From null to overt subjects: the case of heritage Vlach Aromanian in Epirus

1. Aim: The present study focuses on null and overt subjects in the heritage grammars of speakers
of Vlach Aromanian (VA), who are also bilingual speakers of Greek, in the community of Sirrako,
Epirus. The aim is to a) map the properties of the baseline VA language - the language of reference
and the input - providing form spoken by older bilinguals- in order to examine the conditions under
which null subjects are allowed, and b) investigate the use of null/overt subjects in younger
heritage speakers in order to assess the possibility of incipient syntactic change.

2. Background: VA is a Romance spoken-only language which variably marks person, number,
tense, and aspect on the verb (Campos 2005; Joseph 2020; Katsanis & Dinas 1990; Manzini &
Savoia, 2018). VA has been in long contact with Greek, with evidence of Vlach-speaking
populations dating to the 10th century AD (Sonti, 2017). VA is a minority endangered language
(Greek Helsinki Monitor Report 1995; Koufogiorgou, 2007) since the number of (proficient)
speakers is continuously dropping. It does not have a geographically separate homeland associated
with it which, along with the fact that it is only spoken, makes the definition of a truly baseline
variety particularly challenging (Polinsky 2018). Research has shown that heritage language
grammars are affected by the dynamic nature of bilingualism and the relative strength between the
two languages (Adamou, 2016), the quality and quantity of input from which the heritage language
is acquired (Polinsky & Scontras, 2020), which can have differential effects on different
phenomena (Tsimpli, 2014), and also by the specific features associated with particular properties
in the contact languages (Lavidas & Tsimpli, 2019; Tsimpli, Prentza & Kaltsa, 2022).

3. Methodology: We collected and analyzed oral conversations (spontaneous speech) in VA from
twelve (12) bilingual speakers who are speakers of the particular VA variety. Specifically, we
analyzed 1.194 clauses from sequential L1VA-L2Greek bilingual speakers (Mean age>80 yrs) as
a potential baseline, 1.100 clauses from simultaneous bilinguals (2L1s) (Mean age = 60 yrs) and
930 clauses from sequential L1Greek-L2VA speakers (Mean age < 40 yrs) (total corpus > 25.00
words). The informants differ significantly with respect to input/output in VA with younger
bilinguals reporting a more restricted language experience. The dataset from bilinguals who
acquired VA as (one of the) first language(s) was used to provide information for the
morphosyntactic features of the input in relation to null subject licensing, while data from younger
bilinguals were analyzed in relation to any possible changes in the grammar.

4. Data and analysis: With respect to (a), our results showed that in certain verb classes and tenses
this VA variety presents morphological syncretism. For example, in the verb “to work”
(“lucredzu”) such cases are detected in the Present and Past Imperfective but not in the Past
Perfective and Present Perfect with verb ‘have’ fully inflected (see also Katsanis & Dinas, 1990
for the declension of different verb types in VA); syncretic forms are shaded:

(1) a. Present: lucredzu, lucredzi, lucriadza, lucramu, lucratsi, lucriadza
b. Past Imperfective: lucramu, lucrai, luera, lucramu, lucratsi, lucra
c. Past Perfective: lucrai, lucrasi, lucra, lucramu, lucratu, lucrara
d. Present Perfect: amu lucrata, ai lucrata, are lucrata, avemu lucrata, avetsi lucrata, au lucrata

In the older bilingual dataset null subjects are possible either through agreement in cases of no
syncretism or, if this condition fails, through discourse. In (2) the null subject of vidzui, is licensed
by agreement, while the null subject of /ucra, through discourse (topic — continuity):

(2) Mamani lucra multu. lucra
mother.FEM.SG.NOM.DEF.POS work . PAST.IMPERF.3SG a-lot  work. PAST.IMPERF.3SG



tu agri. U vidzui apostasita
at fields.ACC.DEF. she.FEM.SG.ACC.DEF saw.PAST.PERF.1SG tired.FEM.SG.ACC
‘My mother was working a lot. She was working in the fields. I saw her tired.’

Based on this evidence we argue that the grammar of older VA speakers is pro-drop with pro being
licensed through morphological agreement marking; pro’s reference is provided via the agreement
affix in the case of fully inflected verbs, or through discourse-linking with a previously mentioned
antecedent.

With respect to (b) we found that younger L1Greek-L2VA bilinguals, unlike older
bilinguals, produce deviations in verbal agreement morphology marking mainly in the plural
(=25%) with variability in the produced form, hence these types may not be considered as cases
of heritage/L2 syncretism but evidence of deficient L2 agreement morphology:

(3) *Voi  durna instead of Voi durnatsi
you.2PL sleep.PAST.IMPERF.3SG you.2PL sleep.PAST.IMPERF.2PL

Additionally, younger speakers also use significantly more overt subjects (pronouns & DPs) even
in contexts of discourse linking (topic continuity) (=30% more than the two older groups):

(4) Tatalu multi cindizi candai.
father.MASC.SG.NOM.DEF  many songs.NEUT.PL.AC.DEF  sang.PAST.PERF.3SG
Atselu horepsi cum  parea.

that. MASC.SG.NOM danced.PAST.PERF.3SG with  friends
‘The father sang many songs. He (that one) danced with friends.’

The overuse of overt subjects attested in younger speakers could be attributed to an
overspecification strategy employed by bilinguals even in the case of two null subject languages
(see e.g. Sorace et al., 2009; Etxebarria & Montrul, 2025). However, the errors in verbal agreement
morphology could signal deviant L2 attainment associated with the quality and quantity of input
in VA as well as with the more restricted use of the heritage language by younger bilinguals.
Additionally, since agreement morphology is especially vulnerable in bilingualism contexts
(Polinsky & Scontras, 2020; Scontras et al., 2018) and based on comparative data from our older
and younger informants, we argue that the heritage grammar of younger bilinguals shows signs of
an incipient change towards a non-pro drop grammar, with a restricted use of null forms.

4. Conclusions. The data from three generations of VA (heritage) speakers show that VA can be
characterized as a pro-drop language which is becoming non-pro drop, although the younger
speakers have Greek as their dominant language which has consistent pro-drop. Despite intensive
language contact, changes affecting the expression of the subject in heritage grammar are
morphosyntactically conditioned.
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