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“The Case for Competing Conceptual Systems”* by Laura A. Janda

Cognitive Linguistics in the Year 2001

The grammar of noun phrases in most Slavic languages is dominated by a system of grammatical cases. For languages such as these, the case system represents a folk model of how the world works. A case system describes not only the positions, orientations, and trajectories of all items the universe might contain, but also all conceivable relationships among items and activities. Grammatical cases form austere, efficient cognitive systems, enabling users to describe any and every conceivable relationship within the confines of a handful of abstract highly polysemous cases. Like snowflakes, no two case systems are identical, and even closely related languages that have inherited the “same” cases show startling differences in how they are used. However, differences in case usage are not a random pile of trivial facts -- they suggest various imaginative strategies in response to alternatives: one has to choose both what to ignore (since sensory input provides much more information than any one human being can meaningfully attend to or any one language can encode in its grammar), as well as how to resolve ambiguities (also rife in our sensory input). Systematic differences resulting from the selection of logical alternatives are conventionalized differently in different languages. Contrastive study offers us an opportunity to consider the different ways people interpret perceptions of reality and sanction these interpretations in grammar. We will compare the conceptual underpinnings of the Czech, Polish, and Russian case systems, focusing on discrete differences in case distribution (when a given idea is expressed using one case in one language, but another case in another language). 

This presentation is based upon extensive research on the Russian and Czech case systems (for samples, see http://www.unc.edu/~sclancy/casebooks.html); however, similar work on Polish is very preliminary at this time. It should also be noted that a considerable amount of detail will be suppressed in this article. The semantic analysis of even a single case in a single language is a large undertaking, yet here I will attempt a comparison of the entire case systems of three languages. In order to contain this task within manageable dimensions, it will be necessary to restrict the discussion to prevalent phenomena in the standard languages, ignoring marginal case uses, colloquialisms, dialectal uses, and diachronic development. Although the examples presented in this article have been contrived for the purpose of demonstrating parallels among the three languages, the analysis and comparisons are derived from corpus-based research involving databases of thousands of authentic examples. The purpose of this empirical research is two-fold; it strives both to address theoretical issues relevant to cognitive linguistics, and to create in the process complete semantic analyses of Slavic case usage for both linguists and language learners. Janda & Clancy a and b are prototypes of such analyses, with transparent descriptions of the metaphorical extensions of case meanings, and hundreds of authentic examples presented to illustrate them. 

At an abstract level, Czech, Polish, and Russian appear to have the “same” case system, containing six cases (provided one ignores the non-sentential vocative, which is a pragmatic, not a grammatical case, and is absent in Russian), with a combined total of fifteen submeanings. The submeanings of a given case are closely related to each other and constitute a coherent semantic network. At this level, all three languages can be said to have the following system (where the name of each case appears before the colon and the submeanings are listed after the colon; brief descriptions of some uses are given in parentheses): 

Nominative: 

a name (naming, subject)

an identity (predicate nominative)

Genitive: 

a source (prepositions and verbs expressing withdrawal) 

a goal (prepositions and verbs expressing approach) 

a whole (possession, ‘of’, quantification, secondary prepositions) 

a reference (negation, comparison, prepositions expressing nearness, dates)

Dative: 

a receiver (indirect object, words expressing giving of signals, money, self, etc.)

an experiencer (words expressing benefit, harm, and modal uses) 

a competitor (words expressing matching forces, submission, domination)

Accusative: 

a destination (all uses are refinements of this one, on a continumm from simple destination to expressions closer to through or through to the end)

Locative: 

a place (all uses refer to literal or metaphorical places)

Instrumental: 

a means (bare instrumental expressing means, instrument, path, agent) 

a label (predicate instrumental) 

an adjunct (preposition Cz, R s, P z ‘with’) 

a landmark (prepositions of proximal location Cz před, P przed, R pered; Cz/P/R za; Cz/P/R nad; Cz/P/R pod; Cz mezi, P między, R meždu)

This system of case meanings has proven adequate for the description of the case systems of Czech, Polish, and Russian, although at a level of finer detail, especially in terms of metaphorical extension, there are significant differences in how the cases are deployed. Case uses will be identified by case name and use (i.e., “genitive: a source”) or by abbreviations (NOM, GEN, DAT, ACC, LOC, INST).

If we look at the semantic dynamics of case, we see that individually, cases are underdetermined, whereas collectively, cases are overdetermined. This means that each case has abstract, flexible meanings that are routinely extended metaphorically, creating a large system of conventional metaphors (see the list of metaphorical entailments below), and leaving room for novel extensions. Taken as a group, the case system often provides alternative strategies for expression, thus supporting ambiguity, contiguity, and overlaps in case usage. This combination of semantic underdetermination at the level of specific items, but overdetermination at the system level is probably common among subsystems of language; the option of variously extending a specific meaning within a system that allows multiple means of expression enables variations in construal, which we know to be a ubiquitous phenomenon in language.


As mentioned above, the Slavic case system is itself a folk model of the world. According to this folk model, the world contains a variety of items. Some items are merely unanalyzed points whereas some have dimensions (both can be accusative), some items exert forces (nominative) or have the potential to exert forces (dative), some items serve as conduits for activities (instrumental), some items are containers while some are surfaces (both can be locative), and some items are more salient than others or serve as a mental address for others (genitive). When one item is located or moves in relation to another, a great variety of paths and relationships can come into play, involving inherent and relative orientations of items (movement to or location describable as ‘into’, ‘out of’, ‘off of’, ‘in front of’, ‘behind’, ‘above’, ‘below’, ‘past’, etc.). Human beings play a special role in this system, due to their capacity to exert their own forces and experience phenomena from a variety of domains. The list below presents a sample of the features of the folk model of the world embedded in the case systems of Czech, Polish, and Russian. All are listed as metaphorical entailments, where the source for the metaphor is on the left and the target concept is on the right; in all such situations, a grammtical construction involving case is used concretely to describe the concept given on the left of the arrow (usually in terms of physical space), and and the same grammtical construction is also used metaphorically to describe the concept on the right. In this way, the Slavic folk model of the world interprets these items as being comparable in some sense. In other words, the case system tells us that we can understand time as a kind of space, a causal relationship as a kind of relative position of things, negation as a kind of separation, working toward a purpose as a kind of motion toward a goal, etc. Detailed descriptions and examples of all of these metaphorical extensions of case meanings can be found in Janda & Clancy forthcoming a and b.

space => time, emotion, states of being, scales, numbers, ideas/thoughts/words, syntactic elements such as direct object, indirect object, etc. (Cz/P/R + multiple cases)

relative position => temporal sequencing => causal relationship (Cz/P/R + multiple cases)

distance => difference (R comparatives + GEN)

separation => lack of access/absence (Cz/P/R negation + GEN)

movement from a source => fear, aversion (Cz/P/R + GEN)

movement toward a goal => desire, merit, attainment (Cz/P/R + GEN)

movement toward a goal => metaphorical movement toward a purpose (P dla, R dlja + GEN)

movement toward a goal => time by which something happens (Cz/P/R do + GEN)

place from which an item moves (source) => cause (Cz/P z, R iz, iz-za; Cz/P od, R ot + GEN)

place from which an item moves (source) => time when an activity begins (Cz/P od, R ot, s + GEN)

a person’s vicinity => a person’s home/possessions (Cz/P/R u + GEN)

giving things => giving signals => communication (Cz/P/R + DAT)

giving things => giving good => benefit (Cz/P/R + DAT)

giving things => giving evil => harm (Cz/P/R + DAT)

movement to item exerting force => approach/submission (Cz/R k, P ku + DAT)

movement to item exerting force => approach in time (Cz/R k, P ku + DAT)

movement to item exerting force => following/along (R po + DAT)

distance covered in a trip => time elapsed in an activity (Cz/P/R + ACC)

movement to a destination => verbal energy “moving” from subject to direct object (Cz/P/R + ACC)

movement toward a target => purpose directed toward a target (Cz/R v, P w; Cz/P/R na; Cz/P/R za; R pod + ACC)

movement toward a target => time when an event takes place (Cz/R v + ACC)

movement up to a certain point => time elapsed up to the end of a period (Cz/P/R po + ACC)

passing => exceeding, being more or better than (Cz/P/R za; Cz nad, P ponad; Cz přes + ACC)

movement to position behind => following, fetching, sequencing, grasping, replacing, purchasing (Cz/P/R za + ACC)

movement toward position under => time toward (P/R pod + ACC)

motion against => talking/thinking about (Cz/P o + ACC)

motion through space or toward a destination => seeing/looking through (Cz skrz, P przez, R čerez + ACC)

contact on a surface => attachment (Cz/P/R na + LOC)

physical contiguity => temporal simultaneity (Cz při, P przy, R pri + LOC)

motion through space or toward a destination => seeing/looking through (Cz/P + INST)

location in the vicinity => presence of a feature (R pri + LOC)

location in the vicinity => presence of a feature (Cz/R s, P z + INST)

path used for motion => time period through which something happens (P/R + INST)

path => way to do something => instrument/means => something under control, dominated, possessed => appreciation of possessed item (Cz/P/R + INST)

instrument/means => agent (Cz/P/R + INST)

conduit/means (of expression) => label/category (Cz/P/R + INST)

position/movement before, under => relationship to legal authority (Cz před,  P przed, R pered; Cz/P/R pod + ACC/INST)

position over => relationship of control/work (Cz/P/R nad + INST)

position under => suburbs of cities (R pod + INST)

position under => relationship to titles, names (Cz/P/R pod + INST)

position before => time ago (Cz před, P przed + INST)

This list is just the tip of the iceberg, but it should suffice to give an overall idea of how efficient and rich the case system is in providing expressive means. A wide-ranging survey of this type is ample proof of the cognitive claim that linguistic phenomena are generally neither entirely arbitrary nor entirely predictable. The guiding principle is instead one of motivation, which proves to be fairly systematic. Motivation is neither random nor overly restrained, and leaves room for variation, one of the most pervasive features of languages. The remainder of this article will be devoted to the ways in which Slavic case systems differ from each other, and comparing the ways in which these various uses of case are motivated.

If we compare systematic semantic relationships among the Czech, Polish, and Russian case systems, we find that there are considerable differences in the specifics of case usage. These differences appear to be located at semantically significant junctures in the grammatical landscape of case, namely situations that are potentially ambiguous. In these places, there is no one-to-one mapping of perceptual input and case use, and a given experience can be cognitively and linguistically manipulated in multiple ways, yielding alternative cognitive strategies for expression. This variation in use can be likened to choreography. Using the same steps (= cases) and the same music (= percepts and semantics to be expressed), different choreographers (= linguistic communities) will create different dances (= case constructions).  This is precisely what we see when we compare the case systems of Czech, Polish, and Russian at the level of specific uses, and it could rightly be termed “Variations on the Slavonic Dances“.

Three types of differences in case usage can be recognized: 

I) Variations in the range or strength of a case usage. This occurs when a case usage exists in all languages under analysis, but is more robust in some languages than in others. Although the use of case here is different, there are no actual contrasts involved.

II) Variations in construal and syntax. This occurs when a given idea is expressed in different languages using entirely different grammatical constructions that are not really comparable. Different cases may be involved, but they are only one factor in the larger picture of very different constructions. Here there are contrasts, but they are embedded in larger complexes of syntactic and semantic phenomena, so we cannot attribute differences primarily to contrasts in case use.   

III) Discrete case contrasts. This occurs when a given idea is expressed using one case in one language, but another case in another language. Contrasts of this type can be attributed to differences in construal of case meaning. These are the contrasts that will give us the clearest, most unobstructed view of the varying cognitive strategies that differentiate the Czech, Polish, and Russian case systems from each other.

This typology is not strictly discrete, but it will help organize the discussion and focus attention on the facts most relevant to a contrastive analysis. There will be a brief presentation of I) and II), and the remainder of this article will be devoted to III), since that type of variation will provide the most information about differences in case semantics.

I) Variations in the range or strength of a case usage. 

Some typical examples of this type of variation are the genitive of negation, the partitive genitive, the case marking of predicate nominals, and the so-called “free” uses of the dative case. 

The genitive of negation contrasts with the nominative (for negated subjects) and the accusative (for negated direct objects) in all three languages. When the genitive is used, it constitutes an assertion of separation or lack of perceptual access to the item that is negated; thus nonexistence is equated with separation. When the nominative and accusative are used, negation is treated in the same way as assertion, and thus nonexistence is parallel to existence. For Czech, the use of the genitive of negation is largely moribund, lingering mainly in fixed expressions like není divu ‘that’s no surprise’ and nemohl dechu popadnout ‘he couldn’t catch his breath’; elsewhere Czech uses the nominative and accusative almost exclusively. The use of the genitive of negation is by far the most robust in Polish, where it is mandatory in virtually all negated clauses, even for nouns with definite reference, as in Nie otwieram okna ‘I’m not opening the window’. In Russian, the genitive and nominative/accusative compete in negated clauses, and the distinction between the two case uses is relatively subtle, based primarily on perceptual access to the negated item. Thus, for example, one can say in Russian both Menja(GEN) tam ne budet and Ja(NOM) ne budu tam ‘I won’t be there’. The genitive signals that the speaker is not going to tell the hearer where they will be, whereas the nominative is neutral on this issue. Likewise, one can use both cases in an expression like Knig(GEN)/Knigi(ACC) ne vižu ‘I don’t see books’, but the genitive suggests that there are no books in sight at all, whereas the accusative simply says that the books aren’t seen (though they may be there).

The partitive genitive can be used with substances and masses to describe the presence of “some” amount; the use of quantifiers is an alternative means of expression. When the partitive genitive is used, the amount, “some”, is understood as a part of a whole, whereas the use of a quantifier does not emphasize the amount as a part of the overall existing quantity of the item. For all practical purposes, the partitive genitive is used only with two nouns in Czech chleba ‘bread’ and sýra ‘cheese’; otherwise all amounts are expressed using a quantifier. In Polish and Russian, however, the partitive genitive is relatively robust, and can be used even with novel substances.


Predicate nominals in copular sentences can appear in either the nominative or the instrumental case in Czech, Polish, and Russian. The motive for the use of the nominative is the signaling of identity, where the copular sentence is treated like an equation, so ‘She is a teacher’ is literally She(NOM) = teacher(NOM). The instrumental, however, signals the use of a label, membership in a category, and what we have is no longer merely an equation. Instead the formulation is more like Specific item (she-NOM) is a member of a category (teacher-INST). The equivalent sentences in Czech are Ona bude//je učitelka(NOM)/učitelkou(INST) ‘She will be//is a teacher’, but in Czech the instrumental is by far less frequent, and has a decidedly literary flavor. In Polish the use of the instrumental is virtually mandatory for such constructions, yielding 
Ona będzie//jest nauczycielką(INST). In Russian the distinction is relatively subtle, and the instrumental is more common if the clause is past or future, thus referring to a temporary state, whereas the nominative is preferred if the state is considered permanent and defining: Ona budet učitel’nicej(INST) // Ona učitel’nica(NOM).


The dative case can be used in all three languages to mark a person who experiences an event described in a clause, but in Czech and Polish the dative reflexive pronoun takes this use further, marking things that people do for their own enjoyment, whereas this is not the case in Russian. Thus we have the Czech Dala bych si housku and Polish Zjadłabym sobie bułkę ‘I’d like to have a roll’, but no equivalent in Russian. The conventionalization of the dative to mark experiences of enjoyment is considerably more robust in Czech and Polish than in Russian.

II) Variations in construal and syntax. 

The three languages under analysis present widely varying constructions to express possession and modality, the experience of pain in a body part, and passive voice. Contrasts among cases in these situations is only one component of larger phenomena of differentiation.

Whereas Czech and Polish have a transitive verb meaning ‘have’ and modal verbs, Russian generally handles these types of expressions using very different constructions. Czech and Polish resemble English in their use of the verb ‘have’ and modal verbs, however in Russian, a possessor is not the subject of a verb, but rather a point of reference for the (metaphorical) location of possessions. In Czech and Polish modality is expressed with subjects as the heads of verbs, but in Russian equivalent expressions tend to be impersonal, suggesting that modal situations happen to experiencers in Russian, whereas they are treated like other verbal activities in Czech and Polish. Compare the following sets of sentences (Polish behaves like Czech here):


R: U Ivana novaja mašina ‘Ivan has a new car [By Ivan-GEN new car]’ 

Ivanu nado kupit’ novuju mašinu ‘Ivan needs to buy a new car [lit: For Ivan-

DAT necessary buy new car]’


Cz: Jan(NOM) má nové auto ‘Jan has a new car’

Jan(NOM) musí koupit nové auto ‘Jan must buy a new car’

The expression of pain in a body part shows some similarity to the expression of possession. Both Czech and Polish treat the possessor of the ailing body part as the direct object of a transitive verb meaning ‘hurt’, as we see in these examples: Cz Hlava mě bolí ‘My head hurts [lit: The head hurts me-ACC]’ and P Głowa mnie boli [= same as Czech]. In Russian, however, the possessor is treated as a genitive reference point for an intransitive action (‘hurt’) performed by the body part: R U menja bolit golova ‘My head hurts [lit: By me-GEN the head hurts]’.

All three languages have reflexive passive constructions, but their interaction with the case systems varies. In Czech the patient is a nominative subject, and the agent cannot be expressed, as in Tady se pije vodka [Here self drinks vodka-NOM] ‘Vodka is drunk here’. In Polish the patient is an accusative object (in the absence of any nominative noun phrase), and again the agent cannot be expressed: Tu się pije wódkę [Here self drinks vodka-ACC] ‘Vodka is drunk here’. In Russian, like Czech, the patient is a nominative subject, however, Russian allows us to express the agent in the instrumental case, as in: Takie knigi čitajutsja širokimi massami [Such books-NOM read-self broad masses-INST] ‘Such books are read by the broad masses’.

III) Discrete case contrasts.

The table contains a list of the most significant case contrasts we see when comparing Czech, Polish, and Russian. Less than 20% of possible case contrasts are realized, and the majority of these are clustered in six groups showing alternative motivations for expressing perceptions of the “same” reality. In this table, and throughout this article, the three languages are presented in the same order (Czech, Polish, and Russian), iconically representing their geographical distribution. This table (and indeed this article) is thus an iconic map of the dialect geography of case semantics in North Slavic. It is significant to note that all of the case contrasts are repeated across a range different semantic situations, and all of the case contrasts have both a West vs. East and an East vs. West distribution. In other words, within a given cluster of contrasts there are both examples where case X in the West is contrasted with case Y in the East, and vice versa where case Y in the West is contrasted with case X in the East. For instance, in cluster 1, example set a shows a distribution of genitive in the West vs. nominative in the East, whereas example set b opposes nominative in the West with genitive in the East. To summarize: case contrasts are restricted to a small set of clusters, case contrasts are realized multiple times, and case contrasts show both possible clines of distribution. These combined facts provide compelling evidence that the six clusters represent highly significant cognitive junctures, the “hot spots” where perceptual ambiguity and construal interact most vigorously. An examination of these contrasts will provide insights into how human beings perceive and manipulate ambiguous input, and how these strategies are ultimately sanctioned in grammar. Each cluster will be analyzed in turn below.

 [TABLE OF DISCRETE CASE CONTRASTS GOES HERE]

1) nominative: a name vs. genitive: a reference/a source

	Czech 
	Polish
	Russian

	a) Today is/Tomorrow will be the fourth

	GEN
	NOM
	NOM

	b) Ivan is older than I

	NOM
	NOM/GEN
	GEN/NOM


Cluster 1 presents the alternatives of simply naming an item as opposed to viewing it as something from which something else is separated, thus acting as a point of reference. Naming and reference are certainly cognitively similar activities, and this contrast is therefore well-motivated. The use of the genitive with dates in Czech (example set a) emphasizes the fact that dates are temporal reference points, whereas the use of the nominative in Polish and Russian merely names dates. The use of the nominative with comparatives in Czech (example set b) sets Ivan and I on similar footing, whereas the use of the genitive in Polish and Russian designates I as a standard value, from which Ivan is separated.

2) instrumental: a means/a landmark vs. accusative: a destination

	Czech 
	Polish
	Russian

	a) We walked through the forest; The train goes through the tunnel

	INST(/ACC)
	INST/ACC
	ACC(/INST)

	b) Maybe you’re saving time, but you’re wasting money!

	INST
	ACC
	ACC

	c) The fascists were killing people by the thousands

	ACC
	INST
	INST

	d) It lasted centuries

	ACC
	ACC
	INST

	e) Please hang the lamp above the table

	ACC
	INST
	INST

	f) We moved here a year ago

	INST
	ACC
	ACC


In cluster 2 the accusative case represents an item as the direct target of some action, whereas the instrumental case indicates a more peripheral relationship between an event and an item. Example sets a through d contrast an accusative direct object, the patient of an action, with an instrumental conduit through which the action passes. In example set a, the forest and the tunnel can alternatively be construed as the paths of motion (where a path provides a way to go and thus a means for movement), or as destinations for motion. Paths are both conduits and destinations, motivating this contrast. In example set b, Czech construes time and money as the means by which the actions of saving and wasting are realized, the channels for those actions. Polish and Russian, on the other hand, treat time and money simply as the destinations for these activities, of which they are the patients. The converse is true of example set c, where thousands are the patient of killing in Czech, but the channel through which killing passes in Polish and Russian. Example set c treats time as a landscape similar to space. If an activity takes place over a duration (example set d), the duration can be understood either as a destination for activity, as we see in Czech and Polish, or as a pathway through which the activity passes, as in Russian. The contrast in example set e hinges on whether a given language makes a distinction between motion to a destination (marked accusative) and position (marked instrumental) when things are placed in proximal locations. Czech maintains this distinction for nad ‘above’, před ‘in front of’, and mezi ‘between’. Although Polish and Russian elsewhere do distinguish between motion to and location at, with these three positions (P nad, przed, między; R nad, pered, meždu), motion and location are not distinguished. When we move to the domain of time in example set f, the reverse obtains: Czech treats a prior time as a temporal location, whereas Polish and Russian treat a prior time as a destination. These last two example sets demonstrate that languages can treat positioning in two ways, either emphasizing motion or merely stating final location (thus metonymically referring to a path by its endpoint).

3) instrumental: a means/an adjunct vs. locative: a place

	Czech 
	Polish
	Russian

	a) We ride the train; We speak the literary language

	INST
	INST
	LOC

	b) in spring, in summer, in winter, at night

	LOC
	INST/LOC (/ACC)
	INST


Cluster 3 shows some similarity to cluster 2, since both clusters involve contrasts between items acting as channels for activity (marked instrumental) and items that designate the place where the activity winds up (marked accusative in cluster 2, but locative in cluster 3). Since channels are paths, they are also metaphorically locations, and this connection provides the motivation for this contrast. In example set a (cf. example sets a and b in cluster 2), for Czech and Polish the train and the literary language are the paths, or the means (since a path provides a way to go and thus a means for action) for riding and speaking. Russian, on the other hand, interprets the train and the literary language as merely the locus of riding and speaking. Example set b (which parallels example set d in cluster 2) involves the domain of time, where Russian treats major time periods as paths through which action progresses. Czech, on the other hand, treats major time periods as locations (although there is an exceptional destination here, too: na podzim ‘in autumn’, which uses the accusative case), and Polish falls between the two extremes, using a mixture of cases.

4) genitive: a goal/a reference/a whole vs. accusative: a destination (occasionally locative: a place, instrumental: a landmark)

	Czech 
	Polish
	Russian

	a) The children are walking to school

	GEN
	GEN
	ACC

	b) on that day; this year

	GEN
	GEN/LOC
	ACC; LOC

	c) during the communist era; at Christmastime

	GEN; LOC
	GEN; ACC
	LOC; ACC

	d) I did it for you

	ACC
	GEN
	GEN

	e) He walked past our windows

	ACC
	GEN
	GEN

	f) I wish you a pleasant journey

	ACC
	GEN
	GEN

	g) That’s beyond my strength

	ACC
	ACC
	GEN

	h) The firemen saved all but two

	ACC
	INST/GEN
	GEN


Cluster 4 contrasts the use of the genitive case as a goal or point of reference with the use of the accusative case to signal a destination. Certainly goals and destinations are cognitively very similar, and this is precisely what we see in example set a, where the goal of motion is marked genitive in Czech and Polish, but accusative in Russian. Example sets b and c deal with a similar contrast in the domain of time, though here the locative also appears as an alternative; when the locative is used we observe a lack of distinction between destinations and final locations (cf. cluster 2). When we move to the domain of purpose in example set d, we observe the opposite distribution, where Russian and Polish treat the target of intention as a goal, but Czech treats it as a destination. In example set e, the windows serve as a reference point for passing in Polish and Russian, but as a destination in Czech. Example set f involves the domain of emotions and intentions, where Polish and Russian interpret the item sought as a goal, but Czech interprets it as a destination. Example set g is a metaphorical parallel to example set e, where the domain is scales of measure. Here, exceeding a certain point (the limits of my strength) is treated as motion toward a destination in Czech and Polish, but as motion relative to a reference point in Russian. Example set h is cognitively similar to g, but here a list of items (the people needing to be saved) is substituted for a scale. The destination (in Czech) or the goal (in Polish and Russian) is how far down the list the activity (saving) reaches.

5) accusative: a destination vs. locative: a place

	Czech 
	Polish
	Russian

	a) play the piano

	ACC
	LOC
	LOC

	b) What are you talking about?

	ACC
	ACC
	LOC

	c) at six o’clock

	ACC/LOC
	LOC
	ACC

	d) put something on the table

	ACC
	LOC/ACC
	ACC


In cluster 5 a point or object can be alternatively viewed as either a destination or a location. Again we see either an entire trajectory (acknowledging motion) or just the endpoint (not emphasizing motion). The cognitive relationship between these two construals is one of metonymy. Whereas Czech understands playing as an activity directed toward a musical instrument (example set a), in Polish and Russian the instrument is simply the location of the playing. Example set b presents metaphorical extensions of the accusative and locative case to the domain of ideas and topics of conversation. Here Czech and Polish treat the topic as the destination of discussion, whereas in Russian it is a location. The time when an event takes place (example set c) is understood as a destination for the event in both Czech and Russian (cf. Janda forthcoming a for speculation on the role of aspect in facilitating this use of the accusative), although Czech also permits hours of the day to be locations for actions, as in Polish. All three languages have constructions with the accusative case for the placement of objects on surfaces, emphasizing motion along a trajectory (example set d). Polish additionally allows the use of the locative here, thus referring only to the endpoint of the trajectory.

6) dative: a competitor/a recipient/instrumental: a landmark vs. genitive: a goal/a source/a reference

	Czech 
	Polish
	Russian

	a) I’m not against that

	DAT
	DAT
	GEN

	b) I did it for my family

	DAT
	GEN
	GEN

	c) I’ll be home by ten o’clock

	GEN
	INST
	DAT

	d) They took money from me

	DAT
	GEN/DAT
	GEN

	e) The deer ran away from the hunter

	DAT
	DAT
	GEN

	f) I am writing to father

	DAT
	GEN
	DAT


Cluster 6 compares an interaction with an item that exerts a force (dative) with maneuvering or position relative to a salient item (genitive). The subject potential of the dative serves thus as an alternative to the salience of the genitive; in a sense force potential and salience (a sort of attentional force) are equated in this cluster of contrasts. In Czech and Polish the matching force of I competes with the force of that (example set a), whereas in Russian that is the goal of the activity (or non-activity) of opposition. In example set b, the use of the dative in Czech emphasizes the fact that the subject (I) is submitting itself to the forces of the family, which should be able to react to this slefless devotion (hopefully with appreciation). The use of the genitive in Polish and Russian, however, treats the family as the goal for the activity. In the domain of time (example set c), the distribution is reversed: Czech treats the deadline as a goal, whereas Russian treats it as an item that exerts a force to which one must submit, and Polish treats it just as a location. In all three languages, the indirect object that appears with verbs meaning ‘give’ is marked dative: a recipient, emphasizing the fact that recipients are typically capable of serving as the subjects of further action (i.e. doing something with what they’ve been given). As we see in example set d, Czech equates the recipient of ‘give’ with the person who loses something as a result of ‘take’, marking both dative, and emphasizing the person’s ability to experience the loss. In Russian, however, the person from which something is taken is merely the place where the thing was taken from (an interpretation consistent with the syntactic construction of ‘have’ in Russian; cf. section II above). Polish allows us to choose whether to emphasize the parallelism between gainers and losers or to view the loser as the source of the item taken away. Example set e is very similar to d in that the deer is taking itself (rather than something else) away from the hunter. Example set f is semantically parallel to the indirect object ‘give’, where the item given is something written (presumably a letter), and both Czech and Russian interpret it this way, assigning the dative case to the father. Polish, however, views the father instead as the goal of the writing, although if one adds a clause emphasizing the father’s subject potential (for example, one starting with żeby… ‘so that he might…’), Polish also uses the dative case. 

Conclusions
The contrast between dative: a receiver/loser/a competitor and genitive: a goal and the contrast of genitive: a goal with accusative: a destination point to a semantic component of directionality shared by the dative, genitive, and accusative (though note that Jakobson 1936/1971 and 1958/1971 attributes directionality only to the dative and accusative). The contrasts between accusative: a destination and locative: a place, between accusative: a destination and instrumental: a landmark/a means, and between instrumental: a means and locative: a place are indicative of the role of metonymy in language, connecting endpoints, paths, trajectories, and locations. Nominative: a name, genitive: a reference, and accusative: a destination can all be understood as having a referential function. Collectively, directionality, endpoint metonymy, the roles of items in clauses (are they the means or the destination of action? do they exert a force or are they salient?), and reference constitute the cognitive “hot spots”, the places where various construals have competed for grammaticalization in the case systems of Czech, Polish, and Russian.


The case systems of Czech, Polish, and Russian are overdetermined and consist of partially overlapping cognitive categories. These systems present choices of logical alternatives that have been conventionalized differently in the three languages. A contrastive study offers us an opportunity to consider the different ways that people can interpret their perceptions of reality and then sanction these interpretations in their grammar. The choices are not entirely equal, since the selection of one case over another means that certain concepts are emphasized and others are ignored. It is interesting to note that a large number of systematic differences is generated by the semantic field of time. This is perhaps no surprise, since we have no direct physical experience of time, only of its effects on objects, events, and ourselves. Time is understood entirely in metaphorical terms, providing many opportunities for languages to use different syntactic means to highlight certain parallels between time and space, while suppressing others.


The patterns of case contrasts, both in terms of the case meanings contrasted and their geographic distribution, are compelling. The data are anything but random, vindicating the case system analysis proposed at the outset (derived from approximately 15 years of empirical research). The cognitive motivations for the contrasts are transparent and meaningful. The geographic distribution is striking. Of the 28 example sets presented in the six clusters, only four (5c, 5d, 6c, and 6f) fail to show a smooth West-East cline. All other case contrasts (the overwhelming majority) show a difference between Czech in the West and Russian in the East, with Polish falling somewhere between (patterning with either Czech or Russian). This means that semantic dialect geography can be accomplished and can produce significant results. Ultimately it should be possible to add isoglosses marking alternative semantic construals to those marking phonological, morphological, and lexical alternatives in our dialectal atlases. 
*Note: The author would like to thank Agniesyka Będkowska-Kopczyk, Tomasz Krzeszowski, Joanna Podhorodecka, Karen Robblee, Anna Słoń, Aleksander Szwedek, Elżbieta Tabakowska, Małgorzata Tora, Kamila Turewicz, Anna Zbierska-Sawala, and other participants of the Cognitive Linguistics in the Year 2001 conference for their comments on an earlier version of this article. Errors and omissions should, of course, be attributed to the author.
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