Italo-Romance form. As just pointed out, if a language has number
distinction, it should emerge first of all in the 1st person; consequently, the absence of 
number contrast in the 2nd and 3rd persons are more tolerable by number systems. This
fact, with reference to the 3rd person, can be observed in Abruzzian Romani as well. The
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centralization to ə of post-tonic vowels caused homophony of all 3rd person clitics as well, 
with neutralization of number (and gender) distinction, cf. Abruzzian Romani =lə from 
Proto-Romani les, la, len. In this case, unlike the 1pl clitic, the system did not react to 
homophony. After all, an identical homophony in the 3rd person is present in Abruzzese, 
too, where =lə is used for all numbers and genders. Lastly, it is worth noting that the 
identity in Abruzzese between the 1pl clitic =ʧəʧʧ  [us] and the locative clitic =ʧəʧʧ  [there], in 
which identical forms have incompatible meanings, has be replicated in Abruzzian Roma-
ni as well, cf. sequences as annakkjó:məʧə uprá:ləʧʧ  [I passed (annakkjó:mə) there (=ʧəʧʧ ) over 
(uprá:lə)] or such verbal forms as ʧélʧʧ ʧll əʧʧ  [there is], ʧénʧʧ ʧəʧʧ  [there are] containing the verbs 
ʧé:l(ə)ʧʧ  [it stays], ʧé:n(ə)ʧʧ  [they stay] and the clitc =ʧəʧʧ , with an overall morpho-semantic
structure identical to Abruzzese ʧəʧʧ ʃtáʃʃ , ʧəʧʧ ʃtánnəʃʃ  [there is] and [there are], but lit. ‘it stay 
there’ and ‘they stay there’. In the overall coincidence of =ʧəʧʧ  in Abruzzese and Abruzzian 
Romani, the only remaining difference is the syntactic distribution of this clitic, which 
in Abruzzian Romani can occur only after an inflected verb, while in Abruzzese it can 
occupy this position only after an imperative or a non-finite form of the verb (infinitive, 
gerund, participle: the latter two very rare in dialectal oral textuality).

In Abruzzian Romani, only 2pl clitic =təvə seems to have escaped convergence with 
the Abruzzese clitic series (see above Table 3). In truth, in this case as well, contact be-
tween Abruzzian Romani and Abruzzese has played an important role. Indeed, the form 
=təvə cannot be a plausible evolution of Proto-Romani *tumén (=tume(n) if clitic). Loss 
of final -n and centralization of vowels to ə do not represent a problem. The crucial point
is the phonetic change VmVV V > VvV, which is totally unexpected and has no parallels in
Abruzzian Romani. Such a change is well attested in the evolution from Old Indo-Aryan 
to Proto-Romani (cf. OIA bhūmi [earth] > Romani phuv [id.], OIA dhūma [smoke] > 
Romani thuv [id.]), but it does not affect the (few) etymological -m- (always deriving from 
original consonant clusters) that can be ascribed to Proto-Romaní (Sampson 1926, 65). 
Therefore, Romani tumen with its intervocalic -m- can be traced to a form akin to OIA
*tuṣme, an innovative form of OIA yuṣman analogically reshaped on t(u)vam [you (nom-
inative, sing.)] and on the ending of some pronouns such as te [these, they (nominative)]e
(cf. CDIAL 10511, s.v. yuṣmad-). An intermediate stage tuhme (with the regular change e
ṣ > h) is well attested in the Prakrits (Pischel 1900, § 422). Final -en in Romani tumén is 
identical to what we find in plural nouns (Matras 2002, 83). Abruzzian Romani offers no
confirmation as to further evolution of Proto-Romani/Early-Romani -m- in -v-, cf. e.g. 
Proto-Romani řomanés [in the way of the Roma], Early-Romani momelí [candle] (of Ar-í
menian origin, cf. [Boretzky, Igla 1994, 332]) > Abruzzian Romani romané:sə, muməlí/
mumuli, and, to my knowledge, this change does not occur in any Romani dialect de-
scribed thus far. Although clitics can sometimes undergo phonetic reduction due to their 
being unstressed and the low articulatory tension with which they are pronounced, never-
theless an evolution VmVV V > VvV remains totally unparalleled. Hence, two possibilities can 
be taken into consideration: we can accept that this change took place uniquely in =təvə, 
or we have to seek a non-phonetic explanation for this form. This second path seems to 
me preferable and very promising. A crucial fact is that in Abruzzese, we find the form 
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=və for the 2pl clitic. Indeed, also in the genesis of Abruzzian Romani 2pl clitic =təvə, the 
Abruzzese model is likely to have played a role. It is interesting to note that in the current 
clitic personal pronoun system of Abruzzian Romani, the 2pl form =təvə can be analysed 
as having a paradigmatic relation with the 2s =tə. If we admit that =tə- indicates the con-
tent ‘2nd person’ in =təvə as well, then we would have -və being able to bear only a content as 
‘plural of the 2nd person’, with a clear situation of overlapping between person and number
(Matthews 1975, 124–126; Matthews 19912, 168–184): namely within this synchronic
relation both =tə(-) and -və would refer to the 2nd person, but -və would express the ‘plural’ 
content as well. Now then, starting from the formal and semantic identity of 1s mə and 2s 
tə in Abruzzian Romani and in Abruzzese, we can suppose that an original form =təmə of 
the 2pl clitic – i.e., the regular and expected outcome of Proto-Romani tumén if cliticised, 
still in use in other sub-varieties of Southern Italy Romani, for example in Melfi (Basilica-
ta) – could be interpreted as =tə + mə, which is to say 2s + 1s. In such an analysis, the only 
possible meaning of =təmə can be ‘us’ (cf. Tok Pisin yumi ‘we, us [incl.]’, etymologically 
from ‘you + me’), and not ‘you (pl)’. This morpho-semantic incoherence may have led to a 
reshaping of =tə + mə in =tə + və, on the base of Abruzzese =və [you (pl)], with a further 
step toward the convergence with Italo-Romance. In conclusion, the convergence toward 
Abruzzese in 2pl clitic =təvə did not adopt the strategy of the borrowing as in 1pl =ʧəʧʧ , but
resulted in the reshaping of the phonetic form of the clitic =təmə in =təvə, preserving the 
disyllabic structure of the clitic as well. Of course, the process of evolution proposed here 
for the 2pl clitic =təvə remains highly speculative, but it seems impossible to me to reject
the idea that in this case too, language contact can have been the crucial trigger of this 
unexpected outcome.

4. Conclusions

The case of clitic borrowing explored in this article represents one of the many innovations 
that illustrate how the Abruzzian Romani language system loses and recovers its balance 
looking always to the Abruzzese model (which has been taking place for centuries). Sim-
ilar dynamics can be found in other Romani varieties of Italy as well, but rarely with the 
intensity and abundance as in Abruzzian Romani, where the process of Romancisation 
reached the most dramatic outcomes. In the borrowing 1pl clitic =ʧəʧʧ , several predisposing 
factors, rooted in the phonetic and phonological history of Abruzzian Romani, played an 
important role. First, in Abruzzian Romani clitics, 4 forms of the paradigm out of 6 (1s, 2s, 
3s, 3pl) became phonetically identical to Abruzzese. Moreover, the 1pl form (Proto-Ro-
mani (a)men > Abruzzian Romani *mə) was exposed to the risk of homophony with 1s
(Proto-Romani man > Abruzzian Romani mə), although a very general constraint in the 
languages of the world would appear to prevent neutralization of number in the 1st per-
son. The reaction to this risk further increased the convergence toward Abruzzese clitics 
(5 forms out of 6, cf. Table 3) through the borrowing of the Abruzzese clitic =ʧəʧʧ . Lastly, 
the 2pl clitic =təvə, the only Abruzzian Romani clitic that still does not coincide with 
the Abruzzese model, acquired a form that can hardly be explained on a phonetic basis. 
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Abruzzese probably played a role in this case as well. The expected 2pl form =təmə (< Pro-
to-Romani tumén) in fact does not exist in Abruzzian Romani, and the form =təvə we find
in its stead has been likely reshaped on the model of Abruzzese 2pl clitic -və. This chain
of innovations started from very uncommon predisposing conditions, namely: phonetic 
convergence in clitic forms triggered by language contact, common genealogical origin, 
and individual phonetic changes of Abruzzian Romani and Abruzzese. These predisposing 
conditions were probably crucial for the borrowing of Abruzzese 1pl clitic =ʧə in Abruz-ʧʧ
zian Romani and only their fortuitous co-occurrence made possible such a rare outcome 
as clitic borrowing is.
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