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THE AROMANIAN ETHNIC COMMUNITY 
IN THE REPUBLIC OF MACEDONIA: 

ETHNOGRAPHIC AND ETHNOLINGUISTIC 
CHARACTERISTICS

Joana Hadži-Lega Hristoska - 
Davorin TRPESKI

The paper presents the ethnolinguistic and cultural characteristics of one of the 
smallest ethnicities in the Republic of Macedonia, the Aromanians. Linguistically, 
this ethnicity belongs to the eastern Romance group. In the past, the community was 
concentrated in several relatively larger areas in the southwestern part of the Bal-
kans, primarily in today’s Greece and Albania. Later, the social and political develop-
ments led to the fragmentation of this community into several smaller compact oases 
in the region, including in the Republic of Macedonia today. The paper covers the 
major ethnographic traits of this ethnic community, with particular reference to the 
theories related to its creation and its cultural and social evolution in a specific Bal-
kan context. We pay particular attention to the development of Aromanian language 
through time, to the attempts for its standardization, and to the significant scientific 
and research activity aimed at providing its detailed description of all language levels 
and thus contributing to the struggle for its preservation.
Keywords: Aromanians, Balkans, ethnolinguistics, ethnography, Republic of Mac-
edonia

I Introduction
“My language is my homeland.” – Fernando Pessoa

A dark prediction expressed by Tache Papahagi, a native Aromanian 
and a prominent researcher of the language and culture of this small Bal-
kan nation:

 
“The twentieth century will be the century of the disappearance of the Aro-
manians, (…) it shall be a linguistic death caused by the nature of the circum-
stances imposed by historical events.” (PAPAHAGI [1963] 2013:5)

Petar Atanasov, a specialist in Megleno-Romanian, shares the same view:
“Aromanians and their language will disappear in the near future 

because they do not have education in their own language and they per-
ceive the world through a filter, mediated by the official language of their 
country of residence. Their language is used almost exclusively within 
the circle of the family circle, while young generations do not speak it 
because of the domination of the official language and mixed marriages.” 
(CAPIDAN [1937] 2004:3)
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The question of the survival of a minority group is closely related 
to the issue of identity and language. If we define identity as the aware-
ness of belonging to a group that has its own language, its history and its 
cultural and civilizational benefits, its loss leads inevitably to the disap-
pearance of that group. Namely, this might result in its dissolving into the 
surrounding cultural-language setting. The identity - language relation is 
reciprocal and the loss of one item implies the loss of the other one.

When it comes to the Aromanian people, the question immediately 
arises about the reasons underlying its gradual disappearance. This is, in 
fact, the key issue that appears in all the works devoted to the Aromanians 
and their language.

II But who are the Aromanians?
Aromanians are a small Balkan community, representative of the 

eastern Romance language group. It is spoken today in several Balkan 
countries (Republic of Macedonia, Albania, Greece, Bulgaria, Serbia, 
Romania) where it has a different status, but the Aromanians are officially 
recognized as a minority only in Macedonia1 and recently in Albania. Its 
use mainly in the family sphere has contributed to a large extent to the 
gradual decrease in the number of its speakers.

1. Different names given to this small community
The ethnonym Aromanian (arom. Armân) comes from the Latin ety-

mon romanus, used by the Aromanians themselves. Its first mention in 
scientific literature was made by Gustav Weigand (1895). Many languag-
es, like Macedonian, use the the exonym Vlah (< celt. Volcae, germ. Wal-
ha, Wlach, Welsch). In the Middle Ages this term designated a Romance-
speaking population in general (especially nomadic stockbreeders and 
shepherds, sometimes even with a different, non-Latin origin). Friedman 
(2001:1) stresses the confusion concerning the reference of this ethnonym 
used by different sources and at different periods of time, resulting in 
designating populations inhabiting various parts of the Balkan Peninsula.

There are also several exonyms attributed to Aromanians by the 
neighboring populations according to some linguistic or territorial fea-
tures: Koutsovlahi, Karavlahi, Beli Vlasi, Rëmëri, Ciobani, Cincari. 

Regarding the fact that the Aromanian population belongs to several 
branches, there are also names related to their origin: Gramustians, Pin-
deans, Faršerots (that encompass also the group of Muzachiars), Mosco-
politans (BARDU 2014:127). 

1Friedman (2001: 8) notes the irony that Macedonian Aromanians have the highest degree of lin-
guistic rights in the country where they are least numerous and constitute the smallest minority.
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2. Romance idioms spoken in the Balkans
Aromanian is one of the four Romance idioms (according to some 

linguists, dialects of Romanian language) that represent a continuation 
of the Latin language spoken in the eastern part of the Roman Empire 
(SARAMANDU 2008a:167): Dacо-Romanian, Aromanian, Megleno-
Romanian and Istro-Romanian. 

Daco-Romanian (approximately 27 million native speakers) is spo-
ken north of the Danube: in Romania, the Republic of Moldova and the 
surrounding countries, and it represents the base of the standard Roma-
nian language (SARAMANDU 2008a:167-168). 

Megleno-Romanians represent an ethnographic isle formed by 
several villages in northern Greece, one village in southern Macedo-
nia (Huma), Turkey (after the exchange of populations between Greece 
and Turkey in the 1920’s) and Romania (the region of Dobrudja). Their 
number is estimated to be around 5.000 speakers. It is a particular idiom 
that shows a significant number of Slavic loanwords. 

Istro-Romanian is spoken on the peninsula of Istria (Croatia, on both 
sides of mount Učka). There are 300 native speakers of this idiom and 
1.100 users as a second language (PAUL – SIMONS – FENNIG).

The exact number of the Aromanian population is almost impossible 
to determine (FRIEDMAN 2001: 5-8). The official censuses provide some 
data, but Aromanian speakers live in different states and, often, they do 
not declare themselves as such (or they do not exist as a separate census 
category), so this data is not completely relevant and does not reflect the 
real demographic situation. However, the total number of the Aromanian 
population can be estimated to about 300.000 – 350.000 speakers (CAPI-
DAN [1932] 2001). As for the Aromanian presence in the Balkan countries 
separately, the estimations are as following:

-	 Greece – not more than 300.000 speakers and around 100.000 
fluent speakers (KAHL 2002: 153; CAPIDAN [1932] 2001);

-	 Albania – 100.000 (KAHL 2002:156);
-	 Bulgaria – only 3.000 because of the mass exodus of this popula-

tion to Romania in the period 1923-1940 (KAHL 2002: 160, according to 
Rakšieva (1994));

-	 Serbia – only 243 Aromanians according the 2011 census; Sara-
mandu (2008:168) mentions only isolated communities;

-	 Romania – 25.053 declaring themselves as Aromanians during 
the 2002 census (KAHL 2002:162) and 50.000 – 70.000 according to 
Saramandu (2008:168).

The results of the last census showed that in 2002 in the Republic 
of Macedonia there were 9.695 Aromanian speakers. This is an increase 
compared to the previous censuses, but it also represents an important 
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reduction compared to 1900 census (30.000 speakers). Kahl (2008:158) 
considers that the estimates can go up to 25.000 speakers, including those 
that understand the language without speaking it.

The Aromanian has several dialects with particular linguistic fea-
tures, but there are also specific elements related to the way this popula-
tion dressed in the past, its music, customs, occupations (SARAMANDU 
2008: 179). According to Markoviḱ (2011:123) and based on Weigand and 
Capidan’s works, the main division of the Aromanian dialects is as follows:

1. northern dialects (those from Gramos, Molovište and Gopeš and 
the particular group of Farsherots)  
       2. southern dialects (those from the Pindus, including the dialect of 
the Aromanians from Olympus). 

3. Theories about the origin of the Aromanians 
The status of the Aromanian is complicated and still not well defined 

in the Balkan linguistic landscape. The scientific dilemma is focused 
around the question whether it is a dialect of the Romanian language or 
a separate Romance language. The opinion of scientists is divided, con-
sidering the extremely complex historical and linguistic evolution of the 
Balkan region. At a first glimpse, it is a historical issue, but it also con-
cerns the question of language and identity (FRIEDMAN 2001:8). 

There are several theories that can generally be divided into two 
groups that stand for two different points of view: a linguistic and a his-
torical perspective.

3.1. Linguistic point of view
Representatives of the first group consider that Aromanian (together 

with Megleno-Romanian and Istro-Romanian) is a historical and a di-
vergent Romanian dialect. Capidan, for instance, claims that the Daco-
Romanians formed north of the Danube, while the other three branches 
did so south of the Danube (on the territory of the ancient Upper and 
Lower Moesia). With the arrival of the Slavs, they were separated from 
the common core and retreated to the southern part of the Balkan Penin-
sula (Greece, Albania and Macedonia) (CAPIDAN [1937] 2004:7). It is 
possible that the separation of the Aromanians occurred before the 10th 
century, while the Megleno-Romanians settled Meglen in the 12th century. 

This affirmation is based on the study of the influence of the Balkan 
languages on the “proto-Romanian” before and after the separation of 
these idioms. The analysis of language facts indicates that Latin evolved 
in the same way in all of them and there is a presence of identical ele-
ments in all four idioms. That proves that influences have taken place 
prior to the division of the population. The situation is the same with the 



85

foreign borrowings: there are identical words in Aromanian, Romanian 
and Albanian, coming from the same Thraco-Illyrian basis, but also from 
ancient Greek and Old Slavic words that entered the language prior to the 
division of the population.

3.2. Historical point of view
At the same time, another group of researchers, mostly historians, 

defends the stand that the Aromanian is an autonomous Romance lan-
guage. Capidan relates the historian Thunmann’s point of view according 
to which Aromanians developed on the Balkan Peninsula as descendants 
of the Romanized indigenous Thraco-Illyrian population, without any 
connection with the Romanians north of the Danube (CAPIDAN [1937] 
2004:29).

Friedman (2001:3) considers that the Aromanians are descendants 
of Romans and Romanized indigenous population in the south of the 
Balkans who, with the arrival of the Slavs, retreated to the mountains 
and became pastoralists. However, he doesn’t reject the hypothesis of an 
eastern Balkan Romance unity both north and south of the Danube that 
was broken up sometime between the Slavic invasion and the first textual 
references to Aromanians in Byzantine sources (11th century). Regarding 
the fact that the origin of the Aromanians is an issue implicated in vari-
ous claims to legitimacy, Friedman stresses the need for new sources that 
would enlighten this scientific dilemma.

4. Elements of language 
       4.1. Alphabet and standardization

As we already explained above, the Aromanian is a set of dialects 
which, despite some attempts for standardization, are still not unified. 
Its use in the family sphere made impossible its institutionalization 
and standardization (KAHL 2008:134). The various written documents 
(newspapers, magazines, collections of poems, translations, dictionaries) 
use rather varied graphic and lexical elements, reflecting the author’s ori-
gins or the standards proposed by the linguists.

Saramandu (2003b:83) explains that the first Aromanian documents 
are written in the Greek alphabet. The same alphabet was used in the works 
of the first Aromanian writers from Moscopole (alb. Voskopojë) (Constan-
tin Ucuta2, Theodor Anastasie Cavallioti3, Daniil Moscopoleanul4), as well 
2In Νέα Παιδαγωγία (New Pedagogy), Vienna, 1797, the first children’s reading book in Aro-
manian, Ucuta proposes a system of writing with the Greek alphabet, as well as an equivalence 
with the Latin alphabet.
3Пρωτοπειρία (The first teaching), a school textbook including a trilingual lexicon of 1170 
Greek, Aromanian and Albanian words, published by Thunmann in 1774.
4Εισαγωγικί διδασκαλία (Introductory teachings), with a four-language dictionary (Greek, Alba-
nian, Aromanian and Bulgarian), published by William Martin-Leake in 1794.
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as in the first religious texts of the late 18th and early 19th centuries. The au-
thors of those works did not have a predefined system of writing and some 
of them propose a system that appears the most convenient to them. These 
works are very important not only from the point of view of their alphabet: 
they represent, at the same time, the first books intended for teaching and 
learning Aromanian. 

In his grammar, Mihail G. Boiagi5 introduces the first writing system 
with the Latin alphabet, including explanations of Aromanian examples 
in Greek and German. The author proposes a combination of graphemes 
for the Aromanian phonemes that don’t exist in Latin, avoiding diacriti-
cal signs (SARAMANDU 2003b:83-84). Boiagi’s system was later aban-
doned, but the Latin alphabet continued to be used in the second half of 
the 19th century. 

As Saramandu (2003b:84) indicates, a fixed writing system with the 
Latin alphabet, but based on Romanian orthography, was later proposed 
by Tache Papahagi in Antologie aromânească and in Dicţionarul dialec-
tului aromân6. This system has been followed (with minor changes) by 
Matilda Caragiu Marioţeanu in her Dicţionar aromân (macedo-vlah), DI-
ARO7.

Around 1980, a new movement of  Aromanian national conscious-
ness began to arise. It was based on the evidence that there is no standard 
way of writing and there are technical difficulties when publishing texts 
with characters using diacritical signs (CUNIA). Therefore, a symposium 
was held in August 24-31 1997 in Bitola, aiming at standardization of the 
Aromanian writing. Linguists, journalists and writers from Albania, Bul-
garia, Serbia, Romania, USA and the Republic of Macedonia discussed 
the rules of writing and pronunciation of Aromanian and decided to rec-
ommend the use of digraphs replacing the letters with diacritics. The deci-
sions were reached by consensus and published in “Rivista di Litiraturã 
shi Studii Armãni” (October 1997). Still, this action didn’t resolve the 
writing issue since heterogeneity is still present in the Aromanian texts.

5Romanische oder Macedonowlachische Sprachlehre (Romanian or Macedo-Romanian gram-
mar), Vienna, 1813.
6Antologie aromânească (Aromanian anthology), Bucarest, 1922; Dicţionarul dialectului 
aromân (Dictionary of the Aromanian dialect), Bucarest, 1963, 2013.
7Dicţionar aromân (macedo-vlah) (Aromanian dictionary), DIARO, Bucarest, 1997. 
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Table presenting the aforementioned systems of writing 

(SARAMANDU 2003b:87)

4.2. The specificities of the Aromanian
Aromanian linguistic system and its regional particularities are rather 

well described by different scholars and researchers. There are, of course, 
some new moments to be studied, especially in the field of the lexicon 
related to the sociocultural evolution of the countries where this idiom is 
spoken today.

Capidan ([1937] 2004:40-41, 48) makes a very detailed analysis of 
Aromanian’s linguistic characteristics that separate it clearly from the 
western Romance languages (and, according to him, proves its common 
origin with the Romanian language). We will mention only the most im-
portant features, providing comparisons with the equivalent forms in sev-
eral Romance languages in order to demonstrate the difference:
1. the conservation of the short Latin ŭ: 
lat. lŭpus > arom. lup
2. post-positive article:  
arom. omul / fr. l’homme, it. l’uomo, sp. el hombre
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3. contraction of the genitive and the dative in one case
4. pronominal reduplication (of the definite direct object): 
arom. u ved dada mea / fr. je vois ma mère, it. vedo mia madre, sp. veo a 
mi madre
5. loss of infinitive and its substitution with a dependent clause:  
arom. voi să zburăscu / fr. je veux parler, it. voglio parlare, sp. quiero 
hablar
6. future tense with the auxiliary volere instead of habere:
arom. va s-măc / fr. je mangerai, it. mangerò, sp. comeré

Most of these features appear in the languages that create the so 
called Balkan linguistic union encompassing Greek, Albanian, Roma-
nian, Aromanian, Macedonian, Bulgarian and, in some cases, Serbian 
dialects from the south. Since the region of the Balkans represents an 
impressive mix of peoples and languages, both in their origin and in 
their traditions and realities, their tumultuous and very complex history 
forced all these peoples to live together and share a common destiny. 
This very close contact over the centuries has resulted in the creation of 
a heteroclitic and united linguistic community whose languages, repre-
senting the four branches of the Indo-European family, share very simi-
lar linguistic behaviors, at the phonetic, morphosyntactic and especially 
the lexical level. We will not tackle here the different theories, summa-
rized in the work by Saramandu (2008c: 226-242), which try to explain 
the origin of these concordances.

We should also mention that in the past, there was a strong foreign 
lexical influence on the Aromanian by the Greek, Turkish, Slavic and Al-
banian languages (CAPIDAN [1932] 2001:225-226). All these languages 
were superior languages ​​to the Aromanian and had greater social impor-
tance and extent of usage in different contexts (SALA 1997:34). This in-
fluence led to vanishing of some ancient Latin forms and their substitu-
tion with loanwords.

Currently, the Aromanian lexicon is influenced by the official lan-
guage spoken in the region inhabited by Aromanians. The inevitable 
adaptation of lexical resources to social changes deepens even more 
the differences between the Aromanian dialects (Atanasov 2002:306). 
Nonetheless, the language contact and mutual influences happen also 
in the opposite direction: some morphosyntaxic and lexical elements 
in the dominant languages, such as Macedonian, are the result of Aro-
manian influence (NASTEV 1988a:53-60; NASTEV 1988b:65-72).

5. Elements of culture
The discussion about the causes of the gradual loss of the Aroma-

nian people as a whole places this reflection in a diachronic perspective 
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(ATANASOV 1996). The sociocultural context in which this population 
has evolved can provide us with elements contributing to the answer to 
the question of their survival.

5.1. Occupation
In the past, Aromanians led mainly a cattle breeding, nomadic life. 

They also dealt with transport of goods throughout the Balkans (Trieste 
and Venice, Vienna and Pest, Constantinople), that was an extremely 
powerful civilization factor (ATANASOV 1996) for it opened the path 
to trade, not only across the entire Balkan Peninsula, but also in many 
countries of Europe, Africa and Asia Minor.

 
        5.2. Cultural past 

Aromanians’ cultural past can be divided in three historical periods 
(ATANASOV 1996). 

I period (10th – 18th century): there are no real written documents from 
this period, only isolated words inserted in Greek, Turkish or Slavic texts.

II period (18th century): documents written in the Greek alphabet. 
The oldest record of Aromanian language is an inscription of the hierom-
onk Nectarie Tărpu on an icon found in Albania (1731) (SARAMANDU 
2003b:83). In this document, the Aromanian text is given alongside the 
texts in Greek, Albanian and Latin.

This period is marked by a strong Greek influence, realized through 
schools and the church. 

From the end of the 16th century, foreign travel writers, like Pouqueville, 
write about several cities that had become prestigious economic and cultural 
Balkan centers (CAPIDAN [1937] 2004:73-85). One of them is the city 
of Moscopole (today situated in Albania), whose development reflects the 
cultural movement for awakening of the national consciousness. The golden 
era of this city, the largest one in the southern part of the Balkan Penin-
sula (60.000 inhabitants), was between the 16th and 18th centuries. It had 27 
churches, the only Academy (higher education in Greek) in the Ottoman 
Empire and the first printing press in the Balkans (1740) (CAPIDAN [1937] 
2004:73-85). Its intellectual elite maintained close ties with several foreign 
cultural centers and made great contribution to strengthening of the national 
awareness of Aromanians. They did so by writing textbooks and dictionar-
ies meant for the education process in order to replace the Greek language 
that had been used up to that time (Ucuta, Cavallioti, Moscopoleanul).

The wars and plunders of the city in the 17th and 18th centuries 
stopped the development of cultural awareness. Many intellectuals left 
the city and went to Austria-Hungary and other cultural centers, where 
they continued their activities. 
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III modern period (from the 19th century): this is not only the period 
when the Latin alphabet was used (as explained before), but also the pe-
riod of creation of important scientific literature (artistic, didactic, pub-
licist, original, as well as translations). From this period, we can list the 
names of relevant authors, such as Nicolescu, Belimache, Murnu, Tuliu, 
Batzaria, Beza. Furthermore, different studies related to folklore collec-
tions had also been published at this period (Gustav Weigand, Pericle 
Papahagi).

In spite of their small number, eminent historical personalities with 
Aromanian origin (philanthropists, politicians, artists) made great contri-
butions in many areas of the social and cultural life in the Balkans and in 
Europe.

6. Significant works and researchers 
The Aromanian language and civilization have been the subject of 

many field researches and scientific works. It is especially pleasing that 
this interest is also occurring on other continents, with scientists who did 
not have immediate contact with this idiom. 

Particularly important for an exhaustive linguistic study is the point 
of view of linguistic geography. Linguistic atlases note in a very detailed 
form the particularities of languages and give arguments in building 
theories. Saramandu (2003:71-76) underlines the necessity of studying 
Aromanian, especially through collecting dialectal material (based on a 
pre-made questionnaire). The main goal is to create an atlas based on a 
questionnaire conducted in all the territories inhabited by this people (in-
sufficiently utilized until now). He gives an overview on this type of field 
research related to Aromanian dialects.

Gustav Weigand was the first scholar to study Aromanian using dia-
lectal materials (despite the fact the he did not create an atlas). There were 
also other linguists (Pericle Papahagi, Theodor Capidan, Tache Papahagi) 
that worked on collections of texts, lexicographical works, dialectal stud-
ies, researches of descriptive and historical grammar. This work contrib-
uted in building the scientific knowledge about Aromanian.

The first concrete works of linguistic geography appeared before the 
Second World War, starting with the Atlasul lingvistic român (ALR) by 
the authors Sever Pop and Theodor Capidan based on the research among 
Aromanians from Dobrudja. Later, Dahmen and Kramer published the 
first atlas of Aromanian8. It was followed by the works of Petre Neiescu9 

8Aromunischer Sprachatlas. Atlasul lingvistic aromân (ALiA), Hamburg, 1985, 1994.
9Micul atlas al dialectului aromân din Albania și din fosta Republică Iugoslavă Macedonia, 
Bucarest, 1997.
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and Nicolae Saramandu (editor: Manuela Nevaci)10, author of the most 
complete and detailed geolinguistic study of the Aromanian.

Megleno-Romanian11 and Istro-Romanian12 have also been the sub-
ject of linguistic atlases. These very important scientific works give not 
only a detailed view of the linguistic facts in these idioms, but also allow 
researchers to establish the intensity of their contacts with the surround-
ing languages (SARAMANDU - NEVACI 2008:190).

III As a conclusion
Fortunately, Papahagi’s prediction given in the introduction to this 

article is still a hypothesis. However, the Aromanian-speaking population 
and its language are in a constant decrease. Numerous extra-linguistic 
factors are the cause of this: mixed marriages, collectivization, collapse of 
the individual economy and community dependence, same religion with 
the dominant population. Aromanian language is not used in a profession-
al context, which leads to its stagnation and subordination in the situation 
of bilingualism with the official language of the respective country13. 

The name that is often attributed to the members of this community, 
“chameleons of the Balkans”, reflects well the Aromanians’ tendency to 
adapt their ethnic identity to the geopolitical and social situation of the 
moment (ŠATAVA 2013:6). Wherever they live, they establish and main-
tain good cooperation with the members of all other ethnic groups, a rela-
tion that is based on constructiveness and respect, and make significant 
contributions to the economic, social and cultural life in their homeland.

Despite numerous efforts deployed in the Republic of Macedonia 
for the revitalization of this minority group (social and language rights, 
elective classes in Aromanian, TV and radio broadcast, participation in 
the political processes), the effects are not very encouraging. We agree 
with Liaku-Anovska (2000:332) who considers that the Aromanian fam-
ily is the most important transmitter of the tradition and keeper of the 
mother tongue. However, the extremely reduced use of Aromanian in the 
modern family and the weakening of the consciousness of belonging to a 
particular ethnic community will eventually lead to the disappearance of 
this Balkan community and its language.

10Atlasul lingvistic al dialectului aromân, Bucarest, 2014.
11Beate Wild: Meglenorumänischer Sprachatlas, Hamburg, 1983; Petar Atanasov : Atlas lingvis-
tic meglenoromân (Dictionnaire meglenoroumain général et étymologique), Bucarest, 2008, 
2013, 2015.
12Radu Flora: Micul Atlas lingvistic al graiurilor istroromâne (MALGI), Bucarest, 2003; Goran 
Filipi: Atlasul lingvistic istroromân, Pula, 2002, 2004.
13For detailed analysis of the actual situation related to Aromanian as an endangered language, 
see the work of Thede Kahl (2008).
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