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SUmmarY: the present paper analyses the methodology adopted in the an-
cient Greek grammatical tradition to define and describe the nominal inflec-
tional categories, i.e. gender, number, and case. the main source for the said 
analysis is the treatise Tekhne grammatike attributed to dionysius thrax, but 
references are also made to the works of aristotle and some other authors. the 
research shows that semantic (functional) criteria played the principal part in 
describing the nominal inflectional categories, and especially that of the case. 
this does not mean, however, that the formal factor was completely absent: 
aristotle’s determination in searching for formal criteria of gender classes of 
nouns is noteworthy in this respect, as well as the attempt to associate the 
number category with some formal factors, evidenced in the Tekhne. 

it is a well-known fact that one of the most essential achieve-
ments of the Greek grammatical tradition was the identification and 
classification of basic inflectional categories which include words in-
flected in the Greek language (and other indo-european languages). 
it is also known that the systematics of inflectional categories created 
by the Greeks, despite theirs imperfections, had the greatest impact on 
modern grammatical theories. Until the end of the 19th century, the 
description of inflectional systems of languages, which were within 
european linguists’ range of interest, was based almost exclusively on 
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theoretical concepts created by the Greeks. it was not until the emer-
gence of structuralism in the 20th century that considerable modifica-
tions of this model of description were introduced. even then, however, 
the terminological apparatus adopted from the Greeks was not rejected, 
but rather expanded, made more accurate, and adapted to the standards 
of modern science. 

modern structuralist linguistics identifies the phenomenon of in-
flection category as the basis of a systemic, formal and functional, 
opposition, whose subjects are word forms that represent the same 
lexeme. this perspective is associated with a postulate to include in 
the description of the inflectional mechanism the fundamental opposi-
tion of the function (semantic and/or syntactic) and form (exponent of 
a given function). Greek linguistics was primarily focused on the se-
mantic aspects of described language facts and was quite successful in 
this field. Formal analysis, however, was undoubtedly its weak point. 
Yet, while describing specific phenomena associated with word inflec-
tion, a simple reference to the meaning often turns out to be impossible, 
or at least insufficient. in the present paper i put forward an analysis of 
a method of describing inflectional categories which was adopted in 
Greek grammatical theory. the selection of description criteria will be 
taken into consideration and the scope of analysis will be limited exclu-
sively to nominal categories. 

the treatise , which is traditionally attributed 
to dionysius thrax,1 will be the primary source for the said analysis, 
since this very text constitutes the final codification of Greek word 
grammar. But this treatise, as other grammatical texts, provides no 
general definition of inflection or inflectional category, as such. the 
specific inflectional categories were, however, described as particular 
‘accidences’ (), which accompany specific word classes 
(parts of speech).2 nominal categories were described in the chapter 
dealing with the ‘name’ (), i.e. with a word class that includes 

1  Uhlig G. (ed.), 1883.
2  it should be noted, however, that the status of ‘accidences’ () is at-

tributed not only to the inflectional categories, but also to the categories of word-for-
mation, i.e. to the category of  (‘form’), which is based on the opposition betwe-
en the primary form () and the derivative one (), 
and to the category of  (‘structure’) which is based on a tripartite opposition of 
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nouns, adjectives, numerals, and pronouns (except personal, posses-
sive, and relative pronouns). , that is ‘genders’, were first singled 
out ‘accidences’ () that characterize . they were de-
scribed in the following way: 

(d.t. 24, 8 – 25, 2): 






“there are three genders: masculine, feminine, and neuter. Some 

add to these two other genders: the common and super-common; the 
common, as for example a horse or a dog, and the super-common, as 
a swallow or an eagle”.3

in the first part of the cited passage, three basic ‘noun genders’ 
( ), i.e. three values of the ‘gender’ ( category, 
are distinguished, that is ‘masculine’ (), ‘feminine’ () 
and ‘neuter’ () genders. the specified ‘genders’ were not de-
fined in any way. However, they are characterized in a certain way by 
the terminology used, which, as one may guess, refers to the natural 
gender, i.e. the sexes of the objects named. thus, this category was 
assigned a specific semantic function. this, however, does not mean 
that the ‘gender’ ( specified in the treatise should be interpreted 
as a category which remains in an exclusive and unequivocal rela-
tion to the natural gender (or its lack) of the objects named by nouns 
(). in the text of the , the terms  and 
 generally identify values of ‘gender’ conceived as a strictly 
grammatical category.4 this is confirmed by the fact that in other sec-
tions the author lists such words as  ‘coil’ and  ‘storm’ (aside 

non-complex structure (), complex structure () and the 
structure derivative from complex (). 

3  if not stated otherwise, all source text citations were translated by the author.
4  Cf. Hilgard a. (ed.), 1901, pp. 18-22:                             
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from ) as examples 
of feminine nouns ().5 

nevertheless, the procedure of linking the grammatical genders of 
names with natural genders of their designata was usual and deeply 
rooted in the Greek grammatical tradition. evidence for this fact is pro-
vided not only by established terminology, but also by the second part 
of the cited passage, in which the author talks about ‘common’ () 
and ‘super-common’ () genders. in reality, these terms do not 
identify any other separate values of the gender category (other than 
and), but rather describe how this cat-
egory functions in relation to nouns, whose designata are living crea-
tures of both masculine and feminine sexes. Based on the included 
examples, it can be concluded that the term ()  refers to 
a method of functioning of the gender category, in which its value de-
pends on the sex of the object, which is identified by the given noun. as 
a result, a noun may have both masculine (in the case when its designa-
tum has a masculine sex, e.g.  ‘stallion’, or  ‘dog’) and 
feminine gender (in the case when its designatum has a feminine sex, 
e.g.  ‘mare’, or  ‘bitch’).6 the term () , 
in turn, characterizes a functioning of the gender category, in which 
its value is constant in reference to a given noun and is independent 
of the sex of this noun’s designatum (like  ‘swallow’- both 
male and female, or  ‘male eagle’/‘female eagle’).7 thus, the 
terms  and  characterize the category of ‘gender’ from 
the point of view of the relation existing between the gender values 

 See also ibid. 361, 12; 
524, 30 sqq.; 553, 4 sqq.

5  d.t. 15, 3 – 16, 1. 
6  Cf. Schol. d.t. 218, 18-22: 






7  Cf. Schol. d.t. 218, 22-24: 
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adopted by some specific nouns and the sex of the objects identified by 
these nouns. 

therefore, the terms  and designate concepts 
whose status differs from the concepts denoted with the terms 
and which essentially exhaust the char-
acteristics of the oppositional structure of the gender category (cf.: 
). this differentiation is indicated by the fact 
that the terms  and  were not mentioned in one row 
with ,and, but separately, and were 
preceded by an expression of a certain reserve: 
, which also reflects the notional distance that sepa-
rates the designata of the terms listed in both rows. However, the very 
fact that the description of the gender category was complemented with 
 and  confirms the above-mentioned notion of 
a relation existing between the grammatical genders of names and natu-
ral genders (sexes) of their designata. it is noteworthy that the cited 
passage from  is not the first Greek attempt to capture and theo-
retically describe the grammatical category of gender. on the contrary, 
it seems that gender was the first category recognized by the Greeks 
among all categories included in the Greek inflectional system. accord-
ing to aristotle,8 the sophist Protagoras of abdera (approx. 481-411 
BC) “distinguished name genders” ()  
dividing them into ‘masculine’ (), ‘feminine’ (), and 
‘names of things’ (). the adopted nomenclature suggests that the 
proposed division was based precisely on characteristics of the nouns’ 
designata. additionally, this fact is also reflected by the sophist’s pos-
tulate to assign masculine gender to the (feminine) nouns  ‘wrath’ 
and  ‘helmet’. this information was provided by aristotle in his 
treatise “on Sophistical refutations”.9 it is most probable that this pos-
tulate resulted from a conviction that things and features, which are 
naturally attributed to males, should have a masculine gender in their 
language representation. 

However, apart from their mentioned semantic aspect, all these 
kinds of nouns, i.e. ‘masculine names’, ‘feminine names’ and ‘names 

8  Rhetorica iii, 5, 1407b 6. 
9  Sophistici elenchi 14, 173b 17-25.
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of things’, were also associated with a specific formal shape. one can 
learn about this from a parodic fragment of aristophanes’ “Clouds” 
(verses 658-679). as is well known, the stage portrayal of Socrates rep-
resents not so much himself (i.e. the historical Socrates) as the common 
image of a sophist in this comedy. Because the opinions presented on 
the stage by this figure about the proper usage of language suit Pro-
tagoras’ attitude towards linguistic issues very well, the majority of 
scholars associate them with just this sophist.10 in the above mentioned 
fragment of the comedy, Socrates first advises his interlocutor Strepsia-
des to call a rooster , and then a hen suggests the artificial 
word  which he created. in the latter part of the conversa-
tion, Socrates convinces Strepsiades that he should not use the form 
 for a wooden bowl, because this way he calls something 
feminine as if it were of the masculine gender (
). instead, he proposes a nonexistent noun, 
, as similar to the feminine name   (‘Sostrata’). 
thus, because there is no clear relation of the designatum of the word 
 with the natural gender, the formal aspect must have 
played the fundamental role in this case, that is, the association of the 
specific noun genders with particular articles, and with typical noun 
endings, which cooccur with those articles. 

However, the co-occur a formentioned section 14, 173b 17-25 of 
aristotle's “on Sophistical refutations” points towards the association 
of individual gender values with yet another type of formal factor. in 
this passage, the Philosopher expresses his ironical attitude towards 
Protagoras who claimed that the nouns (of feminine gender)  
(‘wrath’) and  (‘helmet’) are characterized by masculine gender, 
and that people who use the (feminine) adjectival form  in-
stead of (masculine)  in relation to the noun  commit 
solecism. this passage demonstrates that in the case of nouns the indi-
vidual values of the gender category were also asociated with specific 
formal variants of an (atributively used) adjective. in other words, the 
gender differentiation of nouns was shown here from the syntactic per-
spective, that is, from the perspective of syntactic congruence of nouns 
and adjectival forms: 

10  See e.g. murray G., 1948, p. 177; Levin S., 1983, p. 42. 
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Sophistici elenchi 14, 173b 17-25:










„We have said before11 what kind of thing ‘solecism’ is. it is pos-
sible both to commit it, and to seem to do so without doing so, and to 
do so without seeming to do so. Suppose, as Protagoras used to say, that 
 (‘wrath’) and  (‘helmet’) are masculine: according to him 
a man who calls wrath a ‘destructress’ () commits a sole-
cism, though he does not seem to do so to other people, whereas he 
who calls it a ‘destructor’ () commits no solecism though he 
seems to do so. it is clear, then, that any one could produce this effect 
by art as well: and for this reason many arguments seem to lead to sole-
cism, which do not really do so, as happens in the case of refutations”.12 

it is clear that the cited text demonstrates not only Protagoras’ opin-
ion about word genders, but also that of aristotle. From the above quo-
tation one can infer that the Philosopher was convinced about the lack 
of clear correlation (which was advertised by Protagoras) between the 
grammatical gender of nouns and their semantic characteristics. this 
opposition to Protagoras’ concept of gender, which was based on the 
semantic criterion, prompted aristotle to search for other determinants 
of this category. the following fragment of the Poetics demonstrates 
that he found them primarily in the formal shape of noun endings (in 
nominative singular): 

Poetica 21, 1458a 9-17:

11  i.e. in chapter 3. 
12  translation by W. a. Pickard-Cambridge in: ross W. d., 1928.
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<>






<>





 
„among nouns, some are masculine, others feminine, and still oth-

ers neuter. the masculine nouns are those that end in ‘n’, ‘r’, ‘s’ and 
two clusters with ‘s’, i.e. ‘ps’ and ‘ks’. the feminine nouns are those 
that end in one of the long vowels, such as: ‘e’, ‘o’ (eta and omega) 
and with an extended ‘a’ (alfa). thus, the number of sounds, in which 
feminine and masculine nouns end, is the same, because in endings 
‘ps’ and ‘ks’ the last sound is ‘s’. no nouns, however, end with a silent 
sound or short vowel. there are only three nouns that end in ‘i’:  
(‘honey’), (‘rubber’), (‘peper’); five end in ‘y’. the 
neuter gender nouns end in precisely these vowels and also in ‘n’ and 
‘s’”. 

the rules of gender classification of nouns that were formulated in 
the Poetics obviously cannot be considered correct, because the word-
ending criterion adopted in that work is not appropriate to identify the 
grammatical gender of nouns in the Greek language. essentially, the 
grammatical gender category of Greek nouns, which is a lexically de-
termined property and has a classificatory (selective) character, is based 
on the differences between individual nouns occurring in their syntac-
tic congruity with specific inflectional forms of adjectives, for which 
this category has an inflectional and syntactically dependent character. 
thus, gender serves a purely syntactic function in the Greek language. 
it constitutes one of the co-exponents of the syntactic attributive con-
gruence, and the value index of the noun gender category is located 
in the syntactically subordinate element (adjective). even though the 
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formal shape of the noun ending, as mentioned by aristotle, is not the 
clear determinant or exponent of the value of the gender category, the 
reference to this criterion seems, at least partially, justified because of 
the evident (especially within declension i and ii) correlation (still not 
exact correspondence) between the noun ending and the noun gender. 
additionally, the very fact that aristotle terminated the gender clas-
sification of nouns from the semantic criterion and made an attempt 
to found this classification on a purely formal criterion, deserves to be 
appreciated, even though his attempt proved not fully successful and 
consistent.13 

it is also noteworthy that aristotle, despite having adopted a purely 
formal criterion for the gender classification of nouns, preserved Pro-
tagoras’ terminology in reference to the nouns of the first two gender 
classes, i.e. masculine () and feminine (). However, in 
relation to the third class, the Philosopher used the term  (lit-
erally ‘between’), thereby replacing Protagoras’ term  (‘names 
of things’). the reasons for which aristotle decided to introduce the 
term  in place of Protagoras’ can be seen in the following 
fragment of On Sophistical Refutations. in this passage, the Philoso-
pher addressed the problem once more, this time in the context of false 
conclusions from apparent solecisms:

Sophistici Elenchi 14, 173b 31 – 174a 5













13  in this context, it should be pointed out that aristotle in Sophistici elenchi 14, 
173b 17-25 protests against ascribing masculine gender to the nouns  (‘wrath’) 
and  (‘helmet’) even though they end in  thus satisfying the criterion of the ma-
sculine nouns defined in Poetics 21, 1458a 9-17. thereby, he confirms that these nouns 
belong to the feminine noun class, despite the fact that they do not “end in one of the 
long vowels”. 



216

Hubert wolanin


»«»
«














„all cases of masculine and feminine [words] differ from each 

other, but regarding the [cases of] a neuter gender [word], some differ 
from each other and some do not. if, for example, we are given , 
it is often treated as if one said  (scil. accusativus); and this is 
similar with other cases which are mistaken for one another. thus, one 
makes a false conclusion because  is common for more cases: 
 sometimes has the meaning of  (i.e. has the value of the 
nominative), and other times has a meaning of  (i.e. has the 
value of the accusative). therefore, it must be assumed that it has al-
ternate meanings: in connection with , it has a meaning of  
(i.e. occurs in the nominative), whereas in connection with , it has 
a meaning of  (i.e. occurs in the accusative), as for example [the 
word  in expressions] »« (»[this] is koriskos« 
– nominativus) and »« (»[i say that this] is koriskos« 
– accusativus as part of the syntactic structure of acc. cum inf.). this 
also happens in the case of feminine gender nouns, and in the case of 
the so-called ‘names of things’ that have the form of a name of a female 
or a male creature. For only those that end with  and , have the form 
of a name of a thing, for instance  (‘wood’) (‘rope’); 
those, however, that do not end in this way have the form of a mascu-
line or feminine noun. nevertheless, some of them are counted among 
the names of things, for example the word  (‘goatskin’), which is 
a masculine noun, or  (‘bed’), which is a feminine noun. For that 
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reason, these nouns also differ depending on whether they occur in con-
nection with  or ”. 

in the first part of the cited argument, aristotle points out that – in 
contrast to the words of masculine and feminine gender – not all case 
forms of the neuter gender words formally differ from each other. as 
a result, one form is taken for an other (homonymic), and, due to this, 
false conclusions arise. However, it should be stated that the very con-
cept of an inflectional form (as such) was not identified by aristotle in 
an exact way, that is, this concept was not correlated with an adequate 
technical term. the Philosopher uses an ambiguous term, , 
which may designate many different functional variances of words. 
However, in this case, the context and the attached exemplification re-
move any doubts and clarify that aristotle is talking about inflectional 
variants based on the case category. When he writes that the neuter pro-
noun  in connection with  has the meaning of , while 
in connection with  that of , this means that in the con-
text of  the pronoun possesses a value of a nominative, and in the 
context of  (i.e. within the syntactic structure of accusativus cum 
infinitivo) has a value of an accusative. Because of the lack of appropri-
ate terminology, the usage of non-homonymous forms of the nomina-
tive and accusative (masculine) pronoun  was the only linguistic 
means available to aristotle to refer to these values of the case category. 
in order to prove the fact that the pronoun , which occurs in both 
contexts, does not represent the same (case), the Philosopher 
points to the (masculine) noun , which in each context ac-
quires a different form, i.e. , but. this 
formal difference ( vs.) is to prove per analogiam 
that the pronoun  also does not represent the same case when 
used in both contexts. this way aristotle recognized the phenomenon 
of syncretism (homonymy) of particular case forms () of the 
pronoun , and correctly associated this phenomenon with the 
neuter gender (). 

in the second section of the discussed passage, aristotle makes 
a more general attempt to determine the relationship between the divi-
sion of nouns into gender classes on the one hand, and the formal and 
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semantic properties of nouns and characteristics of their inflectional 
case forms () on the other. Here, the Philosopher directly re-
fers to the gender classification that was introduced by Protagoras and 
points out the inapplicability of the classification’s criterion, which 
is reflected in the adopted nomenclature. What he meant was that the 
Protagorean word division into ‘masculine’, ‘feminine’, and ‘names of 
things’, which was based on the semantic criterion, does not take into 
account strictly linguistic properties of the respective words. aristo-
tle points out that the nouns classified as  (‘names of things’) 
based on this criterion do not constitute a uniform group from the point 
of view of their linguistic properties, because some of them, in con-
nection with  and  (i.e. in the nominative and accusative), 
are represented not by homonymic, but rather by non-homonymic 
word forms (), i.e. forms that differ in their phonetic shape. 
Yet, he identified this property as characteristic for masculine (such as 
 and feminine nouns. thus, he identifies the group of nouns 
that signify things in a way that clearly suggests a departure from Pro-
tagoras’ systematics, describing them as “so-called ‘names of things’” 
(). For his part, aristotle characterizes 
them as „having the form of a name of a female or a male creature” (
) and contraposes them to those 
nouns that “have the form of a name of a thing” () 
and are characterized by the homonymy of their , i.e. to actual 
grammatical neuters. 

the division of names of things into those “having the form of 
a name of a female or a male creature” and those “having the form of 
a name of a thing” proves that aristotle was aware that noun semantics 
(i.e. the specificity of their designata) is not the criterion that deter-
mines their strictly linguistic (grammatical) properties. in this respect, 
aristotle’s claim that the property in which the form () of a noun 
is different depending on whether it occurs in connection with  or 
with , refers not only to the strictly masculine (e.g.  and 
feminine nouns, but also to the “so-called names of things” that have 
the form of a masculine or feminine name (“”
””




219

deSCriPtiVe Criteria oF nominaL inFLeCtionaL CateGorieS…

), is particularly important. as an example of the “so-called names 
of a thing” nouns, which have the form of a masculine and feminine 
noun (
), aristotle mentions  ‘goatskin’ and  ‘bed’. in ref-
erence to these names, he once again emphasizes that, as in the case 
of , their  will formally differ depending on whether 
they occur in connection with  or with , i.e. in nominative and 
accusative, respectively(
). distinguishing the „names of things” 
() based on a semantic criterion and contraposing them with mas-
culine and feminine nouns () was thus presented as 
irrelevant from the point of view of strictly linguistic properties of all 
nouns. instead, homonymy of certain case forms () was (im-
plicitly) pointed out as a distinctive feature that characterizes nouns 
that are different than masculine and feminine nouns (and different than 
“so-called names of things, which have a masculine or a feminine noun 
form”). as mentioned before, the nouns that are characterized by this 
homonymy were described by aristotle as “having the form of a name 
of a thing” (). their examples are: ’wood’ 
and ‘rope’. Clearly aristotle attempted to point out certain 
intra-linguistic and non-semantic properties of nouns other than mas-
culine and feminine. and the fact that he favored a more neutral term 
for naming this third noun-class, instead of the confusing and 
inadequate , is yet another characteristic manifestation of his re-
fusal to accept the then-present systematics based on semantic criteria. 
However, as mentioned before, he did not oppose calling the nouns of 
the two remaining classes masculine and feminine.14

thus, we may conclude that aristotle correctly identified the gram-
matical neuters invoking the formal criterion consisting in the homon-
ymy of their nominative and accusative forms. of course, that does not 
mean that aristotle solved all problems related to the grammatical gen-
der of nouns. it is obvious that, although the formal property pointed 
out by aristotle is sufficient for a correct discrimination of nouns of 
neuter gender, it does not enable the distinction between masculine and 
feminine nouns. However, one should bear in mind that the discussed 

14  Cf. robins r. H., 1951, pp. 22-23.
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passage treats the problem of word genders exclusively in connection 
with the question of the apparent solecisms, which is the principal sub-
ject of this fragment of aristotle’s disquisition. in this context, pointing 
out the homonymy and connecting it to the specific gender class of 
nouns is quite legitimate and appropriate. the fact that aristotle did not 
restrict himself to defining the syncretism of  as a distinctive 
property of neuter gender nouns, but in addition invoked the phonetic 
shape of these nouns (

), is, however, a certain drawback of his argument. 
as previously mentioned, the form of the word ending does not deter-
mine the gender of a Greek noun. Furthermore, the rule presented in 
this passage not only does not include all Greek neutral nouns, but also 
excludes some of those that were listed in the systematics put forward 
in the above cited fragment of the Poetics. the nouns that end in-, 
which are mentioned here by aristotle (i.e.  and), do 
belong to the class of neuter gender nouns, but by no means exhaust the 
list of nouns belonging to this class. 

returning to the characteristics of gender found in the treatise 
, we notice that the information referring to this cat-
egory draws to a large extent on a tradition (of describing this category) 
that was formed earlier. the terms  and , which name 
masculine and feminine genders, constitute variants of Protagoraen and 
the aristotelian  and . only the term describing 
the neuter gender, is an innovation that replaces the Protagorean  
and the aristotelian . associating this category with the natural 
gender is, in addition to nomenclature, another element of the inherited 
tradition. it is reflected by both the adopted terminology and the con-
cepts of ()  and . in spite of aristotle’s attempts 
to break away from practice of associating the gender category with se-
mantics, no tradition was developed to apply formal criteria to describe 
this category. Similarly, the difference of how this category functions 
in relation to nouns and adjectives was not taken into account. this fact 
is undoubtedly related to the lack of a terminological and notional dis-
tinction between nouns and adjectives which hinders the entire Greek 
grammatical theory. 
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neither do we find any changes in the method of treatment of the gen-
der category in the grammatical treatises of apollonius dyscolus. this 
author also distinguishes  (‘gender’)  (‘masculine),15 
 (‘feminine’)16 and  (‘neuter’) and interprets the 
meaning of the name of the latter as a “negation of the two previous 
ones” (i.e. masculine and feminine: ).17 the 
term ’common’ also appears in apollonius’ work, but it no 
longer refers directly to a gender as such, as in the , but rather 
to a specific type of nouns, which – depending on the natural sex of 
their designata – may be characterized by both masculine or feminine 
grammatical genders:  [...]
 [...],  - „ the so-called 
common in gender - i mean common [names] [...], as in the case of the 
words:  ‘horse’ and  ‘human being’”.18 Hence, this is 
no longer , but . the term 
 was not used by apollonius. However, he used the expres-
sion when writing about the fact that some nouns, 
while having a specific (constant) value of the grammatical gender cat-
egory, may refer to both male and female designata, as opposed to arti-
cles, which do not possess this property.19 

numbers () constitute the second inflectional category 
() that is ascribed to ‘name’ in the  their charac-
teristics are presented in the following way: 

(d.t. 30, 5 – 31, 4): 






15  e.g.Uhlig G. (ed.), 1910, (= Synt.) i, 13 (16, 2); 22 (24, 4); 137 (113, 1). 
16  E.g. Synt. i, 13 (16, 2); 22 (24, 4). 
17  E.g. Synt. i, 13 (16, 2); 22 (24, 4). 
18  Synt. ii, 26 (146, 1-3). 
19  Cf. Synt. i, 88 (75, 13-14): 

 See also adv. 201, 12.
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“there are three numbers: singular, dual, plural; singular: Homer, 
dual: two Homers, and plural: Homers. However, there are certain sin-
gular forms that are also used in reference to multiple [objects], for ex-
ample, people, choir, crowd, and plural forms that are used in reference 
to singular or dual [objects]; the example for singular could be Athens 
or Thebes and both is an example of dual. 

in this passage, the author identifies and gives examples of three 
numbers, that is, ‘singular’ (), ‘dual’ () and ‘plural’ 
(), which are identifiable with the three values of the gram-
matical (inflectional) category of number. although the distinguished 
‘numbers’ are not defined in any way, it is easy to determine that some 
semantic function is attributed here to the specified individual ‘num-
bers’. apart from the terminology itself, this attribution can be clearly 
identified in the second section of the cited passage, in which the au-
thor points out certain disproportions that occur between the suggested 
semantic functions of the individual ‘numbers’ and the number-related 
semantic aspect of certain words that are characterized by these ‘num-
bers’. the fact that the author highlights these disproportions also proves 
that he binds the specific values of the number category with certain 
formal factors, which constitute one of the subjects that co-form these 
disproportions. regarding this question, the expressions 
, and  []
[] are especially noteworthy, 
since these expressions present an extremely interesting terminologi-
cal and notional distinction between words treated as formal structures 
that are associated with specific values of the number category (
/) and the functional range of these words 
(/ ), that is, be-
tween formal properties of a word and its functional characteristics. of 
course, this distinction was made from the perspective of the perceived 
inconsistency which occurs between the two confronted elements, that 
is between the word form, associated with the given ‘number’, and its 
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“systemic” meaning on the one hand, and the “real” meaning of the 
word on the other.20 

at this point, one may recall the above-cited passage from Soph-
istici Elenchi (i.e. 14, 173b 31 – 174a 5), in which aristotle, while 
describing masculine and feminine nouns that do not denote either 
male or female creatures but things, wrote that they “have the form 
of a name of a female or a male creature” and added that “some of 
them, though, are counted among the names of things, for example the 
word  (‘goatskin’), which is a masculine noun, or  (‘bed’), 
which is a feminine noun” ( [...] 

). thus, the aristotelian phrase   
has a relatively close (mutatis mutandis) parallel in the expression 
/ in the . Both terms,  and 
,demonstrate that the specific values of grammatical catego-
ries were associated not only with a specific meaning, but also with 
some formal properties. it seems, however, that aristotle did not discuss 
the formal aspect of the number category and made only one reference 
to it (Poetica 20, 1457a 18–23) as to one of the () 
based on the semantic criterion ([] 
). 

it is also notable that there exists an essential difference between 
the toponymic pluralia tantum words   and, which 
exemplify the  [][
], and the words ,, which illustrate 
 in the . although the words 
, in the singular denote a specific plurality, it is also pos-
sible to use them in the plural ( ‘peoples’, ‘choirs’, 
‘crowds’). Similarly, the word that exemplifies  [
][], i.e. , can be used also in 
the dual () or even the singular ( ‘each of two’). 
it seems possible that the connective  used in the phrase identifying 

20  See also Schol. d.t. 545, 7-9: 
<>
. ibid. 21-22: 
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 should be interpreted as reflecting just these differ-
ences that exist between the words exemplifying the very 
 and the pluralia tantum words 
exemplifying the  [][
]. However, a clear identification of the meaning of this connective 
appears difficult. on the one hand, the expression: 
 can be understood as 
“there exist certain forms in the singular that also (= apart from sin-
gularity) express plurality”. invoking the language of examples, this 
would mean that, for instance, the word  (‘people’), as opposed 
to the form  (‘peoples’), expresses singularity, but treated as such 
(i.e. in abstracto), expresses (also) plurality (multiplicity). thus, we 
would deal with a certain „relative plurality” denoted by such words 
as , and, whereas the connective  would sug-
gest the possibility of expressing plurality also by plural forms of these 
words. on the other hand, the analyzed expression can also be under-
stood as "there exist certain forms in singular that also (= as plural 
forms do) express plurality”. thus, it would mean that certain words (in 
the singular), for example  (‘people’), also (= like plural forms) 
express plurality, that is, they have the same meaning as plural forms. 
in this case, forms like , and would be attributed 
with sui generis “absolute plurality”, fully comparable with plurality 
expressed by words that occur in the grammatical plural. and this “ab-
solute plurality” would be an exact equivalent of an “absolute singular-
ity” that is expressed by words like  and. regardless 
of the adopted interpretation, it can be said that the analyzed passage 
demonstrates a perceived contradiction between the semantic function 
explicitly connected with particular values of the number category, and 
the formal shape of the word implicitly associated with these values. 

, i.e. ‘cases’, are the last inflectional category, which the 
 ascribes to  they were presented in the following way: 

(d.t. 31, 5 – 31, 1): 
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†
 

“there are five cases: 
 the case  is also called and; the case 
 [is also called] and; the case  [is also 
called] ; the case  † according to , and 
 [is also called] ”. 

even though the listed and named  were not either defined 
or exemplified, it cannot be doubted that the author talks about the 
grammatical cases. this results not only from the entire latter tradition, 
which unequivocally identified the specified  with grammati-
cal cases, but also from the fact that the status of  as inflec-
tional cases corresponds to the status of other , 
which identify other morphological and semantic properties of words 
belonging to this class, the remaining inflectional properties, i.e. gen-
ders () and numbers (), among them. in addition,  
are also ascribed – as one of – to words that belong to 
the class of  (articles and relative pronouns) and  
(personal and possessive pronouns), and the presented exemplification 
clearly proves their identity with grammatical cases.21 

Because of the absence of descriptive characteristics in the , 
the only information regarding the identification criteria for this cat-
egory can be obtained from the applied nomenclature. in this respect, 
it is noteworthy that the term , which denotes the case category 
as such, has functioned in Greek linguistics for an extended period of 
time. this term was a specific terminus technicus in the frame of the 
conceptual and terminological system of both aristotle and the Sto-
ics. However, this does not mean that the mentioned representatives 
of philosophical schools used the term in the sense that strictly corre-
sponded to the grammatical category of the case. 

in aristotle’s works, the notion, which is denoted with the term 
,is associated with the formal and functional variance of 
words that extends not only beyond the scope of declension, but also 
beyond the scope of inflection at large. it seems that the aristotelian 

21  See d.t. 62, 1 and 5; 64, 2; 67, 3-6. 
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term  ( and ) designates the notion of a word 
form, which is perceived as a textual secondary representative of 
a noun or verb lexeme, and remains in opposition to its primary repre-
sentative, which is denoted by the term  or  (respectively).22 
However, the basis for the dichotomies – 
and  is not strictly grammatical but logical 
and semantic, which is a result of the association of lexemes of both 
classes, i.e. nouns and verbs, with specific logical functions, i.e. the 
function of a predication subject exponent, and the function of a predi-
cation exponent, respectively. in the frame of the opposition –
, which is more essential from the point of view 
of the analyzed problems, the  should be identified with word 
forms that function as exponents of a predication subject. the  
, in turn, are to be identified with name forms perceived as 
predicate co-exponents. However, in aristotle’s works, not only the 
noun forms in oblique cases (which are morphologically determined 
to constitute the predicate co-exponent as complements of the verb 
predicate), but also nouns in the nominative case (when used in a sen-
tence as predicatives)23 and derivative (mainly adjectival and adverbial) 
formations,24 have the status of . thus, it would be 
wrong to equate the aristotelian concept of  () with 
a grammatical (oblique) case, because it was distinguished mainly on 
the basis of a logical – not grammatical – criterion, and its linguistic 
actualizations are constituted by word forms, which – from the gram-
matical point of view – remain not only in an inflectional, but also 
in derivational and syntactic opposition with each other.25 the estab-
lishment of the noun – a derivative of the verb  ‘to 
fall’ – as a technical term denoting this concept presumably originated 

22  Cf. e.g. De interpretatione 2, 16a 32 – 16b 5; 3, 16b 16-18; Poetica 20, 1457a 
18-23. 

23  Cf. Analytica priora i, 36, 48b 39 – 49a 5.
24  Cf. e.g. Categoriae i, 1a 11-15; Topica i, 15, 106b 29-107a 2; ii, 9, 114a 26-114b 

8; Rhetorica ii, 23, 1397a 20-23
25  on  in Aristotle see inter alia: Belardi W., 1985; d’avino r., 1975; de-

lamarre a. j.-L., 1980; Gallavotti C., 1986; koller H., 1958; montanari e., 1988, pp. 
161-177, 216-236; Pagliaro a., 1955; Primavesi o., 1994; thorp j., 1989. 
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in a metaphorical meaning of the “falling off” or “moving away” of 
a word from its primary, formal and functional, status. 

also, in the Stoic dialectics, although the term  was no 
longer used with reference to verbal inflectional variants, it still did 
not denote the grammatical case, but rather the meaning of a noun 
() viewed as an argument of the predicate (). this 
results from the fact that the concept, which is denoted by the term 
, belongs to that part of Stoic dialectics that deals with what 
is meant (signified) by language () 
and is always related to the predicate (), that is, to what 
is meant by a verb, with which it constitutes a proposition () 
or other complete expressional content (). Because 
of the hierarchical differentiation of the logical status of arguments 
implied by predicates, the Stoic philosophers also introduced the no-
tion of a ‘primary argument’ or ‘subject argument’ of the predicate 
() and the notion of ‘secondary arguments’ or ‘non-sub-
ject arguments’ ().26 it should be emphasized, how-
ever, that the opposition – is not tan-
tamount to the opposition nominative form – oblique cases forms (seen 
as an opposition based on a formal differentiation of the noun-forms 
acting as exponents of the first- and second-type arguments), since the 
primary argument (i.e. ) can be designated not only by 
nouns in the nominative form (like   ‘Socrates 
walks’), but also by noun-forms in the oblique cases, for example, 
 ‘it is a regret for Socrates’. regarding the terms 
 (), which occur in diogenes Laer-
tius’ treatise,27 it should be stressed that we cannot be certain whether 
these terms functioned at all in Stoic dialectics.28 if, however, these 
terms did constitute part of Stoic nomenclature, they most probably re-
ferred to the diversity of the logical status of non-subject arguments 
() within a proposition; consequently, their relation 
to the inflectional properties (i.e. cases) of nouns that designate these 
arguments could have been only indirect and equivocal and therefore 

26  Cf. diogenes Laertius Vii, 43-44; 63-64. See also Frede m., 1978, p. 31; Frede 
m., 1994, pp. 13-24; Long a. a., 1971, pp. 105-106.

27  Vii, 65. 
28  See e.g. de mauro t., 1965, p. 176, footnote 33.
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must remain in the sphere of hypotheses or speculations which are dif-
ficult to prove.

in effect, the term  did not identify a strict grammatical case 
category in the philosophical systems that predated the grammatical 
tradition. moreover, we cannot ascertain who introduced the very con-
cept of cases as strictly inflectional word variants into Greek science 
and assigned them the names that are listed in the . there is no 
doubt that the grammatical theory conceived in the circle of alexan-
drian philology and reflected in the was shaped through the 
merging of influences of the Peripatetic and Stoic schools, and con-
stituted to a large extend the result of adaptation and modification of 
the linguistic, conceptual and terminological, systems of both schools. 
even though the term , and the terms 
, acquired the status of names of grammatical cases (sensu 
stricto) only in the alexandrian circle, i.e. at the end of the 3rd or in the 
first half of the 2nd centuries BC, the alexandrian mode of perception of 
this phenomenon, which is reflected in the adopted terminology, draws 
on some characteristics of the earlier philosophical way of viewing this 
phenomenon.

the characteristic feature of the nomenclature presented in the 
 is the fact that it captures individual cases in their functional 
aspect, and identifies them with specific semantic functions. Besides, 
a certain kind of division of case names into primary or proper (

) and secondary (additional), which are shown as alternative to the 
earlier ones (
 etc.), is quite clearly noticeable in 
these systematics. it seems that these primary names, and the implied 
functional characteristic of their designata, for the most part constitute 
a reflection of the earlier, mainly Stoic, philosophical tradition. the 
majority of secondary names, in turn, seem to have originated in certain 
innovations in the circle of philologists and grammarians. these inno-
vations were probably the result of specific re-interpretations – which 
were carried out in these circles – of functional characteristics of the 
individual cases.  
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thus, the term () was attributed to the first case (i.e. the 
nominative) as its primary name. this term certainly is connected with 
the homonymic Stoic concept of , that is, with the concept 
of the meaning of a noun, which constitutes the subject of predication 
within a proposition. therefore, it can be said that the establishment of 
this term as a first case name resulted from 1) the general identification 
(carried out in the circle of alexandrian grammarians) of the Stoic term 
, designating the noun meaning as a predicate argument, with 
the noun form constituting the exponent of this argument, and 2) the 
fact that the exponent of the subject argument is, most frequently, the 
nominative form. the secondary term () , in turn, 
reflects, as one may guess, the general sense of language users that the 
nominative form of a noun is the natural form for the name of a specific 
designatum; in other words, it reflects the conviction that the natural an-
swer to a question of how something or somebody is called will not, for 
example, be forms  (‘Plato’s’) or  (‘to Plato’), but 
(‘Plato’).29 Whereas, application of the term () 
in the function of the name for the nominative case is ascribed to aris-
totle by many scholars. these scholars point to On Sophistical Refuta-
tions 31, 181b 35 – 182a 6 and interpret the expression 
’, which occurs in this passage, as precisely referring to 
the usage of a noun in the nominative.30 in our opinion, such interpreta-
tion is not justified, following a careful reading of the passage: 

aristoteles, Sophistici elenchi 31, 181b 35 – 182a 6: 

29  Cf. Schol. d.t. 231, 17-20: 

Ibidem 383, 
28-31: 

. 

30  Cf. d’avino r. 1975, p. 127: „ (poi casus rectus) è invero l’altro modo 
aristotelico di riferirsi al nominativo (cf. Soph. el. 182a 3)”; Pagliaro a., 1955, p. 36, 
footnote 1: „aristotele [...] in Soph. elench. 31, 182a 3 si riferisce al nominativo con il 
nesso ”; Botas V. B., 1985 p. 196 – sub voce : „arist. ref. Sof. 
182a 3: : “en nominativo”. 
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“regarding the terms that are predicated – as attributes – of [other] 

terms that are defined by them, it should be said that what these terms 
mean in isolation and what they mean as part of an expression [in 
which they occur as attributes associated with other terms] is not the 
same. Because, for example, the word ‘crooked’, when understood in 
abstracto, means [always] the same, [i.e. something that can be said 
of] both something that is turned up and something that is bent; how-
ever, in connection with a specific thing, it can have different mean-
ings, of which one is appropriate for a nose and the other one for legs. 
For, in the first case, it means ‘up-turnedness’ and in the second ‘bent-
ness’. However, the expression ‘turned-up nose’ does not differ from 
‘crooked nose’ in its content. Whereas, an expression that directly (i.e. 
non-attributively) captures this concept, cannot be regarded as identical 
with the previously mentioned ones, because such reasoning would be 
erroneous. this results from the fact that the ‘(nose) up-turnedness’ is 
not the same as ‘crooked nose’ but to a certain extent constitutes a prop-
erty of such a nose. therefore, it is not incorrect to say that a turned-up 
nose is a nose that possesses a crookedness, which characterizes this 
nose”. 

the sense of this argument can be summarized by saying that the 
expression ‘turned-up nose’ (), in its content, does not dif-
fer from the expression ‘crooked nose’ (), but differs from 
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the expression ‘(nose) up-turnedness’ ( ()), which was 
defined just as . in other words, aristotle contrasts 
the expression ‘(nose) up-turnedness’ with the expression ‘turned-up 
nose’,31 and defines it as . 

the term , which characterizes the expression 
‘(nose) up-turnedness’ and at the same time captures the essence of its 
disparity compared to the expression ‘turned-up nose’, cannot then be 
linked with the case in which this expression occurs (i.e. the nomina-
tive), because both parts of the presented opposition, that is  
() ‘(nose) up-turnedness’ and ‘turned-up nose’, occur in 
the nominative. Hence, the term  cannot be interpreted 
as an ‘expression in the nominative’, because the expression which is 
contrasted with it, i.e. ‘turned-up nose’ (), is also in the nomi-
native. So, since the point is not to contrast the expression in the nomi-
native with that in the oblique case, the term  cannot be identi-
fied with the nominative. it can be inferred from the context that this 
term should rather be identified with a word that captures the denoted 
property “directly” (), that is as a (noun) name of this prop-
erty ( ‘up-turnedness’) – in contrast to a word (i.e. adjective) 
that captures this property “indirectly”, that is attributively ( ‘up-
turned’). it seems, then, that the term () acquired a tech-
nical meaning of the name of the nominative case only either among 
latter pupils of Aristotle32 or in the circle of alexandrian grammarians, 
in which it became a parallel term to the synonymous  ().33 

the term ()  is presented as a primary name of the 
second case. the adjective  occurs in both aristotle’s and Sto-
ic’s works.34 However, in these works this term does not acquire a gram-
matical (or linguistic, in general) meaning, but means simply ‘regard-
ing ’. at the same time, the term  denotes the concept of 

31  and, of course, with the expression ‘crooked nose’, as equivalent to ‘turned-up 
nose’. 

32  Cf. e.g. ammonius, In Aristotelis „De interpretatione” comm. 42, 30 – 43, 16 = 
Von arnim j. (ed.), 1903-1905, (= SVF), ii, 164.

33  on the late ancient and Byzantine grammarian commentaries, which justify usage 
of the terms , , and  in relation to the nominative, see thorp j., 1989, 
pp. 317-324.

34  e.g. Topica. 5, 102a 36; 4, 101b, 18; SVF ii, 28, 1.



232

Hubert wolanin

a broadly understood type or class of objects (beings), which include 
narrower subclasses (species), i.e. . in addition, meanings related 
to the ‘origin’, ‘genesis’, etc. are acquired by the adjective  rel-
atively late; earlier, they were attributes of such forms as  
or . due to lexical reasons, then, the essence of the functional 
characteristic of the genitive case, which was initially ascribed to it by 
the Greeks and reflected in the name () , should be as-
sociated not with expressing the ‘origin’ or ‘genesis’, but rather with 
expressing something that is (as philosophically understood) ‘generic’. 
thus, the genitive would be a case that expresses , i.e. a class 
including objects or concepts designated by words (nouns) that stand 
next to the noun in this case, for instance: 

 [...], [...], 
[...], 

With time, the alexandrian philologists probably reinterpreted the 
semantic function of this case, ascribing to it a role of an exponent 
of possession or affinity relations. this resulted in the occurrence 
of its secondary names in the form of the terms  and 
(). in this respect, appolonius dyskolus is very 
instructive. the term  was not used at all by him, whereas 
he employed the term  exclusively in reference to possessive 
pronouns. However, while discussing pronouns he wrote: 

 – „the pronoun  in the genitive is [often] associated 
with the object of possession; hence, some people generally call [this 
case] ‘possessive’”. (Synt. ii, 117 (216, 12-13)). although apollonius 
consistently applies the term  () to the genitive, he also 
ascribes a possessive function to this case: 
 – “possession cannot 
be expressed with any other case but the genitive” (Synt. i, 68 (59, 
7-8)).36 Besides, he provides the (noun in) the genitive accompanied by 

35  Cf. Steinthal H., 1891: 302: „Wie nun  ein name zur Bezeichnung 
des  ist u.s.w, so ist  der Casus zur Bezeichnung der Gattung”. re-
garding interpretation of the meaning of the term  („casus generalis“); 
see also: Pohlenz m., 1939: 172-173; de mauro t., 1965: 206-208; Calboli G., 1972, 
pp. 97-99; allen W. S., Brink C. o., 1980, pp. 64-65. 

36  See also Synt. 103 (86, 6-7). 
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a preposition  with a function of expressing an agent in the passive 
structures that express experiencing: 
 [...]  – 
„in the passive structure [...] the doer passes to the genitive with the 
preposition ” (Synt. iii, 159 (405, 10-11)).37 

the name of the dative, i.e. () , is usually interpreted 
as a result of identification of this case function with the expression of 
‘a person who is given something’. the accuracy of this common view38 
is challenged by (at least) two circumstances. the first has a general lin-
guistic character and results from the actual manner in which this case 
functions in the Greek language. namely, the point is that on the basis of 
frequentative analysis, which can be conducted on any corpus of Greek 
texts, it is easy to prove that the usage of the dative in the function of an 
exponent of ‘a person who is given something’ occurs relatively rarely. 
this case much more frequently constitutes either an exponent of dif-
ferent kinds of adverbial functions (instrumental, locational, temporal, 
sociative, causative etc.), or the complement of verbs like 
etc.39 Hence, the question arises: why 
should the very function of the dative, which is rarely actualized and is 
distributively limited to a small group of verbs meaning to ‘give’, ‘of-
fer’, ‘hand over’, etc., have been perceived by the Greeks (and encoded 
in the name of this case) as central or fundamental. 

the second circumstance that challenges the accuracy of the in-
terpretation of the dative as a case expressing ‘a person who is given 
something’ has a terminological character, and refers to the structural 
semantic properties of a morphological formation constituted by the 
term . these properties would require that the derivative forma-
tion with the suffix (-)-) (like  be provided with a general 
meaning, which should be defined rather as ‘referring to what is given’, 

37  Cf. also Synt. iii, 170 (417, 6-7): 
 – “to express a sensation, the construction with the genitive is appropriate”; 
Synt. 186 (428, 13–129, 1):  – “the geni-
tive was assigned to the passive”. 

38  See e.g. Pohlenz m., 1939, p. 171; Calboli G. (1972), p. 99; allen W. S., Brink 
C. o.  (1980), p. 64.

39  See de mauro t., 1965, pp. 157-165. Cf. also. Schwyzer e., debrunner a., 1950, 
pp. 137-168; auerbach m., Golias m., 1952, pp. 174-179.
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(or to ‘the one who gives’), than ‘referring to the one who is given’. tak-
ing both arguments into account, it cannot be ruled out that the origin of 
the name ()  is related to the fact that Greeks originally 
perceived the dative as a case that expresses ‘what is (in a sentence ad-
ditionally) given’, that is as a case that designates any additional “data” 
communicated in a sentence; “data” that would refer to time, location, 
manner, cause and other circumstances that accompany the predicate 
content of this sentence.40 the advantage of this interpretation consists 
in the fact that it assumes that the dative function also was captured 
in a “philosophical” manner, congruent with how the functions of the 
other cases were perceived and reflected in their names, that is, the 
nominative as a case of predicate subject, the genitive as a case ex-
pressing affiliation (of the designatum of a co-occurring noun to the 
specific class), and the accusative as a case that designates a result or 
an object of the action expressed in a sentence (see below).41 now, the 
secondary name of the dative, that is () , probably 
results from the association of this case function with the epistolary 
formula of  type.

the accusative name ()  comes from the term 
 which was used by aristotle42 to denote an effect that is the 
result of a specific cause – . in the Peripatetic and Stoic circles, 
the semantic range of (‘cause’) includes all actions or processes 
that change or modify reality, whereas the term  denotes eve-
rything that was caused by these processes or subject to them. thus, the 
fourth case, () , was terminologically defined as an 
exponent of this that constitutes an effect or a subject of action (desig-
nated by a verb) that has a causative character. in contrast to the dative, 
which expresses additional and external circumstances of the process 
communicated in a sentence by a predicative expression, the accusa-
tive has the status of the exponent of an element that constitutes an 

40  See de mauro t., 1965, pp. 202-205 et passim. 
41  Ibidem, pp. 199-200 gives special attention to the problem of interpretative cohe-

rence in relation to the original meanings of case names. He was the first to oppose the 
association of the name  with a ‘person who is given something’, considering 
it incoherent with commonly accepted interpretations of the genitive and accusative 
names, which connect them with more general, semantic and philosophical, concepts. 

42  Anal. post. i, 9, 76a; ii, 16, 98a.
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inherent and indispensable component of this process, that is, of an ele-
ment that obligatorily complements and, at the same time, conditions 
this process. 

Unfortunately, damages to the text of the  make it hard to 
decipher and interpret the information about a possible second name of 
this case. the crucial section of the preserved text sounds almost like 
a tautology: † – „(case)  
[is also called] according to (?) ”. Because of that, some 
commentators propose in this place the reading 
, i.e. „(case)  [is also called] ”, which 
points out the origin of associating the name of this case with ‘accus-
ing’ ( ‘i accuse’, ‘i blame’; cf. lat. accusativus).43 How-
ever, we would like to point out that the verb  also has the 
meaning ‘to accuse’, and in common and non-philosophical usage the 
noun  also primarily meant ‘accusation’ and ‘charge’. therefore, 
the point of departure for the later interpretation of the accusative as 
a case connected with “accusing” can also be constituted by the very 
name () , which, actually, was commonly associated 
not with the philosophical term , but rather with the common 
meaning of the word  (‘accusation’,’ charge’).44 

the name of the vocative () alludes to the func-
tional specificity of this case as a word form that is used as an appeal 
or call. the name ()  conceives the vocative as 
a word form that functions commonly as an element of greeting (saluta-
tory) or welcoming formulas.45  

43  Cf. j. Lallot, 1989, p. 146. 
44  F. a. trendelenburg, 1936 was the first to suspect that the Latin case names, at 

least partially, resulted from an erroneous interpretation of the corresponding Greek 
names. Particularly, he considered the term accusativus to be based on an erroneous co-
nviction that the Greek term  derives from the verb ’i ac-
cuse’, whereas, in fact, the name of this case originated from the term ; hence, 
the appropriate Latin name would be causativus. on this subject, see also Pohlenz m., 
1939, pp. 167-170; Calboli G., 1972, pp. 99-102.

45  Cf. e.g. Schol. d. t. 384, 16-21:  


[]
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to sum up, it can be said that the notional and terminological sys-
tem that refers to grammatical cases was, to a high degree, shaped un-
der the influence of Peripatetic and Stoic philosophers. the evidence 
for this fact is provided by the semantic characteristics of the basic case 
names. the majority of these names originated from concepts that were 
conceived in these circles and look at the individual case forms from 
the perspective of their general functional properties which are deter-
mined by their position in the structure of a statement. in other words, 
this terminology presents the cases as word forms that constitute the 
exponents of such general, logical and semantic, categories as predica-
tion subject (() ), class of objects (() ), result 
or object of a causative process (() ), and additional 
circumstances co-occurring with this process () ). 

However, the understanding of logical and philosophical concepts, 
on which the case naming system was founded, disappears as a result 
of the emancipation of grammar science in the circle of alexandrian 
philologists and the loosening of its ties to philosophy. this process 
was accompanied by the phenomenon of proposing concepts that were 
conceived in this circle and were related to the essence and character-
istics of the individual case forms. this resulted in the semantic re-
interpretation of the existing terminological system on the one hand, 
and in the occurrence of new, alternative names of the individual cases 
on the other. Both of these processes were signs of a certain triviali-
zation of the way the case functions became perceived by the gram-
marians. Within grammatical theory, namely, the essence of particular 
cases were reduced to the indication of narrow and specific content 
elements, which in many cases were determined by the semantic struc-
ture of specific syntagms to which the individual cases were related.46 
thus, the essence of the nominative, i.e. the exponent of predication 
subject ( / ), was reduced to a word form used for 
naming individual objects, that is, to a function that is actualized within 
the syntagm 47which, in turn, is reflected in the name 


 See also ibid. 232, 8-10, and Choeroboscus G., 1965 111, 22-24.

46  Cf. de mauro t., 1965, pp. 193-194, 196-197. 
47  See above, note 29. 
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() . the generic function of the genitive was nar-
rowed down to express family or possession relations, which resulted 
in both connecting the meaning of ‘origin’ with the term , and 
the introduction of variant names  and 48 the concept 
of the dative as a case that designates (additional) “data” that accom-
pany the process described in a sentence, was replaced with a concept 
that is determined by either syntagm , which gives this 
case the status of an exponent of ‘the person who is given something’, 
or syntagm (), which gives this case the status of an 
exponent of an addressee of an epistolary greeting formula (() 
).49 Finally, the essence of the accusative as a case that 

48  Cf. e.g Choeroboscus, 1965, 111, 15-18:  



. Cf. also Schol. d.t. 231, 28-30; 384, 1-7.

49  Cf. e.g. apollonius dyscolus, Synt. iii, 177 (422, 7-8): 
[...]  - „all verbs that express giving [...], adopt the 
dative”. in another place (ibid. 186 (428, 13 – 429, 9)), the alexandrian grammarian 
presents the dative as a case connoted by verbs meaning reciprocal action. according 
to de mauro t., (1965, p. 154), the nowadays widespread view that Greeks gave the 
dative the name ()  because this case designates a ‘person who is given 
something’, is a result of the same misunderstanding of original meanings of the Greek 
cases names, which was also shared by the (later) ancient grammarians, especially the 
Latin ones. Cf. e.g. Prisc., inst. i, 185, 14 sqq. (keil): „ [...] genetivus autem, qui et 
possessivus appellatur: genetivus [...] quod genus per ipsum significamus, ut genus 
est Priami […]; possessivus vero, quod possessionem quoque per eum significamus ut 
Priami regnum [...]; paternus etiam dicitur, quod per eum casum pater demonstratur, ut 
Priami filius [...]; post hunc est dativus, quem etiam commendativum quidam nuncu-
paverunt, ut do homini illam rem et commendo homini illam rem [...]; quarto loco est 
accusativus sive causativus: accuso hominem et in causa hominem facio”. Similarly isi-
dorus, etym. i 31, 32: “nominativus casus dictus quia per eum aliquid nominamus, ut 
hic magister. Genetivus quia per eum genus cuiuscumque quaerimus, ut huius magistri 
filius vel quod rem [cuiuscumque] significamus, ut huius magistri liber. dativus quia 
per eum nos dare alicui aliquid demonstramus, ut da huic magistro. accusativus, quis 
per eum aliquem accusamus, ut accuso hunc magistrum. Vocativus, quia per eum aliqu-
em vocamus, ut o magister”. it is noteworthy, by the way, that Priscian’s interpretation 
of the accusative name („accusativus sive causativus”) seems to show a deeper under-
standing of the meaning of the term; the enclosed exemplification is, however, rather 
disappointing („accuso hominem et in causa hominem facio”). on this subject, see also 
W. S. allen, C. o. Brink (1980), p. 69. the author of the treatise known as ars anony-



238

Hubert wolanin

denotes  (implied by a predicate) was reduced to the ex-
pression of a subject of an accusation (), which re-
sulted from the reinterpretation of the meaning of the term () 
 and connecting it with the term  and its common mean-
ing of ‘accusation’. 

in conclusion, it should be said that semantic criteria played the 
principal part in describing the nominal inflectional categories, which 
were identified as specific  . this was reflected 
primarily in the adopted nomenclature. the gender category of nouns 
was clearly associated with the property of the natural sex of their des-
ignata, the number category with numeric quantification of the sets 
constituted by these designata, and the case category with the logical 
status of things denoted by nouns in individual cases. no consistent 
methodology was developed that would take into account the fact that 
individual inflectional categories can also be semantically empty and 
constitute an exponent of the intra-textual (syntactic) function (which, 
of course, pertains primarily – but not exclusively – to attributively 
used adjectival lexemes). this does not mean, however, that the formal 
factor was completely absent in the process of shaping Greek gram-
mar theory. aristotle’s determination in searching for formal criteria of 
nouns’ gender classes is noteworthy in this respect. on the one hand, 
this attitude prompted the Philosopher to formulate a strictly formal 
– but incorrect – noun gender classification, which was based on the 
formal shape of their ending (in the singular nominative). on the other 
hand, it produced an essential effect in the form of the discovery of 
specific case form syncretism, that is the syncretism of nominative and 

ma Bernensis (Viii–iX century a.d. – see manitius m., 1911, pp. 468-469) presents 
doubts regarding the existing tradition of interpreting the names of the accusative and 
dative in a more clear way: „Sic dativus aliquid extrinsecus addi demonstrat, vel acce-
dere, ut do huic viro. accusativus vim accusandi habet et actum alterius declarat, quasi 
patiatur ab eo […] . Sed non recta ratione dicitur: si enim dicamus laudate dominum et 
magnificate eum nullam accusationem habet. item si dicamus laudo hunc magistrum 
non habet accusationem. rectius ergo ait grammaticus [scil. Virgilius maro] »accusa-
tivus dicitur hoc est activus casus«. est enim verbum Graecum ‘accuso’, hoc est ago, 
cuius praeteritum participium est accusatus, genetivo accusati addita -vus syllaba fit 
‘accusativus’, id est activus casus, eo quod verbo activo servit. accusativus ergo, sicut 
diximus, activus casus dicitur, derivatus a verbo Graeco ‘accuso’, quod interpretatur 
ago” (p. 86 ed. Hagen).
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accusative, as a characteristic formal property of neuter nouns. Besides, 
the number category was also associated with some formal factors. ev-
idence for this can be found in the , where the expression / 
, identifying word forms representing indi-
vidual values of the number category, is contrasted with the expression 
/ , which identi-
fies the semantic properties of those forms. 

in general, it cannot be doubted, however, that Greek grammar was 
characterized by a clear tendency to marginalize the formal aspect of 
inflection and to perceive this phenomenon mainly in its semantic as-
pect. the commentary of the author of the scholia to the  pro-
vides peculiar evidence for this fact. regarding the cases, the author 
states unequivocally that they belong to the realm of what is denoted by 
expressions, and not to the realm of the expressions themselves. oth-
erwise – says the grammarian – the name ‘atreides’, for which he lists 
at least 4 different genitive forms, would have more than 5 cases. the 
scholia’s author, however, did not distinguish between concepts that in 
modern grammar are identified as the formal and functional paradigm 
of a lexeme, or the inflectional form and the flecteme, and this pre-
vented him from a more precise description of the problem. However, 
it is hard to blame the ancients for not being aware of these concepts.
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