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1. What is case?

“Case is a system of marking dependent nouns for the type of relationship they
bear to their heads. Traditionally the term refers to inflectional marking, and, typically,
case marks the relationship of a noun to a verb at the clause level or of a noun to preposi-
tion, postposition or another noun at the phrase level.” (Blake 2001,/1994: 1)

“Case” as a descriptive notion definable in terms of the structure of a particular
language vs. as a comparative concept used in typology (see Haspelmath 2009: 510-
511, 2010). Cases and case systems of individual languages are, strictly speaking, not di-
rectly comparable to each other.

Prototypical features of case (cf. the “canonical” approach in Corbett 2008):

(i) case is a feature of nominals (nouns and noun phrases, NPs);

(ii) case is expressed by bound morphology, i.e. affixes, not by independent words;

(iii) case distinguishes between major (“core”) grammatical relations, i.e. subject
and object;

(iv) cases are organized in clear-cut and uniform morphological paradigms.

Neither one of the features (i) and (iv) is necessary or sufficient: there are lan-
guages where case appears not only on nominals but also on verbs, where case is ex-
pressed by adpositions, where there are only “peripheral” (“adverbial”) cases, and where
case paradigms are neither clear-cut nor uniform.

2. Syntactic vs. morphological case

Spencer (2006, 2008, 2009): syntactic case (s-case) as a feature of NPs (constitu-
ents) assigned in syntax vs. morphological case (m-case) as a feature of words realized
by particular morphological exponents. These need not necessarily match each other.

Two kinds of mismatch (see also 3anmsusk 1973):

(i) s-case without a dedicated m-case

CHUKCHEE (Chukotko-Kamchatkan, Russian Far East; Spencer 2006: 6-8): syntax
requires a separate Ergative s-assigned to transitive subjects, but there is no Ergative
m-case: with nouns low in animacy (non-humans) s-Ergative is realized by the m-Instru-
mental, with nominals high in animacy (pronouns, proper names) by the m-Locative.

(ii) “displaced” exponence of case (cf. below on locus of marking)

RusHANI (Indo-European > Indo-Iranian, Tajikistan; KepumoBa & Pacropryesa
1975: 199): case of NPs is expressed on determiners (cf. German).
(1) a. [dad xarwic-enl,, tar ka sawan?
these:DIR  boy-pL to where go:3pL
‘Where are the boys going?’
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b. [muf kitob-enl,, tar cod  yos!
these:0BL  book-PL to house bring
‘Bring the books home!’

3. Areal and genetic distribution of case

“Case families”: Indo-European (non-SAE), East Caucasian, Kartvelian, Altaic,
Uralic, Dravidian, Chukotko-Kamchatkan, Eskimo-Aleut, Cushitic, Omotic, Nilotic, Pama-
Nyungan, Gunwingguan, Nyulnyulan, Uto-Aztecan, Quechua etc.

“Case areas”: Eastern Europe, Caucasus, South Asia, North and Central Asia, Cen-
tral-Eastern Africa, Pacific coast of America, Australia, New Guinea, Polynesia.

4. Morphology of case
4.1. Types of case exponence (Dryer 2011)

1. Case sulffixes 452
2. Case prefixes 38
3. Case coded by tone 5
4. Case coded by changes within noun stem 1
5. Mixed morphological case strategies with none primary 9
6. Postpositional clitics 123
7. Prepositional clitics 18
8. Inpositional clitics 7

Case prefixes:
TASHELHIYT (Afroasiatic > Berber, Morocco; Galand 1964: 34, 40)

(2) a. ikrz u-rgaz 2
worked OBL-man (pIR)field

‘The man cultivated the field.’
b. argaz ikrz igr.
DIR-man worked (pR)field

‘The man, he worked in the field.’

Prepositions as case exponents:

RAROTONGA (Austronesian > Polynesian, Cook Island; Buse 1963: 394 ff.)

(3) a. Kua “akakino te matangi i te “are.
PST harm ART wind OBJ ART house
‘The wind damaged the house.’
b. Kua “akakino-da te “are e te  matangi

PST harm-pASS ART house PA ART wind
‘The house was damaged by the wind.’

(4) a. Kua ki “a Tere ki te  kainga.
PST return ART Tere DAT ART home
‘Tere went back home.’
b. Kua katakata te vadne ki tdna tamaiti.
PST smile ART woman DAT her child
‘The woman smiled to her child.’



Morphophonological alternations as case exponents:
LoweRr UMPQUA (Siuslawan, California, extinct; Frachtenberg 1922: 570-571)

Tonal case:

Nom Erg
‘person’ hitc hiya’tc
‘woman’ qittci’nt qiiitc*wa’ni
‘deer’ tsi’sqan tsa’sqin
‘grizzly bear’ | swai swat
‘coyote’ bcu’npLi tsxuna’pLi
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MaasaAl (Nilotic > Eastern branch, Kenya, Tanzania; Tucker & Bryan 1966: 459)

‘knife’ ‘water’ ‘girl’ ‘shepherd’ | ‘giraffe’
Dir | epkdlém enkdré entito encekiit olmedit
Obl | egkalém enkdré entité encékut slméut

Combinations of different means:
ENETS, forest dialect (Uralic > Samoyedic, Taymyr; Shluinsky 2010)

Sg Du Pl
Nom | kasa kasa-xi? kasa-?
sibling sibling-DU sibling-NOM.PL
Dat | kasa-d kasa-xi? ne-? kasa-xiz
sibling-DAT.SG | sibling-DU PS.DU-DAT sibling-DAT.PL
Abl | kasa-xaz kasa-xi? ne-z kasa-xit
sibling-ABL.SG sibling-DU PS.DU-ABL sibling-ABL.PL
Loc | kasa-xan kasa-xi? ne-n kasa-xin
sibling-LOC.SG | sibling-DU PS.DU-LOC sibling-LOC.PL

MANGARAYI (Gunwingguan, Northern Australia; Merlan 1989: 57)

Feminine ‘woman’ Masculine ‘man’ Neuter ‘tree’
Nom nala-gadugu na-malam —
Erg/Ins — — na-landi
Abs — — landi
Acc nan-gadugu Zmalam —
Gen/Dat/Purp | naya-gadugu na-malam-gu na-landi-wu
Loc naya-gadugu-yan na-malam-gan na-landi-yan
Allat paya-gadugu-lama Zmalam-galama Hlandi-lama
Abl naya-gadugu-wana malam-gana Hlandi-wana

4.2. Types of case paradigm:
Classical flective: Lithuanian

Agglutinative:
TURKISH (ALTAIC > Turkic; Plank 1991: 2) ‘hand’
Sg Pl Sg+1Sg.Poss
Nom el el-ler el-im
Acc el-i el-ler-i el-im-i
Gen el-in el-ler-in el-im-in
Dat el-e el-ler-e el-im-e
Loc el-de el-ler-de el-im-de
Abl el-den el-ler-den | el-im-den
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Secondary cases:

RomANI, North Russian dialect (Indo-European > Indo-Iranian; BenTiiens & YepeH-

koB 1976: 306) ‘a Roma’

Sg Pl
Nom |rom rom-a
Acc |rom-es rom-en
Dat |rom-es-ke rom-en-ge
Loc |rom-es-te rom-en-de
Abl |rom-es-tir rom-en-dir
Ins |rom-es-a <-es-sa |rom-en-Ca

OLD LITHUANIAN (Senn 1966: 92-95) ‘house’

Sg Pl
Nominative namas namai
Accusative namq namus
Illative namona namuosn(a)
Genitive namo namy
Allative namop namump
Locative namie namuose
Adessive namiep namuosemp

5. Morphosyntax of case: case across the NP
Locus of case realization (after Dench & Evans 1988):

syntax type of marking morphology example
complete concord [ Xinecase Nin-case Yom-casel Martuthunira,
Lithuanian
head marking [w X  Npse Y1 Uradhi
[wX N Y] .. |final marking [oX N Y.l Basque, Kuuk
Thaayorre
initial marking [ meseX N Y] Nias, Remo
second position marking [, Xpcae N Y] Ambharic

MARTUTHUNIRA (Pama-Nyungan > South-Western branch, Western Australia)

(5) Nhiyu ngalhangalha [ngurnu Yyarta-a

this:NoMm clever

that:Acc

kanyara-a] ..

other-ACC man-ACC

‘This one is clever compared with the other man.” (Dench 1994: 69)

URADHI (Pama-Nyungan > Paman, Queensland; Dench & Evans 1988: 5)
(6)  [utagha-mpu amanymal,,, udhumpuny ighanhanga-n.

dog-ERG big

back(nom)

break-psT

‘The big dog broke (the other dog’s) back.’
BASQUE (isolate, Spain, France; Hualde & Ortiz de Urbina (eds.) 2003: 171)

(7)  gizon

man

hon-i
this-DAT

gazte
young

‘to this young man’
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Kuuk THAAYORRE (Pama-Nyungan > Paman, North-Eastern Australia; Gaby 2006:
180ff; Anderson et al. 2006: 7-9)

(8) a. waar pamthawarr-an
jellyfish ~ dangerous-ERG
‘the venomous jellyfish’
b. ngan pumun ngathan-thurr
CL younger.brother ~my-ERG
‘my younger brother’

REMO (Munda, India; Anderson & Harrison 2008: 572)
(9 nip o-[nig-na dio]l  urip-tip

I OBJ-I-GEN house  walk-NPST-15G
‘I will walk to my house’

NIAS (Austronesian > Western Malay-Polynesian, Western Indonesia; Brown 2005:
567-568, Anderson et al. 2006: 5)

‘rice’ ‘land’ ‘stick’ ‘pig’ ‘boat’ ‘egg’
Dir | fakhe tano si’o bapi offo adulo
Obl | vakhe dano zi'o m-bafi n-ofo g-adulo
(10) ... orahu [zi’ulu ba siila ba niha mbanual,,.

have.meeting oBL:village.leader(si’ulu) and advisor and person oOBL:village
‘the village leader, his advisors and the people of the village had a meeting’.
AMHARIC (Afroasiatic > Semitic, Ethiopia; Leslau 1995: 183-184)
(11) a.  wasSa=w [wllog=u=n bdqlol,, ndkkds-d.
dog = DEF big = DEF = 0BL mule bit-3sG
‘The dog bit the big mule.’
b. [nd¢¢=u=n  wdmbdir=onna algal,, amta.
white=DEF=0BL chair=and bed bring
‘Bring the white chair and bed.’
c. [y=astimari=w=an  bet],, tdrrdg-d.
POSS =teacher=3sG.M=0BL house swept-3SG
‘He swept his teacher’s house.’

6. Some topics in the syntax of case

6.1. A tentative ontology of case functions/uses (extending Dench & Evans 1988):

(i) Relational: expressing the syntactic relation and/or semantic role of the NP in
the clause.

(ii) Adnominal: marks an NP as a constituent of another NP;

(iii) Referential: marks an NP as semantically related to another NP with which it
does not form a syntactic constituent.

LITHUANIAN (Timberlake 1988: 185)
(12) As,,, ji paginojau dar jaunas,,,.

‘I got to know him (when I was) still young.’

(iv) Complementizing: marks the clause and possibly some of its NP constituents as
subordinate.
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OLD LITHUANIAN (AMm6pasac 1990: 164)
(13) [Bet Petrui,,, ataiusiam,,, ing Antiochial,,,, passistengiau esch ing akis.
‘When Peter came to Antioch, I opposed him to his face.” (Bretkiino Biblija 1579~
1590, Gal. 2:11)
(v) “modal”: case determined by the tense-aspect-mood of the verb
ZAZAKI (Indo-European > Indo-Iranian, Turkey; Selcan 1998: 277-279)

(14) a. televe malm-i vinen-o.
student(DIR) teacher-OBL.SG see-PRS.3SG
‘Student sees the teacher.’

b. televe-y malim di.
student-OBL.SG ~ teacher(DIR) see:PST.3
‘Student saw the teacher.’

(vi) quantificational: marking quantificational properties of an NP (e.g. partitive).
LITHUANIAN
(15) a.  Nusipirkau miskgq,..
‘T have bought the forest.’

b.  Nusipirkau misko,,.
‘T have bought some forest.’

Different types of case functions are logically independent and can apply to one
and the same NP. Depending on the language, such functional conflicts are resolved either
in case alternations, or in multiple case marking (or both).

6.2. Case alternations (differential case marking, see inter alia Tsunoda 1981, De-
Lancey 1981, Bossong 1985, 1991, de Swart 2007, de Hoop & Malchukov 2008, de Hoop
& de Swart (eds.) 2008, Malchukov & de Swart 2009, Malchukov & de Hoop 2011) are
variations in case marking of NPs filling the same syntactic/semantic relation triggered by
a variety of factors:

(i) by morphosyntactic features of the head, cf. Zazaki above.

LITHUANIAN (Lavine 2010: 116)

(16) a. Inga,,, nuramino vaikq,...
‘Inga calmed the child down.’
b.  Ingos,, nuraminta vaikas,,,.
‘Inga must have calmed the child down.’

(ii) by the presence of some (not necessarily local) operator, e.g. negation.

LITHUANIAN
(17) a.  Noriu uZdaryti langq,..

‘I want to close the window.’
b.  Nenoriu uZdaryti lango,,,.
‘T don’t want to close the window.’
(iii) by inherent properties of the NP, such as animacy.
ZAZAKI (Indo-European > Indo-Iranian, Turkey; Selcan 1998: 277-279)

(18) a. televe kitav cén-o.
student(DIR.SG) book(DIR.SG) take-PRS.3SG
‘The student takes the book.’
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b. televe malim-i vinen-o.
student(DIR.SG) teacher-OBL.SG see-PRS.3SG
‘The student sees the teacher.’

(iv) by contextual properties of the NP, such as definiteness/referentiality or quan-
tification (cf. (15) above).

ADYGHE (West-Caucasian; ApkazgeeB u p. 2009: 34)
(19) a. moa?erase-r  qo-se-t!

apple-ABS DIR-1SG.10-give(IMP)
‘Give me the apple!’

b.  moaZerase qa-se-t!
apple DIR-1SG.10-give(IMP)

‘Give me an apple!’
(v) by “distinguishability” (Comrie 1979; de Swart 2006 etc)
MALAYALAM (Dravidian > Southern branch, India; de Swart 2006: 252, 254)

(20) a. Kappal tiramaalakal-e bheediccu.
ship wave:PL-ACC split:psT
‘The ship broke through the waves.’
b.  Tiramaalaka] kappal-ine  bheediccu.
wave:PL ship-aAcc split:pST
‘The waves split the ship.’
(21) a.  Tiiyya kutil nafippicu.
fire hut destroy:PsT
‘Fire destroyed the hut.’
b. Vellam tiiyyo ketutti.
water fire extinguish:psT
‘Water extinguished the fire.’

(vi) construction-wise
LITHUANIAN
(22) a. noriu [aplankyti draugaq,]
‘I want to visit a friend.’
b. atéjau [aplankyti draugo,,,]
‘I came to visit a friend.’
6.3. Multiple case marking (Dench & Evans 1988, Plank (ed.) 1995): simultaneous
expression of different case functions on the same nominal.
Suffixaufnahme: NP-internal “case concord” involving case-marked attributes (ad-
nominal case + relational case).
OLD GEORGIAN (Kartvelian; Schanidse 1982: 188)
(23)  sisxl-i vic-ta-j da kuro-ta-j
blood-NOM  goat-GEN.PL-NOM and  OX-GEN.PL-NOM
‘blood of goats and oxen’ (ibid.)

EVENKI (Altaic > Tungusic; Plank 1995: 84)

(24) bu iche-re-v [kiran-ma munnukdan-nun-mel].
we see-NFUT-1PL  eagle-ACC hare-comIT-ACC
‘We saw an eagle with a hare.’
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(25) X [NP NCASE [NP NGEN ]GEN+CASE ]CASE
L— casg— L—gen—H
“Anti-Suffixaufnahme”: adnominal case stacked over relational case
JAPANESE (Altaic > Japonic)

(26) a. tomodachi-kara tegami-ga  ki-ta.
friend-ABL letter-Nom come-PST
‘There arrived a letter from a friend.’
b. tomodachi-kara-no tegami
friend-ABL-GEN letter
‘a letter from a friend’

NP-external Suffixaufnahme: relational case + referential case
WARLPIRI (Pama-Nyungan > South-Western branch, Northern Australia)
(27) a.  ngarrka-ngku=ka yankirri luwa-rni ngapa-ngka-rlu.
man-ERG = PRS emu shoot-NPST water-LOC-ERG
‘The man, being at the water-hole, is shooting the emu.” (Hale 1982: 269)
b.  ngarrka-ngku=ka=rla=jinta yankirri-ki luwa-rni ngapa-ngka-ku.
man-ERG = PRS = 3SG.DAT = 3SG.DAT emu-DAT shoot-NPST water-LOC-DAT
‘The man is shooting the emu (who is) at the water-hole.’ (ibid.)
Multi-layered case marking in Tangkic

KAYARDILD (Tangkic, Northern Australia; Evans 1995: 102-103, 115-116)

(28) CP
- _____ve/tp
—
NP \
|
adnominal relational = modal complementizing
(29) a. dangka-karra-nguni  mijil-nguni
man-GEN-INS net-INS

‘with the man’s net’

b. maku  yalawu-jarra yakurina  dangka-karra-nguni-na
woman  catch-pST fish-M:ABL man-GEN-INS-M:ABL
mijil-nguni-na.
net-INS-M:ABL
‘The woman caught fish with the man’s net.’

c. maku-ntha yalawu-jarra-ntha yakuri-naa-ntha

woman-C:0BL  catch-PST-C:OBL fish-M:ABL-C:OBL
dangka-karra-nguni-naa-ntha  mijil-nguni-naa-nth.
man-GEN-INS-M:ABL-C:OBL net-INS-M:ABL-C:OBL

‘The woman must have caught fish with the man’s net.’

7. A few words on the semantics of case

Cases are polysemous / multifunctional. Case polysemy can be modeled by seman-
tic maps (Haspelmath 2003, Narrog & Ito 2007, Malchukov & Narrog 2009), showing
how different cases in the same or different languages carve the universal functional-
semantic space.
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(30) The semanic map of the Dative (Haspelmath 2003: 213)

predicative external

possessor possessor
irection ———— recipient ————— beneficial judicanti
directio ipient benefici udicantis
purpose experiencer

An example of cross-linguistic case polysemy: the accusative, the case of pa-
tient/direct object (Kittild & Malchukov 2009; Spmiep 2009).
- goal/direction of motion
ANCIENT GREEK (Indo-European; Luraghi 2003: 55)
Gy 1 o dpa Komp-ov ikav-¢
she(NoM) PTCL PTCL Cyprus-AcC g0-AOR.3SG
‘She went to Cyprus’ (Odyssey 8:362)
— time
LITHUANIAN (Ambrazas (ed.) 1997: 501-502)
(32) a. ateiti antradienj
‘to come on Tuesday’ (temporal location)
b.  miegojau visq dienq
‘I slept all day’ (temporal duration)
c.  ateina kiekvieng rytq
‘(s)he comes every morning’ (frequency)
— measure
LITHUANIAN (Ambrazas (ed.) 1997: 502)
(383) nueiti kilometrq
‘to walk a kilometer’
— price
LITHUANIAN (Ambrazas (ed.) 1997: 502)
(34) sumoketi du litus
‘to pay two litas’
- quality
ANCIENT GREEK (Indo-European; Luraghi 2003: 58)
(35) dwapép-er  yvv-n avop-oc Ty Ppvo-1v
differ-pRS.3sG  woman-NOM man-GEN ART-ACC  nature-ACC
‘there is a difference in nature between men and women.’ (Plato, Republic, 453b)

8. Outlook: What is left?

— types of case systems (Blake 2001,/1994: 156-160; Malchukov & Spencer 2009);

— a decent discussion of case semantics (e.g. of spatial cases, Creissels 2009, or of
“exotic” cases, Malchukov 2009)

— diachrony and grammaticalization of case (Kulikov 2006, 2009; Heine 2009;
Barddal & Kulikov 2009);

— interaction of case with other grammatical mechanisms, such as agreement, word
order (Bakker& Siewierska 2009), voice (Shibatani 2009), cross-clausal dependencies;

etc etc ...
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Abbreviations

ABL — ablative, ABS —absolutive, ACC — accusative, ALLAT — allative, AOR — aorist, ART — article, C —
complementizing case, CL —classifier, COMIT — comitative, DAT — dative, DEF — definite, DIR — direct
case; directional preverb, DU —dual, ERG — ergative, GEN — genitive, IMP — imperative, INS — instru-
mental, 10 — indirect object, LOC — locative, M — modal case, NFUT — non-future tense, NOM — nomi-
native, NPST — non-past tense, OBJ — objective case, OBL — oblique case/stem, PA —passive agent,
PASS — passive, PL — plural, POSS — possession, PRS — present tense, PS — postpositional stem, PST —
past tense, PTCL — particle, PURP — purposive, SG — singular
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