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An overview of the tendencies for the
development of dative-locative syncretism in Slavic languages

Przeglad tendencji rozwojowych synkretyzmu
celownika i miejscownika w jezykach stowianskich

Abstract: This paper is an overview of linguistic phenomena leading to the formation of dative-
locative syncretism in various Slavic languages, mainly in Slovak, Czech, Ukrainian, Slovene, Serbian,
and Croatian. These innovations may be motivated either by semantics, where they are linked with
the category of animacy, or by morphology, where they arise as an effect of the rearrangement of the
inflection system. In both cases, the mechanisms forming the syncretism originate in Proto-Slavic, but
the morphology-oriented changes are more likely to result in a full syncretism, whereas the semantic
motivation keeps the innovation within the bounds of the paradigm of masculine animate nouns.
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Abstrakt: Niniejszy artykut jest ogélnym zarysem zjawisk jezykowych prowadzacych do powsta-
nia synkretyzmu celownika i miejscownika w roéznych jezykach stowianskich, a w szczegdlnosci
w stowackim, czeskim, ukrainskim, stowenskim, serbskim oraz chorwackim. Innowacje te moga
by¢ umotywowane zaréwno semantycznie, gdzie powigzane sa z kategoria Zywotnosci, jak i morfo-
logicznie, kiedy nastaja jako efekt przebudowy systemu odmiany. W obu wypadkach mechanizmy
powstawania synkretyzmu majg zrédto w jezyku prastowianskim, jednak zmiany uwarunkowane
morfologicznie cze¢$ciej prowadza do petnego synkretyzmu, podczas gdy motywacja semantyczna
utrzymuje te innowacje w obrebie paradygmatu rzeczownikéw meskich zywotnych.

Stowa klucze: synkretyzm przypadkdéw, jezykoznawstwo poréwnawcze, jezyki stowianskie, deklinacja
rzeczownikow, morfologia

Dative and Locative in the Slavic Languages

The majority of the Slavic languages retains the Proto-Slavic seven case system, some-
times with the exclusion of the vocative. Bulgarian and Macedonian, having mostly lost the
original case system, still make a distinction between dative and accusative forms of clitic
personal pronouns (Pianka & Tokarz, 2000, p. 189; Stawski, 1954, pp. 113-114).
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The dative case is primarily used to indicate the recipient of an action, or, in a broader

sense, the indirect object of an action. Prepositions may be added to modify this mean-

ing.! Meanwhile, the locative is a somewhat special case in that it is exclusively used

with a preposition in every Slavic language.” It is employed to denote location, time, and

(in most Slavic languages) the topic (Moszynski, 2006, p. 257).

The dative-locative syncretism exists in various Slavic languages, namely in Slovak,

Czech, Ukrainian, Slovene, Serbian and Croatian. The mechanisms of this development are

different, though originating in the same, Proto-Slavic, background, and determine the

extents that it can reach in the inflection system.

The Proto-Slavic Basis for the Dative-Locative Syncretism

The loss of the locative case is not uncommon among Indo-European languages. Its

functions can be taken over by the ablative (as in the Italic languages), or the dative (as

in Greek and the Germanic languages) (Fortson, 2012, p. 261, 281, 343). The reconstructed

Proto-Indo-European morphemes for the locative singular are -i and null (Fortson, 2012,

p. 116, 126). The first one could have been easily mistaken with the dative ending -ei in the

course of the phonological development of the descendent languages (perhaps even more

so in thematic nouns, where the dative ending was -0i, while the locative ending was -oi),

and the latter was likely to become a fossilized morpheme. The similarity of certain noun

endings is often one of the reasons for the merging of noun cases.

In order to understand the mechanisms behind the merging of the dative and the loca-

tive in Slavic languages, we must esamine the noun declension paradigm in Old Church

Slavonic, as it is the closest to Proto-Slavic. The morphemes for the dative and the loca-

tive are as follows:?

Table 1
Dative and Locative Morphemes in Old Church Slavonic

. . . _ consonant
o-stems  jo-stems u-stems a-stems ja-stems i-stems {-stems
stems
Dative singular -u -u -ovi -e -i -i -i -i
Locative singular -e -I -u -e -i -i -e -e
Dative plural -omo -ems -bMb -amo -amo -bMb -amo -bMmob
Locative plural 64D -ikv -bHB -aky -axy -bHD -axv ~bHb

Note. Source: own study.

' One of such prepositions is po meaning “along,” which in the West Slavic languages merged

with po meaning “after” which governs the locative case.

? There is only a handful of attested uses of the locative without a preposition in Old Church

Slavonic texts (Moszynski, 2006, p. 257).

> The dual forms are not included, since there is no syncretism of the dative and the locative; rather,

the dual noun endings are syncretic in their own way, as inherited from Proto-Indo-European: there are

common forms for the nominative and the accusative, the genitive and the locative, and the dative and

the instrumental. Furthermore, most Slavic languages do not retain the dual (Aitzetmiller, 1978, p. 68).
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As seen in Table 1, three paradigms have the same morpheme for the dative and locative
singular: the a-stems (the morpheme -€), the ja-stems, and the i-stems (the morpheme -i).
Later development sees the interchangeability of o-stem and u-stem morphemes, as well
as the replacing of consonant stem morphemes with o-stem morphemes. Alternatively, the
morpheme -e in the locative singular of consonant stems is replaced with -i due to the
influence of the i-stem paradigm (Bartula, 2008, pp. 37-38, 43-45).

Based on the above we can conclude that the dative-locative syncretism in the sin-
gular was already present in the Proto-Slavic language in the a-stem, ja-stem and i-stem
nouns, which predominantly belong to the feminine gender. From there, this syncretism
would spread to the masculine and neuter gender, and even to the plural, in various Slavic
languages and dialects.

The Interchangeability of the O-Stem and U-Stem Morphemes

The use of the o-stem and u-stem morphemes in the inflection of masculine nouns was
often based on their functionality, be it in semantics or the rearranging of the inflection
system. This phenomenon is in some form present in all Slavic languages.

The u-stem dative singular ending -ovi had quite early been linked to the seman-
tic category of animacy, sometimes even developing the variant -evi for jo-stem nouns
(Bartula, 2008, p. 43). It was less frequently used with neuter nouns, which were more
likely to keep the original ending -u.

This usage of the morpheme -ovi/-evi based on semantics was often inconsistent - for
egample, in Polish -owi became the primary dative ending for masculine nouns, regardless
of their animacy (cztowiek “man” — dat. sg. cztowiekowi; stdt “table” — dat. sg. stotowi); at
the same time, some animate nouns have the morpheme -u, generally used in the neuter
gender (ojciec “father” — dat. sg. ojcu; pies “dog” - dat. sg. psu). However, the languages
that consistently attributed the category of animacy to the dative ending -ovi developed
a dative-locative syncretism for masculine animate nouns, as will be demonstrated below.

While the semantics is the reason for the interchangeability of the dative endings, the
use of the u-stem locative singular morpheme -u in masculine and neuter nouns can be
attributed to uniformizing tendencies in the noun declension system. The West Slavic lan-
guages, as well as Ukrainian and Belarusian, employ the ending -u after velar consonants
in order to avoid their palatalization. In Polish, this morpheme also replaced the original
ending -i of the jo-stem nouns. On the other hand, in Russian, the u-stem morpheme
developed into the so-called “second locative,” where certain nouns take on the ending
-e or -y depending on the preposition used (Brown, 2007, p. 62).

The spread of the morpheme -u in the locative singular was even more evident in the
South Slavic languages, leading to the dative-locative syncretism which will be discussed
in more detail below.
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Partial Syncretism Based on Semantics

The dative-locative syncretism based on the semantics (the category of animacy associ-
ated with the morpheme -ovi) originates in masculine nouns and can later spread to pro-
nouns, adjectives, and even neuter nouns when morphological analogy prevails over the
original meaning. Various realizations of this kind of syncretism can be observed in the
Slovak, Czech, and Ukrainian language.

The semantic category of animacy is predominantly expressed in Slavic languages with
the syncretism of the genitive and accusative case of masculine nouns. The adjective then
agrees with the noun. For esample, compare these two Slovak sentences: Vidim velkého psa
“l see a big dog” and Vidim velky dom “I see a big house.” The accusative of the adjective
velliého takes on the form equal to the genitive, in accordance to the animate noun psa
which it describes. In Slovak, a similar phenomenon occurs in the locative, where masculine
animate nouns take on the dative ending -ovi (Krajcovi¢, 1988, pp. 97-101). This morpheme
is quite consistently used to express animacy (Dalewska-Gren, 2007, pp. 297-298), while
inanimate nouns have the dative ending -u and the locative ending -e (for stems ending
with a hard consonant), -i (for stems ending with a soft consonant) or -u (for stems end-
ing with a velar). Unlike the genitive-accusative syncretism, adjectives do not take on
a syncretized form when accompanying animate nouns: velkému psovi (dative, animate),
vellkkom psovi (locative, animate), velkému domu (dative, inanimate), velkom dome (locative,
inanimate). Thus, the dative-locative syncretism is another way of marking animate nouns,
similar to the genitive-accusative syncretism, only less developed (Dudasova-Krissakova,
2008, p. 168).

A similar situation occurs in the Czech language, where the ending -ovi is used for
nouns referring to human beings, and sometimes for other animate nouns as well, though
alternative morphemes -u (for stems ending with a hard consonant) or -i (for stems ending
with a soft consonant) are usually also allowed (Dalewska-Gren, 2007, p. 298). Whichever
morpheme is used, the locative form of a masculine personal noun remains equal to the
dative form. The ending -i (Gebauer, 1896, pp. 100-102), however, was introduced in the
dative case in order to expand the opposition between hard and soft stems across all
the cases, thus creating a different kind of dative-locative syncretism, this time based on
morphology.

In Ukrainian, the ending -osi (with a soft stem variant -esi) is used interchangeably
with -y in the dative singular of masculine nouns. The morpheme -o06i, however, must
have been associated with animacy, as indicated by its occurrence in the locative, where
it is employed predominantly with animate nouns.* This dative-locative syncretism spread
further to neuter animate nouns (signifying children and young animals): nopocimko “pig-
let” — nopocimrosi (dative/locative) (Ukrains’kyi pravopys, §49, §52). Even though the as-
sociation of the morpheme -o06i with animacy was not as strong in Ukrainian as in Slovak
(Rusanivs’kyj, 2001, pp. 19, 33, 73), its inclusion in the locative caused more advanced

* The morpheme -osi is also used as an alternative to -y with stems ending with a velar
(Ukradns’kyi pravopys, §52).
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changes in the morphology, as adjectives and pronouns became affected with the dative-
locative syncretism (Seucenko, 1996: 77-78).

Unlike in Slovak, Ukrainian adjectives take on the dative form (ending with -omy) in the
locative in the masculine and neuter gender. The original locative form (ending with -in)
still exists, though the newer form is preferred, regardless of whether the morpheme -o0gi
is used with the noun. The same is true for pronouns: the syncretic locative form is more
popular than the original form (for esample the demonstrative pronoun yeu has the loca-
tive form ysomy or yim; the personal pronoun for the third person masculine iz has the
locative form usomy or nim) (Ukrains’kyi pravopys, §68, §73-78).

Yet, the dative-locative syncretism of singular masculine and neuter forms in Ukrain-
ian is not complete. The primary locative ending for nouns is still -7, which is absent from
the dative.

The examples of Slovak, Czech, and Ukrainian show that the dative-locative syncretism
originating in the semantics can evolve differently, depending on the level of dissociation
of the morpheme -ovi with animacy. In Slovak, where the association is the strongest,
the syncretism is the most consistent, though at the same time it never spread outside
of the masculine nouns. In Czech, marking the masculine animate nouns in the dative and
locative is optional, meanwhile, another form of syncretism arose based on morphology.®
In Ukrainian, the link between animacy and the ending -osi is the weakest: in the da-
tive case it is no longer present today. Nevertheless, this connection still allowed for the
formation of dative-locative syncretism in masculine animate nouns, which later spread
to neuter animate nouns. Since the original motivation behind these forms had become less
obvious, adjectives, and even pronouns underwent the same process, in order to achieve
case agreement with the newer noun forms.

The semantics-based syncretism, however, can never spread beyond the singular, the
reason being the original distinct dative and locative endings remaining in inanimate nouns.
Since the syncretism is not complete in the masculine and neuter singular, even with the
morphological syncretism in the feminine gender inherited from Proto-Slavic, the two cases
can never fully merge, and so the plural remains unaffected.

Partial Syncretism Based on Morphology

We have already discussed the Czech paradigm of masculine nouns which differentiates
between hard stem and soft stem morphemes. To that end, the soft stem locative ending
-i was introduced to the dative, as a doublet for the hard stem ending -u. In the South
Slavic languages, the dative-locative syncretism is also based on morphology, though their
declension makes little distinction between the original o-stem and jo-stem nouns.

*> Note that the Czech ending -ovi does not have an alternative form for soft stem nouns. An
innovative morpheme -ievi was dropped under the influence of hard stem nouns (Kosek, 2014, p. 38).
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In Slovene, Serbian, and Croatian,® noun inflection paradigms are quite uniform, in the
sense that most cases tend to have one morpheme and not differentiate between soft stem
and hard stem forms.” For the masculine and neuter locative singular morpheme, most
Western South Slavic dialects chose -u from the u-stem paradigm, which is coincidentally
identical with the dative singular ending from the o-stem paradigm. This led to the forma-
tion of the dative-locative syncretism in masculine and neuter nouns in the singular. On
the other hand, the Croatian Chakavian dialects opted for the ending -é (which later devel-
oped into -i or -e) in the locative, preventing the syncretism from taking place, and only
adopting the morpheme -u under the influence of neighboring dialects (Mali¢, 1997, p. 518).

This morphological syncretism is only considered with masculine and neuter nouns
in the singular and it remained that way in Slovene (Toporisic, 1974, p. 31), as well as in the
Kajkavian (Sojat, 2009, pp. 47-48) and Chakavian dialects of Croatian. In the Shtokavian
dialects,® however, this has developed into a full dative-locative syncretism.

Full Syncretism

Modern standard Croatian and Serbian, based on the Shtokavian dialects, have a full
dative-locative syncretism, to the point where one could argue that the locative case could
be excluded from Croatian and Serbian grammar (Gis, 2011, pp. 48-49).

In the singular, the syncretism in feminine nouns had been inherited from Proto-Slavic
(with a uniform ending -i adopted from the ja-stem paradigm), while in masculine and
neuter nouns, like in other Western South Slavic languages, the ending -u was chosen for
the locative, making it identical to the dative. In pronominal adjective forms, the final
u was dropped from the dative ending -omu, which then merged with the locative ending
-om’ (Danici¢, 1874, p. 165).

The syncretism is even more advanced in the plural, including not two, but three cases:
the dative, the locative and the instrumental. This phenomenon began with the merging
of dative and instrumental endings of feminine nouns (originally -am in the dative and
-ami in the instrumental) and pronominal adjectives (originally -im in the dative and
-imi in the instrumental). The final i in the instrumental ending was dropped, and later
a was added to the uniform dative-instrumental noun form which now had the morpheme
-ama, while the adjective morpheme remained as -im with optional final a (Danici¢, 1874,
pp. 123-124, 205-206). This caused confusion, and instrumental forms were used instead
of dative forms of masculine and neuter nouns, replacing the dative ending -om with -i (o-
stem instrumental plural morpheme) or -mi (u-stem instrumental plural morpheme). Mean-
while, the two instrumental endings merged into -imi, which later predictably became -im

® The same is true for Bosnian and Montegrin, which are commonly, together with Croatian and
Serbian, referred to as Serbo-Croatian.

7 The only distinction outside of the vocative being the alternation between o and e.

8 Shtokavian dialects are the basis for the modern standard Croatian, Serbian, Bosnian and
Montenegrin.

9 Optional vowels u or e can be added to the dative-locative masculine and neuter singular
ending -om.
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and then -ima (Danici¢, 1874, pp. 96-98, 115-121), thus completing the dative-instrumental
syncretism in the plural.

On the other hand, the locative at first displayed a tendency to merge with the geni-
tive, likely because of the shared ending of pronominal adjectives -ih. Since the sound
[h] was not pronounced in many regions, the genitive-locative endings -ih (masculine
and neuter) and -ah (feminine) became just -i and -a. Later the final m was added, and
the final a after that. Adjectives were treated similarly. The locative merged with the
dative-instrumental, while the genitive remained separate (Danici¢, 1874, pp. 136-140).

The Shtokavian dialects demonstrate that morphological motivations are very effective
in forming case syncretism. Formally similar morphemes tend to merge into one. At the
same time, the Western South Slavic languages usually have only one ending for each case
in each paradigm, preventing any semantic association with a given case morpheme. This
allows the cases to merge fully, and not only within one semantic category.

Conclusion

As evidenced by the discussed Slavic languages — Slovak, Czech, Ukrainian, Slovene,
Serbian and Croatian - there are two possible motivations behind the dative-locative syn-
cretism, which yield different results. One of them is semantics, the other - morphology.

Whatever the reason behind this phenomenon, the foundations upon which it was built
were laid in the Proto-Slavic period, namely the dative-locative syncretism of singular
feminine forms, the distinction between animate and inanimate nouns in the accusative,
and the interchangeability of o-stem and u-stem morphemes.

The first kind of dative-locative syncretism found in Slovak, Ukrainian, and, to some
extent, in Czech, is based on the association of the dative singular morpheme -ovi with
the semantic category of animacy. This morpheme was employed in the locative singular
of masculine animate nouns. From there, the syncretism evolved differently, depending
on the strength of the semantic association. Paradoxically, the more the language clung
to the original motivation behind the phenomenon, the more likely it was to hinder its
spread. Such was the case in Slovak and Czech, were this innovation stayed within the
singular paradigm of masculine animate nouns. On the other hand, in Ukrainian, after
the syncretism spread from the masculine animate to neuter animate nouns, its original
motivation started to fade away, giving way to the merging of dative and locative forms
of masculine and neuter adjectives based on case agreement with the nouns. Eventually,
this phenomenon affected pronouns too, having started in the semantics, through syntas,
and ending in morphology. This kind of syncretism, however, is limited by the original
dative and locative morphemes in the inanimate nouns, which remain distinct, thus pre-
venting the complete merging of the two cases and keeping the plural forms unaffected.

The morphological motivation behind the syncretism appears to be much more effec-
tive. We observe it in its first stage in Czech, where it coexist with the semantics-based
syncretism, as a way of differentiating between hard and soft consonant stems, as well
as in Slovene, where it arose as a result of coincidental similarity of the dative and loca-
tive endings adopted during the rearrangement of the declension system. In these two
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languages, the syncretism never proceeded beyond masculine and neuter nouns, unlike
in Serbian and Croatian.

Serbian and Croatian prove that formal similarity between the morphemes is the most
effective mechanism of forming case syncretism. Through this mechanism the dative-loc-
ative syncretism of singular nouns spread to pronominal adjectives. The plural was af-
fected in a similar way, starting with the merging of the dative and instrumental morphemes
of feminine nouns and pronominal adjectives, which caused confusion in the use of non-
syncretic masculine and neuter forms, leading to their uniformization. At the same time, the
genitive-locative syncretism had started in the plural, but eventually the new locative endings
were replaced with formally similar dative-instrumental endings, while the genitive remained
separate. The Serbian and Croatian inflection system, quite consistent in attributing only one
morpheme to each noun case, made no room for the association of a single morpheme with
any semantic category, which would have probably stopped the spread of the syncretism
throughout all of the paradigms.

References

Dictionaries

Ukrains’kyi pravopys. (2015). Instytut movoznavstva im. O. O. Potebni & Instytut ukrains’koi movy.
Retrieved March 1, 2024, from http://www.pravopys.net.

Sources

Aitzetmiiller, R. (1978). Altbulgarische Grammatik als Einflihrung in die slavische Sprachwissenschaft.
U. W. Weiher.

Bartula, C. (2008). Podstawowe wiadomosci z gramatyki staro-cerkiewno-stowiarskiej. Wydawnic-
two Naukowe PWN.

Brown, D. (2007). Peripheral functions and overdifferentiation: The Russian second locative. Russian
Linguistics, 31(1), 61-76.

Dalewska-Gren, H. (2007). Jezyki stowiariskie. Wydawnictwo Naukowe PWN.

Danici¢, D. (1874). Istorija oblika srpskoga ili hrvatskoga jezika do svrsetka XVII vijeka. Drzavna
Stamparija.

Dudasova-Krissakovd, J. (2008). Kapitoly zo slavistiky II. Filozoficka fakulta Presouskej university.

Fortson, B. (2012). Indo-European language and culture. Wiley-Blackwell.

Gebauer, J. (1896). Historickd mluvnice jazyka ceského. Dil I1l. Tvaroslovi, I, Sklonovdni. Praha-Viden.

Gis, I. (2011). Dativ i lokativ u suvremenim gramatikama. Hruatistika: Studentski jezikoslovni casopis,
5(5), 47-55.

Kosek, P. (2014). Historickd mluvnice cestiny 1. Masarykova univerzita.

Krajcovi¢, R. (1988). Vygvin slovenského jazyka a dialektoldgia. Slovenské Pedagogické Naklada-
tel'stvo.

Mali¢, D. (1997). Zi¢a svetih otaca. Hruatska srednjovjekovna proza. Institut za hrvatski jezik.

Moszynski, L. (2006). Wstep do filologii stowiarnskiej. Wydawnictwo Naukowe PWN.



An overview of the tendencies for the development...

Pianka, W., & Tokarz, E. (2000). Gramatyka konfrontatywna jezykdw stowiarnskich I. Slqsk.

Rusanivs’kyj, V. (2001). Istorija ukrains’koi literaturnoi movy. ArtEK.

Stawski, F. (1954). Gramatyka jezyka butgarskiego. Panstwowe Wydawnictwo Naukowe.

Seucenko, L., Rizyn, V., & Lysenko, J. (1996). Sucasna ukrains’ka mova. Lybid’.

Sojat, A. (2009). Kratki navuk jezicnice horvatske. Jezik stare kajkavske knjizevnosti. Institut za hrvat-
ski jezik i jezikoslovlje.

Toporisi¢, J. (1974). Kratko oblikoslovje slovenskega knjiznega jezika. In M. Kmecl, T. Logar &
). Toporisi¢ (Eds.), Slovenski jezik, literatura in kultura. Informativni zbornik (pp. 29-50). Seminar
slovenskega jezika, literature in kulture pri Oddelku za slovanske jezike in knjizevnosti Filozofske

fakultete Univerze v Ljubljani.

FL.2025.13.1.01 p. 9 of 9



