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A Comparative Study of Mashiwentong’s Ci and the Category of
Case in Latin Grammar

WAN Di

Abstract: One of the most notable features of Mashiwentong (MSWT ), the first Chinese grammar written by a
native Chinese, is the application of a special term called ci in its analysis of grammar. Regarding ci, there has been
a long-standing yet unsettled debate over whether it is modeled on the notion of case in Latin grammar. This article
seeks to provide evidence for resolving the debate and tests the ci-come-from-case conjecture. The test starts with
a close reading of the MSWT text, where ci is used in the description of Latin and Greek grammar, confirming
that the term ci used in this context is always identical to the notion of case. Then, the article turns to the Chinese
data and classifies the six ci into three categories, pointing out that only three of the six ci are comparable to case.
Following this, the article then systematically compares the three ci (i.e., zhuci, binci, pianci) with six Latin cases
through the lens of their “semantic roles” that they play in a sentence, and the result shows that the function of zhuci
corresponds neatly to that of the nominative case, binci to the accusative and ablative cases, pianci to the genitive
case, which therefore gives firm evidence in support of the Latin origin conjecture. Finally, this paper also discusses
how Ma Jianzhong transplants the notion of case into the analysis of Chinese, a language that has no inflectional
morphology which is usually considered to be the basis of the concept of case, and explains why the ci theory is
actually not only useful but also fundamental in his analysis of Archaic Chinese.

Keywords: Mashiwentong; Case roles; Latin; linguistic terminology
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