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Abstract

In Russian, the direct object of a transitive verb is canonically accusative case-marked.

Under sentential negation, the direct object can be accusative or genitive case-marked.

There is a long standing debate about whether this case alternation is semantically

conditioned. This paper reports on an experiment designed to test whether this case

alternation is influenced by definiteness and/or existential commitment. While these

predictions were not borne out, this experiment identified three sources of variability

in the acceptability of genitive case: i) participant effect; ii) age effect, iii) verb’s effect.

These findings provide empirical support for an ongoing language change in Russian,

whereby the accusative is becoming the default case under negation. These findings

also have implications for further investigations and empirically adequate analyses of

Genitive of Negation.
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1 Introduction

In Russian, the direct object of a transitive verb is canonically accusative case-marked

as shown for braslet ‘bracelet’ in (1).1

(1) Ivan
Ivan.nom

kupil
buy.pst.3sg

braslet.
bracelet.acc

‘Ivan bought a/the bracelet.’

Under sentential negation, the direct object can bear accusative case or genitive case

marking as shown for the noun braslet ‘bracelet’ in (2). This phenomenon is known as

1Russian is article-less language, therefore bare nominals can be interpreted as definite or indefinite de-
pending on contextual factors.

1
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Object Genitive of Negation.2

(2) Ivan
Ivan.nom

ne
neg

kupil
buy.pst.3sg

braslet
bracelet.acc

/ braslet-a
bracelet-gen

.

‘Ivan didn’t buy a/the bracelet.’

The availability of both genitive and accusative cases in (2) raises the issue — what

determines the choice between the two cases? The answers offered to this question are

complex, and at times even contradictory.

Various semantics notions have been invoked in explaining the genitive-accusative

case alternation. For instance, Partee et al. (2012) and Kagan (2005, 2012) suggest that

the case alternation signals existential commitment. Namely, genitive case signals the

(possible) absence of existential commitment. These analyses make different assump-

tions with regard to the semantic contribution of the accusative case. Partee et al. (2012)

argue that accusative case presupposes existence. The genitive-accusative case alterna-

tion is thus equipollent, as both genitive and accusative cases make a semantic contri-

bution. Kagan (2005, 2012), on the other hand, argues that accusative case is the default

case; consequently it does not make any semantic contribution. The case alternation is

thus assumed to be privative.

Babyonyshev and Brun (2002) claim that there are two distinct dialects of Russian.

The dialects differ in what syntactic/semantic notions are encoded by the case alter-

nation. In one dialect, the case alternation encodes specificity, whereby specificity is

defined as whether a nominal has ‘a fixed referent in (the model of) the world that

can be identified by the speaker or the person whose propositional attitudes are being

reported’ (Babyonyshev and Brun 2002: 51). Genitive case-marked nominals are inter-

preted as non-specific, while their accusative case-marked counterparts are interpreted

as specific. The case alternation is thus equipollent. In the other dialect, the case alter-

nation encodes definiteness, whereby definiteness is assumed to be ‘a purely syntactic

notion’ (Babyonyshev and Brun 2002: 51). Genitive nominals are argued to be indef-

inite, while accusative nominals can be interpreted as definite or indefinite. The case

alternation is thus privative.

Other authors list a wide variety of semantic notions as playing a role in the case

alternation (e.g. Bailyn 1997, 2004; Kim 2003). For example, Bailyn (1997, 94) suggests

that genitive case-marked nominals ‘have an existential or indefinite interpretation’,

while accusative case-marked nominals ‘have a individuated, topical, or definite inter-

2In Russian, there is also a genitive-nominative case alternation known as Subject Genitive of Negation.
Since there is an ongoing debate in the literature as to whether Object and Subject Genitive of Negation
constitute the same phenomenon (see e.g. Partee et al. (2012)), in this paper I will focus exclusively on Object
Genitive of Negation.
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pretation’. It is less-straightforward to assess what this characterization amounts to

given the number of semantic notions involved.

In sum, there is substantial disagreement in the literature about the empirical char-

acterization of the case alternation. First, while there is an underlying intuition that the

case alternation has a semantic effect (Bailyn 1997; Brown 1999; Harves 2002; Franks and

Pereltsvaig 2004; Babyonyshev and Brun 2002, among others), the question of which

semantic notions the cases are sensitive to is not settled. This disagreement is not sur-

prising: the distinctions between the semantic notions invoked are often subtle and

intricate. What complicates matters further is that these notions are often left unde-

fined. Furthermore, more generally it not clear whether the case alternation is privative

or equipollent. This means that currently there is no consensus on what governs the

distribution of the two cases and what is the nature of the case alternation (privative or

equipollent).

Given the intricacy and the complexity of the case alternation, there is the need for

controlled and quantifiable experimental investigations. The goal of the present paper

is to shed some light on the empirical characterization of the case alternation by using

experimental methodology. This will be achieved by testing predictions made by the

afore-mentioned analyses of Genitive of Negation.

Cho (2013) has already provided some preliminary experimental evidence for distri-

butional differences between genitive and accusative cases. Cho’s acceptability experi-

ment was designed to test the hypothesis that accusative case-marked nominals presup-

pose existence, while genitive case-marked nominals do not presuppose existence. This

hypothesis is informed by Franks and Pereltsvaig (2004), who argued that genitive and

accusative-case marked nominals differ in their syntactic status. Namely, genitive case-

marked nominals are NPs and therefore do not presuppose existence, whereas their

accusative case-marked counterparts are DPs, and therefore presuppose existence. The

stimuli in Cho’s experiment were 8 contexts that were presented with two accompany-

ing target sentences. The context either gave rise to existential commitment or denied

the existence of the relevant discourse referent. Sample contexts and the corresponding

target sentences are provided in (3) and (4) (Cho 2013: 45-46).

(3) (Context with existential commitment) Katya left her glasses at home. While

Katya was driving to work, she hit something. Katya was not sure what that

was. She thought it could be a rock. But when Katya got out of the car, she

was horrified. She had run over a tiny squirrel. Katya should not have driven

without her glasses on.
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a. Katja
Katya

ne
neg

uvidela
saw

malenkuju
small.acc

belku.
squirrel.acc

Katya didn’t see a small squirrel.

b. Katja
Katya

ne
neg

uvidela
saw

malenkoj
small.gen

belki.
squirrel.gen

Katya didn’t see a small squirrel.

(4) (Context without existential commitment) I watched a movie last night. In the

movie, two brothers Ivan and Peter got lost in the desert in Africa. There was no

water or food.

a. Ivan
Ivan

ne
neg

uvidel
saw

golub-oj
blue-acc

oazis.
oasis.acc

‘Ivan didn’t see a blue oasis.’

b. Ivan
Ivan

ne
neg

uvidel
saw

golub-ogo
blue-gen

oazis-a.
oasis-gen

‘Ivan didn’t see a blue oasis.’

56 participants (all university students) rated the acceptability of the target sentences.

Responses were given on a 5-point Likert scale. There was also an I don’t know op-

tion. The prediction was that accusative case-marked nominals would be rated higher

in contexts with existential commitment than in contexts without existential commit-

ment. Genitive case-marked nominals, on the other hand, would be rated higher in

contexts without existential commitment than in contexts with existential commitment.

Cho (2013) found that participants gave genitive case-marked nominals high ratings

regardless of the context. Cho suggests attributing this result to prescriptive norms.

Accusative case-marked nominals received significantly higher ratings in contexts with

existential commitment (mean 3.82) than in contexts without existential commitment

(mean 3.31). Cho concludes that accusative case signals referentiality. These results

thus provide partial support for the hypothesis that the acceptability of the accusative

case is semantically conditioned.

This finding constitutes an important step towards establishing the empirical char-

acterization of the case alternation in Russian. However, the conclusions we can draw

from Cho’s study are limited. The empirical picture is complicated by the variability

present in the stimuli. For example, the nominals used in the target sentences differed

in animacy, gender and whether they were modified by adjectives. Timberlake (1975)

suggests that case-assignment under negation is sensitive to a number of discourse and

(lexical) semantic factors, including but not limited to, the presence of modifying ele-

ments, animacy, mass-count distinctions, noun gender. These differences between stim-

uli could have lead to confounding effects and consequently premature conclusions.

The aim of the current study is to improve upon the existing experimental study in
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systematically comparing the acceptability of genitive and accusative case-marked nom-

inals in contexts differing in definiteness and existential commitment. This experiment

will also shed light on the nature of the case alternation, i.e. whether it is equipollent

or privative.

2 Experiment

The acceptability rating experiment reported on in this paper was designed to explore

the extent to which definiteness and existential commitment influence the acceptability

of accusative and genitive cases under negation. This four-way comparison (definite-

ness x existential commitment) allows us to test predictions made by several theoretical

accounts. The predictions that are informed by the aforementioned analyses in the

literature are listed in (5).

(5) P1 The acceptability of accusative and genitive case is influenced by definite-

ness. More specifically, accusative case-marked stimuli are judged to be

more acceptable in definite than indefinite contexts, while the genitive case-

marked stimuli are judged to be more acceptable in indefinite than definite

contexts (compatible with Babyonyshev and Brun 2002).

P2 Accusative case-marked stimuli are judged to be acceptable regardless of

context, while genitive case-marked stimuli are judged to be more acceptable

in contexts that do not give rise to existential commitment than in the ones

that do give rise to existential commitment (compatible with Kagan 2012);

P3 Accusative case-marked stimuli are judged to be most acceptable in definite

contexts that give rise to existential commitment. Genitive case-marked stim-

uli are judged to be most acceptable in indefinite contexts that do not give

rise to existential commitment (compatible with Bailyn 1997; Kim 2003).

2.1 Participants

297 participants filled out an online survey hosted on OSU Qualtrics. The participants

were recruited via word of mouth and social media. This recruitment procedure al-

lowed for a collection of a sizeable data sample. One disadvantage of this recruitment

procedure is that the participants constitute a heterogeneous group. The results pre-

sented in this paper are based on the subset of the data. For better comparison, only

the data from participants that fit the following criteria were considered: i) born in Rus-

sia; ii) self-reported native speaker of Russian; iii) rated both ungrammatical controls

as unacceptable and grammatical controls as acceptable. These strict inclusion criteria



6

lead to a smaller but a more homogeneous data pool of 94 participants. Out of 94 par-

ticipants, 13 resided in Russia and 81 lived abroad. The participants were aged 22-67

(mean 37.48). Informed consent was obtained before the start of the survey.

2.2 Materials

Timberlake (1975) suggests that case-assignment under negation is sensitive to a num-

ber of discourse and (lexical) semantic factors. For instance, mass nouns are more likely

to be genitive-case marked than count nouns (Timberlake 1975: 125). Direct objects of

imperfective verbs are more likely genitive case-marked than objects of perfective verbs

(ibid. p. 128). It means that there is a necessity to control for possible external in-

fluences on the case alternation that are not related to the predictions being tested in

this experiment. Only having controlled for these external factors, we can more readily

attribute any potential differences in the acceptability of the two cases to the effects of

definiteness and/or existential commitment.

For the creation of the stimuli, the 5 perfective verbs listed in (6) were chosen. All

verbs were realized in the past tense.

(6) uvidet’ ‘to see’, najti ‘to find’, kupit’ ‘to buy’, ugnat’ ‘to steal’, vyigrat’ ‘to win’

Each verb in (6) was combined with two object nouns each. The 10 object nouns were

inanimate, concrete, singular and masculine. Target sentences were created with both

accusative and genitive case-marked direct objects. This procedure thus resulted in 20

target sentences. All target sentences had the same form: pronominal subject, negated

transitive verb and a direct object as shown in (7) for the verb kupit’ ‘to buy’ and the

direct object braslet ‘bracelet’.

(7) a. On
he.nom

ne
neg

kupil
buy.sg.3.masc

braslet.
bracelet.acc

‘He didn’t buy a/the bracelet.’

b. On
he.nom

ne
neg

kupil
buy.sg.3.masc

brasleta.
bracelet.gen

‘He didn’t buy a/the bracelet.’

The 20 target sentences were embedded in contexts that differed in definiteness

and existential commitment of the direct object. For the purposes of this experiment,

a nominal was considered to be definite if it satisfied weak uniqueness (compatible

with Coppock and Beaver 2015; Roberts 2003), i.e. there was a corresponding unique

discourse referent in the relevant context. A nominal was considered to carry existential

commitment if it took wide scope over negation. Conversely, a nominal was considered

not to carry existential commitment if negation took wide scope over the nominal.
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Definiteness was manipulated in the linguistic context preceding the target sentence.

In definite contexts, a unique discourse referent with the property in question was ex-

plicitly introduced prior to the target sentence. In indefinite contexts, no discourse

referent with the property in question was introduced prior to the target sentence. Ex-

istential commitment was manipulated in the continuation that followed the target sen-

tence. In the continuation, the existence of a discourse referent with the property in

question was explicitly asserted or negated. The stimuli for the pair of target sentences

in (7) are provided in (8); the target sentences are underlined.

(8) Sample stimuli (in English)

a. +definite +existential commitment

Pasha forgot to buy a birthday gift for his wife. He went to the closest jew-

elry store. There he saw a beautiful bracelet. He didn’t buy braceletacc/gen.

He could not afford it.

b. +definite −existential commitment

Pasha forgot to buy a birthday gift for his wife. He went to the closest jew-

elry store. He thought that he saw a beautiful bracelet. He didn’t buy braceletacc/gen.

It turned out that he was mistaken and this store didn’t sell any bracelets.

c. −definite +existential commitment

Pasha forgot to buy a birthday gift for his wife. He went to the closest store.

He didn’t buy braceletacc/gen, even though he was planning to. He couldn’t

afford the only bracelet that he liked.

d. −definite −existential commitment

Pasha forgot to buy a birthday gift for his wife. He went to the closest store.

He didn’t buy braceletacc/gen, even though he was planning to. This store

didn’t sell any bracelets.

The stimuli as well as the data and the R code for generating the figures and analyses of

the experiment are available at (link to github repository removed for review process).

2.3 Procedure

The stimuli were divided into 4 experimental lists of 10 discourses each so that each list

included each target sentence with either accusative or genitive case-marked nominal

only once. In other words, each participant provided a judgement for each target sen-

tence in only one experimental condition. 4 control stimuli were included in each list as

1, 2, 9 and 12 questions. The controls were included to assess whether the participants

were paying attention.
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Participants were randomly assigned to one of the four lists. Participants were

instructed to read the short discourses and to answer the question presented with the

discourse. The question was always of the same form: Does the underlined sentence sound

acceptable in the given context?. The participants provided their responses on a 5-point

Likert scale, so that the results of this experiment would be comparable to Cho 2013.

The scale was labeled at two points: not acceptable (coded as ’1’) and acceptable (coded

as ’5’) as shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1: A sample trial

At the end of the experiment, participants filled out a questionnaire about their age,

gender, place of birth, place of residence and native language(s).

2.4 Data analysis

The statistical analyses reported in this paper used mixed-effects models predicting ac-

ceptability rating from fixed effects. The fixed effect(s) that were included in a given

model depended on the prediction that was being tested: definiteness (P1), existen-

tial commitment (P2), and the interaction between definiteness and existential com-

mitment (P3). All models included the following random effects structure: random

by-participant (capturing participant’s variability in responses), random by-verb and

random by-noun intercepts (both capturing variability introduced by lexical items). Re-

sults were obtained using the ordinal package (Christensen 2015) in R (v. 3.4.0).

3 Results

In this section, I discuss the findings of the experiment.
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Figure 2: Mean responses (with 95% confidence intervals) to accusative and genitive
case-marked stimuli (right panel) in definite and indefinite contexts (left panel) and in
contexts with existential commitment (+EC) and without existential commitment (-EC)
(right pannel)

3.1 Testing the predictions

Prediction 1 was that definiteness influences the acceptability of genitive and accusative

cases. The mean responses to the target stimuli in the definite and indefinite contexts

are shown in the left panel of Figure ??. The mixed-effects model revealed no statisti-

cally significant effect of definiteness on the acceptability of either accusative or genitive

case-marked stimuli.

Prediction 2 was that existential commitment influences acceptability of genitive

case, while accusative case is judged as acceptable across the board. The mean re-

sponses to the target stimuli in the contexts with existential commitment and without

existential commitment are shown in the right panel of Figure 2. The mixed-effects

model revealed no statistically significant effect of existential commitment on the ac-

ceptability of either the accusative or genitive case-marked stimuli.

Prediction 3 was that both existential commitment and definiteness play a role in

the acceptability of accusative and genitive cases. The prediction is not borne out: the

mixed-effects model revealed no statistically significant effect of the interaction between

existential commitment and definiteness on the acceptability of either the accusative or

genitive case-marked stimuli.

The experiment thus did not provide empirical support for the three predictions laid

out in (5): definiteness, existential commitment and their interaction did not influence

the acceptability of accusative and genitive case-marked stimuli.
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3.2 Sources of variability in the acceptability of the genitive case

While the results did not provide empirical support for the predictions in (5), the ex-

periment found that the accusative case is overall more acceptable than genitive case.

Furthermore, it identified three sources of variability that influence the acceptability of

genitive case: i) by-age ; ii) by-participant; iii) by-verb variability. I will discuss each of

these findings in turn.

The mean responses to the target stimuli bearing accusative and genitive case-marking

collapsing across conditions are shown in Figure 3. Participants gave higher ratings to

accusative case-marked stimuli (mean 3.87) than genitive case-marked stimuli (2.54). A

mixed effects model predicting acceptability rating revealed a statistically significant ef-

fect of case (β = -1.64, SE = 0.1387, z = -11.85, p < 0.001). This result is in stark contrast

with the results in Cho 2013. Specifically, Cho (2013) reported that genitive case was

overall more acceptable than accusative regardless of the testing condition.

Figure 3: Mean acceptability ratings (with 95% confidence intervals) by case

With regards to the acceptability of genitive case: three sources of variability were

identified.

First, the results revealed a considerable inter-speaker variation. 11 participants

judged all stimuli with genitive case-marked nominals as unacceptable regardless of the

condition that they were presented in. For these speakers, accusative case is the only

case available under negation. This means that the phenomenon of genitive-accusative

case alternation under negation is not present in the grammar of all speakers of Russian.

Second, there is a correlation between the participants’ age and the rating of genitive

and accusative cases, as shown in Figure 4. For the genitive case-marked stimuli, there

is a positive correlation between the acceptability rating and the age of the participant (r

= .43).This correlation survives even if we exclude the 11 participants that do not accept

genitive case under negation. Older participants overall rated genitive case-marked
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Figure 4: Participants’ mean rating of the accusative and genitive case-marked stimuli
collapsing across conditions

Figure 5: Mean ratings (with 95% confidence intervals) of accusative and genitive case-
marked stimuli by verb

stimuli as more acceptable than younger participants. For the accusative case-marked

stimuli, there is a negative correlation between the acceptability rating and the age of

the participant (r = -.18). It means that younger participants overall rated the accusative

case-marked stimuli as more acceptable than older participants.

Third, the results revealed considerable variation introduced by the verbs them-

selves. Although, the verbs used in the target sentences were controlled for tense and

aspect, considerable by-verb variability was identified. As shown in Figure 5, the ac-

ceptability of both genitive case differs across verbs. For example, genitive case-marked

stimuli were rated higher with najti ‘to find’ and uvidet ‘to see’ than the other three

verbs.
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3.3 Summary and discussion

The experiment did not provide empirical support for the claims in the literature that

the acceptability of accusative and genitive case under sentential negation is seman-

tically conditioned. Namely, the experiment did not find that definiteness, existen-

tial commitment or interaction between the two influences the acceptability of the two

cases.

However, the experiment revealed that accusative case is overall more acceptable

than genitive case. This result is at odds with the results reported in Cho 2013, who

found that genitive case was overall more acceptable. Cho (2013) suggests that it is

possible that the overall high acceptability of genitive case could be the result of the

prescriptive norms. Cho’s 2013 experiment was conducted offline with university stu-

dents. This experiment was conducted online in an informal setting and population

sample was not limited to university students. Different population samples (of dif-

ferent sociological and geographical backgrounds) and different experimental settings

(offline vs. online) could explain the differences in these results. The high acceptability

of accusative case reported in this paper is, however, in line with Kagan (2005, 2012),

who suggests that accusative case is the default case under negation.

Furthermore, the experiment revealed three important sources of variability in the

acceptability of the genitive case.

First, this experiment showed that for some speakers the case alternation does not

exist anymore: the direct objects are obligatorily accusative case-marked even in the

presence of sentential negation. This means that we have further evidence for an ongo-

ing language change in Russian. The fact that genitive case is not available for some

speakers indicates that Russian is moving in the same trajectory as Czech (Timberlake

1975). In modern Czech, accusative case is the only case available under negation. The

data sample of 11 participants is too small to try to determine whether the loss of

genitive case under negation is a feature of some (geographical) dialects of Russian.

Nonetheless, the results indicate that the general discussion of the Genitive of Negation

has to acknowledged the fact that the case alternation is not present in the grammar of

all speakers of Russian.

Second, the participants’ age correlates with the acceptability of genitive case: younger

participants find genitive less acceptable than older participants. This result survives

even when we only consider the participants that accept genitive case (i.e. the mean

rating for genitive case is more than 1.0). This result is expected given that accusative

case under negation is an innovation. In Russian (and other of Balto-Slavic languages),

genitive case is the historical case used under sentential negation. The accusative case
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did not become widely used in Russian until the end of the 20th century (Krasovitsky

et al. 2011). This experiment thus provides evidence for an ongoing language change

in Russian.

Third, genitive case was rated higher with uvidet ‘to see’ and najti ‘to find’ than

the other three verbs. The pattern with uvidet ‘to see’ is compatible with the claim in

Timberlake 1975, wherein verbs of perception take genitive case-marked nominals more

often that other semantic classes of verbs. However, the fact that najti ‘to find’ patterns

with uvidet ‘to see’ is puzzling. The data sample of 5 verbs is too small to try to

determine whether there are some general patterns with regards to the effect of verbal

semantics on the case alternation. Idiosyncratic properties of verbs have been discussed

as a factor influencing the acceptability of genitive and accusative cases with intensional

verbs (e.g. Kagan 2012). This experiment highlights the importance of verbal semantics

(and possibly word frequency) in the discussion of the (Object) Genitive of Negation.

4 Conclusions

There is an intuition in the literature on Genitive of Negation that the genitive-accusative

case is semantically conditioned. The aim of this experiment was to test predictions in-

formed by the literature that definiteness and/or existential commitment influence the

acceptability of accusative and genitive cases. These predictions were not borne out in

the given population sample: the results provide no empirical support for a semanti-

cally conditioned case alternation.

The experiment, however, revealed considerable by-age and by-participant variabil-

ity in the acceptability of the genitive case. These findings provide support for an

ongoing language change in Russian, whereby accusative case is becoming the default

case under negation. In further experiments, it could be tested whether the case alterna-

tion is semantically-conditioned in the older population. Furthermore, the experiment

identified that verbs may influence the acceptability of the genitive case. This finding

has implications for further investigations of Genitive of Negation: it highlights the

fact that verbal semantics and lexical frequency need to be taken into account when

constructing stimuli.

Lastly, the experiment revealed that accusative case is overall more acceptable than

genitive case under negation. This result is in contrary to the result in Cho 2013. The

present study thus raises some important issues regarding the choice of an experimental

setting as it can influence the results.

Given this state of affairs, further systematic large-scale experimental and corpora
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studies are necessary to document and establish the current patterns and tendencies in

the Genitive of Negation.
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