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Border zones in 
the Russian case system

by Laura A. Janda, UNC-CH 


The six grammatical cases of Russian are not discrete semantic islands. The cases interact with each other, variously dividing up and sharing meanings and syntactic roles, and thus drawing the whole of the case system into an interconnected, interdependent entity. The border zones that hold this system together are the places where speakers are empowered to choose among alternative expressive strategies.

The framework of cognitive linguistics (foundational works include Langacker 1987, 1991, Lakoff 1987, and Johnson 1987; for an overview and bibliographies, see Janda 2000) provides Slavists in particular with an opportunity to continue the Jakobsonian pursuit of the form-meaning relationship. According to this framework, meaning is grounded in human perceptual and conceptual experience, and grammar is an essential part of the symbolic structure of language (for a discussion of the relationship between perceptual and conceptual experience and its impact on linguistic form, see Talmy 1996). The metaphorical and metonymical extension of grounded meaning contribute to the evolution of grammar by providing an abstract architecture that facilitates the joining of lexemes in complex symbolic units. In other words, a given concrete experience (for example, the juxtaposition of an object and its location) can be extended via metaphor (where this relationship of location can be applied to various domains other than space, such as time or psychological states) and via metonymy (where location can be understood as the endpoint of a trajectory, thus linking the concepts of arrival and location). These extensions join concepts in powerful, pliable semantic networks that form the backbone of grammar. As Turner (1996) points out, grammar uses an abstract process closely linked to literary parable to recognize and deploy “small physical stories”, such as the flow of energy from subject to object in a transitive construction (a parallel to physical movement to a destination). In a very real sense, the repeated concrete experience of agents bringing forces to bear on patients motivates the existence of transitive verb constructions, as well as their extension to novel situations.

Cognitive linguistics takes the form-meaning relationship very seriously. All linguistic forms and structures bear meaning, and a given linguistic entity always bears its meaning, never being negated or entirely devoid of content. Linguistic systems abound with polysemy, created largely by metaphorical and metonymical extension. Polysemy makes room for ambiguity and enables a given linguistic form to be variously nuanced in different surroundings. Polysemy is never a random aggregate of meanings, but rather always has an internal logic linking submeanings to a semantic network. Strictly speaking, absolute synonymy (identity of meaning across two or more linguistic forms) is rare, due to the fact that difference in linguistic form is usually capitalized on as opportunity for difference in expression of meaning. Near synonymy (close, but not identical meanings across linguistic forms) is, however, common, and it almost invariably relies on slightly different construals and/or different aggregates of polysemous concepts. This article will explore instances of near synonymy in the Russian case system. Each case is conceptually founded on certain concrete physical perceptual experiences, abstracted by parable into grammatical “stories: and embroidered into richly textured coherent polysemous semantic networks by the forces of metaphor and metonymy. The cases lay the cornerstones for Russian syntax, determining the contours of grammatical constructions. Together, the semantic networks of the Russian cases provide a rich expressive system, often allowing speakers to choose among two or more grammatical means to describe “the same” perception of reality. These points of ambiguity and overlap are the cognitive “border zones” that will be the focus of this article. 

An overview of the Russian case system

Russian’s six cases form an austere and efficient system, enabling speakers to describe all possible relationships of entities, both to each other and to events. Each case can be used to express concrete physical relationships, and can be metaphorically extended to express relationships in other domains, such as time, purpose, emotion, states of being, scalar values, etc. Like any other instance of polysemy, the various meanings of a given case constitute a coherent semantic network, where all uses are clearly related to one another, not just an unmotivated random list. Although much of case usage is associated with various trigger words (usually prepositions or verbs, though nouns, adjectives, and even adverbs can participate), these collocations are best understood as well-motivated semantic associations. Cases never appear as automatic or semantically empty units, as arbitrary accidents of grammatical structure, but always access at least some portion of their semantic network. Case meaning is always present, and a given trigger word is associated with a given case precisely because the meanings of the trigger word and of the case are compatible. Case meaning is therefore most appropriately treated as a significant semantic force in all grammatical constructions.


The following is an overview of the gross structure of the Russian case system, listing the major submeanings of each case, with indications of their usage. This interpretation of the Russian case system has evolved in the course of over fifteen years of empirical research on the semantics of case in Russian and other Slavic languages, arrived at through analysis of large databases of authentic language, and through integration of theoretical achievements of previous scholars (particularly Jakobson 1936/1971; van Schooneveld 1978 and Chvany 1986). The results presented here on the language internal interactions of Russian, as well as results presented elsewhere on cross-linguistic comparisons (cf. Janda in press a, Janda forthcoming, and Janda in press b and Janda and Clancy forthcoming) confirm the structure of this case system, since the behaviors we observe are not random, but are clearly motivated within such a system.
· Nominative: a name (naming, subject); an identity (predicate nominative)

· Instrumental: a means (means, instrument, path, agent); a label (predicate instrumental); an adjunct (preposition s); a landmark (prepositions of location)

· Accusative: a destination (movement, direct object, points in time); a dimension (durations, distances, amounts, comparisons); an endpoint (places and times a given distance away)
· Dative: a receiver (indirect object); an experiencer (benefit, harm, and modal uses); a competitor (matching forces, submission)

· Genitive: a source (withdrawal); a goal (approach); a whole (possession/‘of’, quantification); a reference (lack, comparison, near)

· Locative: a place (location in space, time, and other domains)
This is not a static system constraining meaning to unique expression. The case system is sufficiently rich and pliable to empower speakers to make choices in how they use it. As an individual subsystem, each case is underdetermined, representing an aggregate of abstract, flexible meanings that can be extended via metaphor and metonymy. The dynamic nature of case networks gives speakers the agility they need to negotiate all situations, including novel ones (such as when an entirely new word or concept enters a language, requiring integration into grammatical constructions). Collectively, however, the case system as a whole is overdetermined, presenting a system with expressive means beyond the bare minimum for communication. Perceptual/conceptual experiences that are “the same”  (or very nearly so) can be expressed using more than one grammatical construction, entailing a choice among cases. The system thus supports overlapping and contiguous semantic expressions, and acknowledges the existence of ambiguity. We will examine these variations on the theme of near synonymy in the analysis below.

The cognitive “border zones”

There are numerous instances where the Russian case system presents speakers with alternative case constructions for nearly synonymous expressive goals. As it turns out, these alternatives are not scattered at random across the case system, but are relatively restricted and systematic, constituting entrenched relationships among cases motivated by semantic similarities. These systematic relationships target semantically significant junctures in the grammatical landscape of case, namely the places where potential ambiguity resides. These are the border zones, where there is either no one-to-one mapping of perceptual input and case use, or the perceptual/conceptual experience is itself ambiguous. The ambiguities characteristic of the border zones involve basic concepts, such as location, trajectory, reference, control, agency, means, categorization, and causation. The case system acknowledges the fact that a given experience may be cognitively manipulated in multiple ways by providing alternative strategies in terms of case constructions. Ultimately the vast majority of alternatives are not entirely synonymous: any case construction emphasizes some meanings while suppressing others, and indeed no linguistic expression captures the totality of a perceptual/conceptual experience. Such experiences are too richly textured to be fully comprehended and processed. Choices must always be made. Different speakers may use different constructions to describe “the same” realia, and indeed, the same speaker may use multiple means to describe “the same” realia too. The system supports enough variety to leave room for alternative construals, a fact of linguistic expression that has been well-established (Langacker 1987, 1991). 

Three parameters have been used to construct a typology of inter-case relationships: 1) the number of cases involved, 2) the type of semantic relationship (contiguous, overlapping, virtually synonymous), and 3) the factors contributing to the semantic relationship (various kinds of construal, metonymy, abstract similar meaning, same/similar lexical trigger). While we will use all three parameters in this study, we will focus primarily on the semantic relationships, the factors that contribute to them, and what these semantic relationships mean for human cognitive systems. 

Typological parameter 1) number of cases

In reference to the number of cases engaged in a semantic relationship, the most common relationship involves a 1 x 1 contrast, where one case is used in one construction, but another one is used in another construction, for example: stradat’ bessonnicej [suffer insomnia-INST] vs. stradat’ ot bessonnicy [suffer from insomnia-GEN], both of which mean ‘suffer from insomnia’ contrast the use of the instrumental and the genitive to label the cause of suffering. There also exist 1 x 1 x 1 contrasts, involving three similar constructions, each using a different case. For example, compare:On byl soldat [He-NOM was soldier-NOM] vs. On byl/stal soldatom [He-NOM was/became soldier-INST] vs. On postupil v soldaty [He-NOM entered in soldiers-ACC], all of which mean ‘He was/became a soldier’ showing overlapping uses of the nominative, instrumental, and accusative (albeit in an archaic guise) to describe the state that has been achieved. More complex contrasts are observed in sets of constructions where two similar roles are expressed using different cases. A familiar 2 x 2 contrast is found in these phrases: učit’ kogo čemu [teach who-ACC what-DAT] vs. prepodavat’ komu čto [teach who-DAT what-ACC] ‘teach someone something’, where both the learner and the subject matter are contrasted. Russian also displays a few 2 x 2 x 2 contrasts, as in: U nego ogromnye sredstva [At him-GEN enormous means-NOM] vs. On raspolagaet ogromnymi sredstvami [He-NOM has-at-disposal enormous means-INST] vs. On imeet ogromnye sredstva [He-NOM possesses enormous means-ACC], all of which mean ‘He has enormous means/great wealth’. In this last set of examples, both the possessor and the possessed are alternatively expressed by three different pairs of cases. This article will examine all four types of contrasts, specially identifying those that are complex (2 x 2 and 2 x 2 x 2). The complex contrasts are necessarily less crisp, and will force some perturbations in the order of presentation of contrasts. 
Typological parameter 2) semantic relationship

As mentioned above, synonymy is almost never absolute. Synonymy is also not a uniform phenomenon. Although synonymy plays a role in all of the contrasts examined below, the semantic relationship between constructions varies, and we can distinguish three types of synonymy: contiguous, overlapping, and virtual synonymy. This is not an exhaustive inventory of types of synonymy, nor are the types themselves discrete. In some situations we encounter meanings that are contiguous or parallel, yet are distributed complementarily. Contiguous meanings amount to a division of labor – these meanings may touch, but do not actually overlap. For example, the prepositions v and na can be used with the accusative case to designate the destination of movement, and the preposition k can also be used with the dative case for the same purpose; the meaning of all three preposition + case constructions is very similar, and the distribution of these preposition + case constructions is determined primarily by animacy: animate destinations (usually people) require k + DAT, whereas inanimate destinations (usually places) use v or na + ACC. Although there is a strong parallelism between the two constructions, they are not entirely synonymous, since going ‘to’ a person is a qualitatively different experience (it does not involve physically encroaching upon the person’s body), from going ‘to’ a place (which does involve physical encroachment). These similar meanings, all understandable as ‘to’ a destination, can be thought of as instances of contiguous synonymy. Like complementary distribution in phonology, this differentiation is symptomatic of a greater unity. In addition to contiguous synonymy, there is also overlapping synonymy, where the situation described might seem to be “the same”, using the same lexemes, but we get slightly different overlapping meanings from two different cases. Overlapping meanings provide choices for speakers, since they share at least some portion of meaning and syntactic function, although usually one option will be preferred. An example of overlapping synonymy is the use of the accusative vs. genitive cases with a group of verbs denoting waiting and wanting. For example, we can say both Boris ždet avtobus [Boris-NOM waits bus-ACC] and Boris ždet avtobusa [Boris-NOM waits bus-GEN] to describe a scene where Boris is waiting for a bus. However, if we use the accusative case, we imply that Boris is waiting for a specific bus, whereas the genitive suggests that Boris just wants to get away and will take any bus that comes. There is plenty of semantic overlap between the two constructions, which differ only in the degree of specificity ascribed to Boris’s intentions. Only rarely is the overlap so extensive that the resulting expressions are virtually synonymous, a situation where it is difficult to establish any semantic difference between two case constructions. The adverbs žal’/ žalko ‘pity, sorry’ can be used with either the accusative or the genitive case to say ‘It’s too bad about X’, with no discernable difference in meaning. Similarly, the distinction between izučat’ + ACC vs. učit’sja + DAT, both of which mean ‘study’, is minimal. 

Typological parameter 3) factors contributing to semantic relationship

The role of construal in the competition between alternative case constructions cannot be underestimated. A speaker can choose to foreground, background, imply blame, etc. by imposing various case roles on the noun phrases in an utterance. Although Ja xoču spat’[I-NOM want sleep] ‘I want to sleep’ and Mne xočetsja spat’ [Me-DAT wants-self sleep] ‘I feel like sleeping’ can describe the same objective reality, the speaker is assigning a volitional role to the nominative subject in the first construction, but claiming that the corresponding dative in the second construction is but a victim of circumstance. Similarly, Ivan razbil mašinu otca [Ivan-NOM crashed car-ACC father-GEN] ‘Ivan crashed his father’s car’ makes a relatively neutral statement, whereas Ivan razbil otcu mašinu [Ivan-NOM crashed father-DAT car-ACC], though it has “the same” meaning, focuses on the father’s distress (cf. Levine 1984, 1986; Wierzbicka 1986).  Although the objective reality may be the same (or nearly so), the speaker’s construal ultimately shapes every utterance. Using what is known about the semantic structure of the Russian case system, it is possible for us to examine the construals motivating various case constructions in a coherent and systematic way. 

One common source of case contrasts is endpoint-trajectory metonymy, the relationship between a path and its endpoint. Often it is possible to refer only to the final location of a path; in such instances, the endpoint stands metonymically for the whole path. This type of metonymy is evident when we contrast English uses of over, for example, as in Bill went over the hill and Sally lives over the hill, where Sally’s location is merely the endpoint of a movement whose entire trajectory is traversed by Bill. Metonymy relates the destinational (trajectory) meaning marked with the accusative of prepositions such as v ‘to’, na ‘onto’, o ‘against’, za ‘beyond’, pod ‘under’ with their corresponding (and contiguous) locational (endpoint) meanings marked with the locative case for v, na, and o, and with the instrumental case for za and pod.


Often a number of means (including various cases) are used to express what is more or less a single concept. For example, Russian has many ways to express direction of purpose, roughly equivalent to English for, among them the prepositions v, na, pro, and za with the accusative case, do, dlja, radi with the genitive case, as well as the bare dative case (as in Vot pis’mo emu [Here letter-NOM him-DAT] ‘Here’s a letter for him’). Sometimes different case uses are triggered by the same or similar lexical items, such as verit’ ‘believe’, which can combine with both the bare dative case and the preposition v with the accusative case; likewise, the verb napolnit’ ‘fill’ uses the instrumental case to mark the substance doing the filling, but the related adjective polon ‘full’ uses the genitive case for the filling substance. These examples parallel the complementary distribution discussed above, again betraying reference to a greater unity.

Contrasts involving the nominative

The following tables illustrate how nominative: a name contrasts with dative: an experiencer, genitive: a reference, instrumental: a means, and accusative: a destination. 

	1. ‘I want to sleep’

	N: name Ja xoču spat’ 

[I-NOM want sleep]
	D: exp Mne xočetsja spat’ 

[Me-DAT wants-self sleep]


Nominative: a name vs. dative: an experiencer 

The nominative subject of a verb, also interpretable here as the agent, is always de facto an experiencer of the action of the verb. Conversely, the distinguishing feature of the dative case is its potential subjecthood (Janda 1993, Janda in press b, Janda & Clancy forthcoming, Bachman 1980, Smith 1992), a fact which links the dative and nominative cases. The nominative case assigns a volitional role to the subject, whereas the dative case portrays the sleepy speaker as merely a passive experiencer of circumstance.

	2. ‘I need money’

	N: name, L:place Ja nuždajus’ v den’gax [I-NOM need in money-LOC]
	D: exp, N: name Den’gi mne nužny [Money-NOM me-DAT needed-NOM]


This 2 x 2 contrast likewise compares an active agent (the person who needs the money) with a more passive experiencer. The use of dative constructions is of course the norm for modal expressions in Russian, where circumlocutions using modal verbs with nominative agents are less common. In addition, this example set illustrates a contrast between locative: a place and nominative: a name, understood as a contrast between a location (the domain of the person’s need, specifically that of money) and the mere naming of the need.

	3. ‘I like/enjoy poetry’

	N: name, A: dest Ja ljublju poeziju [I-NOM love poetry-ACC]
	D: exp, N: name Mne nravit’sja poezija [Me-DAT likes poetry-NOM]
	N: name, I: means Ja naslaždajus’ poeziej [I-NOM enjoy poetry-INST]


This 2 x 2 x 2 contrast expands even futher on the theme of the active agent as opposed to the passive experiencer (here, the person experiencing pleasure). In addition, the role played by poetry in this complex set of contrasts compares an accusative destination (direct object) with an agent (subject causing pleasure) with a means (instrument for achieving pleasure). Odd as this 2 x 2 x 2 constellation may seem at first glance, it is well established for both likes and dislikes, and represents a systematic source of alternative cognitive strategies in Russian (cf., for example a similar set that could be constructed using nenavidet’, gnušat’sja, and prenebregat’, all of which denote hatred). The difference between Ja ljublju poeziju and Ja naslaždajus’ poeziej of course parallels the differences in case markings between active and passive constructions, which will be discussed below.

	4. ‘She is smarter than her brother’

	N: name Ona umnee, čem brat
[She-NOM smarter, than brother-NOM]
	G: ref Ona umnee brata 

[She-NOM smarter brother-GEN]

	5. ‘I won’t be there’

	N: name Ja ne budu tam
[I-NOM not be there]
	G: ref Menja tam ne budet
[Me-GEN there not be]


Nominative: a name vs. genitive: a reference 

The subject of a sentence always has special salience, for it is a point of reference both for naming items and for predicates. The genitive case is also used to identify reference points. In the instance of the comparison, the nominative case simply names the brother, implying a parallel between the girl’s intelligence and his. The genitive case, however, sets up the brother as a reference point on a scale of intelligence. Negation can either be treated exactly like a positive assertion by assigning the nominative case, or a speaker can emphasize the negation as separation from a reference point, as with the genitive case. The use of the genitive with negation carries an additional connotation of lack of access; whereas the nominative is a neutral statement, the genitive implies that ‘I’ will simply not be available and the speaker does not intend to provide any further information. 

	6. ‘He has enormous means’

	N: name, I: means On raspolagaet ogromnymi sredstvami [He-NOM enjoys enormous means-INST]
	N: name, A: dest On imeet ogromnye sredstva [He-NOM has enormous means-ACC]
	G: ref, N: name U nego ogromnye sredstva[At him-GEN enormous means-NOM]


This 2 x 2 x 2 contrast shows how ‘have’ can be expressed either as a transitive verb with a nominative subject (he), or as existence at the possessor (him), which is a genitive reference point; because Russian is primarily a BE language, the latter construction is preferred. The possessed item (enormous means) can be the nominative subject of existence at the possessor or the accusative destination of ‘having’, and the possession can further be understood as the means by which ‘having’ is experienced, using the instrumental case. The use of the instrumental case is really only appropriate when the possession is abundant, and this construction carries with it the nuance that the possessor is rich in something, making him a person of means. 

The following table illustrates how nominative: an identity (predicate nominative) contrasts with instrumental: a label and accusative: a destination.

	7. ‘He was/became a soldier’

	N: id On byl soldat [He-NOM was soldier-NOM]
	I: label On byl/stal soldatom [He-NOM was/became soldier-INST]
	A: dest On postupil v soldaty [He-NOM entered in soldiers-ACC]


Nominative: an identity vs. instrumental: a label vs. accusative: a destination 

Whereas nominative: an identity sets up a simple equation X = Y, naming both X and Y on either side of the copular verb, instrumental: a label describes the category (Y, ‘soldier’) through which an item is manifested. The instrumental case emphasizes the unequal status of X and Y: X is a specific instance, but Y is the name of a category that X belongs in. The use of the accusative: a destination depends upon an understanding of states of being as locations which can be entered; stepping into the ranks of soldiers is metonymically understood as a reference to the entire act of becoming a soldier, and this construction emphasizes the fact that ‘he’ has joined a profession.

	8. ‘Who operated on the patient’

	N: name, A: dest Kto bol’nogo operiroval [Who-NOM patient-ACC operated]
	I: means, N: name Bol’noj byl operirovan kem [Patient-NOM was operated who-INST]
	G: ref, N: name Bol’noj operirovalsja u kogo [Patient-NOM operated-self at who-GEN]


This 2 x 2 x 2 contrast involves both nominative: a name vs. instrumental: a means vs. genitive: a reference and accusative: a destination vs. nominative: a name. An agent (‘who’) can be expressed as the nominative subject of an active verb. For passive verbs there are two options: the agent can be either an instrumental means for achieving the verbal activity, or the agent can be a genitive point of reference, the location at which the activity takes place (similar to versions of ‘have’ above). With each case, the construal is slightly different. The nominative subject and instrumental agent bear a relationship typical for transitive vs. passive constructions, and the -sja passive (which perhaps more resembles middle voice) is interpreted rather as a causative (cf. Toops 1987), suggesting that the patient had the operation done by a designated professional. As in any contrast between active and passive, the item that undergoes a process (here, the patient) will be and accusative object in active voice constructions, but will appear as a nominative object in passive and causative constructions.
Contrasts involving the instrumental

The following tables illustrate how instrumental: a means contrasts with accusative: a destination, accusative: a dimension, genitive: a source, and genitive: a whole.

	9. ‘throw stones’

	I: means brosat’sja kamnjami
[throw stones-INST]
	A: dest brosat’ kamni
[throw stones-ACC]


Instrumental: a means vs. accusative: a destination 

One can either achieve an action by means of an item, using the item as a resource or instrument to carry out the action, or one can think of the activity as transitively affecting the item. The special construal of the instrumental amounts to a meaning like ‘use stones as projectiles; engage in the act of throwing using stones’.

	10. ‘give someone something’

	A: dest, I: means odarit’ kogo čem [give-present who-ACC what-INST]
	D: rec, A:dest podarit’ komu čto [give-present who-DAT what-ACC] ‘give someone something’


This 2 x 2 contrast enlarges the discussion of an instrument as something to use in an action as opposed to the accusative as the destination of the action by adding a contrast between accusative: a destination and dative: a receiver to the mix. This latter contrast involves the person receiving the gift, who is either merely a destination for the gift, or a participant in a transaction (the use of the dative adds the implication that the gift will be appreciated in some way). 

	11. ‘live an interesting life, walk across a field; living life isn’t walking across a field’

	I: means žit’ interesnoj žizn’ju, idti polem [live interesting life-INST, walk field-INST]
	A: dim žizn’ prožit’ ne pole perejti [life-ACC live-through not field-ACC walk-across]


Instrumental: a means vs. accusative: a dimension 

One can move through time or space using an expanse of either domain, such as a field or a life, as a path, a means to go (instrumental), or one can simply traverse an expanse (accusative). Again the instrumental requires the more marked construal, this time highlighting the fact that movement passes through some sort of conduit.

	12. ‘suffer from insomnia’

	I: means stradat’ bessonnicej
[suffer insomnia-INST]
	G: source stradat’ ot bessonnicy
[suffer from insomnia-GEN]


Instrumental: a means vs. genitive: a source 

Here the means by which suffering is manifested is understood as the cause of suffering, but there is another metaphor for causation, which involves understanding the cause as a source.

	13. ‘fill a glass with water; a glass full of water’

	I: means napolnit’ stakan vodoj
[fill glass-ACC water-INST]
	G: whole stakan polon vody
[glass-NOM full-NOM water-GEN]


Instrumental: a means vs. genitive: a whole 

Manipulation of a substance can be understood as a manipulation for which the substance is the means by which the manipulation takes place; manipulation of a substance can alternatively focus on the amount manipulated, in which case we view that amount as a part of the whole, some of the substance.

The following table illustrates how instrumental: an adjunct contrasts with locative: a place.
	14. ‘He has money with him’

	I: adjunct U nego den’gi s soboj [At him-GEN money-NOM with self-INST]
	L: place U nego den’gi pri sebe [At him-GEN money-NOM at self-LOC]


Instrumental: an adjunct vs. locative: a place 

The presence of the money in a person’s possession can be understood either as a relationship of togetherness between the money and the person, or as a relationship of proximal location.

The following table illustrates how instrumental: a landmark contrasts with genitive: a goal.
	 15. ‘before we left’

	I: landm pered tem, kak my uexali [in-front-of that-INST, how we-NOM left]
	G: goal do togo, kak my uexali

[to that-GEN, how we-NOM left]


Instrumental: a landmark vs. genitive: a goal 

Prior existence can be interpreted either as a static temporal location in front of an item, or as a movement toward the item, an example of endpoint-trajectory metonymy. This relationship is partially motivated by the fact that time can be conceived of both as a static space that we move through and as something that moves along as we stand still.

Other contrasts discussed above:

3, 6. [instrumental: a means vs. nominative: a name vs. accusative: a destination]

7. [instrumental: a label vs. nominative: an identity vs. accusative: a destination]
8. [instrumental: a means vs. nominative: a name vs. genitive: a reference]

Contrasts involving the accusative

The following tables illustrate how accusative: a destination contrasts with dative: a competitor, dative: a receiver, genitive: a goal, and genitive: a reference 

	16. ‘go to someplace’

	A: dest idti v, na čto (+ non-humans)

[go (in)to, (on)to what-ACC]
	D: comp idti k komu (+ humans)

[go to who-DAT]

	17. ‘believe (in) someone, something’

	A: dest verit’ v kogo, vo čto [believe in who-ACC, in what-ACC]
	D: comp verit’ komu, čemu [believe who-DAT, what-DAT]

	18. ‘study math’

	A: dest izučat’ matematiku
[study math-ACC]
	D: comp učit’sja matematike
[teach-self math-DAT]


Accusative: a destination vs. dative: a competitor 

In all instances, we have a contrast between movement to a destination (including the metaphorical understanding of a transitive action as being transferred from the subject to the object -- accusative) and submission to an item that exerts some kind of control, rather than being a mere destination (dative). The sense of directionality is strong (here metaphorically extended to express the focus of mental activity) for both the accusative and the dative, but the dative additionally emphasizes the fact that the destination has a force of its own. 

	19. ‘teach someone something’

	A: dest, D: comp učit’ kogo čemu [teach who-ACC what-DAT]
	D: rec, A: dest prepodavat’ komu čto [teach who-DAT what-ACC]


This 2 x 2 contrast highlights the fact that teaching can be understood in various ways. According to the first model, teaching is akin to training someone to submit themselves to a body of knowledge (in which case the trainee is the accusative object of the action, and the knowledge is marked dative: a competitor). The second model is related to the notion of giving, where the knowledge is understood as an object passed to the learner in a transaction (motivating the use of accusative: a destination for the subject matter and dative: a receiver for the learner).

	20. ‘Boris waits for the/a bus’

	A: dest Boris ždet avtobus
[Boris-NOM waits bus-ACC]
	G: goal Boris ždet avtobusa
[Boris-NOM waits bus-GEN]

	21. ‘it’s too bad about the money’

	A: dest žal’/žalko den’gi
[pity money-ACC]
	G: goal žal’/žalko deneg
[pity money-GEN]


Accusative: a destination vs. genitive: a goal 

Here we see the near equivalence of the direct object as the destination of an action (accusative) and the same item as the goal of an action (genitive). Goals and destinations are cognitively very similar concepts.

	22. ‘I don’t see the/a car’

	A: dest Ja ne vižu mašinu
[I-NOM not see car-ACC]
	G: ref Ja ne vižu mašiny
[I-NOM not see car-GEN]


Accusative: a destination vs. genitive: a reference 

This distinction plays on the difference between a tangible, actual referent which is the direct object (accusative), and something referred to but not actually accessed, as a genitive reference point perceptually separated from the speaker (genitive). In other words, both expressions can be used to describe not seeing a car, but when the accusative is used, a specific car is referenced, and presumed to exist. The use of the genitive signals an absolute negation, used when there is no car at all in sight, specified or unspecified.

	23. ‘take away someone’s inheritance’

	A: dest, G: ref lišit’ kogo nasledstva [deprive who-ACC inheritance-GEN] 
	G: ref, A: dest vzjat’ u kogo nasledstvo [take by who-GEN inheritance-ACC]


This 2 x 2 contrast plays the interaction between accusative: a destination and genitive: a reference in both directions. The person is the target of deprivation when marked with the accusative, but merely the locus of this action when marked with the genitive (note that the use of the genitive parallels what we have observed for expressions of ‘have’, where the possessor can be construed as the location of a possesssion). The lost possession can be understood either as something that the possessor is separated from (in which case it becomes an unattainable reference point), or as a mere destination for the action of taking.

	24. ‘for it/him; a letter for him’

	A: dest v, na, za, pro nego
[for it/him-ACC]
	G: goal do, dlja, radi nego;

pis’mo dlja nego [for it/him-GEN; letter-NOM for him-GEN]
	D: rec pis’mo emu
[letter-NOM him-DAT]


Accusative: a destination vs. genitive: a goal vs. dative: a receiver 

In all instances we are dealing with the target of purpose, and all of these expressions share a sense of directedness toward an item. This is another example of how these three cases express directed movement: in a fairly neutral way with the accusative, emphasizing the salience of a goal (rather than just the whole path to the target) with the genitive, and highlighting the potential subjecthood of a receiver (who will presumably read the letter) with the dative.

The following table illustrates a contrast between accusative: a destination and locative: a place.

	25. ‘understand linguistics’

	A: dest ponimat’ lingvistiku [understand linguistics-ACC]
	L: place razbirat’sja v lingvistike [understand in linguistics-LOC]


Accusative: a destination vs. locative: a place

The direct object (target of conceptual focus, thus motivating the use of accusative: a destination) is here contrasted with a place where an activity (that of making sense of something) is engaged. The act of understanding can be understood either as aimed at or located at something. The connection between direction and location observed in this example is motivated by endpoint-trajectory metonymy.

The following tables illustrate how accusative: a dimension contrasts with dative: a competitor and locative: a place

	26.‘similar to, equal to someone/something’

	A: dim poxože na kogo/čto, rostom s(o) kogo/čto [similar onto who/what-ACC, size approximately who/what-ACC]
	D: comp podobnyj, roven komu/čemu [similar, equal who/what-DAT]

	27. ‘sell mimosa for two rubles a kilo; for one ruble a kilo’

	A: dim mimozu prodat’ po dva rublja za odin kilogramm [mimosa-ACC sell for two rubles-ACC for one kilogram-ACC]
	D: comp mimozu prodat’ po odnomu rublju za odin kilogramm [mimosa-ACC sell for one ruble-DAT for one kilogram-ACC]


Accusative: a dimension vs. dative: a competitor 

Here we compare engagement of a dimension of an item (accusative) with submission to an item (dative). Involvement can be viewed as a mere transitive action or as an action that signals yielding to something. The contiguous synonymy observed here differentiates these expressions according to the numeral present (dative for ‘one’, but accusative for higher numerals).

	28. ‘talk about oneself’

	A: dim govorit’ pro sebja
[talk about self-ACC]
	L: place govorit’ o sebe
[talk about self-LOC]


Accusative: a dimension vs. locative: a place 

Activity (talking) can be understood either as being transferred to a given dimension or as existing at a location, another example of endpoint-trajectory metonymy correlating movement and location, very similar to the example of understanding above.

Other contrasts discussed above:

3, 6. [accusative: a destination vs. instrumental: a means vs. nominative: a name]

7. [accusative: a destination vs. instrumental: a label vs. nominative: an identity]

8. [accusative: a destination vs. nominative: a name]

9, 10. [accusative: a destination vs. instrumental: a means]

11. [accusative: a dimension vs. instrumental: a means]

Contrasts involving the dative

The following table illustrates how dative: an experiencer contrasts with genitive: a whole.

	29. ‘He smashed his father’s car’

	D: exp On razbil otcu mašinu [He-NOM smashed father-DAT car-ACC]
	G: whole On razbil mašinu otca [He-NOM smashed car-ACC father-GEN]

	30. ‘the end of something’

	D: exp konec čemu
[end-NOM what-DAT]
	G: whole konec čego
[end-NOM what-GEN]


Dative: an experiencer vs. genitive: a whole 

Possession can be understood either as an experience (dative) or as a part-whole relationship (genitive). When the dative case is used, there is an implication that the possessor is having some kind of experience (often a negatively evaluated one, such as suffering or damage), whereas the use of the genitive is relatively neutral.

Other contrasts discussed above:

10, 19. [dative: a receiver vs. accusative: a destination]

24. [dative: a receiver vs. accusative: a destination vs. genitive: a goal]

1, 2, 3. [dative: an experiencer vs. nominative: a name]

16, 17, 18, 19. [dative: a competitor vs. accusative: a destination]

26, 27. [dative: a competitor vs. accusative: a dimension]
Contrasts involving the genitive

The following table illustrates how genitive: a whole contrasts with locative: a place.

	31. ‘assist during an operation’

	G: whole assistirovat’ vo vremja operacii [assist in time-ACC operation-GEN]
	L: place assistirovat’ pri operacii [assist at operation-LOC]

	32. ‘a branch of a tree, the fingers of the left hand’

	G: whole vetka dereva, pal’cy levoj ruki [branch-NOM tree-GEN, fingers-NOM left hand-GEN]
	L: place vetka na dereve, pal’cy na levoj ruke [branch-NOM on tree-LOC, fingers-NOM on left hand-LOC]


Genitive: a whole vs. locative: a place 

In both instances we are dealing with something that can be construed either as a part-whole relationship or as a location. The time elapsed during an operation can be understood as a feature of the operation, or the operation can be viewed as a temporal location for the activity of assisting. Items that are parts of physical objects can also be understood as being located on the larger entities that they belong to.

The following table illustrates how genitive: a reference contrasts with locative: a place.

	33. ‘be at someone’s place; in, at someplace’

	G: ref byt’ u kogo (+humans)

[be at who-GEN]
	L: place byt’ v, na čem (+ non-humans)

[be in, on what-LOC]

	34. ‘stand by the road’

	G: ref stojat’ u dorogi
[stand at road-GEN]
	L: place stojat’ pri doroge
[stand at road-LOC]

	35. ‘receive salary after the completion of work’

	G: ref polučit’ zarplatu posle okončanija raboty [receive salary-ACC after ending-GEN work-GEN]
	L: place polučit’ zarplatu po okončanii raboty [receive salary-ACC after ending-LOC work-GEN]


Genitive: a reference vs. locative: a place 

All three contrasts involve the use of one item (marked either as genitive: a reference or locative: a place) to specify the position of another item. These contrasts are motivated by the fact that the use of a reference point vs. a positional landmark are both good strategies for describing location.

Other contrasts discussed above:

12. [genitive: a source vs. instrumental: a means]

13. [genitive: a whole vs. instrumental: a means]

15. [genitive: a goal vs. instrumental: a landmark]

20, 21. [genitive: a goal vs. accusative: a destination]

4, 5, 6. [genitive: a reference vs. nominative: a name]

8. [genitive: a reference vs. nominative: a name vs. instrumental: a means]

22, 23. [genitive: a reference vs. accusative: a destination]

24. [genitive: a goal accusative: a destination vs. vs. dative: a receiver]

29, 30. [genitive: a whole vs. dative: an experiencer]

Contrasts involving the locative
All these contrasts have already been discussed above:

2. [locative: a place vs. nominative: a name]
14. [locative: a place vs. instrumental: an adjunct]

25. [locative; a place vs. accusative: a destination]

28. [locative: a place vs. accusative: a dimension]

31, 32. [locative: a place vs. genitive: a whole]

33, 34, 35. [locative: a place vs. genitive: a reference]

The following table summarizes the data presented above. Note, however, that all contrasts are presented multiple times in this table so that they can be seen from the perspective of each case (i.e. nominative: a name vs. dative: an experiencer as well as dative: an experiencer vs. nominative: a name).

	
	Contrast
	Conceptual domains involved

	1, 2, 3.
	N: a name vs. D: an experiencer
	personal vs. impersonal; modality 

	4, 5, 6.
	N: a name vs. G: a reference
	comparatives, negation, possessor

	3.
	N: a name vs. I: a means vs. A: a destination
	(dis)liking, possession

	8.
	N: a name vs. A: a destination
	passive & causative/middle vs. active

	8.
	N: a name vs. I: a means vs. G: a reference
	active vs. passive vs. causative/middle

	2.
	N: a name vs. L: a place
	need, modality

	7.
	N: an identity vs. I: a label vs. A: a destination
	states of being

	5.
	I: a means vs. N: a name vs. A: a destination
	possession

	8.
	I: a means vs. N: a name vs. G: a reference
	passive vs. active vs. causative/middle

	9, 10.
	I: a means vs. A: a destination
	resource vs. direct object, giving

	3, 6.
	I: a means vs. A: a destination vs. N: a name
	(dis)liking, possession

	11.
	I: a means vs. A: a dimension
	paths in space and time

	12.
	I: a means vs. G: a source 
	causation

	13.
	I: a means vs. G: a whole
	fill with (resource) vs. full of (quantity)

	7.
	I: a label vs. N: an identity vs. A: a destination
	states of being

	14.
	I: an adjunct vs. L: a place
	with vs. location

	15.
	I: a landmark vs. G: a goal
	prior temporal location

	8.
	A: destination vs. N: a name
	active vs. passive/causative

	3, 6.
	A: a destination vs. N: a name vs. I: a means
	(dis)liking, possession

	7.
	A: a destination vs. N: an identity vs. I: a label
	states of being

	9, 10.
	A: destination vs. I: a means
	resource vs. direct object, giving

	10, 19.
	A: destination vs. D: receiver
	giving, teaching

	16, 17, 18, 19.
	A: a destination vs. D: a competitor
	destinations, believing, studying (mental yielding)

	20, 21.
	A: a destination vs. G: a goal
	intentional goals

	22, 23.
	A: a destination vs. G: a reference
	negation, taking

	24.
	A: a destination vs. G: a goal vs. D: a receiver
	intentional goals/purpose

	25.
	A: a destination vs. L: a place
	locus of mental activity

	11. 
	A: a dimension vs. I: a means
	paths in space and time

	26, 27.
	A: a dimension vs. D: a competitor
	similarity, distributed amounts

	28.
	A: a dimension vs. L: a place
	locus of verbal/mental activity

	19.
	D: a receiver vs. A: a destination
	teaching

	24.
	D: a receiver vs. A: a destination vs. G: a goal
	intentional goals/purpose

	1, 2, 3.
	D: an experiencer vs. N: a name
	personal vs. impersonal, modality

	29, 30.
	D: an experiencer vs. G: a whole
	possession

	16, 17, 18, 19.
	D: a competitor vs. A: a destination
	destinations, believing, studying (mental yielding)

	26, 27.
	D: a competitor vs. A: a dimension
	similarity, distributed amounts

	12.
	G: a source vs. I: a means
	causation

	15.
	G: a goal vs. I: a landmark
	prior temporal location

	20, 21.
	G: a goal vs. A: a destination
	intentional goals

	24.
	G: a goal vs. A: a destination vs. D: a receiver
	intentional goals/purpose

	13.
	G: a whole vs. I: a means
	full of (quantity) vs. fill with (resource)

	29, 30.
	G: a whole vs. D: an experiencer 
	possession

	31, 32.
	G: a whole vs. L: a place
	simultaneity, possession/part-whole

	4, 5, 6.
	G: a reference vs. N: a name
	comparatives, negation, possession

	8.
	G: a reference vs. N: a name vs. I: a means
	causative/middle vs. active vs. passive

	22, 23.
	G: a reference vs. A: a destination
	negation, taking

	33, 34, 35.
	G: a reference vs. L: a place
	location, time after

	14.
	L: a place vs. I: an adjunct
	location vs. with

	25. 
	L: a place vs. A: a destination
	locus of mental activity

	28.
	L: a place vs. A: a dimension
	locus of verbal/mental activity

	31, 32.
	L: a place vs. G: a whole
	simultaneity, possession/part-whole

	33, 34, 35.
	L: a place vs. G: a reference
	location, time after



The thirty sets of case contrasts presented in the tables are probably not an exhaustive inventory of this phenomenon, but they are highly representative of the behavior of case in Russian, and it is believed that they include all major systematic contrasts. Given the overall number of case meanings and possible combinations, the number of case contrasts found here is only a small fraction of those that might theoretically exist. Further examples are unlikely to significantly alter this picture. We should also note that the majority of case contrasts are not merely isolated phenomena, but are instead endemic to Russian grammar, serving multiple purposes (see, for example, sets 4, 5, and 6, where a contrast of nominative: a name vs. genitive: a reference provides alternative construals for comparison, negation, and the role of possessor). What we have is therefore a highly constrained phenomenon, one that is neither random nor arbitrary. As suggested above, it appears that case contrasts target cognitively significant junctures in the interpretation of perceptual input. We can now turn to a discussion of these junctures, which involve the following issues: the telling of grammatical stories, possession, control, purpose, time, and other domains (both spatial and abstract). Ultimately all of these issues emerge from human perceptual experience, as argued below.

Grammatical stories

1, 2, 3. personal vs. impersonal, modality

8. active vs. passive vs. causative/middle

9. resource vs. direct object

5, 22. negation

12. causation

13. fill with (resource) vs. full of (quantity)

This group of contrasts manipulates syntactic roles to produce alternative grammatical stories to describe similar perceptual input. Contrasts 1, 2, and 3 provide alternative stories for situations involving an undergoer and an event, interpreting the undergoer either as an active agent that produces the event, or as a passive experiencer of the event. Contrast 8 provides three alternative stories for situations involving an agent, an event, and a patient, interpreting the event either as a product of the agent, something produced by means of the agent, or something that happens at the location of the agent. Human perceptual experience abounds with both intransitive and transitive events, and the alternative grammatical stories allow these events to be viewed from various perspectives. Contrast 9 is very similar, interpreting an item used in an action either as an instrument for bringing about the action or as the patient of the action. The involvement of items in actions either as instruments or patients is another pervasive experience. Contrast 13 interprets a substance either as the means for filling or as the whole from which a part is used when something is full; manipulation and measurement of substances is likewise a basic human experience. Causation, the issue of contrast 12, interprets an item (the cause) either as a means or a source, reflecting the ambiguous human experience of causes.  Contrasts 5 and 22 present negation either as parallel to positive assertion (nominative or accusative) or as distinct from it (genitive). When negation is distinct, this distinction is predicated upon the lack of perceptual access the speaker has to the item negated, rather than the actual existence or non-existence of the item. 

Possession

6. possessor, possession

29, 30. possession

32. possession/part-whole

10, 23. giving and taking

The relationship of possession can be interpreted in various ways. The possessor (prototypically human) can be either the agent of possession or a landmark for the location of a possessed item (6). The possessed item can be alternatively construed as the means by which the experience of possession is realized (cf. the use of the instrumental in 6). Another possibility is to view the possessor as the whole of which the possessed item is a part (cf. the use of the genitive in 29, 30, and 32). This interpretation contrasts with others that involve the construal of the possessor as an experiencer (strongly emphasizing the role of the human being in this relationship) or as merely a location. Possession is an abstract relationship, partly derived from and partly projected onto reality. The establishment of this relationship is a hallmark feature of human experience, brought about by experiences of giving and taking (10, 23).  

Pleasure/control/purpose

3. (dis)liking

16, 17, 18, 19. destinations, believing, studying (mental yielding)

20, 21. intentional goals

24. intentional goals/purpose

Interactions of enjoyment and intent rank nearly as high as possession in terms of both their significance for the human experience and their prominence in motivating case contrasts. All of these contrasts involve action (be it actual physical movement or abstract intention) directed toward targets, differentiated according to the control exerted by the target and/or the intent of the agent. 

Time 

11. paths in space and time

15. prior temporal location

31. simultaneity

35. time after

Time is a ubiquitous feature of human experience, and indeed our ability to mentally manipulate time (remembering the past, imagining the future) is one of the capacities that sets us apart as humans. We have no direct perceptual access to time, a mental construct deduced from changes perceived in ourselves and our environment. Languages tend to use space as a metaphor for time (Haspelmath 1997), but because the features of space and time do not match very well (space is three-dimensional, time is at best one-dimensional, and defective at that; all points in space are equally accessible and we can travel through space, only one point in time is accessible, and we cannot travel at will; etc.), there are varying mental models of time, even within single languages. Sometimes we imagine time as if it were a two-dimensional space, and other times as it if were a one-dimensional timeline. Within the model of the timeline, we can either imagine ourselves as static, with time moving past, or as travelers moving along the timeline. The case contrasts involving time provide various construals for expanses of time, duration, and times prior to and following. Contrast 11 allows us to view a stretch of time either as a two-dimensional space (accusative) or as a conduit through which activity passes (instrumental). Contrast 15 construes a prior time either as a fixed point in a timeline (instrumental; meaning that a prior event is before, or literally in front of an event that takes place later), or as motion toward a reference point (genitive). Contrast 31 allows us to understand duration either as a part of a process (genitive) or as a (temporal) location alongside an activity. Contrast 35 presents alternative construals for a point in time that is later than another, viewed either as a static reference point (genitive) or as a point perceived with front-back orientation, so that following implies a later time.

Other domains

4. comparatives

7. states of being

14. with vs. location

26, 27. similarity, distributed amounts

25, 28. locus of verbal/mental activity

33, 34. location

The remaining contrasts deal with a variety of physical and abstract domains. Contrasts 14, 33, and 34 prove that even concrete location is open to interpretation. For contrast 14, co-location can be interpreted either as accompaniment (possible because the referent is human) or proximal position. The human factor plays a deciding role in contrast 33, since the use of a locative preposition is not possible when one human being is located at another one (requiring the second person to be a reference point marked with the genitive), physical encroachment on or in a place is possible only for either non-human locations or non-human referents at a location (such as clothes or glasses). Contrast 34 involves no human factors, but simply interprets ‘near’ as a separation from a reference point (genitive) or a location at a place (locative). The other contrasts in this group variously interpret abstract domains in terms of spatial dimensions. As we have seen with time above, spatial metaphors of this type involve imperfect and ambiguous mappings. Comparatives (contrast 4) and distributed amounts (contrast 27) both involve amounts which can be alternatively construed as points along a scale (genitive) and points of control (dative), or treated as mere objects (nominative and accusative). States of being, similarity, and topics of conversation or thought are all conceivable as various kinds of mental spaces which human beings can understand and manipulate in multiple ways.

Conclusions: The lessons of semantic relationships among cases
The case contrasts observed in Russian grammar are a limited, non-random, well-motivated phenomenon. These contrasts demonstrate the powerful, meaningful connections that hold the case system together. These contrasts are also indicative of the relationship between perception and linguistic expression, and the centrality of specifically human subjective experience in the symbolic repertoire of language. This is a compelling story of human ability to ground complex meaning in perceptual and conceptual experiences, extend and aggregate those meanings into structured systems, and manipulate those meanings at will.

Note: The author would like to thank David J. Birnbaum for his comments on an earlier version of this article.
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