Russian nominative and instrumental: a diachronic shift driven by semantics
This paper investigates the nature of diachronic shift using the example of two Russian constructions – the Nominative Construction (NomC) and the Instrumental Construction (InsC) that can be illustrated by examples (1) and (2). These two constructions are studied in the contexts where they are almost synonymous: with the copula byt’ ‘be’.
(1)    NomC: On byl učitel’ ‘He was a teacher-NOM’

(2)    InsC: On byl učitelem ‘He was a teacher-INS’

Most scholars agree that these two constructions have a semantic distribution: InsC has a temporal and/or instability meaning and because of that only stage-level adjectives are allowed in it, while NomC has a stability requirement, and therefore it prefers individual-level adjectives (see Borkovskij and Kuznecov 2006 [1963], Nichols 1981, Strigin and Demjanow 2001, Timberlake 2004, Filip 2001, Hinterhoezl 2001). 
Google N grams (http://ngrams.googlelabs.com) data shows that individual-level adjectives exclusively or most frequently use NomC, while among the stage-level adjectives the positively evaluated adjectives  (usually marking the introduction of an adjectival feature, i.e. used in non-contrastive environment) have more preference for NomC, while negatively evaluated adjectives (usually evoking the evaluation reading, presupposing contrast) use InsC more frequently, see Figures 1 and 2. The shift affects the different NPs to a different extent.  NPs semantically preferred by the InsC undergo the shift first. Thus, this case study shows us that the diachronic shift is not random, but is ruled by the semantic preference of the constructions.
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Figure 1. Byl xorošij čelovek ‘was good-NOM person-NOM’ vs. byl xorošim čelovekom ‘was good-INS person-INS’.
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Figure 2. Byl ploxoj čelovek ‘was bad-NOM person-NOM’ vs. byl ploxim čelovekom ‘was bad-INS person-INS’.
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