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Abstract: This article presents the Atlas of the Balkan Linguistic Area (ABLA), a French-
Russian research program that created an online database of language contact phenomena
documented in the languages of the Balkans. This resource will be open access after its
launch in 2023, enriching the fields of Balkan and areal linguistics. Specifically, ABLA con-
sists of 93 phonological, morpho-syntactic, semantic, and lexical features. Each feature is
matched to a map covering 60 localities across Balkan countries. Each map is accompanied
by a chapter co-authored by the project contributors. The paper offers some preliminary
results for the feature “Infinitive: Forms”. The online database in Wordpress is hosted by
Huma-Num in France. ABLA, to be published by de Gruyter, is not only the first online
database for the Balkans, an area shaped by multilingualism in forms that are rapidly dis-
appearing, but also an example for other linguistic areas in the world
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The concept of “linguistic area”

hen contact-induced change and borrowing become systemic across a
number of languages and persist over time, language clusters emerge
containing languages which, although not genetically related, have become more
similar. The areas in which such languages are spoken are referred to as“Sprach-
bund,”“convergence area,” and “linguistic area” (Trubetzkoy 1923; 1928).
Though roughly consistent with a geographic area, a linguistic area is not
defined by natural boundaries but by the relations between the human groups
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present. The most well-known linguistic area is the Balkans, but more recently,
several authors have drawn attention to the existence of numerous linguistic
areas around the world (Hickey 2017; Adamou and Matras 2021).

This has revived discussions about the adequacy of the term “linguistic
area” to capture such versatile phenomena. How many languages are needed to
identify a linguistic area? Clearly, it takes more than one language to form a
group, but is two enough? How many language families should be involved?
How many linguistic features are needed to consider that there is a linguistic
area? What kind of linguistic features are needed (structural and lexical)? In the
face of these challenges, some authors take a different stance and suggest: “We
should abandon the search for a definitive definition of ‘linguistic area” (Camp-
bell 2006, 21).

Despite the difficulty of convincingly defining linguistic areas, the topic
remains very popular in contact linguistics, and increasing numbers of new lin-
guistic areas are being discussed, such as North America, Amazonia, West Af-
rica, Anatolia, Southeast Asia, and Melanesia, among others. Overall, modern
linguists prefer to pay attention to the processes of convergence and relate them
as much as possible to specific socio-cultural contact processes.

The Balkans as a linguistic area

The Balkans are a geographic area in the southeastern part of Europe, often
delimited in the North by the Danube River. However, rather than a geographic
region, the Balkans are best understood as a socio-political and cultural area
where people share a centuries-long common history, in particular during the
Byzantine Empire (4 century to 15™ century) and Ottoman Empire (15® to

th centuries). Within this socio-political space, multilingualism

1ot and early 20
was widespread and constant over time. The modern Balkan states have been
reshaped multiple times, including recently, after the Yugoslav wars in the early
1990s, and yet despite the current national borders, exchanges and contact in the
Balkans are ubiquitous.

Although the Balkans have been central to theoretical discussions regard-
ing linguistic areas since the early 20™ century, there is still no consensus over
the precise linguistic features and their distribution. On the one hand, Balkan
linguistic features (also known as Balkanisms) are not necessarily restricted to
the Balkans but can be found in other languages of Europe and the Middle East.
So why draw a linguistic boundary at that specific level? In a way, this ques-
tion parallels the ambiguity in delimiting the Balkans as a geographic or cul-
tural region since it is also part of a larger geographic and cultural area, namely
Europe. Indeed, some Balkan states are still members of the European Union
while forming smaller regional alliances, and speakers are in mutual contact in
the Balkans but also beyond.
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On the other hand, Balkan linguistic features are instantiated differently
in different language varieties, and multilingualism is distributed differently de-
pending on the region in the Balkans. In that sense, it is more accurate to say
that, rather than a homogeneous linguistic area, one could identify a number of
small linguistic areas that compose the larger Balkan linguistic area. Wiemer
(2004) nicely captures this superposition of areas by the metaphor of the Rus-
sian matryoshka dolls where a big doll has a smaller one inside it that contains a
smaller one and so on.

Despite the complexity of superimposed areas and heterogeneity, many
specialists in Balkan languages argue that there is good reason to consider the
Balkans as a linguistic area as its inhabitants were traditionally multilingual, had
many ties across linguistic communities, as attested in many historical docu-
ments, and linguistic changes can often be traced in the written documents of
the languages. In addition, a comparison between the languages of the Balkans
and languages of the same branch that are spoken outside of the Balkans sug-
gests the presence of unique linguistic developments (Ledgeway 2017; Gardani
etal. 2021).

Most languages of the Balkans that are considered to be “Balkan languag-
es” belong to the Indo-European family, albeit to various branches: the South
Slavic branch includes Macedonian, Bulgarian, many non-standard Balkan
Slavic varieties, and dialects of Serbian, such as Torlak; the Romance branch in-
cludes the so-called Balkan Romance languages, such as Aromanian and Megle-
noromanian, as well as Romanian, but also Judeo-Spanish or Ladino, a Span-
ish variety spoken by Jews who arrived in the Ottoman Empire after they were
driven out from Spain; the Albanian language and, to some extent, the Greek
language, and more significantly some Greek dialects in Northern Greece; as
well as some of the Romani dialects belonging to the Indic branch of Indo-
European; and possibly also Balkan Armenian. The non-Indo-European lan-
guages belong to the Balkan Turkic branch of the Turkic family (Sobolev 2004;
Friedman 2021).

In terms of linguistic features, some are well-established and well-re-
searched while others are still in need of more careful consideration. For in-
stance, linguists agree that the rise of a modal future particle based on the voli-
tive ‘want’ resulted from several parallel contact processes. This feature is found
in Greek, Albanian, Romanian, Macedonian, Bulgarian, Serbian and Croatian,
and Romani (Joseph 1992).

Another well-known Balkan convergence phenomenon concerns sen-
tences like ‘T want to know’ Balkan languages use an optative particle (e.g. Bal-
kan Slavic da, Albanian té, Romani te, Balkan Romance sd, si, s, Greek na) and
a finite verb (i.e. a verbal complement that has tense and subject marking) fol-
lowing the loss or reduction of the infinitive (i.e. a verbal complement that is
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nonfinite, that is, has no tense or subject marking), a process described in Joseph
(1983). Infinitive reduction is also noted in Balkan Turkish, Armenian, Judeo-
Spanish and Corfioto (Judeo-Italian spoken in Corfu).

The use of an enclitic definite article is another convincing result of con-
vergence. Indeed, very few Slavic languages that have grammaticalized definite
articles are spoken in the Balkans. It is argued that the grammaticalization of
postposed articles in South Slavic languages (e.g., in Macedonian, Bulgarian,
Torlak Serbian and other Balkan Slavic varieties) results from both internal and
contact-induced factors, as it coincides with a similar development in the Ro-
mance languages of the area (e.g. Romanian, Aromanian, and Meglenoroma-
nian) and Albanian (Asenova 2002; Runié 2019).

Regarding the lexicon, Friedman and Joseph (2017) capture the trend by
referring to borrowings that are Essentially Rooted in Conversation (ERIC).
ERIC borrowings are generally lexical items that are either known to be rarely
borrowed, such as pronouns, numerals, kinship terms, and bound morphology
or are more frequently borrowed lexical items, such as discourse particles, inter-
jections, and taboo expressions, among others.

Finally, as Friedman (2021) notes, phonology offers a different view of
the Balkan linguistic area, with several localized processes of convergence rather
than a single process that would apply to all Balkan languages.

The Atlas of the Balkan Linguistic Area (ABLA)

To obtain an up-to-date and detailed picture of what the Balkans as a linguistic
area look like, we created an online database that carefully maps the linguis-
tic features of various languages and dialects and related them to the available
socio-historical information.

Friedman (2021) points to the need for such an atlas in an overview chap-
ter about the Balkans: “The concept of a multilingual Balkan linguistic atlas, one
that could take into account the various dialects of the various languages and
oriented toward mapping the actual instantiations and occurrences of various
Balkanisms, is, close to a century after it was first mooted [...], a desideratum”
(Friedman 2021, 398).

Indeed, while the volumes of the Minor Dialectological Atlas of Balkan
languages (MDABL) offer a solid basis, it is restricted to 12 locations covering
morphosyntactic and lexical-ethnographic features for south Aromanian, cen-
tral Geg, northern Tosk, northern Greek, and southern Greek, as well as Slavic
in southwestern North Macedonia, southwestern Bulgaria, the Bulgarian Rho-
dopes, northeastern Bulgaria, southeastern Serbia, southern Montenegro, and
Dalmatia in Croatia.
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The ABLA project aims to fill this gap by bringing together the scien-
tific and technological experts needed to create an online linguistic atlas of the
Balkans. Such an atlas is not only a technological achievement aligned with cur-
rent open science goals, where the datasets will be FAIR (findable, accessible,
interoperable and reusable) (Wilkinson et al. 2016), but would also allow for
extensive empirical testing of the concept of the linguistic area by examining
how linguistic features intertwine in a given geographical area by taking into
consideration smaller contact areas within the larger contact area.

The ABLA also paves the way and provides a model for the creation of
databases for other linguistic areas around the world. The authors drew their
inspiration from the “Atlas of Pidgin and Creole Language Structures Online”
(https://apics-online.info/), elaborated by Michaelis, Maurer, Haspelmath,
and Huber (2013) with the collaboration of numerous language experts. This
database has not only made data accessible to the academic community and
wider audiences, but has also given rise to numerous publications relying on the
quantitative analysis of the data compiled in the database, and the Atlas itself
was published by Oxford University Press. The recent database “Languages of
hunter-gatherers and their neighbors” is another source of inspiration (https://
huntergatherer.la.utexas.edu/), elaborated by Bowern, Epps, Hill, and McCon-
vell (2020) in collaboration with many linguists.

The Balkans offer a unique example of how languages that were not
closely related (in that they belonged to different branches) have structurally
converged over the centuries. This convergence was driven by the multilingual-
ism of the people of the Balkans, who, in many cases, lived in the same villages
and cities and formed linguistically mixed households. The Atlas of the Balkan
Linguistic Area makes available a much-needed database illustrating the mul-
tiple, complex convergence processes across a larger number of datapoints than
currently available in the literature.

Language and location selection

The ABLA team selected 60 representative linguistic varieties and correspond-
ing locations across all Balkan countries and their periphery where data are
available and relevant for the discussion of the Balkans as a linguistic area to be
depicted on maps. We were careful to include non-standard varieties in which
the effects of long-term language contact can still be documented among the
elders and changes observed among the younger generations (Adamou 2021).
The Indo-European language family is represented by 16 language datas-
ets from the Slavic branch, 11 from the Romance branch, 11 from the Albanian
branch, 7 from the Greek branch, 10 from the Indic branch, and 2 from the Ar-
menian. For the Turkic family, we include 3 language datasets from the Oghuz
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branch. The comprehensive and detailed list of language datasets is available at
https://abla.cnrs.fr/languages.

ABLA offers a unique opportunity to document Balkan languages and
dialects, many of which are endangered. To illustrate the linguistic diversity that
we capture, we refer to (Sobolev 2021) where the changing multiethnic and mul-
tilingual profiles of peoples in various countries of the Balkans were examined,
including L1 or L2 speakers of dialectal Greek (Tsakonian in the Peloponnese,
Greece; Himariotika in Albania), Albanian (Dibra dialect in Golloborda; Labe-
ria dialect in Himara, Albania; Ana e Malit dialect in Montenegro; Prespa idi-
om in North Macedonia), Romanian (Iabalcea variety in Karashevo/Carasova,
Romania), Aromanian (Prespa variety in the Republic of North Macedonia),
Macedonian (Golloborda dialect in Albania; Prespa dialect in North Macedo-
nia), Serbo-Croatian (Karashevo/Carasova dialect in Romania; Mrkoviéi dia-
lect in Montenegro). These are all non-standard varieties in which the effects
of long-term language contact can still be documented among the elders and
changes observed among the younger generations.

Feature selection

Regarding linguistic features, we have chosen both well-established and exten-
sively researched characteristics, as well as those discussed in typological litera-
ture, requiring further careful consideration for the Balkans.

We start by presenting borrowings, greetings, and lexical features that
play a key role in the Balkans as they are Essentially Rooted in Conversation
(ERIC) (Friedman and Joseph 2017).

We examine about 40 features pertaining to the noun phrase and the verb
phrase. About 10 features illustrate complex clause phenomena, about 15 simple
clauses, and one is specific to word order.

We also dedicate about 15 features to phonology, phonetics, and prosody.
Such features are not as commonly discussed even though they offer a differ-
ent view of the Balkan linguistic area, with several localized processes of con-
vergence rather than a single process that would apply to all Balkan languages
(Friedman 2021).

The full list of linguistic features is present at https://abla.cnrs.fr/
features.

Data collection, database and website creation

The data were collected from available existing resources such as standard lan-
guage grammars and dictionaries, as well as dialectal grammars, dictionaries,
and language corpora covering the 20 and 215 centuries. Additionally, proj-
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ect participants gathered naturally spoken, written, or elicited data in the field.
The project contributors filled in the online database by selecting the appropri-
ate value(s), providing bibliographical references and examples illustrating the
feature.

The database and website, developed on the WordPress platform, are ar-
chived for long-term preservation.

Infinitive forms: Preliminary results

The ABLA chapter “Infinitive: Forms” illustrates the project’s results (Sobolev
etal. 2025).

Background

Since (Miklosich 1861) and (Sandfeld 1900; 1930), “the loss of the infinitive” has
been considered one of the primary balkanisms (Joseph 1983). Even the most
advanced and broadest approach today still regards“all the developments associ-
ated with the infinitive — the loss of the infinitive, the prevalence of finite sub-
ordination, and the occurrence of two types of finite subordination” (Friedman
and Joseph [forthcoming], 743—745) as a Balkan contact-induced convergence.
Against this background, the remnants and propagation potential of the Balkan
infinitive appeared less relevant and have not been addressed in contact linguis-
tics (Matras 2020, under entry infinitive (reduction of)).

Nevertheless, the inherited infinitive, along with its non-finite substitutes
and equivalents, here collectively referred to as the “infinitive cluster’, play a sig-
nificant role in the structure of individual Balkan languages, showcasing notable
formal and functional similarities, worthy of being presented in ABLA. In this
chapter, we are particularly interested in non-finite predicates (Fiedler 2018),
primarily the ones like:

Romanian se poate faceINF ‘can be done’;
Romanian trebuie fdcutPTCP ‘must be done’;
Albanian Gheg dubet bapcp must be done’;
Aromanian va lukrariVN ‘needs working!

These Balkan predicates, relatively underexplored from a comparative
standpoint, are functionally equivalent to the infinitive in a diachronic perspec-
tive (from which the forms in the Romanian and Aromanian examples above

directly derive), cf. also (1), (2) and (3):



76 Balcanica LV (2024)

(1) Latin
debet dicere
debet dicere
should.PRS.3SG sayINF
‘should say’

(2) Old Albanian (Pjetér Budi. Rituale Romanum, 1621)
duhbete me Eane

dubete me= Eane
should.PRS.3SG with= say.PTCP
‘should say’

(Schumacher, Matzinger 2013, 384—389)

(3) Old Albanian (Pjetér Budi. Rituale Romanum, 1621)

dubete Eane

dubete Eane
should.PRS.3SG say.PTCP
‘should say’

(Schumacher, Matzinger 2013, 384—389)

In general, two categories of forms that can function as nonfinite comple-
ments of a genuine modal verb should be examined (Joseph 1983; Gabinskii
2002; Fiedler 2018):

Analytic: Albanian Gheg me=shkru with=write. PTCP ‘to write’; Al-
banian Tosk sé=shkruari ART=write VN.N.ABL.SG; Romanian a=scrie
INF=write. INF; Romanian de=scris of=write PTCP; Albanian Tosk
pér=té=shkru(ar) for=ART=write PTCP; Albanian Gheg pér=me=shkru
for=with=write. PTCP;

Synthetic: Greek ypdp-erv write(IPFV)-INF; ypdy-io write(PFV)-
VN.N.SG ‘writing’; Serbian and Croatian pisa-t(i) write(IPFV)-INF ‘to write’;
Serbian and Croatian, Bulgarian pisa write(IPFV).INF (the so-called short
infinitive) to write’; Macedonian pisa-nje write(IPFV)-VN.N.SG; Megleno-
Romanian cdnta-ri sing-INF ‘to sing’; Romanian scrie write.INF ‘to write’; scris
write PTCP ‘written; Albanian Gheg and Tosk shkru(e) and shkruar write.
PTCP ‘written; Turkish yaz-mak write-INF ‘to write’

In scholarly traditions, these forms are usually labeled “infinitive proper”,
“short infinitive’, “Gheg infinitive’, “Tosk infinitive’, supine, participle, and ver-
bal noun. The primary research objective here will be to enquire into the pos-
sibilities of enhancing the systematicity of our understanding of the structure,
functioning, and patterns of variation in Balkan languages and dialects in both
synchrony and diachrony and to establish a comprehensive and logically cohet-
ent framework for systematically delineating and linguistic-geographically map-
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ping the regional and systemic variations of infinitives, their equivalents, and
substitutes across Balkan languages.

Nevertheless, there is an abundance of forms of different origins, oscillat-
ing widely between verbal (person, tense, transitivity, etc.) and nominal (gender,
case, definiteness, etc.) properties, and there is also a broad palette of their distri-
bution patterns that cannot be considered in full in ABLA. Therefore, we limit
ourselves here to nonfinite verbal forms, both synthetic and analytic, both inher-
ited and developed in the Balkans, used as complements of modals, preferably
dependent on core modals of verbal origin (Hansen 2009, 470-471; Arapi 2010;
Dragomirescu 2013) in dependent clauses with identical subjects (tautoprosopy).

This is illustrated with an example from Megleno-Romanian (Archange-
los) in (4), Romanian (Bucharest) in (5) and Albanian in (6):

(4) Nula pot priflari
nu la pot prifla-ri
NEG 3SG.ACC can.1SG find.again-INF
‘T can't find him/her/it again/
(Capidan 1935, 8)

(5) dorinta de a veni
dorint-a de a ven-i
desire(F)-DEF  of INF come-INF
‘the desire to come’
(Pani Dindelegan 2013, 211-215)

(6) Pse sdesha pér té martuar

pse s desha pér té martuar
why NEG  want.AOR.1SG for SBJV  marry.PTCP
‘“Why I didn't want to marry’

(Andon Zako Cajupi “Burri i dheut” [1908])
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ABLA results

The map in Figure 1 illustrates the presence of the nonfinite subject-like forms
in the ABLA datasets. There are three values for this feature: analytic, synthetic
and absent.

Analytic. The various analytic forms are distributed across dialects of
Albanian (Donja Klezna, Elbasan, Karakurt, Leshnjé, Mandrica, Markopoulo
Oropou, Muhurt, Progonat, Shala e Bajgorés, Zadar) and Romanian (Bozovici,
Bucharest). Although they could be interpreted as a general structural parallel
between Albanian and Romanian, they do not show any isomorphism, espe-
cially in the synsemantic element, and should be interpreted as an internal and
independent development in each language under consideration, representing
genealogical patterns.

It should be noted that Romanian analytic infinitives rarely combine with
modals, preferring phase verbs, as in example (7) from Bozovici:

(7) siia atunsa insepi a cinta
st ia atunsa insepi a cinta
and 3SG.ENOM then start. PRS.3SG INF  singINF
‘And she starts then to sing/
(Petrovici 2005, 51)

(8) Cin #i-apucam dzi masurat oili

cin # apucam dzi mdsurat Zﬁtee (F)
SBJV ~ REFL.DAT beginPRS.1PL from measure. PTCP SG I%EF’

“When we start measuring (the milk of ) the sheep’
(Petrovici 2005, 155)

Synthetic. As it can be seen on the map, synthetic infinitives are usually in-
herited “infinitives proper”, like in the Romance datasets Romanian (Bozovici),
Megleno-Romanian (Archangelos), Istro-Romanian (Zejane), Corfioto (Corfu
City, Tel Aviv), and Judeo-Spanish/Ladino (Bitola, Istanbul, Sarajevo). The
same applies to Slavic varieties Croatian (Dobrinj, Vrbanj), Molise Slavic (Ac-
quaviva Collecroce), Bosnian-Croatian-Serbian (Fojnica), Serbian (Tuchep),
Serbian and Croatian (Karashova), Bulgarian (Pozharevo, Zlatograd) and Po-
mak (Myki). Standard Western Armenian (Athens) and Turkish (Prizren, Sko-
belevo, Selero) also belong to this group. In the case of Bulgarian, dialects differ
from the Standard language in their retention of the infinitive.

Although rare, examples with identical subjects in the matrix and depen-
dent predicate like dubesh ecur should PRS.NACT.2SG go.PTCP ‘you must go’
from Albanian (Leshnjé) (Ylli and Sobolev 2002, 180) force us to regard original
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participles as full synthetic equivalents of prototypical infinitives. In contrast,
the same criterion forces us to rule out the verbal nouns of Greek, Balkan Ro-
mance and Balkan Slavic as presented in example (9) from Trebisht:

(9) zmijata s'akat tepajne
zmij-a-ta saka-t tepa-jne
serpent(F)-SG-DEENTR  will(IPF)-PRS.3SG  kill(IPFV)-VN.N.SG
‘One should kill serpents (Lit. The serpent wants killing).
(Sobolev and Novik 2013, 187)

Absent. The category under study is absent from Greek (Thessaloniki),
Greek of Southern Albania (Dropull), Tsakonian (Tyros) and the varieties
Northern Chiotic (Lagkada), Cypriot (Dymes), Azov Greek (Maloianysol’),
and Pontic (Yessentuki). No infinitives are found in Albanian (Piana degli Al-
banesi), Aromanian (Selenica), Bulgarian (Sofia, Starozagorski mineralni bani),
Standard Macedonian (Skopje), Macedonian (Dojran)

Balkan Slavic (Nestorio, Trebisht, Vranishte), nor in any varieties of Ro-
mani (Fieri, Kaspi¢an, KnjaZevac, Parakalamos, Piacenza, Pitesti, Skopje, So-
fades, Sofia, Sid).

A very restricted usage can be found in Bulgarian of Pozharevo, and vari-
ation due to contact in the Balkan environment is witnessed in Corfioto (Corfu

City, Tel Aviv).

Summary

ABLA clearly demonstrates that the use of high-quality, representative linguis-
tic materials, meticulous observation of linguistic contexts, enumeration of in-
trasystemic constraints in the distribution of forms and constructions, the quest
for isosemantic, isomorphic, and isofunctional linguistic parallels, as well as con-
tactology and historical interpretation of areal connections, can be applied to
Balkan non-finite predicates dependent on modal verbs, namely members of the
“infinitive cluster” — infinitives proper, diverse analytic forms and constructions,
participles, and deverbal nouns.

The purpose of this chapter has been to showcase the abundance of the
nonfinite forms that can serve in the Balkan languages as complements to a
genuine modal verb. It is not possible to consider the infinitive as lost in these
languages, and its “reduction” in the Balkans (Joseph 1983) and beyond (Masica
2001) can in no way be seen as a teleological process.

Another striking observation is that Balkan languages exhibit maximum
complexity. They appear to possess a highly extensive set of non-finite forms,
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which are not always entirely free but rather lexically bound, used to express
dependent actions with modal verbs.

The isomorphism of finite subjunctive forms in Balkan languages is in
full contrast with the complete non-isomorphism of a series of non-finite struc-
tures featuring rare, unique, and idiosyncratic combinations of grammatical
elements, particles, prepositions, and connective articles, which selectively and
freely combine with synthetic forms of true infinitives, participles, and deverba-
tive nouns. The grammatical analysis of such constructions is often ambiguous
and challenging.

Despite the variability in different Balkan languages and the linguistic
specificity of their inventory of structures and rules of variation, the contact-
induced nature of certain binary isosemantic and isomorphic inter-Balkan par-
allels remains a promising field of research.

The scientific impact of the program

To conclude, the scientific impact of the ABLA program lies in 1) the method-
ological novelty for the field of areal linguistics, 2) the unprecedented quantity of
linguistic data from different Balkan linguistic varieties, and 3) fostering interna-
tional cooperation between linguists in the field of Balkan and areal linguistics.

In addition, by introducing state-of-the-art practices in digital humani-
ties into the established field of Balkan linguistics, we will set a new benchmark
for research in the medium and long term, by adopting a quantitative approach
to languages and dialects and linguistic features at all levels and by examining
interdependencies across linguistic features, space, and social factors that play a
role in the formation of linguistic areas.

Beyond the specific interest for the Balkans, ABLA will also provide a
general model for documenting and digitally mapping linguistic areas across the
world.
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