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Abstract: This paper explores the nuanced realm of case syncretism, focusing
primarily on its synchronic presence in Modern Greek (dialectal variety) and on the
diachronic emergence of the phenomenon, classifying the distribution of syncretic
cells in the nominal inflectional system of the language. This analysis shows that
syncretism has been extended over time to many nouns, no longer limited either to
neuter nouns or to the cells for the Nominative and Accusative. I suggest that the
distribution of syncretic cells in Greek is influenced primarily by grammatical
gender, but it is also affected by the productivity of each inflectional class, which I
attribute to the morphomic (in terms of Aronoff [1994]. Morphology by itself: Stems
and inflectional classes, vol. 22. MIT Press.) nature of the phenomenon. I propose a
decisive new factor preventing a cell from participating in syncretic patterns: inter-
paradigmatic similarity of affixes appears to block syncretism. Further, I examine
the factors facilitating the development and expansion of syncretic patterns.

Keywords: syncretism; morphology; Modern Greek; Modern Greek Dialects; block-
ing syncretism

1 Introduction

The phenomenon of syncretism, the morphological identification of two or more
grammatical cases of a word (i.e., ti'mes ‘price yompL” = ‘Price accrr.” = ‘Pricevocrr.),
has been examined in the literature through the perspective of a variety of theo-
retical approaches.

However, quite often in the relevant literature, syncretism is almost unilaterally
attributed to the internal structure of morphosyntactic features of the syncretic cases
(i.e., Collins and Kayne 2020). This view implies that morphology does not have an
independent design and autonomous role, but rather that its processes are deter-
mined solely by syntax. In order to explore the phenomenon of syncretism, this work
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considers data from Modern Greek' (MG) as a language features both a rich inflectional
morphology and a plethora of available sources, both synchronic and diachronic. Thus,
MG permits examination of the synchronic distribution of syncretism and its
diachronic evolution, illuminating the factors affecting the phenomenon.
More specifically, this paper seeks to answer the following questions:
i. How are syncretic patterns distributed in MG?
ii. Have they changed through time? If so, in which direction?
iii. Are some cases more easily affected than others by syncretism?
iv. What factors seem to favor or hinder the development of syncretism?
v. How can the syncretic patterns of Greek nominal inflection contribute to the
debate on the general nature and causes of the phenomenon?

This work is structured as follows: In Section 2, in order to facilitate comparison
among the various varieties of Greek, both synchronically and diachronically, I
describe the framework and the premises of this study. In Section 3, I give an
overview of the distribution of syncretic paradigmatic cells in MG. For each example
of syncretism given in MG, I also cite its corresponding paradigm in Classical Greek*
(CG). In Section 4, I discuss the syncretic patterns present in MG, examining the
patterns participating more easily in syncretism and those resisting the phenome-
non. In Section 5, I discuss the nature of syncretism, arguing for factors that have
enabled, or hindered, the development of syncretic patterns in MG. In Section 6, the
paper concludes with a brief summary of my main findings.

2 Syncretic inflectional paradigms

Standard Modern Greek (SMG), like Modern Greek Dialects (MGD), belongs to the class
of fusional linguistic systems in which the same morpheme expresses more than one
feature. In its nominal inflection, MG express two features, case and number. The
case can have at least three values: nominative (NOM), accusative (ACC), and genitive
(GEN). The number can have only two values: singular (S) or plural (PL).

A traditional representation of inflectional paradigms like those listed in Table 1
would imply that the paradigm of each Lexeme listed consists of -at least- six
different morphological forms resulting from the combination of the two values of
the number and at least three values of the case. However, a careful look at the
examples from SMG in Table 1 reveals that within the data set the above provision is

1 Iwill use the term MG as a generic term, including the Standard Modern Greek (hereafter SMG) and
Modern Greek Dialects (hereafter MGD).

2 Since there was no Standard Greek variety in the Classical period, the examples I cite from the CG
come from the Attic-Ionian dialect, for which we can access a wealth of sources.
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Table 1: Nominal inflectional paradigms with/without syncretism in SMG.

'likos 'xora pe'daci
‘wolf ‘country’ ‘little child’
SN PL SN PL SN PL
NOM. 'likos 'liki NOM. 'xora 'xores NOM. pe'daci pe'daca
ACC. 'liko likus ACC. 'xora 'xores ACC. pe'daci pe'daca
GEN. liku likon GEN. 'xoras xo'ron GEN. - -

confirmed only for the noun Tikos ‘wolf’. In striking contrast, nouns like xora and pe
‘Saci do not confirm the expectation for six separate forms.

The 1:1 correspondence between the available paradigmatic cells and the
morphological forms realizing these cells is violated in the noun xora ‘country’
(Table 1), as there is a syncretism between NOM and ACC in both the singular and the
plural. For these nouns, multiple cells in the inflectional paradigm are realized by a
single morphological form. This phenomenon leads to an inflectional paradigm
lacking orthogonality, as only four morphological types realize six separate para-
digmatic cells. The reduction of available morphological forms is even more exten-
sive in nouns such as pe'daci ‘little child’ (Table 1), for which, in addition to the
syncretism between NOM and ACC, there are no morphological forms® filling the
cell(s) of the genitive.*

In Greek linguistic varieties, syncretism is a little-studied phenomenon despite
its extensive presence in the nominal inflection systems of SMG and MGD (see the
following sections). The comparison of the inflectional paradigm of the lexeme
IIOIHTHE between CG and SMG, shown in Table 2, suggests the extent to which the
phenomenon manifests currently. However, it should be noted that syncretism
also occurred in CG, but only among the paradigmatic cells (a) of the nominative,
accusative, and vocative (VOC) of neuter nouns and (b) of the nominative and
vocative of the plural in the feminine and in certain classes of the masculine gender.

This paper explores syncretism within a framework of Syntax-Free Morphology,
with the aim of conducting a comprehensive, long-term study of how syncretism
influences Greek inflectional paradigms. I have chosen not to address the distinction
between systematic and accidental homonymy noted by Zwicky (1991) since atten-
tion to this distinction would constrain the scope of our examination of the overall
landscape of syncretism in Greek inflectional systems.

3 This phenomenon is termed defectiveness. For a thorough discussion, see Sims (2006, 2015) and, for
Greek dialects, Marinis (2020: 49-50, 156—157).

4 Regarding the cell of the genitive in diminutive nouns, see, for example, Marinis (2024) and
Kiparsky (1996).
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Table 2: The inflectional paradigm of the lexeme NMOIHTHZ ‘poet’ in CG and SMG.

mowtig pii'tis
‘poet’, CG ‘poet’, SMG
SN PL SN PL
NOM. ToNTAG mowntat NOM. pii'tis pii'tes
ACC. otV mowntag ACC. pii'ti
GEN. motntod otV GEN. pii'ton
DAT. ounti ool DAT. - -

3 Syncretism in Greek nominal inflectional classes

To clarify the increased extent of syncretism in the inflectional paradigms of MG
nouns, the tables in Section 3.11ist paradigms in MG and, in contrast, the paradigm of
the same words in CG. CG was chosen partly for its temporal distance from MG and
partly owing to the abundant sources and data available for the language of that
period.

The research material cited here comes from (a) the fieldwork I conducted in
the Greek-speaking areas of Southern Italy in the summer of 2016 and 2018 and
(b) recordings I made during my visit to Greek-speaking villages in Southern Albania
(2018). For the remaining dialects, I used (c) data and material from the Laboratory
for Greek Dialectology at The Ohio State University (accessed in 2023), and (d) the
available grammatical descriptions and dictionaries.

3.1 Syncretism in neuter nouns

The best-known case of syncretism in the history of the Greek language appears with
neuter nouns. In neuter, the paradigmatic cells of the nominative, genitive, and
vocative case consistently and systematically coincide in their morphological
realization.

As shown schematically in Table 3, syncretism is a diachronic phenomenon in
the Greek language. It applies to both MG (see yrama, kor'mi, and 'doro, in Table 1)
and CG (see ypduua and §@pon, in Table 1). The phenomenon in CG seems to go back
to Proto-Indo-European (PIE, Bubenik 2021) from which it is descended. For the
syncretic patterns of neuter nouns, it is striking that the inflectional paradigms
remain almost unchanged, except for the phonological differences between CG and
MG, and the historical loss of the paradigmatic cell realizing the dative case.
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Table 3: Inflectional paradigms of neuter nouns in SMG and CG.

'yrama ‘letter’,  kor'mi ‘body’,  'doro ‘gift’,  ypappa ‘letter,  Sdpov ‘gift’,

SMG SMG SMG CcG CcG

NOM.SN.  'yrama kor'mi ‘doro ypappa S@wpov
ACC.SN.

VOC.SN.

parsn. NN N B Siopw
GEN.SN. 'yramatos kor'mpu 'doru ypapparog Swpou
GEN.PL. yra'maton kor'mpon 'doron YPOapUATWY Swpwv
DAT.PL. - ypaupaot Swpotg
NOM.PL. 'yramata kor'mna ‘dora ypdupata Swpa
ACC.PL.

VOC.PL.

3.2 Syncretism in feminine nouns

As shown in Table 3, with neuter nouns, the distribution of the syncretic cells re-
mains constant over time. A different picture can be observed with feminine nouns.

Table 4 depicts the absence of the phenomenon of syncretism for feminine
nouns in CG (see y@pa, Suvautg, Yuyn). The same nouns in MG (see xora, dinami, psi
¢i) show extended syncretic phenomena between the cells of the nominative,
accusative, and vocative. This distribution remains constant for feminine nouns
among all inflectional classes. The syncretism of the feminine in MG is so extensive
that, today, the system only differentiates the genitive case morphologically, in both
the singular and plural sub-paradigms.

Table 4: Inflectional paradigms of feminine nouns in SMG and CG.

SMG CG
'xora ‘country’,  dinami ‘power’,  psi'ci ‘soul, x@®pa Suvapig Yuxn
SMG SMG SMG ‘land’, ‘power’, CG  ‘soul’,
CG CG
VOC.SN. 'xora ‘dinami psi'ci X&pa SuvapL buxn
NOM.SN. Suvapig
ACC.SN. xwpav  Suvapwv Yuxiv
parsv. NN DN BN ;o i
GEN.SN. 'xoras ‘dinamis psi'gis Xwpag Suvapewg Yuxfic
GEN.PL.  xo'ron di'nameon psi‘con Xwpv  Suvdpewv Yuyx®v
oret. [ I B oo oo s
VOC.PL.  'xores di'namis psi‘ces X@pat Suvapelg Yuyat

NOM.PL.
ACC.PL. Xwpag Yuydg
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3.3 Syncretism in masculine nouns

Masculine nouns constitute the only group for which the syncretic patterns are not
inter-paradigmatically uniform but that show an internal sub-categorization. The
syncretic cases differ between the nouns ending in -as/-is and those ending in -os.

3.3.1 Masculine nouns ending in -as, -is

In contrast to CG, in MG, masculine nouns ending in nominative -as or -is have an
obligatory syncretic inflectional paradigm.

In the singular sub-paradigm, a single form realizes the cells of the genitive,
accusative, and vocative cases (see tamias, pii'tis, and andriandas in Table 5). Simi-
larly, in the plural sub-paradigm, a single form realizes the cells of the nominative,
accusative, and vocative (see tauiac, mowntrg, and avépuac in Table 5). The extensive
syncretism that occurs in the nouns of this category results synchronically in only the
nominative cell for the singular and the genitive cell for the plural being distin-
guished morphologically.

3.3.2 Masculine nouns ending in -os
Masculine nouns ending in -0s constitute the only group of nouns that, compared to

the others, has strongly resisted syncretism over time. In MG, these masculine nouns
display the greatest morphological differentiation among the cells of the paradigm.

Table 5: Inflectional paradigms of masculine nouns in -as and -is, in SMG and CG.

SMG CcG

ta'mias pii'tis andri'andas Tapiag oG avspLag

‘cashier’ ‘poet’ ‘statue’ ‘cashier’ ‘poet’ ‘statue’
GEN.SN. ta'mia pii'ti andri'anda tapiou rowntod avépLavtog
ACC.SN. Tapiav otV avéplavta
VOC.SN. Tapia mowntd avspLag
NOM.SN. ta'mias ii'tis andri'andas tapiag oG
DAT.SN. - - - tapia ot avépLavtt
DAT.PL. Taplalg moLnTaig avéplaot
GEN.PL.  tami'on piiton andri'andon TapLiV otV avéplavtwv
ACC.PL.  ta'mies piites andri'andes Tapiag TIoLNTAg avdpLavrag
VOC.PL. Tapiac Tountal avspLavieg

NOM.PL.
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Except for the loss of the dative case and changes in the phonological system of Greek,
the group of masculine nouns in -os retains an inflectional paradigm that has
remained unchanged through time.

The diachronic stability of the inflectional class of masculine nouns in -os is the
only exception among all MG inflectional classes. This single peculiarity should
probably be attributed to the reduced productivity of the class of nouns in -os for MG.
Indeed, as Marinis (2015) has shown, the class of masculine nouns in -os rarely
incorporate new members and integrate few loanwords. Thus, the reduced pro-
ductivity of this inflectional class has contributed to its greater resistance to language
change compared with other classes. This conservatism partly accounts for the
inflectional class of masculine nouns in -os failing to accord with the rest of MG nouns
in developing extensive syncretism.

It should be noted that the resistance of the class of masculine nouns ending in
-0s to syncretism is not confirmed in all MGD’s. In some of them,? which I call MGD(2),
the phenomenon is attested in the plural of masculine nouns in -os.

Italiot and the Tsakonian® of the Peloponnese may be considered to present
another case of nominative-accusative syncretism, restricted exclusively to the

Table 6: The inflectional paradigm of the masculine noun jponos ‘pain’ in Lesbian, Italiot, SMG, and CG,
respectively.

Lesbian® Italiot® SMG G

NOM.SN. ‘ponus ‘pono 'ponos Tévog
ACC.SN. ‘ponu 'pono Tiévov
GEN.SN. '‘pon(u) ‘ponu ‘ponu movou
DAT.SN. h ovYW
VOC.SN. ‘poni 'pone Tove
VOC.PL. ‘pop 'poni movoL
NOM.PL. 'poni

ACC.PL. ‘ponu 'ponus Ttovoug

GEN.PL. - 'pono 'ponon ToVWv
DAT.PL. - - TovoLg
3Leshian is the Greek variety spoken on the island of Lesvos. °It is the Greek dialect spoken in Southern Italy, in two

dialectal enclaves - in Apulia, where the local variety is called Griko, and in Calabria, where the local variety is called
Greko.

5 Beyond Lesbos Island, the phenomenon is also attested in areas including Ainos, Velventos, North
Evvoia, Evrytania, Zagori, Epirus, Thessalia, Thraki, Imvros, Kallipoli, Komotini, (the Greek dialect of)
Istanbul, Kydonies, Kyzikos, Limnos, Lokrida, Madytos, Moschonisia, Xanthi, Samos, Saranta Ekkli-
sies, Serres, Skopelos, and Skyros.

6 It is the Greek dialect spoken in Kynouria, a district on the eastern coast of the Peloponnese.
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singular sub-paradigm. However, the behavior of the forms in these dialects should
not be considered to represent an endogenous tendency of their paradigmatic
inflection but rather to be a byproduct of an extra-paradigmatic, general phonetic
change. In particular, as Marinis (2020) has shown, the silencing of the ending
segments -s and -n in these dialects has stimulated a morphological change leading to
a syncretism of the nominative and accusative cells in the singular sub-paradigm of
these nouns (see, for example, the paradigm pono, in Table 6).

4 Which cases are subject to syncretism?
4.1 Syncretism between the nominative and the accusative

Diatopically and diachronically, Greek’s most frequent syncretic phenomenon
occurs when the forms morphologically expressing the nominative and the accu-
sative case coincide, usually in the plural sub-paradigm (see Tables 3-5, and Lesbian
in Table 6), and sometimes in the singular sub-paradigm (see Tables 3—4, and Italiot in
Table 6).

The phenomenon varies both in intensity and extent throughout the evolution of
the Greek language. For example, as clearly shown in the comparative tables in
Section 3 (Tables 3-6), syncretism in MG is notably more intense and widespread
than in CG, affecting a wide range of inflectional paradigms. Table 7 illustrates that in
CG, systematic syncretism between nominative and accusative cells was found only
in the inflectional paradigms of neuter nouns. In contrast, in MG, the phenomenon
extends to all three genders across all inflectional classes, except for the masculine in
-0s in SMG and most MGD’s. In Table 7, I call these dialects MGD(1)’s. Yet, even this

Table 7: Distribution of nominative-accusative syncretism in the nouns of MGD, SMG, CG and PIE.,
respectively, as derived from Tables 3-6.

Greek PIE
MG CG
MGD(2) MGD(1) SMG
Neuter v N v v N
Feminine v v N - -
Masculine -ag, -NG v NG N - -
.oc \/C - - - -

*The phenomenon occurs only in the plural sub-paradigm. *The phenomenon occurs only in the plural sub-paradigm.
“The phenomenon occurs only in the plural sub-paradigm.
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exception seems to be absent in some MGD’s. In Table 7, I call the latter MGD(2)’s.
Also, the phenomenon is attested in some other MGD’s, such as Tsakonian and Italiot.
Marinis (2020: 166-179) maintains that in these cases the phenomenon is a byproduct
of phonology.

However, although the syncretism between the nominative and the accusative is
undoubtedly more widespread today than in antiquity, it should be noted that the
phenomenon is neither new nor exclusive to Greek. This type of syncretism is the
most common among languages belonging to the Indo-European family (Baerman
etal. 2005), probably dating back to PIE (indicatively, see Bubenik 2021), from which it
was inherited by the newer members of the Indo-European family.

However, in PIE, the phenomenon seems limited to the inflectional classes of
neuter nouns (Ringe 1995). Tables 3-6 show that the distribution characteristic of PIE
remains common in CG as well. However, due to extensive inter-paradigmatic
leveling on the time axis, today, the syncretism of nominative and accusative has
become inter-paradigmatically dominant in Greek.

4.2 Syncretism between genitive and accusative
4.2.1 The sub-paradigm of the singular

Syncretism between the accusative and the genitive is minimally present, if at all,
in MG nominal morphology,” while it is completely absent in CG. In SMG, the
phenomenon is restricted exclusively to the class of masculine nouns ending in -as
and -is (see Table 5). Even in this inflectional class, however, the phenomenon
occurs only in the singular sub-paradigm and never in that of the plural.

The syncretism of genitive and accusative in the class of masculine nouns in -as
and -is must be interpreted as the product of an extensive intra-paradigmatic uni-
formity. Since the segment -a- already existed in antiquity in all the cells of the
singular sub-paradigm except the cell realizing the genitive case, it also passed into
the cell of the genitive singular through paradigmatic leveling. The process was
triggered by the need for the system to have a 1:1 correspondence between meaning
and function. Here, this meant reducing the amount of stem allomorphism available
in the singular sub-paradigm. The described paradigmatic leveling was facilitated by
the reanalysis that -a- underwent at some point in its history so that it is now

7 Certain inflectional paradigms of Greek pronouns, in which there is a syncretism between the
accusative and the genitive, are exceptions. According to Friedman and Joseph (2024), these instances
of syncretism result from the extensive linguistic contacts that took place in the Balkans and support
their notion of “Balkan Sprachbund”.
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considered part of the stem (see Marinis to press; Marinis 2020; Ralli 2022). Thus, the
cell of the genitive singular ceased to be morphologically realized with the suffix -u,
whose use was specialized for names in -0s. Today, in the class of masculine nouns in
-as and -is, the genitive singular is realized with -a or -i, respectively, due to intra-
paradigmatic leveling.

4.2.2 The sub-paradigm of the plural

Upon careful examination of all the data from MG, as shown in Tables 3-6, one
observes that, in MG, the syncretism between the accusative and the genitive cells is
utterly absent from the sub-paradigm of the plural. This is true for all the inflectional
classes available in the system, and in the data shown in Tables 3-6, it is without
exception. At the same time, in the singular sub-paradigm, accusative-genitive syn-
cretism is possible but restricted exclusively to the inflectional classes of masculine
nouns ending in -as and -is.

However, for some MGD’s, a very interesting phenomenon has been observed
regarding the genitive plural cell of masculine nouns. The phenomenon has been
extensively discussed for Cypriot (Cy.), but it also occurs in other linguistic varieties
of Greek.® For the purposes of this paper, let us focus our interest on Cy. as an
exemplar for which we have good long-term documentation. Note examples 1-4
below, in each of which a structure is first given in Cy., as it occurs in sources, and
then is contrasted with SMG:

1 Cy. ‘ta velona ‘tus raftes
the yomprneur. Needles yompLneur. the accprmasc. tailors accprmasc.
‘the needles of the tailors’
(Menardos 1969 [1896]: 440)
SMG ‘ta vellona ‘ton rafton

the yompr.neur. Needles yompLneur. the genprmasc. tailors genprmasc.
‘the needles of the tailors’

2. Cy. 'ta ‘mnimata tus ‘turkus

the yomprneur.  gravesxomprneur. theaccrimasc. Turks accrer.masc.
‘the graves of the Turks’

(Symeonidis 2006: 197)

8 The phenomenon is documented in several MGD’s. For example, the phenomenon is exclusively
manifested in masculine nouns in Cyprus (Symeonidis 2006) and Maniatika of Corsica (Blanken 1951).
In other linguistic varieties, for example, in Aegina (Pantelidis 2019), Northern Evia (Settas 1960),
Samos (Zafeiriou 1914), in the Sarakatsan variety of Thessaly and Epirus (Heeg 1925), and in Sporades
(Samson 1972), the phenomenon extends to feminine nouns as well. Finally, in the variety of the
village Vourbiani of Ioannina (Anagnostopoulos 1929), the phenomenon extends to neuter nouns.
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SMG

3 Cy.
SMG

4 Cy.
SMG

‘ta ‘mnimata ‘ton ‘turkon

the yomprNeuT.  8ravesyomprneur. thegenprmasc. TUIKS Genprmasc.
‘the graves of the Turks’

ta sku'fca ‘tus ‘naftes
the.nomrprneur. CapSnomrprneur. theaccrrmasc.  SailOrs accprmasc.
‘sailors caps’

(Symeonidis 2006: 197)
ta sku’fja ‘ton ‘na'fton
the.nomrprneur. CapSxomrprneur. thegenprmasc. $ailOrs genprmasc.
‘sailors caps’

deftera ‘mera ‘tu Xristu
Monday day the censc.Masc. Christ
‘triti tis pana‘ias

Tuesday the genscrem.  Virgin Mary gensc.rem.

te'tradi ‘tus amarto'lus

Wednesday the accpLmasc. SINNErs accpr.masc.
‘Christ’s Monday, Virgin Mary’s Tuesday, Sinners’ Wednesday’
(Symeonidis 2006: 197)

deftera ‘mera ‘tu xristu
Monday day the gensc.masc. Christ
‘triti tis panajias

Tuesday the genserem.  Virgin Mary gensc.rem.

te'tarti ‘ton amarto’lon

Wednesday the genprmasc. SINNETS gen prmasc.
‘Christ’s Monday, Virgin Mary’s Tuesday, Sinners’ Wednesday’

In all the above utterances (1-4) from Cy., there is an accusative where we would
expect a genitive in the corresponding utterance in SMG. Indeed, as illustrated in (1),
the phenomenon is not recent; it has been present in Cypriot since at least the late

19th century.

Based on utterances 1-4, the main question is the morphological nature of the
structures marked with bold typeface. Earlier literature (notably Mertyris 2012;
Symeonidis 2006) treats forms such as those in 1-4 as genitives. They imply that the
cell of the plural genitive is syncretic with that of the plural accusative. For this to be
true, at least the four criteria I propose in 5 would have to be met simultaneously:

5. a. The forms morphologically marked as accusative occur in syntactic
positions denoting the possessive, whose realization would be expected to
be made by the genitive.
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b. A separate form realizing the cell for the genitive case in plural is absent.

c. If the article for the genitive case is available in the variety, it will be used
with the accusative form, expressing the genitive.

d. Aparallel second form, morphologically marked as genitive (-on) and filling
the cell of the genitive in the paradigm, will not exist.

Thus, interpreting the phenomenon as a syncretism between the genitive and
accusative cells of the plural would be particularly problematic, primarily because
this analysis would violate the criteria 5b, 5¢, and 5d. Specifically, in all the utterances
1-4 cited above, the article used is that of the accusative plural (‘tus), even though the
article of genitive plural (ton) is available in the dialect. Moreover, the earlier
analysis does not take into account the fact that in the same sources from which
examples 1-4 are drawn, a parallel ‘second form’ frequently exists, representing
the plural genitive. This second form is morphologically marked as a plural geni-
tive (6, and CyPy, in Table 8).

6. Cy. ‘o ‘yamos ‘ton ar'kondon
the wedding the.cenpr.masc 1lords.cenrrmasc
‘the wedding of the lords’
SMG o ‘yamos  ‘ton arxodon
the wedding the.cenpr.masc 1ords.cenrrmasc
‘the wedding of the lords’

Furthermore, a close examination of 1-4 as a genitive-accusative plural syncretism

would raise serious questions about the methodological consistency and theoretical

elegance of the analysis. For example:

i. What causes the systematic syncretism (assuming that it is, indeed, syncretism)

not only of the noun but also of the article?

ii. Why does this phenomenon occur only in masculine nouns but not feminine and
neuter nouns for which the plural cell is absent?

iii. What is the factor that causes the alleged syncretism among the cells of genitive
and accusative in masculine nouns?

Table 8: A paradigmatic representation of example (1): In CyP,, according to the previous analyses?; in
CyPy,, a second, parallel form, which morphologically realizes the genitive, is shown. In CyP, the hypo-
thetical form we would expect for the paradigm if syncretism were present is shown.

CyP, CyPy CyP.
GEN.PL. *'tus 'raftes 'ton rafton/raftadon ‘ton 'raftes
ACC.PL. 'tus 'raftes 'tus 'raftes 'tus 'raftes

?For example, see Mertyris (2012) and Symeonidis (2006).
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Table 9: An overview of inflectional suffixes in SMG. For the classification of nouns in IC’s, following Ralli
(2022: 163-165).

IC1 IC2 1C3  (of:) 1C5 IC6 1c7 (o]
NOM.SN. -0S S - - 0 - -0S -
GEN.SN. -u - S -(0)s u -u -us -0s
ACC.SN. -o(n) %] 8% B%] -0 B%] -0S %]
VOC.SN. -e - - - 0 - -0S -
NOM.PL. -i -es -es -is a -a -i -a
GEN.PL. -on
ACC.PL. -us -es -es -is -a -a -i
VOC.PL. -i -es -es -is -a -a -i

I maintain that what really causes phenomena like those appearing in examples
1-4 is the general weakness of the cell for the genitive plural in MG. The genitive
plural cell seems to be in retreat,’ as evidenced, among other things, (a) by the
inability of native speakers to determine the position of the stress (i.e., 'anfropu
and/or anf'ropu ‘human.qey sn.’; See Sims’ [2015] extensive analysis), and (b) by the
defectiveness of the diminutive -aci (and some other lexical categories) for the
genitive plural.'® For example, although based on its inflectional class (IC), the word
miha'naci ‘motorbike’ should form the genitive singular *mihana'’ciu and the
genitive plural *mihana’cion," these cells in fact cannot be realized, so the inflec-
tional paradigm remains defective.

A more tenable hypothesis to explain these phenomena would be that the failure
of the genitive plural to be realized allowed the less marked case (i.e. the accusative)
of the plural sub-paradigm to express the functions of the genitive by default.
Genitive still exists morphologically in the Cypriot system but is problematic for
speakers.

Moreover, if indeed, in examples 1-4, there were a syncretism between the
genitive and the accusative plural, we would expect it to be in the form CyP,. (Cypriot
Paradigm, Table 8) and not in the form CyP, (Table 8), as reported by Symeonidis
(2006), Mertyris (2012), etc.

9 The gradual retreat of the genitive is documented in the sources from very early on. Indicatively,
see, Chatzidakis (1928); Friedman and Joseph (2024); Jannaris (1897); Joseph (1983); Kavoukopoulos
(1990); Marinis (2020), (2024); Nikiforidou (1991); Sims (2019); Thumb (1912).

10 This phenomenon, however, is removed for other homonyms of diminutive names, such as place
names, a phenomenon for which Marinis (2024) proposes the term “anti-deffectiveness”.

11 Cf. the inflectional paradigm of the word kor'mi ‘body’ in Table 3.
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If the analysis I propose above is correct, the following question arises:

How is it possible that the cell of the genitive plural, the structural weakness of which has been
noted repeatedly," is not syncretized and, indeed, remains the only cell of the nominal paradigm
of the Greek language that resists any syncretism?

The phenomenon does not appear to be coincidental. To understand what is
happening, we need to consider a paradigmatic peculiarity of the genitive plural cell
not usually mentioned in the literature. Consider Table 9, which lists all the inflec-
tional suffixes of the nominal system of SMG, by case and by IC, based on the
classification of nouns proposed by Ralli (2022: 163-165).

A comparative examination of the inflectional suffixes of SMG makes it clear that
the cell of the genitive plural is the only one in the entire nominal inflectional system
marked inter-paradigmatically with the same inflectional suffix, namely -on. I
believe this is the reason the genitive plural cell is never syncretized in Greek.
However, at times, the genitive plural cell is not realized at all (cf.-aci), but it still
never participates in syncretism with other paradigmatic cells.”®

4.3 Syncretism among all the cells of a (sub)-paradigm

An extreme case of syncretism occurs in the inflectional paradigms of Greek di-
alects, spoken mainly outside Greece but also within Greek borders. Some inflec-
tional paradigms of these dialects are moving towards major syncretism, as they
now distinguish morphologically only between singular and plural. See indica-
tively the paradigms in Table 10 from Italiot, the dialect of Mariupol,"* and Tsa-
konian of the Peloponnese.

Two factors seem to have contributed this change: (1) The complete loss of the
cells realizing the genitive singular and the genitive plural, and (2) the systematic
syncretism among the cells of the nominative and the accusative (see Section 4.1), for
the sub-paradigm of each of the two numbers inflected in MG. It is characteristic that,
for example, in the dialect of Mariupol, the distinction between nominative and
accusative singular has been lost for all inflectional classes with the unique exception
of the class of masculine nouns ending in -os, which, as noted above, is hardly a
productive and therefore the most conservative IC, particularly with syncretism.

12 See the references in Section 4.2.

13 Recently, Marinis (2024) proposed the term anti-defectiveness to describe the filling of the
defective cell when the homonym in -aci has the status of a toponym. (He compares the name kolonaci
as a diminutive, ‘little pillar’, with it as a toponym for a ‘famous area of Athens’). In fact, as a place
name, the cell is normally formed with the expected inflectional suffix -on.

14 Tt is the Greek variety spoken in the wider area of Mariupol in Ukraine.
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Table 10: Some indicative inflectional paradigms that have undergone extensive morphological
shrinkage.

‘tripi ‘hole’, 'pua foot’, 'mina pibi'ra ‘mother in law’,  pi'di

GRIL TSAK. ‘month’, MAR. MAR. ‘child’, MAR.
NOM.SN.  [tripi 'pua 'mina piBira pi'di
ACC.SN.
GEN.PL. tri'po
NOM.PL.  ‘'tripe 'mini pibires pi'dja
ACC.PL.

5 What does Greek teach us about the factors that
favor or inhibit syncretism?

The preceding analysis makes it clear that syncretism has been present as a
phenomenon throughout the historical development of the Greek language in its
written form and was probably inherited from PIE. However, while in CG, the
phenomenon is minimally observed (see Tables 3-6), in the diachronic devel-
opment of the language, syncretism has been extended to such a degree that,
today, in some MGD.s, it is morphologically possible to distinguish only between
the singular and plural (see, for example, the paradigm from Tsakonian, in
Table 10).

In some works in the literature, syncretism is almost entirely attributed to
the internal structure of morphosyntactic features (e.g. Collins and Kayne 2020).
This view implies that morphology does not have an autonomous role, but
rather that its processes are determined by syntax. However, based on the
synchronic and diachronic data presented in Section 3 and the analysis given
in Section 4, the attribution of syncretism only to the internal structure of
morphosyntactic features presents an incomplete picture of this complex
phenomenon.

The remainder of this section focuses on examining the factors that, for the Greek
language, have either favored or inhibited the development of syncretic phenomena.

5.1 The role of phonological change

Many of the cases of syncretism discussed in the previous sections are byproducts of
phonological changes that took place at an earlier stage in the historical evolution of
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the Greek language. Recall, for example, the case of the noun pono ‘pain’, in Italiot. As
Marinis (2020) has documented, the silencing of ending segments -s and -n in Italiot
occurred primarily because of the system’s endogenous preference for open sylla-
bles. The fact that Italiot came under long-term, intensive language contact with
Italian, which also lacks consonants at the ends of nouns (with Salentino® in the case
of Grico,'® and Bovesse!” in the case of Greco,'® cf. Marinis 2020), allowed the Italiot to
generalize this change even more extensively than the change which took place in
the Proto-Romance case system and its daughter languages (Barddal and Kulikov
2009: 471). Tsakonian also exhibited this change but did not generalize it for all its
inflectional paradigms. However, in both Italiot and Tsakonian, silencing the ending
consonant led the inflectional paradigm to a syncretism between the nominative and
accusative.

5.2 The role of underlying semantic features

It would, of course, be naive to assume that all cases of syncretism are caused by
phonology, overgeneralizing from the cases discussed in Section 5.1. At the same
time, one should not overlook the fact that the most inter-dialectically and inter-
paradigmatically common type of syncretism occurs between the nominative and
the accusative, a cross-linguistically dominant trend" confirmed for the Greek lan-
guage as well. This syncretism is particularly interesting because the nominative and
the accusative are the only two core cases*® available in the Greek nominal paradigm
that express structural grammatical roles, namely, subject and direct object,
respectively.

One explanation for the phenomenon could be sought in the underlying
semantic features of cases, as first discussed in the seminal work of Jakobson (1936
[1971]), which has remained influential in the subsequent literature even to the
present day. In studying syncretism in the nominal system of Russian, Jakobson
analyzed each of the main cases that Russian realizes morphologically in terms of the
presence or absence of three primary semantic features: directionality, scope, and

15 The Italian dialect spoken in the area of Salento.

16 See the footnote 5.

17 The Italian dialect spoken in the area of Bova.

18 See the footnote 5.

19 The syncretism between the nominative and the accusative was firstly observed by Meillet (1936:
81-82, 91). For documentation of its exceptionally high cross-linguistic frequency. See, for example,
the typological research of Baerman et al. (2005), which is based on an analysis of 199 different
languages.

20 For a discussion of the term core cases, see Spencer (2008).
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Table 11: Application to Greek of the underlying semantic features of the cases proposed by Jakobson
(1936 [1971]) for Russian.

nominative accusative genitive

Directionality - + -
Scope - - +
Peripherality - - -

peripherality. In Table 11, I have adapted Jakobson’s proposal for the cases available
in the morphological system of Greek.

Based on Table 11, one can interpret the syncretism between the nominative and
the accusative as the product of a need to suppress the expression of directionality.
Similarly, syncretism between the accusative and the genitive can be explained as
the result of a need to suppress the expression of the field.

However, such a semantic analysis could not explain why syncretism between
the accusative and the genitive is extremely rare in Greek, and indeed, fails to
account for the complete absence of syncretism between the accusative and the
genitive in the plural sub-paradigm, while the same syncretism is allowed in the
singular sub-paradigm. At the same time, this analysis cannot explain why, in all
the examples presented in this study, syncretic patterns seem not to apply
generally, but rather to be dependent on the gender and (within gender) the IC
marking every noun.

5.3 Syncretism as a morphomic phenomenon
5.3.1 The role of IC

This dependence of syncretic patterns on the lexeme’s IC is relevant only for
morphology and not for any other level of linguistic analysis. The dependence of
syncretism on the particular IC should, therefore, be considered a morphomic*
phenomenon. As is shown in subsection 3.3.2, the only IC of SMG that comes close to
completely resisting syncretism is that of masculine nouns in -os, which has very
little productivity as it is marked as [+learned], and is applied to only a few
loanwords.

21 For a comprehensive analysis of the term, see Maiden (2021) and Aronoff (1994), the latter of
whom initially proposed it. For insights into the typological distribution of the phenomenon, see
Herce (2023).
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5.3.2 The role of inter-paradigmatic similarity

At the same time, the resistance of the cell representing the genitive plural to engage
in any syncretism cannot be entirely explained by the underlying semantic features
of cases (see Section 5.2); rather, it can better be accounted for by paradigmatic
morphology. As shown for SMG in subsection 4.2.2, the failure of the cell of the genitive
plural to be syncretized into any of the inflectional classes available in the system
occurs because the cell for the genitive plural is always inter-paradigmatically marked
with the same inflectional suffix. It is no coincidence that, of all the cells in the SMG
inflectional paradigm, the genitive plural is the only one that:

1. is never syncretized, and

ii. carries the same suffix inter-paradigmatically (see Table 9).

Based on these observations from the nominal inflectional system of Greek, I propose

a decisive new inhibitory factor to account for the emergence of syncretism:

— The inter-paradigmatic similarity of a cell, achieved through the inter-
paradigmatic realization of the cell with the same inflectional suffix, prevents
this particular cell from participating in (intra-paradigmatic) syncretism.

This mechanism works exceptionally well for Greek, but the extent of a broader
application needs to be tested by further typological research.

This story becomes more intriguing if one considers that the cell of the genitive
plural is the weakest in the entire nominal system of Greek.” Thus, we would expect
for the genitive plural to be the cell most easily participating in syncretic patterns.
Notably, instead of this, the genitive plural cell is easier to be defective® (see, for
example, Table 10) than participating in syncretism since the latter phenomenon is
prohibited by the inter-paradigmatic realization of the cell with the same inflectional
suffix, namely -on.

5.3.3 A highly unnatural case of syncretism
Finally, as noted by Marinis (2020), although historically triggered by phonology, the

most unnatural®* syncretism among the cells of the genitive singular and accusative
plural in what Marinis defines as IC1 of Italiot (cf. ponu ‘pain’.ggn.sn/accpr), Still

22 See footnote 9.

23 For a state-of-the-art theoretical discussion about the relationship between syncretism and
defectiveness, see Sims (2023).

24 This case of syncretism is “unnatural” in the sense that the syncretized cells do not share a
common feature. For an attestation of the (un)naturalness of learning syncretic patterns, see Saldana
et al. (2022).
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synchronically creates a particular kind of syncretism which also has a morpho-
logical character.

From standpoint, I argue that even if a phenomenon diachronically has its roots
in phonology, at a synchronic level, it is still entirely possible to create associations in
the system that, for the native speaker, no longer have phonological explanations.
The accumulation of such associations, which are no longer phonologically inter-
pretable, can, in turn, cause the restructuring of the inflectional system through the
mechanisms of intra-paradigmatic and inter-paradigmatic uniformity.®

6 Conclusions

The phenomenon of case syncretism has been present since the time of Proto-Indo-
European, from which it was inherited by and remained stable in Classical Greek.
However, this study shows that, in Modern Greek dialectal varieties, there is a broad
expansion of syncretic patterns not only in the grammatical genders involved but
also in the cases that are syncretized. In other words, syncretism no longer affects
only neuter nouns, nor is it limited only to the nominative and accusative cases. It can
appear in and affect the nouns of many nominal inflectional classes.

Grammatical gender emerges as a dominant factor influencing the distribution
of syncretized cells in Modern Greek inflectional paradigms. At the same time, the
distribution of syncretic patterns is particularly sensitive to the productivity of the
individual inflectional classes of nouns, even within the same gender, a fact which I
attribute to the morphomic nature of the phenomenon.

This paper proposes a new factor inhibiting the participation of a paradigmatic
cell in syncretic patterns. In Greek, cross-paradigmatic similarity prevents a cell
from engaging in syncretism. The possible universality of this factor is worth
investigating cross-linguistically in the future.

Finally, the causes triggering the emergence of syncretism are not uniform and
standard in all cases. Syncretism is often precipitated in the diachronic axis by prior
phonological changes. For example, in Italiot, silencing the final -s and -n stimulated
syncretism among previously distinct paradigmatic cells. Other cases of syncretism
are triggered by morphosyntax, as one or more features of the feature bundle
identifying each cell have a shared value for all syncretized cells. Finally, the causes
of some cases of syncretism cannot be traced back either to phonology or to mor-
phosyntax; instead, their nature is morphomic. These cases are significant as they
confirm morphology’s autonomous role as a level of linguistic analysis.

25 For an illustrative presentation, analysis, and discussion of phenomena like these in Italiot, see
Marinis (2020: 166-171).
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