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The Common Slavic particle that is realized in sub-Alpine South Slavic as 
neka has distinctive developments in Macedonian, Bulgarian, and the former 
Serbo-Croatian. The particle has its broadest usage in the former Serbo-Croatian, 
which appears to be, at least in part, due to contacts with Italo-Romance. 
Macedonian is more conservative than Bulgarian, and thus occupies a unique 
place within sub-Alpine South Slavic. At the same time, Bulgarian is less Balkan 
than Macedonian in that the latter permits a bare direct object without a verb.
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neka. What emerges from this study is that this is another inherited Slavic 
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The origins of neka from a Common Slavic 3rd p. sg. imperative 
(optative) *nexāj + deictic element -k(ŭ~ā) are discussed by Fiedler (1971, with 
sources cited therein), Skok (1972: 468), and Georgiev et al. (1995: 602–603). 
Cognate forms exist all over the Slavic world, e.g. Slovene (and Kajkavian) nâj, 
Ukrainian nexaj, Polish niechaj, niek, etc. However, the specifi c development 
of the form neka is unique to non-Alpine South Slavic (although Polish niek 
shows a phonological parallel to the short form nek). Similar developments are 
found both in the Balkans – e.g. Greek as, Albanian le (të), Aromanian la s(ã), 
Romani muk (te), etc. – and outside it, e.g. Hungarian hadd, Yiddish loz, etc. 
(cf. FIEDLER 1971 for additional details). These developments are suffi ciently 
widespread that the basic similarities are typological, including the imperative 
origins and erosion to a particle. Of interest here, however, are the differences 
within sub-Alpine South Slavic between Macedonian, on the one hand, and 
Bulgarian and the former Serbo-Croatian on the other, as it is precisely sub-
Alpine South Slavic that shares the specifi c development of neka.

For Macedonian, I have taken the Macedonian corpus assembled by 
Derebej (2022) and available at the website Digitalen rečnik na makedonskiot 
jazik http://www.makedonski.info/, supplemented by my own fi eldwork. For 
Bulgarian, the comparisons are with examples from Perniška & Krumova-
Petkova (2000) and Romanski (1957), supplemented by Nicolova (2008: 
410–428) and fi eldwork. For the former Serbo-Croatian, Maretić (1917–1922) 
is supplemented by Pešikan (1996). The basics of the use of neka are shared 
by all three of the relevant languages. The particle neka normally occurs with 
a fi nite verb in an optative-jussive meaning much like English let, as in, e.g. 
Macedonian neka odi doma! ‘let him go home!’. Moreover, all three permit 
Neka! to be used by itself as a particle meaning ‘let it [be]’ as in Bulgarian 
– Vali dăžd! – Neka! – ‘It’s raining! – Let it!’. This point, however, brings us 
to the fi rst difference between Bulgarian, on the one hand, and Macedonian 
and the former Serbo-Croatian, on the other. Consider in this regard the 
following sentence: Neka ja, neka pospie ... (Petre M. Andreevski cited in 
DEREBEJ 2022) ‘Let her, let her sleep: sllep a bit …’. Here the fi rst neka has 
no verb, but only a pronoun as the direct object. Note that in English such a 
direct object is required, as in the preceding sentence about rain. In English 
*Let! is ungrammatical. In Bulgarian, according to my consultants, neka 
plus object without a verb also sounds unacceptable, whereas there are many 
such examples in the former Serbo-Croatian. On the other hand, while the 
collocation neka da + verb is considered normal in Bulgarian, in Macedonian 
it is quite marginal. It is also permissible in the former Serbo-Croatian, as is 
the equivalent collocation of neka + infi nitive as in Neka mi sa njome malo 
pobesiditi (H. Lucić cited in MARETIĆ 1917–1922: 869) ‘Let us talk with 
her a little bit’. Historically, the collocation of the type neka da is arguably 
an archaism based on the verbal origin of neka. The same could be said, in 
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principle, for neka plus the former Serbo-Croatian infi nitive. One further point 
to be made here is that in all three linguistic systems a noun phrase can be 
interposed between neka and the verb, as in Macedonian … i vo zlatna panica 
neka madžun da mi klava … (Ljupčo Stojmenski cited in DEREBEJ 2022) ‘… 
and let him put syrup on a golden platter for me …’. The point here is that 
accounts that treat neka as a paradigm-forming particle are clearly inaccurate. 
This same point can be made for Albanian. Although the optative-jussive 
particle le can occur with the subjunctive marker të in any person or relevant 
tense, it can also occur with a complementizer as in: le gomari që na ngordhi, 
po s’na lënë rehat as mizat ‘not only did the donkey die on us, but the bugs 
don’t leave us alone’ (NEWMARK 1998). Thus le + të is a syntagm and not a 
paradigm (pace BUCHHOLZ et al. 1977: 724–727), although Albanian le differs 
from Slavic neka in that it requires either the subjunctive or a complementizer, 
while neka permits a subjunctive, but not a complementizer.

Let us now turn to a major difference between Macedonian, on the one 
hand, and both the former Serbo-Croatian and Bulgarian, on the other. Namely, 
Macedonian neka cannot take a second singular verb form, making it a true 
hortative-jussive, whereas both Bulgarian and the former Serbo-Croatian 
permit such collocations. Thus, for example Bulgarian has … neka bădeš 
vinagi, sestro … (Ivan Vazov cited PERNIŠKA & KRUMOVA-PETKOVA 2000) ‘may 
you always be [like that], Oh sister’, and the former Serbo-Croatian has … ali 
neka znaš … (MARETIĆ 1917–1922) ‘… but know/you should know …’. In 
both of the latter two collocations, neka is identical to Balkan Slavic da, with 
whose meaning it overlaps, but in Macedonian neka has been specialized to a 
greater extent than in the rest of sub-Alpine South Slavic.

Another point worth making is that while neka normally governs a 
present tense (either perfective or imperfective), its occurrence with other 
tenses and/or moods is another point of differentiation. In Macedonian, only 
the so-called past indefi nite can occur, as in neka bilo sto (Krste Misirkov cited 
in DEREBEJ 2022) ‘… let it have been a hundred …’, or more idiomatically 
‘even if it be a hundred’, referring to an approximation of an event in the past. 
Similar collocations are available in Bulgarian, e.g. Neka e bilo, kakto i da e 
bilo ‘Let it be however it was/has been …’, and they are well attested in the 
former Serbo-Croatian (MARETIĆ 1917–1922; PEŠIKAN 1996).

Bulgarian permits a perfective imperfect after neka in a kind of unreal 
conditional meaning, e.g. … neka si nabereše carevica … (Karaslavov cited 
in NICOLOVA 2008: 422), literally ‘let him have gathered corn’, but more 
idiomatically ‘… if only he had gathered / had been allowed to gather corn 
…’. Such usage does not occur in Macedonian, although imperfect after neka 
can occur in the former Serbo-Croatian.

The former Serbo-Croatian also has numerous additional uses of 
neka that do not occur in Macedonian or Bulgarian, e.g. with the inherited 
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conditional as in: neka bi me poljubio ‘even if he would kiss me / would that 
he would kiss me’ (MARETIĆ 1917–1922: 872). The former Serbo-Croatian 
also permits neka with the future, although usually such constructions are 
generally the non-Balkan type with perfective ‘be’, e.g. neka budemo njemu 
služili ‘let us serve him’ (MARETIĆ 1917–1922: 874); however, there is an 
example with the Balkan ‘will’ future: – odvešće te … – neka će … ‘they 
will carry [you] off … let [them] …’) (MARETIĆ 1917–1922: 873). This last 
example is quite impossible in Macedonian and Bulgarian. Similarly, Maretić 
(1917–1922: 874) also cites an example that he attributes to Italian infl uence 
– za neka se njega oprosti ‘so that he be forgiven’ – and indeed many other 
atypical examples (from a Balkan perspective) are in Ikavian, i.e. closer to 
Italian infl uence.

To conclude, the uses of the particle neka, which have their origins in 
Common Slavic, have gone their separate ways in Macedonian, Bulgarian, 
and the former Serbo-Croatian, a matter which, to the best of my knowledge, 
has not heretofore been remarked upon. (Fiedler’s 1971 seminal article makes 
no mention of these differences.) Of crucial importance here is the fact that it is 
precisely the former Serbo-Croatian that has expanded this particle beyond the 
usages of Balkan Slavic sensu stricto. In at least some instances, the impetus 
seems to have come from the west (e.g., Italy). At the same time, however, 
given the devolution of the former Serbo-Croatian into Bosnian, Croatian, 
Montenegrin, and Serbian, the contemporary situation in the respective 
norms and also dialectological usages is worth further investigation. When 
Macedonian is compared to Bulgarian, what is striking is that Macedonian 
has held more fi rmly to the strictly hortative-jussive usage of neka than has 
Bulgarian (or any of the other Balkan languages), insofar as Macedonian does 
not permit usages with the second person. It can thus be argued that with regard 
to sub-Alpine South Slavic neka, Macedonian is arguably more conservative 
than Bulgarian, except for the fact that Macedonian permits direct objects 
with neka, as do other Balkan languages, such as Greek with as (cf. Friedman 
and Joseph 2023).
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НEКА: КАКО СЕ МАКЕДОНСКИ ЈЕЗИК РАЗЛИКУЈЕ И ОД БУГАРСКОГ, 
И ОД НЕКАДАШЊЕГ СРПСКОХРВАТСКОГ

Р е з и м е

Заједничка словенска партикула која се у субалпском јужнословенском 
ареалу реализује као нека има дистинктивни развој у македонском, бугар-
ском и некадашњем српскохрватском. Ова партикула има најширу употребу у 
некадашњем српскохрватском, што може, макар делимично, бити последица кон-
таката са итало-романским ареалом. Македонски језик је конзервативнији од бу-
гарског и стога заузима јединствено место у оквиру субалпског јужнословенског 
ареала. У исто време, бугарски је мање балкански него македонски по томе што 
потоњи дозвољава употребу правог објекта без предиката.

Кључне речи: балканска лингвистика, хортатив, јусив, словенски, партику-
ле. 
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НЕКА: ЧЕМ МАКЕДОНСКИЙ ЯЗЫК ОТЛИЧАЕТСЯ И ОТ БОЛГАРСКОГО 
И ОТ БЫВШЕГО СЕРБОХОРВАТСКОГО ЯЗЫКА

Р е з ю м е

Общеславянская частица, реализующаяся в субальпийском южнославянском 
ареале как нека, имеет различное развитие в македонском, болгарском и 
бывшем сербохорватском. Данная частица употребляется шире всего в 
сербохорватском, что может, хотя бы отчасти, быть последствием контактов 
с итало-романским ареалом. Македонский язык более консервативный по 
отношению к болгарскому и поэтому он занимает единственное место в рамках 
субальпийского южнославянского ареала. Одновременно, болгарский язык 
является менее балканским в сравнении с македонским, поскольку последний 
разрешает употребление прямого дополнения без сказуемого.

Ключевые слова: балканская лингвистика, гортатив, юссив, славянские язы-
ки, частицы.




