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Saleem Abdel Hady

The Pragmatic Functions of the Ostensible Communicative
Act of Invitation in Jordanian Arabic1

Abstract
The present study investigates the speech act of ostensible invitations in Jordanian
Arabic from a pragmatic point of view. The corpus of the study is built upon one
hundred and twenty observed and recalled instances of genuine and ostensible
invitations extended in Irbid City, Jordan. The analysis focuses on the pragmatic
functions of ostensible invitations. The results show that ostensible invitations in
Jordanian Arabic are joint actions of two layers; at the top layer these invitations look
like genuine invitations. In such a layer, the inviter and the invitee pretend that the
extended invitation is genuine and act as if it were to be taken seriously. At the bottom
layer, they mutually recognize that the extended invitation is not to be taken seriously as
it serves other functions. The study shows that ostensible invitations in Jordanian
culture can be utilized as mitigating devices in various face-threatening situations,
persuasive devices and provocative ones.

1. Introduction
Ostensible invitations have been studied in many cultures: English (Isaacs
& Clark 1990; Walton 1998; Link 2001; etc.), Persian (Beeman 1986;
Eslami 2005; Salmani-Nodoushan 2005, 2006; etc.), Chinese (Lu Ying
2008, cited in ChaiSi 2009; ChaiSi 2009) and Moroccan Arabic (Naim
2011). The fact that there is very little research on ostensible invitations in
Jordanian Arabic and knowing that ostensible invitations are bound to
1

I would like to express my appreciation to many people without whom this work
would not have come into being. My greatest gratitude goes to Prof. Mahmud Wardat,
for his valuable and constructive comments during my M.A. thesis supervision. Many
thanks are owed to the editor of the SKY Journal of Linguistics, and the anonymous
reviewers for their insightful suggestions from which I benefited a lot in improving the
manuscript.
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cultural differences, the current study is needed to broaden the knowledge
base of how ostensible invitations function in different languages. What are
ostensible communicative acts? And what functions might they serve?
Austin (1962: 6) argues that there are certain sentences that do not
serve to describe an action or to state that an action is being done, but are
uttered to do actions. He calls this type of sentences or utterances
‘performative utterances’ and suggests that speech acts should fulfill a
number of felicity conditions to be realized as sincere. These conditions are
propositional content, preparatory conditions, sincerity conditions, and
execution conditions. The violation or suspending of any of these
conditions can affect the truth value of the speech act and make it prone to
insincerity. However, the equation is not always realized this way because
there is another category of speech acts that violate some of these
conditions and yet could not be described as insincere, as their outcome is
mutually recognized between the communicators. That is, the receivers of
these speech acts know that these acts should not be taken as sincere. These
speech acts are what Isaacs and Clark (1990) call ostensible communicative
acts.
According to Bach and Harnish (1979: 51), in genuine invitations, an
initiator, S, invites a receiver, M, to an event only if “S requests [M]’s
presence and promises acceptance of his [or her] presence. S is sincere in
making such an invitation only if he or she wants [M]’s presence and
intends to accept it”. According to Isaacs and Clark (1990: 496), insincere
invitations violate some of the felicity conditions proposed by Searle
(1969), “bearing the same relation to sincere invitations as lies bear to
assertions, insincere invitations would simply deceive” (Isaacs & Clark
1990: 496).
Ostensible communicative acts have questioned the traditional view of
speech acts and challenged powerful cognitive pragmatic theories (e.g.,
Relevance Theory) because their realizations are not limited to the
cognitive processes of any individual in any interaction but to the cognitive
processes that take place jointly between the initiators of the invitations and
their receivers. The core of the joint cognitive realization of ostensible acts
is what the communicators know about each other (i.e., common ground).
Thus, what is stored in the mind of the speakers about each other coats
genuine-like speech acts with a transparent layer of ostensibility. This layer
is dim enough to be realized yet transparent enough to make
communicators engage in a genuine-like pretense (Clark 1996).
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Ostensible invitations2, “invitations issued but not intended to be taken
seriously” (Isaacs & Clark 1990: 494), are common in everyday life, yet
they are opaque. In fact, the opacity of ostensible invitations is the result of
their closeness to genuine invitations in their surface form. In their daily
interactions, Jordanians might find themselves at a loss to whether they
should accept or reject invitations because, it is well known, that not all
invitations are meant to be accepted. This is due to the fact that ostensible
invitations utilize genuine invitations in their appearance, make use of clear
violations that are associated with insincere invitations and lack the spatial
and temporal definiteness of ambiguous invitations. Yet, it is not accurate
to describe them within the domain of any of these categories as they are
not meant to be taken seriously (in contrast with genuine invitations), nor
meant to be ambiguous3 (in contrast with ambiguous invitations) nor to
deceive (in contrast with insincere invitations). They utilize all the features
of these invitations yet belong to none of the categories, as they are
mutually recognized not to be taken seriously. The star symbol below
represents the position of these invitations (see Figure 1).
Figure 1. Ostensible invitations in the intersection of different types of invitations

Genuine
Invitations

Ambiguous
Invitations

Insincere
Invitations

To set ostensible and genuine invitations apart, Isaacs and Clark (1990:
496) set out five properties: pretense, mutual recognition, collusion,
2

Based on Isaacs and Clark (1990: 494) and Salmani-Nodoushan (2006: 905),
ostensible invitations cover both ostensible invitations and ostensible offers.
3
According to Wolfson (1989: 112), ambiguous invitations are invitations of three
features: a) time is always left indefinite, b) response is not required and c) a modal
auxiliary is always used.
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ambivalence, and off-record purpose. That is, the interactants engage in
pretense when the inviter pretends that s/he is extending a real invitation
and the addressee receives it as real and rejects it as if s/he is rejecting a
genuine invitation, yet both of them mutually recognize that the offer/
invitation is not genuine. Even though the invitee realizes that the offer is
not genuine, s/he finds no choice except to respond as if s/he is responding
to a genuine invitation (i.e., s/he colludes with the inviter). However, if the
invitee fails to collude with the inviter, the inviter must fulfill what s/he
offered through being ambivalent.
However, Clark (1996: 379–380) restates, omits, and blends some of
these properties. He claims that ostensible invitations have six properties
instead of five: joint pretense, communicative act, correspondence,
contrast, ambivalence and collusion. These properties do not differ much in
their application. Yet, this overlap should be clarified because in all
ostensible invitations, speakers should realize the contrast between the
actual and the demonstrated situation, but not all of these invitations, as the
researcher argues in subsequent sections, are of off-record purpose.
According to Isaacs and Clark (1990: 505), some properties (e.g. the
collusion property) cannot always be present. They attribute the absence of
the collusion property to the addressees, as their responses cannot be
guaranteed to be in concord with the inviters’ wishes and plans (Isaacs &
Clark 1990: 505). Based on these features, Isaacs and Clark (1990: 498) set
out seven tactics for engineering ostensible invitations:
1. A4 makes the invitation implausible (i.e., the inviter extends invitations beyond
the ability of the other party, the invitee, to accept what is being offered),
2. A hedges the invitation (i.e., the inviter uses some hedging devices like if,
maybe and others to show uncertainty),
3. A does not insist on the invitation (i.e., A does not extend the invitational
discourse beyond single structures – A invites and B rejects. A does not invite
again),
4. A leaves the arrangements vague (i.e., A does not specify the time and place of
the invitation by using sometime, for example),
5. A does not extend the invitation beyond social courtesy,
6. A uses inappropriate non-verbal cues such as gaze avoidance and
7. A issues the invitation after B solicits the invitation (i.e., A extends an
invitation to B when B asks directly or indirectly for an invitation).

4

In the seven tactics above, instead of using S, A is used, because it is the way Isaacs
and Clark (1990) introduce the strategies in their article.
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According to Isaacs and Clark (1990: 497), ostensible invitations are joint
processes in which the inviter and the invitee coordinate with each other
based on their common ground. Thus, to achieve the goal, the inviter must
extend the invitation with certain signals that are already understood by the
invitee based on his/her background knowledge of the inviter. The invitee
must play his/her part in this game in coordination with the inviter. That is
to say, an ostensible invitation is a two-party game. Each player has to play
their part fully so that the game can proceed.
The following two sections provide a review of related literature and
an overview of the methodology and procedures that were used in
collecting and analyzing the data used in this study.
2. Review of related literature
The speech act of invitation has been studied from different perspectives.
In fact, invitations have been studied in many societies from a pragmatic
point of view (Al-Khatib 2006; Naim 2011). Some studies have dealt with
the discourse structure of invitations (Szatrowski 1987; Mao 1992; Tseng
1996), while other studies have focused on the politeness strategies
involved throughout the process of making and responding to invitations
(Garcia 1999; Bella 2009). Moreover, the clarity and sincerity of
invitations have been tackled in different cultures (Beeman 1986; Wolfson
1989; Isaacs & Clark 1990; Walton 1998; Eslami 2005; SalmaniNodoushan 2005, 2006; ChaiSi 2009; Rakowicz 2009; Dastpak & Mollaei
2011; Naim 2011; Izadi, Atasheneh & Zilaie 2012). Some studies have
focused on the comprehensibility of these invitations based on the
strategies used in shaping them (Link 2001; Link & Kreuz 2005).
A number of studies have focused on how invitations issued
nonseriously work under the effect of common ground (Beeman 1986;
Wolfson 1989; Isaacs & Clark 1990). While these studies have much in
common, they noticeably differ in the way researchers look at these
invitations. Thus, while “offhand invitations” (Beeman 1986) depict
nonserious invitations in high-context cultures5 like the Jordanian culture,
Wolfson’s (1989) “ambiguous invitations” and Isaacs and Clark’s (1990)
5

High-context cultures are cultures that depend on contextual cues (i.e., body
language and intonation) more than words for communication. Low-context cultures, on
the other hand, communicate through explicit utterances more than contextual cues
(Hall 1976: 30).
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“ostensible invitations” are more oriented toward invitations issued in lowcontext cultures.
The first study that has tackled the issue of ostensible invitations is
that of Beeman (1986). In his attempt to characterize the interaction of
Iranians socio-syntactically, he notices that Iranians’ invitations are status
sensitive (i.e., they can be affected by the status of the interactants) (1986:
185). Accordingly, he divides invitations in terms of two categories:
genuine invitations and “offhand invitations”. He argues that for genuine
invitations to take place between status inferiors and superiors, Iranians
must execute their invitations properly and set them in advance. Unlike
genuine invitations issued between status inferiors and superiors, genuine
invitations between status equals have to be insisted upon. However,
“offhand invitations” are invitations extended between status equals, but
these invitations are not insisted upon.
In their study of ostensible invitations, Isaacs and Clark (1990) point
out that people may sometimes extend invitations that are of two layers. At
the top layer, speakers seem to extend a sincere invitation; yet they intend
to express something else and addressees should recognize that these
invitations are not to be taken seriously. They argue that the aim of such
invitations is not to establish invitations but to accomplish some other
unstated purpose.
Another issue covered in their study is how the invitees come to
interpret the intentions of the inviter. They pose a question: How can the
invitee interpret the ostensibility behind the genuine-like invitation? Isaacs
and Clark suggest that the invitee can work out the real purpose behind the
invitation through the collaboration of three elements: “(1) the expectable
effects of an invitation on the invitee, (2) the situation, and (3) the inviter’s
choice of an ostensible invitation in that situation” (Isaacs & Clark 1990:
502). That is to say, the invitee goes under the perlocutionary effect of the
speech act of invitation – the feeling that the inviter wants him to accept the
invitation – in a situation where it is quite clear for both the inviter and
invitee that the invitee cannot accept what is being offered (e.g., the invitee
is busy for some reason). At the end of the study, the writers show how
ostensible invitations are related to other types of nonserious language use
such as irony, teasing and play acting.
Ostensible invitations have been studied in one Arabic culture,
Moroccan Arabic. In his study of speech acts in Moroccan Arabic, Naim
(2011) distinguishes between the two types of invitations, genuine and
ostensible, based on the sociocultural variables. He claims that ostensible
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invitations are extended to individuals not belonging to direct family or
intimate-friends context. Naim (2011: 329) argues that the term ostensible
invitations, proposed by Isaacs and Clark (1990), fails to account for
ostensible invitations that are accompanied by intensifying devices such as
swearing. Thus, he proposes a new term, ostensible reinforced, to cover this
category of invitations.
In the Jordanian society, Al-Khatib (2006) has pragmatically
investigated the nature of invitation making and acceptance. In his study,
the invitation speech act is studied from three angles: extending an
invitation, accepting an invitation and declining it. The collected data are
studied, categorized and analyzed following Austin’s (1962) and Searle’s
(1989) concepts on speech act theory, and Brown and Levinson’s (1987)
notion of politeness and face-threatening acts. The analysis shows that
when extending invitations, Jordanians use many strategies: explicit and
implicit ways of inviting as well as a number of intensifying devices such
as offering good wishes, stressing common membership, swearing by God
or all that is holy or of great value and through a promise of repay (AlKhatib 2006: 280). Al-Khatib’s (2006) study is the cornerstone study of
invitations in Jordanian culture. It depicts the case of invitations
adequately. However, Al-Khatib has studied invitations as if they were of
one kind, genuine. Hence, a line should be drawn between the two kinds of
invitations: genuine and ostensible in terms of their functions.
3. Methods and procedures
To get a full view, the problem of the study, its aims and significance, the
questions upon which the study is based and its limitations are stated first.
Then, the section introduces the way in which the researcher collected and
analyzed the data.
3.1 Purpose of the study
Ostensible invitations are cultural bound speech acts that hold off-record
purpose within their folds. Most literature (Isaacs & Clark 1990; Walton
1998; Link 2001; etc.) have focused on the way interactants use to engineer
their invitations as ostensible, neglecting the role such invitations play in
the social interaction. Extending the study of ostensible invitations to new
cultures can help to determine such functions.
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This study explores the speech act of ostensible invitation in the
Jordanian culture and provides new information on its functions. This aim
furthers a larger goal of bridging a gap between intercultural and cognitive
pragmatic studies of ostensible communicative acts.
The following questions are raised: What are the functions of
ostensible invitations in Jordanian Arabic? And how do they manage ‘face’
interactions?
3.2 Regional setting and ethnographic background
Irbid city is the second biggest city in Jordan after the capital Amman. In
Jordanian society more generally, people have strong traditional family ties
and relations. Based on agreed upon traditions, people in Irbid adhere to
norms of communal common ground in their interactions to express their
feelings toward each other. Al-Khatib (2006: 273) notices that “one way
which Jordanian people express their feelings toward each other is by
inviting one other”. Making an invitation is expected in many social spaces
to follow the social norms and to manage face wants and needs. However,
the acceptance of invitations is critical as not all invitations are meant to
function as genuine invitations.
3.3 Data collection
Ostensible invitations depend heavily on social and cognitive aspects of
context. The researcher collected the examples (n = 120 invitations: 60
ostensible and 60 genuine6) in four ways following Isaacs and Clark (1990:
494–495) and Eslami (2005: 457): (1) During face-to-face interviews,
informants were asked to record/recall any instance of sincere or insincere
invitations or offers they observed or experienced. (2) Based on Eslami’s
(2005: 457) way of collecting data, a second set of examples was added
through the researcher’s and/or the interviewees’ direct observation of
ostensible and genuine invitations in Jordan. For this purpose, the
researcher interviewed random subjects (70 persons from Irbid City,
Jordan); they were of both genders and their ages were between 15 years
old and 50 years old. (3) The third set was gathered and recorded directly
from telephone conversations with the researcher. (4) The fourth set which
aimed to capture computer-mediated invitations included invitations
6

For the purpose of the current study, only ostensible invitations are examined.
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extended via computer-mediated social networks7 such as Facebook. By
and large, data were collected through direct observations and interviewees
describing and recalling instances of genuine or ostensible invitations.
The data collected were either tape-recorded (Isaacs & Clark 1990) or
transcribed (Eslami 2005). Thus, two instruments were employed for data
collection: The first one was a digital recording device, Nokia N8 mobile
phone. This instrument was of twofold use; it was used to record the
researcher’s telephone conversations between the 1st of October, 2012 and
the 21st of January, 2013 using an automatic calls recording program. The
researcher used this instrument also to record the collected subset of data
and the information obtained from the interviews. However, tape-recording
was not always an option due to cultural issues in the Jordanian culture; a
male researcher tape-recording a person, especially females, is not always
considered appropriate. Some informants were bashful and reluctant to be
recorded. The researcher, in order to overcome this problem, transcribed
the instances that were reported during the interviews using a notebook.
3.4 Data analysis
The approach used in this study is a qualitative one and the analysis is
divided into two complementary stages. The first and primary stage was to
set ostensible and genuine invitations apart. Following the procedures of
Link and Kreuz (2005), the researcher initially depended on his intuitions
as a native speaker of Jordanian Arabic and on the intuitions of his
informants to set the two types of invitations apart. Then he reflected the
judgments on the six defining properties proposed by Clark (1996: 379–
380): joint pretense, communicative act, correspondence, contrast,
ambivalence and collusion. Thus, if the invitation satisfied these properties
or some of these properties – at least pretense, it was classified as
ostensible, or else it was considered as genuine. In this part of data
analysis, it is worth noting that any invitation that did not contain a clear
context was excluded.
In the second stage, to analyze the sociolinguistic functions of
ostensible invitations, the researcher deployed two frameworks of
politeness: Leech (1983) and Brown and Levinson (1987), coated with
7

Speech acts of all types exist in computer-mediated social networks (Carr, Schrock &
Dauterman 2012) and are part of Clark’s (1996) joint projects. However, this type of
invitations has been overlooked by previous studies on ostensible speech acts.
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Clark’s (1996) theory on language use. The functions were analyzed using
these theoretical frameworks as follows: the functions were deduced from
the set of collected examples. Each function was described in the way it
threatens the face wants (positive/negative) of the interlocutors. Then,
through a profound analysis of the interaction, it was deduced how
ostensible invitations mitigate or enhance the face wants of the
interlocutors as deference and solidarity politeness strategies. To analyze
the other side of ostensible invitations, however, the researcher deduced
again how ostensible invitations themselves threaten the face wants of the
interlocutors. In the following text, one example is provided to illustrate
each function. Other examples are added to illustrate the sub-points of each
function. Each example is transcribed, glossed and translated for the sake
of clarity.
4. Findings and discussion
The following discussion aims to cover the pragmatic functions of
ostensible invitations/offers in Jordanian Arabic. The focus is on how these
various functions deal with face wants. The data analysis shows that these
invitations work as mitigating devices that serve the following functions:
softening partings, giving thanks and expressing gratitude, responding to
compliments and requests showing envy, apologizing anticipatorily and
reducing the effect of an imposition. They also can be used as persuasive
devices and provocative ones. The three devices and their functions are
clarified in the following discussion.
4.1 Mitigating devices
4.1.1 Softening partings
The first arena where ostensible invitations are heavily used in Jordanian
conversations is the final exchange in telephone goodbyes.8 According to
Clark and French (1981: 1)9, the “final exchange does not terminate the
8

These utterances could also be used in face-to-face partings.
Even though Isaacs and Clark (1990: 495) notice the use of ostensible invitations in
telephone conversations, they do not comment on their function within the discourse,
nor do Clark and his proponents, Bangerter, Clark and Katz (2004), include them as part
of the existing entry of telephone conversations for, as we argue, it may be a culture
specific issue.
9
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conversation per se but brings to completion the procedure of leave-taking
in which the two parties confirm their acquaintance before breaking
contact”. Based on their communal common ground, Jordanians use several
expressions for this purpose. For example, the pre-closing ostensible
invitation xalliina ʔinšuufak ‘let us see you’ shows how Jordanians
maintain face before closing their conversations or softening their partings.
This and other similar expressions, e.g., ʔibga mur ‘come to visit’ and
mayyil ‘come to visit’ do not set a definite time when the invitation will
take place nor provide a specific place where the inviter and the invitee will
meet. Yet they provide the invitee a sense of feeling that the speaker values
his relationship enough to want it to continue. However, the full sense of its
use cannot be realized in this one-sided action because face work involves
‘joint commitment’. When the interlocutors are cooperative, they are
expected to collude and hence respond in an appropriate way to the
presented invitation: their response should utilize their joint commitment.
As our data show, the usual response for such an utterance is ʔinšaallaa
‘God willing’. To see how the pre-closing response works, let us consider
the following alternatives that could be provided:
S: xalliina ʔinšuufak10
let.us we.see.you
‘Let us see you sometime.’
M: 1. mataa biddak
ʔitšuufni
when want.your you.see.me
‘When do you want to see me?’
ʔnaa bukra
biwijhak
I
tomorrow in.face.your
‘But, tomorrow you will see me.’

2. ma

PART

3. ʔinšaallaa
if.want.God
‘God willing.’

The first two alternatives reduce the politeness of the utterance xalliina
ʔinšuufak ‘let us see you sometime’ simply because the first one implies
that the speaker, S, is vague which puts what S tries to put off-record on
record. The second one implies that S knows the fact that the two parties
10

The examples use the IPA with the following exceptions: ṭ, ḍ = pharyngealized
alveolar stops; j = voiced palato-alveolar affricate; ṣ = pharyngealized alveolar
fricatives; š = palato-alveolar fricative; y = palatal approximant.
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are going to meet each other the next day, yet he intentionally overlooks it
and appears instead to feign foolishness over the hearer – which is not the
case. However, the utterance ʔinšaallaa ‘God willing’ shows the
coordination of the hearer as he colludes on the ostensibility of the
invitation. The use of this religious expression denotes that the hearer
understood the implied message, as their future meeting is dependent on
the will of God; this, in turn, provides the speaker the closure that is needed
for parting. In fact, this mutual agreement, the realization of the ‘joint
salience’, on partings is what paves the way for S to inform M that he is
leaving, yet in a diplomatic way.
4.1.2 Giving thanks and expressing gratitude
Partings could involve thanking and gratitude, especially when a person
does another a favor. The use of expressions of gratitude, however, can
threaten the speaker’s personal freedom. Ostensible invitations in Jordanian
culture can be used to express thanking and gratitude indirectly, i.e. without
using direct expressions of thanking such as šukran ‘thank you’. Ostensible
effects soften the effect of such expressions by providing the inviter a
chance to maintain equity in an attempt to maintain balance with the kind
act done by the other person. Expressions of invitation issued after a person
delivers another to his house, for instance, are considered “sincere remarks
of thanking and gratitude and rarely [are] meant to be sincere invitation[s]”
(Beeman 1986: 186–187). Consider the following exchange for a
demonstration of this function:
Context: S is seeking for someone to give him a ride to his house as his car is
broken down. M offers him a ride. Reaching S’s house; S opens the door of the
car and prepares to leave.
Social and psychological world: S knows that M is going home as he is tired from
teaching all the day long. M offers S the ride since he is going to that direction
anyway. They are acquainted with each other.
People: S is a fifty-six-year-old teacher. M is an approximately twenty-five-yearold teacher.
1.

11

S: ṭayyib hassa ʔamaani ʔitfaḍḍaluu ʕaliina
ok
now
seriously11 please.PL
to.us
‘Well! Come in.’

Arabic expression used for emphasis.
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M: alla yibariik fiik
abuu X ʔinšaallaa bi-l-ʔafraaħ
God bless
in.you father X if.want.God in-the-ceremonies
‘Thanks. That’s kind of you; we will be honored to do that later.’

The exchange reveals how M has done S a favor by driving him to his
house. Due to age differences, S felt ill-behaved to thank M directly
through giving a direct expression of thanks, as saying so would not only
threaten his face but would not be enough to retain equity with M’s favor.
With this in mind, S resorts to thanking M indirectly extending an
invitation to his house that is going to be rejected. M plays his part and
rejects the invitation. He understands that S only ostensibly invites him to
his house as a way of expressing thanking and gratitude. Saying so
decreases M’s debt on S which makes S equitable with M’s favor.
4.1.3 Responding to compliments and requests showing envy
Giving a compliment may be considered a face-threatening act because it
leads to “the complimenter’s debt” (Holmes 1986: 487). According to
Holmes (1986: 488), “complimenting is a complex sociolinguistic skill”
which can have “a darker side”, as it may be interpreted as offensive,
patronizing, sarcastic, or as an instance of envy (Holmes 1995: 119, cited in
Grossi 2009: 54). One of the functions of ostensible invitations/offers in
Jordanian culture is to mitigate the darker side of compliments – the side
that might be interpreted as showing envy. Consider the following
example.
Context: Two teachers, S and M, meet by chance in the teachers’ room. S is
preparing a lesson plan. In the previous day, S bought a watch for 20 JDs.
Social and psychological world: S and M’s relationship is very intimate since S is
M’s friend outside school. M knows that the watch is expensive since he knows
that S was looking for a specific brand of watches, Seiko.
People: M is about twenty-eight years old. S is about the same age.
1.

M: šuu yaa šuu hassaaʕa
ʔil-ħilwi
what hey what this.the.watch the-nice
‘What a nice watch!’

2.

S: ʔalla yiħalli
ʔayaamak
God may.he.beautify days.your
‘Thanks. That’s kind of you.’
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3.

M: ʔaʕṭiini ʔšuufha
give.me I.see.it.F.SG
‘Let me see it.’

4.

S: [gives him the watch]

5.

M: walla mrattaba [looking at the watch] ʕizna fiiha
yaa zalami
by.God nice.F
give.us in.it.F.SG oh man
‘Wow, it is nice. Buddy, would you mind if I take it?’

6.

S: ʔimgaddama [while writing]
presented.PASS.PART.F
‘It is all yours.’

7.

M: [gives the watch back] maa bitgaṣṣir walla [pause]
NEG you.delay by.God
bamzaħ
maʕaak
I.am.kidding with.you
‘That’s kind of you. I was kidding; you are really generous.’

8.

S: [takes the watch back and wears it again]

In Jordanian culture, people can show their interest in an object as a way of
complimenting the person who owns it (see Holmes 1986; Boyle 2000;
Maíz-Arévalo 2012). Yet, complimenting a person over an object he owns
is inappropriate in this culture because people are afraid of envy, and, thus,
doing so could be considered impolite behavior. As an essential of
Jordanian culture, people believe in what is called the ‘evil eye’ – a
common religious belief that people can harm each other if they show their
direct interest in a thing without using the religious expression maašaʔalla
(lit. ‘What God wants’, indicates a good omen). This common belief, which
is grounded in Jordanians’ daily exchanges, highlights the darker side of
such compliments.
With this in mind, the exchange above revolves around a direct
compliment. In line 5, M shows his interest in S’s watch through the
utterance ʕizna fiiha ya zalami ‘Buddy, would you mind if I take it?’. This
utterance indicates that he likes the watch and wishes the watch to be his,
which threatens S’s negative face (layer one). To mitigate the threat, S has
to choose either of the two options: he can ask the speaker directly to say
maašaʔalla or indirectly by pretending to offer M the watch. The first
choice is unobtainable, as M, out of intimacy, has asked S directly for the
watch. In fact, intentions are assumed to be understood among intimates –
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the one who issues the compliment presupposes that the receiver will not
have other interpretations of his compliment. This is apparent in how M
adheres to S’s positive face through the use of the in-group form of address
yaa zalami ‘hey buddy’; thus, telling M to say this expression might
threaten his face which, in turn, violates the equity principle.
In layer two, M is not serious in his proposal since he knows that S
has newly bought the watch he was looking for, yet it is expected that he
compliments S on the watch because not doing so means that he is not
aware of S’s needs to be complimented. Yet, his proposal puts S’s
generosity on a test. S colludes with M on his pretense and responds using
an ostensible invitation/offer. In line 6, S presents the watch for M.
However, he is not serious as indicated in lines 7 and 8. It is clear that the
speakers are insincere. Yet, their insincerity is different: while M reveals
his intentions explicitly in line 7, S did not even think he is going to give M
the watch. This is what qualifies S’s utterance to be an ostensible utterance
while that of M as a compliment. Thus, if M is asked whether he, seriously,
wants the watch, he will answer negatively. Yet, if S were asked the same
question, he would neither be able to answer yes or no honestly.
Clear as it is, the use of the ostensible invitation/offer provided S a
chance not only to pass M’s implied test of generosity but also to save his
friend’s face. Thus, the researcher suggests that ostensible invitations can
be used in Jordanian culture to respond to obligatory compliments and
requests which might involve face threat for their receivers.
4.1.4 Apologizing anticipatorily
Edmondson (1981, cited in Fahey 2005) asserts that speakers could
apologize when predicting that what is going to be said is “inconvenient for
the hearer or contrary to the hearer's views” in their attempt to soften the
threat implied in their actions/speech. However, since apology itself is a
face-threatening act for the speaker, speakers should search for an indirect
off-record move to obtain their aims. That is, speakers should search for a
device that shows their joint commitment and reduces the threat not only
for the hearer but also for the speaker. In Jordanian culture, ostensible
invitations are used as such a device. This function is illustrated in the
following example:
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Context: A family is preparing to go on a trip to Ajloun but their son, M, instead,
has to study for his secondary exam, Tawjihi, that is going to be held the next day.
Social and psychological world: the family decided to go on a trip so that they can
provide peace and quiet for their son. Their son who is their firstborn, however,
was used to accompany them on every trip.
People: the son, M, is eighteen years old and his father, S, is around forty-five
years old.
1.

S: ʔay
saaʕa ʔimtiħaanak bukra
which hour
exam.yours tomorrow
‘What time is your exam going to be tomorrow?’

2.

M: [while studying] taqriiban ʕal liħdaaš
around on eleven
‘Around eleven o’clock.’

3.

S: bi-ʕiin
ʔalla kulha ha-s-sani
w-bitʕadii [pause]
by-help.of God all.it this-the-year and-it.SG.pass
bitħib
tiṭlaʕ
maʕna ʕala ʕajluun
you.like you.go with.us to
Ajloun
‘God be with you, would you like to go with us to Ajloun?’

4.

M: ʔil-marra ʔil-jay
ʔinšalla
the-time the-coming if.God.will
‘Thanks! God willing I will go with you next time.’

5.

S: ṭayyib laʕaad šid ħaalak bi-ha-l-ɣeebi [leaves the room]
ok
so
tight yourself in-this-the-absence
‘So be it. Study well.’

Before tackling how the ostensible invitation issued in line 3, bitħib tiṭlaʕ
maʕna ʕala ʕajluun ‘would you like to go with us to Ajloun?’, is used as an
anticipatory apology, three questions must be settled: what is the offence
that might threaten the son’s face wants, what qualifies the ostensible
invitation to be an anticipatory apology, and why does the father choose to
redress the threat using an anticipatory apology instead of a remedial one?
(see Fahey 2005 for further details on apology). Let us go through these
questions one by one.
In Jordanian culture, excluding a member of a group is considered
impolite behavior, especially when the excluded member knows that the
group is not intending to include him even if their intentions for exclusion –
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for his benefit – are mutually understood.12 In this case, the excluded
member cannot solicit the invitation (in contrast with Isaacs & Clark 1990:
500), yet he waits for others to anticipate his feelings and desires. Not
doing so threatens his negative face wants, because the excluded member
might feel that the group does not care about his feelings – while, in fact,
they do. In a critical situation like this, where the excluded member waits
others to anticipate his desires and hence apologize for his exclusion,
ostensible invitations can help in achieving this purpose.
Thus, in the above exchange, S’s implicit emotional explanation in
line 1 highlights the reason that prevents him from including M, and this
minimizes his responsibility (see Brown & Levinson 1987: 187; Fahey
2005). Yet, saying so is not enough because he has to show M that they, the
family, still care of him enough to want him to go with them. That is, S has
to apologize anticipatorily for excluding M but he does it indirectly since it
is assumed that the reason is mutually understood – M has to prepare for
his exams. To do so, S pretends to extend a sincere invitation so that M
would refuse the invitation by himself. Doing so saves M’s face and wards
him off from asking questions that highlight his exclusion while showing
that the family is aware of his desires and feelings. Of course, M shows his
joint commitment by colluding with S’s pretense since S is in power; in
fact, when there is an imbalance in power between the interlocutors, the
one in power can force the other to collude with pretense (cf. Walton 1998:
38).
4.1.5 Reducing the effect of an imposition
In some cultures known for hospitality, a person is expected to invite others
to eat/drink from what he is going to eat/drink even if he does not have
prior intentions to do so (cf. Salmani-Nodoushan 2012: 134), because not
doing so might violate the generosity maxim which states that people
should put the other person first instead of the self and threatening the other
party’s face. Similarly, the invitee’s rejection of the invitation is based on
his cultural knowledge of this social norm; accepting such invitations is
considered impolite behavior. Impoliteness, thus, hovers around
threatening the speaker’s and the hearer’s face wants; it is a threatening act
12

Even if his desires are not mutually understood, the hearer can solicit the invitation
as a kind of an admonishment; speakers, more often than not, deploy the same strategy
for the implicit admonishment is mutually understood.
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not to invite, and it is impolite to accept the invitation. To solve the
problem, people have to act in coordination based on their communal
common ground of this social norm. How do Jordanians act jointly to solve
the coordination problem involved in such a situation? The following
interaction exemplifies possible strategies.
Context: Five colleagues are sitting in front of the English department at
Yarmouk University. One of their colleagues, S, arrives and joins the group. S is
holding a can of Pepsi.
Social and psychological world: S bought the can of Pepsi for himself before
meeting the group. The colleagues are S’s acquaintances.
People: all the interactants including S are around twenty-five years old.
1.

S: salaam šabaab kiif ħaalkuu
peace guys
how condition.your.PL
‘Hi, how are you guys?’

2.

M: halaa X kiifak
ʔinta
hi
X how.you you
‘Hi, how are you X?’

3.

S: ʔil-ħamdu lillaa [opens the can of Pepsi] tišrabuu
šabaab
the-thanks for.God
you.PL.drink guys
‘I am fine thank you. Guys, do you want to drink?’

4.

M: ṣaħteen
health.DU
‘No thanks, bon appetite.’

5.

S: šuu ʔaxbaarkuu šabaab ween min zamaan maa šufnaaku
what news.your.PL guys
where from time
no we.see.you.M.PL
‘How do you do? It has been a long time since I met you.’

6.

M: bi-ha-d-dinya […]
in-this-the-world
‘All is the same.’

[Continue talking about their exams.]

In Jordanian culture, since eating and/or drinking in front of other people is
considered an imposition, Jordanians, more often than not, engage in a joint
pretense to overcome this imposition. In the above example, S pretends to
extend an invitation on his can of Pepsi as he is expected to do so in his
attempt to save his friends’ positive faces, their feelings, as he obeys the
social norm; his invitation serves to put the invitees first instead of the self
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which goes side by side with Leech’s (1983) Generosity Maxim. The
invitees, in turn, pretend that S’s invitation is genuine and, thus, reject it
using the polite expression ṣaħteen ‘bon appetit’ which signals to S that
they also obey the social norm related to their role. In doing so, S saves his
friends’ faces, and they also show that they care about his desire viz.,
drinking the can of Pepsi that he bought for himself.
This interaction sheds lights on the reasons that make strangers take
the burden of engaging in a pretense. In other words, strangers are noticed
to extend ostensible invitations when: (1) pretense is communally
understood, (2) the other party’s status is known and (3) the degree of
acquaintedness increases unexpectedly. To reaffirm acquaintedness,
strangers might extend ostensible invitations. However, other functions of
ostensible invitations might emerge among this category as well. They are
discussed in the subsequent section.
4.2 Persuasive devices
Even though most studies on ostensible invitations treat them as mitigating
devices (Isaacs & Clark 1990; Clark 1996; Eslami 2005; SalmaniNodoushan 2005, 2006; Dastpak & Mollaei 2011; Izadi et al. 2012), I claim
that ostensible invitations/offers in Jordanian culture can be used as
persuasive strategies to settle down disagreements through threatening the
other party’s negative face wants. In arguments, people try to convince
each other through providing evidence to settle disagreements. This
function is fully illustrated in the following example:
Context: M goes to S’s shop to buy some clothes. Greetings are exchanged.
Social and psychological world: M knows that the clothes shop has high prices
and he, in order to get a reasonable price, needs to bargain. M and S do not know
each other.
People: M is an approximately twenty-seven-year-old male, S is around thirty-five
years old. They negotiate over the price of a shirt.
1.

M: ʕindkum
balaayiz gabbi xanig
have.you.M.PL shirts
collar turtleneck
‘I’m looking for a turtleneck shirt. Do you have any?’

2.

S: ʔah mawjuud šuu ʔil-luun
yes exist
what the-color
‘Yes, we have! What is the color you are looking for?’
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3.

M: miš muhim
ʔil-luun
hassa [pause] ʔil-muhim
not important the-color now
the-important
ʔiš-šakil w-ʔin-nawʕiyya
the-shape and-the-quality
‘I’m not looking for shirts of specific color. I’m looking for shirts of a
good quality.’

4.

S: [after showing him three shirts] ṭayyib [pause]
fine
šuu raʔyak
bi-ha-l-bluuzi
what opinion.your in-this-the-shirt
‘Ok fine, how about this one?’

5.

M: [scrutinizes the shirts] hay ʔikuwayysi [pause] šuu fii
this good
what there.is
minha
ʔalwaan
from.it.F colors
‘This one is good. What are its colors?’

6.

S: fii
ʔaxḍar w-ʔaswad […]
there.is green and-black
‘Green and black.’

7.

M: ʔaʕṭiini ʔis-suuda xalliini ʔašuuf ʔigyaasha [he wears the shirt]
give.me the-black let.me I.see
fitness.its.F
‘Let me try the black one, please.’

8.

S: aah kiif [amazed]
ahh how
‘It fits you well, doesn’t it?!’

9.

M: ʔikuwayysi [pause] hassa ʔijiina
la-l-juzuʔ ʔil-ʔaham [pause]
good
now we.came to-the-part the-most.important
kam siʕirha
min ʔil-ʔaaxir
how price.its.F from the-end
‘It is good. How much does it cost? Tell me the net price.’

10. S: min ʔil-ʔaaxir [pause] hay ʔilak
bi-ʕšriin
diinaar
from the-end
this for.you with-twenty JD
‘The net price of this shirt is twenty JDs.’
11. M: ʔuf laa kthiir heek [pause] ya zalami gultillak min ʔil-ʔaaxir
offf no much like.this
hey man
I.told.you from the-end
‘Oh come on, this is too much; I need the net price.’
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12. S: kam ʔinta yaʕni ħaasib ʔiħsaabak bi-l-bluuzi
how you mean count credit.your in-the-shirt
‘How much do you intend to pay for this shirt?’
13. M: yaʕni
laħad ʕašara [pause] šuu gulit
that.is.to.say until ten
what you.said
‘Ten JDs only, is it ok?’
14. S: ʕalaa ħsabak
walla bala
maṣaari [pause]
on
debt.your by.God without money
ʔiðaa maʕkaaš
xuðha
ʔibbalaaš
if
you.have.not take.it.F with.free
‘If you do not have enough money, you can take it for free.’
15. M: laa tislam [pause]
ʔalla yxalliik
bas ʔana baħibbiš
no may.you.be.intact God leave.you but I
I.love.not
ʔan-ɣalib […]
to-defraud
‘No thanks, God bless you. You know I don’t like to feel defrauded.’
16. S: ʔagullak xalaṣ
beeni
w-beenak
haat
I tell.you finished between.me and-between.you give
θamantaʕšar diinaar walla w-ʔagal min heek btixsar
eighteen
JDs
by God and-less from this you lose
‘Ok! Give me eighteen JDs. I swear. It is the net price.’
17. M: [gives him eighteen JDs]
18. S: mabruuk
congratulations
‘Here you are.’
19. M: ʔalla yibaarik fiik
God bless
in.you
‘Thanks.’

In this exchange, the two speakers are negotiating over the price of a piece
of clothes. In line 9, M, based on his cultural knowledge, presupposes that
S is going to give a very high price for the shirt. The utterance, kam siʕirha
min ʔilʔaaxir, implies that he is willing to enter into a negotiation process
over the price if the seller does not give him the net price. At the first try, to
obtain the maximum profit, the seller overlooks this implicature in line 10
and gives a very high price, twenty JDs, instead. After expressing his
rejection of the price given, M gives another price for the item. To control
the floor, in line 13, M gives a very low price anticipating the seller’s
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rejection as it is indicated by the utterance, šuu gulit. Instead of answering
the question directly, the seller searches for other ways to lessen the effect
of M’s price and settle the disagreement.
After a long negotiation, S in line 12 offers M to get the shirt without
paying anything (i.e., for free). Yet, it is clear that his offer is insincere for
the simple reason that he reintroduces another price in line 14. This
contradiction indicates that the utterance is not to be taken seriously. The
rationale behind this utterance is that after trying to convince the customer
that the first price is the net one, when it is not, the seller tries to use
another strategy to hint to the costumer that the price given in line 13 is far
below the net price. Yet he does not say that explicitly; instead he resorts to
extending an ostensible invitation/offer.
The invitation/ offer itself serves an important function within the
discourse since it implies two meanings. One of these meanings is that the
seller is not going to negotiate over the price given in line 13, and that the
customer is over-negotiating the price which implies that he is a pennypincher. These implicatures are used to threaten M’s negative face yet in a
diplomatic way. The effect of these implicatures on M appears in line 15.
In this line M responds in a very polite way explaining the reason ʔana
baħibbiš ʔan ɣalib for negotiating the price in order to correct the
impression that the seller has.
Thus, even though M knows that S is insincere in his invitation/offer,
he finds himself obliged to collude with the pretense as indicated in line 15.
In fact, this move settles the disagreement and saves M’s negative face.
Keeping on negotiating with the seller over the price will damage and
threaten his negative face wants, the need for his actions not to be
unimpeded by the seller.
4.3 Provocative devices
According to Isaacs and Clark (1990: 503), most ostensible invitations aim
to make the hearer pleased at the gesture, but it is also possible that these
invitations make the hearer “feel hurt or insulted”. In fact, when ostensible
invitations are meant to highlight a deficiency of the hearer or to show that
the hearer is “shy or studious”, they are mostly used for teasing purposes.
Teasing is a family of behaviors that vary in the balance of face-threatening
aggression and redressive actions. It can involve a mild face threat that is
hardly noticeable, or an extreme face threat that is considered very
offensive (Keltner, Young, Heerey, Oemig & Monarch 1998: 1232).
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In Jordanian culture, the use of ostensible invitations as teasing also
varies in the balance of face-threatening aggression. The invitee is noticed
to collude with the pretense when little face threat is involved with the
invitation. However, when the invitee feels socially uncomfortable or
insulted, he might put the unstated message of the speaker on record and
tells the speaker frankly that he understands the fact that the speaker’s offer
is an ostensible one. For the clarification of the degree of teasing in
ostensible invitations, consider the following interaction:
Context: S is inviting M to gahwa (a place like a coffee shop for men only) to
have hookah with him and his friend, a teacher at the same school, in front of his
friend N.
Social and psychological world: S knows that M does not smoke and does not like
hookah. He even knows that M loathes gahawi and considers those who go to
gahawi to waste their time as the scum of the community. A week ago an
argument with S about gahawi and the bad effects of smoking on health
reconfirmed M’s position and stated his intentions clearly. However, S was not
convinced and accused M of being an overly polite person who sticks to manners
too much. During the argument, S’s friend was not there. S’s and M’s relationship
is not very intimate.
People: S is a thirty-year-old male teacher. M is a twenty-six-year old newly
employed teacher. N is S’s friend. He is an overhearer to whom S sometimes
directs the talk.
1.

S: bidna
ʔinruuħ ʔinʔargil
bi-s-suug
want.our we.go
we.smoke.hookah in-the-market
ʔil-yoom madaamak naazil ʕa-s-suug
ruuħ ʔargil maʕaana
the-today since.you going to-the-market go smoke with.us
wallaa šuu raʔyak
N
by.God what opinion.your N
‘We are going to smoke hookah today. Come and smoke hookah with
us.’

2.

M: saddig ʔinni
mašɣuul ʔil-yoom maa bagdar
believe.2 that.me busy
the-day not I am able
‘Believe me! I cannot go with you; I am so busy today.’
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3.

S: ya zalami ruuħ la
txaaf
miš raħ tixṣar
hey man
go.2 NEG you.are.afraid NEG will lose
ʔišii
kulha saʕa w-bitrawwiħ
ma ħadaa biʕraf
anything all.it.F hour and-you.go.home no one
he.knows
ʔinnak
ʔitʔaxxarit
ʔagullak taʕal
that.you you.were.late I.tell.you come
w-ʕala ħsabi laa txaaf
and-on bill.my NEG you.are.afraid
‘Come on! It’s just one hour. You will not waste your time. The hookah
is not going to be at your expense.’

4.

M: zay ma biddak
bas gulli
gaddeeš ħag ʔil-argiilah
like PART want.your but tell.me how.much price the-hookah
‘As you like, but tell me first how much does it cost?’

5.

S: leertaan [wonder-struck]
Jordanian Dinar (JD).DU
‘Two JDs.’

6.

M: ʔaʕtiini leerteen ʕašan ʔaṭṭamman [ironic]
give.me JD.DU
so that I.guarantee
‘Give me two JDs so that I can guarantee that the hookah is going to be
on your expense.’

7.

S: miš ʔimsaddig xuð [gives him five JDs]
not believe.M take
‘Ok! Here you are.’

8.

M: ʔiʕtabirni
ʔargalit [smashes the five JDs]
consider.me I.smoked
‘Now, it is as if I smoked with you.’

9.

S: […] šuu ʔiʕmilit [angry]
what you.did
‘What did you do?!’

10. M: madaamak ʕaarifinni baruuħiš
ʕala gahaawi leeš
since.you I.know
that.I.go.not to
cafeterias why
bitḍallak tirɣi
willa ʕašan
twarji
N ʔinnak
you.keep you.insist or
because you.show N that.you
kariim
w-bitruuħ ʕala gahawi
generous.M and-you.go to
cafeterias
‘You know that I don’t go to gahawi; why do you keep insisting on that!
Do you mean by that to puff yourself up in front of N.’
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ʔna baʕtaðir
minnak
I
I.apologize from.you
bas saddigni
kunt ħaabak
tiji
but believe.me I.was liking.you you.come
‘I’m sorry, but I was serious, believe me.’

11. S: [after some exchanges]

12. M: ya zam ʕalay ha-l-ħaki
hey man on.me this-the-talk
‘Come on, your game is over.’

ma-ʔiħna dafniinha
sawa
PART-we
buried.PL.it.F together

13. S: [No response]

This interaction is two folded; to elucidate the function of the ostensible
invitation ruuħ ʔargil maʕaana ‘come and smoke hookah with us’ issued in
line 1, we should unfold this interaction into two self-complimentary stages
based on the collusion of M. The first stage represents M’s collusion with
S’s pretense: S extends an invitation to M to go with him to gahwa;
however, M refuses the offer politely by giving S an ostensible excuse – he
pretended that he is busy and has other things to do – as indicated by the
utterance saddig ʔinni mašɣuul ʔil-yoom ma bagdar ‘Believe me! I cannot
accompany you; I am so busy today’. His pretense is clear as M loathes
gahawi so whether he is really busy or not, he will not go to such a place.
However, since M’s pretense is mutually known, S reissues the invitation
and extends it beyond social courtesy to provoke M (in contrast with Isaacs
& Clark 1990). The utterances ya zalami ruuħ la txaaf miš raħ tixṣar ʔiši
‘Come on! Don’t worry, you will lose nothing if you go’ and miš raħ tixṣar
ʔiši kulha saaʕa wbitrawwiħ ‘Come on! You will not waste your time. It’s
just one hour’ signal to M that S realizes his ostensible excuse, yet rejects
it. His inducements are not sincere for a close look at the word choice
reveals that S is only pretending to make his invitation more attractive. The
words la txaaf ‘don’t worry!’ and w-bitrawwiħ ‘you will go home’ imply
that M is unsociable and is only acting like a child. This word choice is
meant to draw the overhearer’s, N’s, attention to M’s “social ineptness”, as
he does not go to gahawi as they do, which embarrasses M and threatens
his face. The second stage goes as follows: since S chooses not to collude
with M’s pretense, M, realizing the unstated intentions of S, puts S’s offrecord intentions on record and shows S that he is insulted by his offer.
Thus, in line 10, M faces S with the truth that S is only extending his
invitation ostensibly.
Why does M interpret the invitation extended as a provocation, rather
than an anticipatory apology for his exclusion? In fact, recipients of
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provocation perceive the tease in more negative terms when “teasers aim to
amuse others through their teasing” (Shapiro et al. 1991, cited in Keltner et
al. 1998: 1233). Since S intentionally ignores the common ground between
S and M – the fact that M does not go to gahawi – to amuse his friend N, as
indicated by the utterance wallaa šuu raʔyak N ‘N, he should go with us,
shouldn’t he?’ makes M not only take his ostensible excuse back but also to
subvert S’s intentions. The utterance madaamak ʕaarifni baruuħiš ʕala
gahaawi leeš bitḍallak tirɣi ‘You know that I don’t attend Gahawi. Why do
you keep insisting on that?’ supports the aforementioned claim. To round
up, ostensible invitations in Jordanian culture are not always utilized for the
sake of politeness. They can also be utilized in Machiavellian ways.
5. Conclusion
To sum up, face work in ostensible invitations in Jordanian culture goes as
follows: the initiator is supposed to invite the hearer, as not doing so is
considered impolite behavior. The hearer, in turn, is expected to reject the
invitation, as accepting it would threaten the speaker’s face wants and
needs. In fact, ostensible invitations are a device of two sharp edges: on the
one hand, it is face threatening not to invite, yet at the same time, it is face
threatening to accept. Thus, a pendulum balance must be mutually
coordinated, or else the initiators’ and the receivers’ face wants are prone to
get damaged. In short, when an ostensible invitation moves for the sake of
politeness, the initiator should extend his invitation, and the receiver should
reject it in normal situations (see Figure 2 below)13.

13

Adapted from Clark’s (1996) book cover.
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Figure 2. The Coordination of Face in Ostensible Invitations

Receiver
Rejects

Ostensible
Invitation
Initiator
Invites
(Risking his
needs)

Unlike in other cultures where ostensible invitations are used as mitigating
devices (see Isaacs & Clark 1990; Eslami 2005), here the speech act of
ostensible invitation has been found to serve three major functions based on
the interactional situation of the interlocutors. Ostensible invitations in
Jordanian Arabic are found to be used largely as face-mitigating devices in
various face-threatening situations: softening partings, expressing thanking
and gratitude, apologizing anticipatorily, responding to compliments and
requests showing envy and reducing the effect of impositions. However, in
Jordanian culture, ostensible invitations can also be utilized in
Machiavellian ways to achieve other purposes. That is, they can be used to
persuade and provoke the interactional partner.
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Comitative-based Causative Constructions in Zarma1

Abstract
This paper argues that varieties of Songhay in Niger and Nigeria, in particular Zarma,
have both a morphological causative marked with -andì and a comitative-based
causative where the verb combines with the particle ndà. Indeed, in appropriate
contexts, Verb + ndà sequences can be interpreted with a comitative meaning, such as
‘walk with’, or a causative meaning, such as ‘walk/take (somebody)’. Given that Hausa
(Chadic) also has comitative-based causatives and is in close contact with these
Songhay varieties, we assume an areal feature affecting the two languages, particularly
since the particle ndà has lost its comitative function in the Songhay varieties spoken in
Mali, which are not in contact with Hausa.

1. Introduction
A number of studies have now established the fact that in many languages,
causative constructions are linked to or are derivable from comitative
structures (cf. Heine & Reh 1984: 137; Maslova 1993; D. Payne 2002;
1

This paper is part of an ongoing collaborative research project on the Zarma language
across Nigeria and Niger. We thank the Usmanu Danfodiyo University for funding the
project and the Abdou Moumouni University for granting travel permissions to the first
author. We would also like to thank our informants, in particular students of the Abdou
Moumouni University in Niger and Alhaji Haliru Bankanu, Malam Bello E.O., and
Malam Kasimu Bankanu, all residents of the town of Bankanu in Nigeria.
This paper uses the official orthographies of Zarma and Hausa with some
modifications: Long vowels are marked in all positions with a double letter, low tone is
marked with a grave accent (àa), falling tone with a circumflex accent (âa) and rising
tone with a flipped circumflex accent (ǎa), while the high tone is unmarked. The
abbreviations are: 1, 2, 3, 4 ‘1st, 2nd, 3rd, (impersonal) 4th person’; CAUS ‘causative’;
DF ‘definite’; EFF ‘efferential’; F ‘feminine’; FOC ‘focus’; INF ‘infinitive’; IPF
‘imperfective’; ITR ‘intransitive’; M ‘masculine’; NEG ‘negative’; PL ‘plural’; PF
‘perfective’; RP ‘relative perfective’; SG ‘singular’; SBJ ‘subjunctive’.
SKY Journal of Linguistics 28 (2015), 37–66
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Shibatani & Pardeshi 2002: 148–149; and others). Zarma2 and Hausa are
two languages that have comitative-based causatives, though this fact has
not been clearly recognized for both languages. Indeed, in previous
descriptions (cf. Hamani 1981; Oumarou Yaro 1993; Bernard & WhiteKaba 1994), causative meaning in Zarma is thought to be marked with the
suffix -andì and only three monosyllabic verbs (koy ‘go’, kâa ‘come’ and
yêe ‘return’) have been noted to exhibit an alternative causative form where
they combine with a particle ndà. Both causative types are illustrated next
in (1–2):
(1)

a. Zànk-ey
gòro taabùl-òo bôŋ.
child-DF.PL sit
table-DF on
‘The children sat on the table.’
b. Fàati nà zànk-ey
gor-andì taabùl-òo bôŋ.
Fati PF child-DF.PL sit-CAUS table-DF on
‘Fati seated the children on the table.’

(2)

a. Hiimù koy ndà ngà cor-ey
Iisà
Himu go with 3SG friend-DF.PL river
‘Himu went to the river with his friends.’

mè.
shore

b. Hiimù koy ndà zànk-ey
Iisà mè (= Hiimù kò-nda zànkey Iisà mè).
Himu go CAUS child-DF.PL river shore
‘Himu took the children to the river.’

In (1), the base verb gòro ‘sit’ can take the suffix -andì (a tone-integrating
affix with the tonal pattern “…HL#”, i.e., with all high tones and a final
low) to express a causative meaning ‘cause to sit, seat’, as seen in (1b). In
(2), the verb koy ‘go’ is followed by the particle ndà with a comitative
sense in (2a) or a causative meaning in (2b). The causative interpretation
alone is possible when the verb is morphologically fused with the particle,
as indicated in the alternate sentence in parentheses in (2b). In previous
2

Zarma (or Zarma Chiine [zarma ci:nè] “language of the Zarma”) is the most important
Songhay language in terms of number of speakers (Nicolaï 1983). It is located in
Western Niger, along a section of the Niger river and in a large swath of territory east of
the river, the Zarmaganda, the Zarmaland proper, but also in the Zarmataray (lit.
‘relating to the Zarma’), an area of further expansion (cf. Gado 1980) that puts the
Zarma people in contact with other linguistic groups. The Zarma language is also
present in emigration areas in northwestern Nigeria and in some of the major West
African towns.
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descriptions of Zarma, the causative construction in (2b) is thought to be
restricted and apply only to the three verbs koy ‘go’, kâa ‘come’ and yêe
‘return’. It may also be noted that comitativity marking is overall a
restricted function of ndà in Zarma. For these reasons, it is only recently
(cf. Abdoulaye & Sidibé 2012) that the link between comitative and
comitative-based causative constructions has been explicitly established for
Zarma, despite the availability of relevant data in published sources (cf.
Section 2.2, discussion of examples (14–15) below).
The first aim of this paper is to survey the comitative-based causative
constructions in Zarma and document the little-reported spread of the
construction from the three monosyllabic verbs to other verbs in Zarma and
other Songhay varieties in Niger and Nigeria. To this end, the paper adopts
the verb classification system proposed in Van Valin (2007) and examines
the behavior of the aspectual verb classes with respect to the two
causatives. Secondly, the paper also posits a link between the situation in
Zarma and in Hausa. Indeed, Hausa (Chadic) actually has a more extensive
use of comitative-based causative constructions, which come in two
varieties. In the most frequent construction, the verb takes an affix -aȓ and
is also followed by the particle dà (except when the causee nominal is
displaced or omitted). In the second case, the verb is simply followed by
the particle dà. The two causative constructions and a plain comitative
sentence are illustrated in the following:
(3)

a. Sun
gusàa dà
buhuuhuwà-n cikin zaurèe.
3PL.PF move CAUS sack.PL-DF
in
hall
‘They moved up/pushed further the sacks into the entrance hall.’
b. Taa
zaun-aȓ dà
bàaƙii
cikin
3F.SG.PF sit-CAUS CAUS guest.PL in
‘She seated the guests inside the room.’
c. Muusaa yaa
daawoo (tàare) dà
Musa
3M.SG.PF return together with
‘Musa returned (together) with his son.’

ɗaakìi.
room

ɗa-n-sà.
son-of-3M.SG

In (3a), the base verb gusàa ‘move up’ is followed by the particle dà with a
clear causative meaning. In (3b), the base verb zaunàa ‘sit’ has an added
suffix -aȓ and is then followed by the particle dà. Hence, both causatives
are associated with dà, which also functions as the comitative marker in
Hausa. For this reason, we take them both to be comitative-based causative
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constructions (it should be noted that both constructions can have noncausative meanings, as will be seen in Section 3, see discussion of
examples 23–24 below).
The basic assumption underlying our discussion is that a causative
form expresses causation, i.e., it is a grammatical form where the
intervention of a causer is regularly marked on the verb or very near to it
(cf. Haspelmath 1993). We take the causer as the argument instigating or
carrying out the action through the mediation of the causee and,
consequently, the causee is the argument carrying or undergoing an action
under the induction of a causer. This would be the crucial difference
between a (comitative-based) causative construction and a regular
comitative structure. In the comitative structure, the two participants are
animate and, typically, have equal access or control over the event, or the
issue of who is in control may be either pragmatically determined or simply
be irrelevant to proper interpretation.
The paper uses grammaticalization theory (Bybee & Pagliuca 1987;
Hopper & Traugott 1993; and others). In particular, we assume that various
grammaticalization processes can apply to constructions over time, usually
in different contexts, and lead to polysemy, in this case the various
functions of a comitative particle (cf. Abdoulaye 2004; Abdoulaye &
Sidibé 2012). Also, of particular importance is the idea that a construction
engaged in a given grammaticalization path can continue its
grammaticalization course and spread to new contexts that can take it
further away from its original form and function. For this reason, we will
see that some comitative-based causative constructions do not imply a coaction; that is, they do not entail a situation where both causer and causee
are animate and perform the same action together. Also, a construction that
starts with independent words may progressively undergo fusion, where a
formerly independent word becomes an affix, such as when the comitative
particle becomes an affix on the verb both in Hausa and in Zarma (see
discussion of example 2b above). The data for this study came from various
sources. First, we looked at the available literature (dictionaries, folktale
collections and scholarly papers). We also carried out grammaticality
judgments and discussion with university students and other speakers.
Finally, we collected texts in Bankanu (Sokoto, Nigeria) using the pear
story film.
The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 presents the two main
direct causative forms in Zarma and the spread of the comitative-based
causative construction. Section 3 presents the comitative-based causative
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constructions in Hausa. Section 4 sketches the grammaticalization
processes involved in the switch from a comitative structure to a
comitative-based causative construction and briefly compares the situation
in Zarma and Hausa. Since in the main Songhay varieties spoken in Mali
the particle ndà has lost its comitative usage (cf. Heath 1998: 132,
1999: 152), this paper claims that Zarma and Hausa share a productive
comitative-based causative construction as an areal feature. Indeed, the two
languages, albeit genetically unrelated, have nonetheless been in contact for
many centuries and share many other areal features (cf., amongst others,
Gouffé 1970–1971; Zima 1992, 1997).
2. Two direct causative forms in Zarma
As seen in the introduction, Zarma has a typical -andì morphological
causative and a comitative-based causative. We will see that both
causatives can express direct causation in the sense that the causer has
control over the causee in carrying out the action; that is, the causer is
physically and instantly responsible for the action (cf. T. Payne 1997: 181;
Shibatani & Pardeshi 2002: 140). In the appropriate contexts, both
causatives can also express indirect causation where the intervention of the
causer is spatially and/or temporally removed and typically is mediated
through verbal means. However, it should be noted that indirect causation
in Zarma is chiefly expressed with a periphrastic causative construction
using the verb daŋ ‘put’, a construction that will not be dealt with in this
paper.3
In this section, we survey the two causatives and document the
comitative-based causative construction in the language.
2.1 The morphological -andì causative form
The -andì form is the Zarma general causative strategy, spanning various
types of verbs, including transitive and intransitive verbs, unaccusative and
unergative verbs, etc. To illustrate its coverage, we will test it against the
verb classes put forth by Van Valin (2007: 9–13), following the original
3

Beside this periphrastic construction, Zarma also has the causative expression kǎa
taray (= kaataray, kà taray) ‘publish, make known, make appear’ based on the verb kaa
‘take out/away’ (cf. dèenà kà taray ‘pull the tongue out’, tirà kà-taray ‘publish a
journal/book’; cf. Bernard & White-Kaba 1994: 283).
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proposals in Vendler (1967) and Dowty (1979). This classification takes
into account the aspectual properties of verbs and distinguishes six groups.
In the classification, the main contrast is between state verbs, which are
[+static], and all other verbs, which are [-static]. State verbs code a nonhappening and include verbs expressing conditions (be + NP/Adj, be
broken), localization, existence, emotions, and non-volitional perception
and cognition verbs (see, hear), etc. State verbs are chiefly intransitive,
though some can be syntactically transitive. Among the [-static] verbs, the
activity verbs are also [+dynamic] because they involve an action. They
also express an unbounded action. They include verbs coding body action
(cry, sleep, drink beer), volitional perception, and atelic motion verbs
(walk, run), etc. Active accomplishment verbs are similar to activity verbs,
but they are bounded and hence have a [+telic] feature. They include
consumption verbs (drink one beer), creation and destruction verbs, etc.,
but they also include activity motion verbs used in telic contexts (run to the
park). Activity and active accomplishment verbs contrast with achievement
verbs and plain accomplishment verbs that are [-static] but are also
[-dynamic]. Achievement verbs are essentially state verbs augmented with
an INGR(essive) operator in their logical structure; i.e., they express the
(punctual) entry into a state/ condition. They include change of state verbs
(intransitive break, pop) and volitional perception verbs (notice).
Accomplishment verbs differ from achievement verbs by being durative
and incorporating in their logical structure the predicate BECOME,
stressing a durative change of condition. They include verbs such as freeze
(= become frozen), learn something, grow, die, etc. Finally, the sixth class
is that of semelfactive verbs, which are like achievement verbs, but can be
dynamic (cf. flash, blink, sneeze). The classes are summarized next in (4)
(from Van Valin 2007: 9).
(4)

State verbs:
Activity verbs :
Active accomplishment:
Achievement verbs:
Accomplishment verbs:
Semelfactive verbs:

[+static],
[-static],
[-static],
[-static],
[-static],
[-static],

[-dynamic],
[+dynamic],
[+dynamic],
[-dynamic],
[-dynamic],
[+/-dynamic],

[-telic],
[-telic],
[+telic],
[+telic],
[+telic],
[-telic],

[-punctual]
[-punctual]
[-punctual]
[+punctual]
[-punctual]
[+punctual]

According to Van Valin, all six verb classes have a causative counterpart.
The associated causative classes include verbs that are overtly marked (as
per our definition; cf. be afraid and frighten) and verbs that are only
notionally causative (cf. the water froze and he froze the water).
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Regarding Zarma, the causative -andì can apply to all aspectual verb
classes. To illustrate this point, this subsection uses the base verbs and their
corresponding -andì forms and examples given in Bernard and WhiteKaba’s (1994) dictionary. One notices that state verbs are well represented
and include verbs such as: bakàr ‘have pity’, bakarandì ‘cause to have
pity’; banjì ‘be naked, lack’, banjandì ‘undress s.o.’; bàanù ‘be/become
soft, flexible’, baanandì ‘soften’; bay ‘know’, bayandì ‘inform’; bèeje
‘desire, long for, hope, want, cherish’, beejandì ‘give envie for, make
desire’; beerì ‘be big, great, grow’, beerandì ‘make big, widen, respect,
honor’; bîi ‘be black, dark’, biibandì ‘darken, make black’; bòori ‘be
beautiful, good’, booriyandì ‘improve, cause to succeed’; cangare ‘be
colorful, have stripes’, cangarandì ‘color’; dògon ‘be easy, be light’,
dogonandì ‘facilitate, lighten’; dòonâ ‘use to, be used to’, doonandì
‘domesticate, habituate’; dukùr ‘be angry, outraged’, dukurandì ‘anger’;
dùgù ‘be warm, on nerve’, dungandì ‘warm, re-heat’; fàabù ‘be/become
thin’, faabandì ‘make thin’; kayna ‘be small’, kaynandi ‘belittle’; etc. As
one may notice, some of these state verbs (static and unbounded process)
express qualities and would correspond to adjectives in other languages.
They can easily be the basis for an -andì causative formation, as illustrated
next with bàanù ‘be soft’:
(5)

a. Ni jindà ga bàanù.
2SG voice IPF be.soft
‘Your voice is soft.’
b. Ni jindà baan-andì!
2SG voice soft-CAUS
‘Soften your voice!’

As shown in (5b), the causative verb is fully transitive, taking the causee
(here jindà ‘voice’) as a direct object before the verb.
Activity verbs (dynamic and unbounded) are also well represented in
the -andì formation. Some examples are: bàtu ‘attend to, watch’, batandì
‘make s.o. attend to s.th.’; cahã ‘hurry, be under pressure’, cahandì ‘set
under pressure, speed up s.o.’; caanù ‘warm oneself’, caanandì ‘dry near
fire’; caw ‘read, study’, cawandì ‘teach (make read)’; dangay ‘keep quiet’,
dangandì ‘console, make quiet’; deebe ‘stand on toes’, deebandì ‘make
stand on toes’; deesì ‘fly up’, deesandì ‘make fly’; dìrà ‘walk, go away’,
dirandì ‘make go, chase’; fàr ‘plow, cultivate’, farandì ‘make cultivate’;
fèela ‘fly over, hoover’, feelandì ‘make fly, hoover’; haaru ‘laugh’,
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haarandì ‘make laugh, i.e., be risible’; zùru ‘run’, zurandi ‘make run’. The
verb bàtu ‘watch, wait’ is illustrated next:
(6)

a. Gàadìnyêe gà fuw-òo
bàtu.
watchman IPF house-DF watch
‘A watchman looks after the house.’
b. Ay
gà zànk-ey
bat-andì
mootà do.
1SG IPF child-DF.PL watch-CAUS car
place
‘I (usually) make the children attend to the car.’

According to Van Valin (2007: 10), the basic verb and its causative
counterpart encode the same aktionsart, the difference being that the
causative form involves a causer who brings about the event. This is clearly
the case in (6).
Active accomplishment verbs (dynamic and telic) are also frequent
with -andì formation. Some examples are: àlcìrkǎ ‘have breakfast’,
àlcìrkàarandi ‘make (someone) have breakfast’; bìsa ‘pass, pass by’,
bìsàndi ‘make pass’; curkusù ‘lunch’, curkusandì ‘prepare lunch’; dàŋ
‘cross river’, daŋandì ‘make cross, cross’; dàaru ‘jump over’, daarandì
‘make jump’; dòndòn ‘learn, imitate’, dondonandì ‘teach’; dùmbù ‘cut self,
be cut, cut s.th.’, dumbandì ‘cut, across’; fatta ‘go out’, fattandì ‘make go
out’; gòro ‘sit’, gorandì ‘seat’; fay ‘separate, divorce’, fayyandì ‘make
separate, divorce’; filla ‘do again, re-tell’, fillandì ‘make repeat’; furò
‘enter’, furandì ‘make enter’; kani ‘lie’, kanandì ‘lay’; to ‘become full,
arrive, reach’, tonandì ‘fill’; tun ‘rise’, tunandì ‘raise’. As noted earlier,
many activity verbs have bounded counterparts that belong to the active
accomplishment class of verbs. These verbs, too, in Zarma undergo the
-andì formation, as illustrated next with the verb zùru ‘run’:
(7)

a. Zànk-ey
zùru hab-oo
mè.
child-DF.PL run
market-DF edge
‘The children ran to the market.’
b. Hayni nooyan nà zànk-ey
zur-andì hab-oo
mè.
millet gift
PF child-DF.PL run-CAUS market-DF edge
‘[The perspective of receiving] cereal gifts makes the children run to the
market.’
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Because of the specification of a goal (the market), the active
accomplishment verb zùru ‘run’ in (7a) and its causative form in (7b) are
both telic.
The achievement class of verbs (non-action, telic, and punctual) in
Zarma has a few members, some of which are: bangay ‘appear’, bangandì
‘reveal, make known’; bǎay ‘renounce’, baayandì ‘make renounce’; daray
‘disappear’, darandì ‘make disappear’. The case of bangay ‘appear’ is
illustrated next:
(8)

a. Cim-oo
bangay.
thruth-DF appear
‘The truth came out.’
b. May ka
sanno bang-andì?
who FOC.PF matter appear-CAUS
‘Who revealed this matter?’

These verbs, too, can undergo the -andì formation, as illustrated in (8b).
Semelfactive verbs, like achievement verbs, are punctual, however,
they are atelic and can be dynamic; i.e., involving an action with an
animate participant (as in blink, sneeze) or not (as in flash). Bernard and
White-Kaba (1994) list equivalent verbs in Zarma, such as ɲàlàw ‘flash
(lightning)’, môo kàmîi (lit. ‘blink eye’), and tissò ‘sneeze’, which is
illustrated next:
(9)

a. Muusà gà tissò.
Musa IPF sneeze
‘Musa is sneezing.’
b. Taabà nôo gà bòro
tiss-andì.
tobacco be IPF people sneeze-CAUS
‘It is tobacco that makes people sneeze.’

It may be noted that of all the semelfactive verbs taken from Bernard and
White-Kaba (1994), only tissò ‘sneeze’ is listed with a corresponding -andì
form, though further testing with informants may extend the list.
Accomplishment verbs (telic and durative) also take the -andì
causative formation. Some examples are: bàkà ‘soak, make soak (= French
“faire tremper”)’, bakandì ‘make soak, soak’; bòoka ‘ruin self, be ruined’,
bookandì ‘ruin’; bòosu, ‘boil with foam, be arrogant’, boosandì ‘make boil,
make bloom’; dîi ‘burn (ITR), be lit’, diyandì ‘lit, make burn, start (fire)’;
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dìrɲâ ‘forget’, dirɲandì ‘make forget’; fàham ‘understand’, fahamandì
‘explain to, make understand’; fàndì ‘wash ashore, land (leaves, logs)’,
fandandì ‘land, wash ashore (canoe)’. The verb fàndì ‘wash ashore (ITR),
land’ is illustrated next:
(10) a. Sùb-ǒo kàa
kà fàndi jab-oo
gà.
grass-DF come INF land shore-DF at
‘The grass floated and washed ashore.’
b. Zànk-ey
na hi-yoo
fand-andì.
child-DF.PL PF canoe-DF land-CAUS
‘The children brought the canoe to the shore.’

It may be noted that with accomplishment verbs, one sometimes finds a
transitive and a corresponding -andì form co-existing with the same
meaning. For example, intransitive dabu ‘connect, tie, articulate’ has a
transitive dabu and a derived dabandì form, both meaning ‘string, connect,
tie’. Similarly, bàkà ‘soak’ can be transitive or intransitive, but also has,
bakandì ‘soak’. In this section, the assignment of the verbs to the various
classes was based on a check of their values relative to the features listed in
(4). As shown in Van Valin (2007: 10), there are also some further
semantic and syntactic tests that can help in the assignment, but these are
not needed here given the scope of this paper.
It should be noted that -andì formation, as one could expect of a
causative morphology, has some features characteristic of a derivation,
despite its productivity and its overall morphological regularity. For
example, some forms are based on non-verbs such as nouns (àlcìrkǎ ‘have
breakfast’, àlcirkàarày ‘breakfast food’, àlcìrkàarandi ‘make (someone)
have breakfast’; bùrcǐn ‘free man’, bùrcinandì ‘set free, ennoble’) and
adverbs (bòobò ‘much, many’, bòobàndi ‘increase in number’). The
meaning of the derived form is also not always predictable (cf. barandì
‘unwind a thread, weave’ listed by Bernard & White-Kaba (1994: 22)
under the verb barè ‘change’; dàaru ‘be lying, jump over’ with a derived
form daarandì ‘make cross, make jump’ and ‘pray, sacrifice’; or deedandì
‘try, measure, aim at, compare’, listed without a base, verb or otherwise).
The formation can apparently also apply to loanwords (see daahìr
(<Arabic) ‘tell the truth’ and daahirandì ‘confirm/make something true,
believe (in God)’).
As discussed in Abdoulaye (2008: 11), the -andì causative verbs have
a strict SOVX word order. Although some non-causative transitive verbs in
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Zarma can be SOVX or SVOX, corresponding -andì forms always surface
with the SOVX word order, no matter the word order of the base verb (cf.
Abdoulaye 2008: 11). Also, the causee appears always as the direct object
before the causative verb. This fact is important for the correct analysis of
the data (15) to be discussed in the next subsection. Finally,
morphologically, the tone pattern is the only difference between causative
-andì and a similar nominalizing -àndì formation, with a low tone on all
syllables (see bàna ‘pay’, banandì ‘make pay’, bànàndì ‘salary’). Although
there are occasional varying tone patterns (cf. àlcìrkàarandi ‘make
someone have breakfast’) the causative -andì formation is morphologically
very regular when one takes into account general morphological processes
in Zarma (such as the addition of a reduplicated epenthetic consonant
between CV(V) monosyllabic bases and formatives; see bîi ‘be black,
dark’, biibandì ‘blacken, darken’).
2.2 The comitative-based causative constructions
Although in most (southern) Songhay languages (cf. Prost 1956; Hamani
1981; Oumarou Yaro 1993; Bernard & White-Kaba 1994; Heath 1998,
1999) the three motions kăa ‘come’, koy ‘go’, and yêe ‘return’ have been
noted to combine with ndà to express a causal meaning, the resulting
causative construction has not been linked with the comitative function of
ndà ‘with’. The chief reason for this situation is probably the fact that the
comitative function of ndà has essentially disappeared or weakened in
some Songhay languages (cf. Heath 1998: 132, 137 for Koira Chiini and
Heath 1999: 152–154 for Koroboro Senni), or is of limited use in others,
such as Zarma (cf. Abdoulaye & Sidibé 2012 for Zarma). For Zarma, the
relevant data has been reported, as illustrated in the following (data 11a
adapted from Bernard & White-Kaba 1994: 237):
(11) a. Koy ndà ni
beer-ŏo!
go with 2SG elder-DF
‘Go with your elder brother!’ (Translated from French original ‘Va avec ton
aîné!’)
‘Take your elder brother!’
b. Ko-ndà ni
beer-ŏo!
go-CAUS 2SG elder-DF
‘Take your elder brother!’
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In (11a) the base verb koy is followed by a separate particle ndà, while in
(11b) the verb and the particle are fused into one word as shown by the
reduction in the verbal root. Some references such as Bernard and WhiteKaba (1994), which is the source of (11a), focus their discussion on
examples like (11b) and say nothing about examples like (11a). Hamani
(1981: 190) and Prost (1956: 119) on the other hand do discuss the relation
between the two constructions in (11); however, they ignore the comitative
sense of (11a), and they claim that the two sentences have the same
causative meaning. In fact, sentence (11a), as we indicate, is ambiguous
and can express a comitative and a causal meaning. The other two verbs,
kăa ‘come’ and its fused causative form kànda/kànde ‘bring’ and yêe
‘return’ and its fused causative form yendà ‘return (sth.)’, function in the
same way. Nonetheless, there are differences between the analytical Verb +
ndà constructions in (11a) and the fused Verb-ndà form in (11b).
Thus, the basic function of the Verb + ndà structure is the expression
of comitative meaning, and in some contexts that is the only available
function. As suggested in Abdoulaye (2004: 183), the basic feature of a
comitative construction is that the two arguments are participating in (or
are affected by) the event at the same place or at the same time. This is
illustrated next (data 12a adapted from Sibomana 2001: 224, 12b from
Abdoulaye & Sidibé 2012):
(12) a. Ni si
koy ndà ây. Zàmaa ây sindà
kàmbè dà cè.
2SG NEG go with 1SG because 1SG not.have arm and leg
‘You are not going with me. Because I have no arms and no legs.’
b. Ìigudù koy habu
ńdà Zàara.
Igudu go market with Zara
‘Igudu went to the market with Zara.’

In the story context in (12a), the speaker is emphasizing the fact that she
could not follow the hearer, given her handicap, as indicated in the second
sentence. In example (12b), the verb koy is separated from the comitative
phrase by the locative phrase. In this syntactic context, the causal meaning
is not possible.
With all three fused Verb-ndà causative forms, there are two possible
interpretations: either the form expresses co-action, or it implies one
participant alone doing or undergoing the verb’s action. The first case is
illustrated in (11b), where both the addressee and his brother are instructed
to go somewhere. When animate participants are involved, this is the most
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natural meaning. However, when one or both participants are inanimate,
there is no co-action and the causee alone may be doing or undergoing the
action denoted by the verb. This is illustrated in (13) (data adapted from Ide
2003: 5, 7):
(13) a. Adamu Ide kànde tirà-a
wôo.
Adamu Ide bring book-DF this
‘Adamu Ide published this book.’
b. Zàmaa haaray nòo ga kànde bòro
mà tun zaa
susùbay.
because hunger be IPF bring person SBJ rise since morning
‘Because it is hunger that makes [brings] a person rise early in the morning.’

In both sentences in (13), the form kànde ‘bring’, based on the verb kâa
‘come’, has no literal motion component in its semantics. In (13a), only the
causee tirà ‘book’ undergoes the verb’s action (example taken from the
preface of the book). Similarly, in (13b), there is no motion component,
and the verb form kànde here essentially has the meaning ‘cause, bring
about’.
Later in Section 4, we will return to this point and see that, compared
to the comitative structure, the causative constructions, even when they
look at the surface like comitative structures, have in fact undergone a
grammaticalization process (with a more rigid syntax and phonological
reduction).
As we said earlier, all three causative verbs (kànda/kànde ‘bring’,
kondà ‘take’, and yendà ‘return’) have a monosyllabic base and are panSonghay (i.e., they are reported for all the southern Songhay languages so
far described). However, besides these three verbs, there are in Zarma other
disyllabic or polysyllabic verbs that can be followed by ndà to express a
causative meaning. This is illustrated in (14) below (data 14a adapted from
Bernard & White-Kaba 1994: 12, 14b adapted from Sibomana 2001: 234,
#105):
(14) a. Azal-ŏo day
nòo kàŋ dìrà nd-a.
fate-DF indeed be that walk CAUS-3SG
‘It is just destiny that took him away.’
(Original French translation: ‘C’est juste le destin qui l’a emporté.’)
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b. Yoo nà bùukwâ-a sambu gà dìrà nd-aa.
camel PF corpse-DF take
INF walk CAUS-3SG
‘A camel took the body and carried it away.’
(Original French translation: ‘[Un] chameau prit le cadavre et l’emporta.’)

In these examples, the motion verb dìrà ‘walk’ is followed by a free
particle ndà with a causal meaning. One may note that both examples are
remote from a comitative meaning in that there is no co-action and one
rather has a typical direct causative meaning. Another published example
involves an appearance verb in the form bangand ‘make appear’, as
illustrated in (15) (extracts from Sibomana 2001: 222, #62, 226, #96):
(15) a. Da hàrày n’à dì, Ir!koy m’ bangand àa sê wà... Kàl âa m’ kungu, waa m’
daray.
Daa haray nà à
dii,
Irkoy mà bangay ndà a
sè wăa.
when hunger PF 3SG catch God SBJ appear CAUS 3SG for milk
Kàla à
mà kungu, wă-a
mà daray.
till 3SG SBJ satiated milk-DF SBJ disappear
‘When she feels hunger, God materializes milk for her. When she is satiated,
the milk would disappear.’
(Original French translation: ‘Quand elle avait faim, Dieu lui faisait apparaître
du lait. Dès qu’elle était rassasiée, le lait disparaissait.’)
b. Irkòy bangand àa se bàngù da !waa zèenà...
Irkòy bangay ndà a
sè bàngù ndà wăa zèenà-a.
God appear CAUS 3SG for pond with milk old-DF
‘God materialized a pond for her with the same milk [as previously].’
(Original French translation: ‘Dieu lui fit apparaître un lac avec le même lait.’

These extracts show a causative form bangand (in the original data)
meaning ‘make appear, materialize’ that we analyzed as being a (fast
speech-)shortened form of bangay ndà, where bangay is the base verb
meaning ‘appear’. It should be noted that Sibomana, in a lexicon appended
to the texts, seems to analyze “bangand àa se” ‘materialize for her’ as
being a short form for “bangandì a sè” (cf. Sibomana 2001: 244); i.e., an
-andì-based causative form. However, as seen in Section 2.3 (cf. also
Abdoulaye 2008: 11), causative -andì verbs are strict S-Aux-O-V-X verbs
and cannot be involved in data (15), where the direct object causee wăa
‘milk’ is placed after the verb (in fact after the indirect object phrase a sè
‘for her’ in both 15a–b). If Sibomana were to be right, one would have to
assume that an unlikely mistake happened twice in the same text.
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According to Sibomana, the texts he collected came from Niamey
speakers. It is clear that some Niamey speakers do produce the
construction. In fact, many informants claimed to understand and accept
the construction, but not to produce it themselves. The construction is most
frequent with the following dynamic verbs: dìra ‘walk, go’, fatta ‘go out’,
bìsa ‘pass’, gòro ‘sit’, kani ‘lie’, zùru ‘run’, daray ‘disappear’, furò ‘enter’,
kamba ‘steer’, to ‘arrive, reach’, tun ‘stand up, rise’. The verbs bìsa ‘pass’
and furò ‘enter’ are illustrated in (16) from a speaker in Niamey:
(16) a. À
bìsa ndà farkǎ-a
susùbo.
3SG pass nda donkey-DF morning
‘He passed by with the donkey this morning.’
‘He took away the donkey this morning.’
b. À
furò ndà bari-yoo har-oo
rà.
3SG enter nda horse-DF water-DF in
‘He entered the water with [riding] the horse.’
‘He made the horse enter the water.’

When the verbs are immediately followed by the particle ndà (and its
object NP), as illustrated in (16a–b), the sentences are ambiguous being
between a simple comitative and a causative meaning; only the context can
help resolve the ambiguity. The causative meaning is however restricted
and is not allowed with some verbs that can otherwise appear in the
comitative structure. For example, verbs such as goy ‘work’, zùru ‘run’,
and nôo ‘give’, when directly followed by ndà, only take a comitative
sense and, sometimes, a comparative sense as well, but not a causative
meaning, as seen next in (17):
(17) a. Fàati goy
ndà beer-òo.
Fati work nda elder-DF
‘Fati works with her elder sister.’
‘Fati works more than her elder sister.’
b. Muusà zùru ndà torkà-a.
Musa run nda cart-DF
‘Musa runs away with the cart.’
‘Musa runs faster than the cart.’

52

MAHAMANE LAOUALY ABDOULAYE AND MALAMI BUBA
c. Taalìb-oo nôo ndà
àlfagă-a.
student-DF give more.than teacher-DF
‘The student gives more than the teacher does.’

It should be noted that sentence (17c) only has the comparative sense (the
verb nôo ‘give’ can appear in a comitative structure only if followed by its
objects, as in the equivalent of “the students gave food to the people with
(the help) of the teacher”).
In the Zarma of Bankanu and in Dandi Sanni (another Songhay
language spoken around Gaya town in South-Western Niger), one sees the
same dynamic verbs taking ndà with a causative meaning: tun ‘rise’, dìra
‘walk, go’, gòro ‘sit’, furò ‘enter’, fatta ‘go out’, zùru ‘run’. Speakers in
both Bankanu and Gaya also point out the difference between -andì and
V + ndà causatives and say that, for example, gorandì and fattandì mean,
‘make sit’ and ‘make go out’ respectively, without co-action, while the
forms gorò ndà and fatta ndà imply co-action and would mean,
respectively, ‘make sit with’ and ‘make go out with’ (for the Gaya dialect
data, see Daouda Mamane 2010).
Besides the interpretation, there are some further indications that
V + ndà structures are formally ambiguous congruent with their double
comitative and causative semantics, as represented next:
(18) a. Comitative structure: Verb + [Prep + NP]
Example: à bìsa [ndà fàrkǎa] ‘he passed by [with the donkey]’
b. Causative structure: [Verb + Particle] + NP
Example: à [bìsa ndà] fàrkǎa ‘he [passed by with] the donkey’

As will be argued for in Section 4, the causative construction in (18b)
developed from the comitative structure in (18a) through
grammaticalization, whereby the verb and particle ndà form a syntactic
constituent, probably a complex predicate [Verb + ndà]v. One piece of
evidence supporting this claim is the fact that for the causative meaning to
be possible, nothing should intervene between the verb and the particle
ndà, as seen in the next example, where only a comitative interpretation is
possible:
(19) À
bìsa susùbo ndà farkǎ-a.
3SG pass morning with donkey-DF
‘He passed by with the donkey this morning.’
Not: ‘He took away the donkey this morning.’
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This sentence, where an adverbial follows the verb, only has the comitative
(instrumental) meaning, contrary to sentence (16a). Conversely, if
something intervenes between the particle ndà and the following NP, then
only the causative sense is possible. For example, in (15a–b), the dative
phrase a sè ‘for her’ appears between the particle and the NP causee.
According to speakers, the sentence cannot have a comitative
interpretation. Similarly, contraction between comitative ndà and its
pronominal object is regular in normal speech, but not between the
causative ndà and a pronominal causee, as seen in:
(20) a. Koy ndà ni
beer-ǒo!
go nda 2SG elder-DF
‘Go with your elder brother!’
‘Take your elder brother!’
b. Koy d-ìn
beer-ǒo!
go with-2SG elder-DF
‘Go with your elder brother!’

When ndà is fully separate from the object pronoun, as in (20a), both the
comitative and the causative meanings are possible. In (20b), ndà is fused
with the pronoun and only the comitative sense is available. It is in fact
more frequent for object pronouns to fuse with comitative ndà (the other
contracted forms are: ndà+ây ‘1SG’ → ndây; ndà+à ‘3SG’ → ndâa; ndà+îr
‘1PL’ → ndir; ndà+aràn ‘2PL’ → ndaràn; and ndà+ì ‘3PL’ → ndîi).
Conversely, in causative constructions, contraction happens between the
verbal root and particle ndà, although this is most frequent with the three
pandialectal causative verbs (see discussion of data 11 above). Indeed, the
three pandialectal comitative-based verbs have undergone a process of
fusion where, for example, the verb kâa ‘come’ displays various levels of
fusion from initial kâa ndà, to kànda, to kànde ‘bring’. In Zarma, only this
verb changes its final vowel, from [a] to [e]. It may also be noted that in
Niamey, the three pandialectal kònda, kànda and yendà can take the
general gerundial nominalization suffix -yaŋ as in: kondàayaŋ ‘taking
away’, kandàayaŋ ‘bringing’ and yendàayaŋ ‘returning’. In this sense,
these derived verbs behave like basic or -andì causative verbs (cf. tun ‘rise’
and tunyaŋ ‘rising’; tunandi ‘raise’ and tunandìyaŋ ‘raising’). There is no
evidence that gerundive formation is possible with other comitative-based
causative verbs.
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Besides these formal aspects, comitative and causative constructions
that appear similar on the surface may differ in their compatibility with
further extensions of a sentence such as a goal or a benefactive phrase, as
illustrated next:
(21) a. Faatì fatta
ndà zànk-ey
Amì doo.
Fati go.out nda child-DF.PL Ami place
‘Fati went out with the kids to Ami’s place.’
‘Fati took the kids out to Ami’s place.’
b. Faatì fatta ndà zànk-ey
Amì sè.
Fati go.out CAUS child-DF.PL Ami for
‘Fati took the kids out to/for/on behalf of Ami.’

Sentence (21a), with a goal argument, can have a comitative or a causative
interpretation. However, in (21b), with a benefactive phrase, only the
causative interpretation is normally possible (cf. also data 15 above and
Sibomana 2001: 222, #54). Similarly, only the causative reading is
available when the causer is inanimate or an abstract reference. For
example, in (14a) “destiny” is the causer, while in (15) God is the causer
causing the appearance of the pond (see also further examples in Sibomana
2001: 224, #85 and Saydu Hanfiiyu 2004: 188).
2.3 Comparing -andì and ndà causatives
The most remarkable difference between -andì and ndà causative forms is
their productivity. As seen in Section 2.1, the overwhelming majority of
Zarma verbs undergo the -andì derivation. In particular, we have seen that
verbs of all aspectual classes can take the causative suffix. Also, except for
the verbs koy ‘go’, kâa ‘come’, and yêe ‘return’, all verbs that can undergo
the ndà causative formation also take the -andì causative suffix. Some of
these verbs are given in Table 1.
Table 1. Verbs having both an -andì and a ndà causative form
Verbs
bìsa ‘pass’
dìra ‘go, walk’
zùru ‘run’
daray ‘get lost’
bangay ‘appear’

-andì form
bisandì ‘make pass’
dirandì ‘walk, chase away’
zurandì ‘make run, chase away’
darandì ‘lose’
bangandì ‘make appear’

ndà construction
bìsa ndà ‘make pass with’
dìra ndà ‘make walk with, take’
zùru ndà ‘make run with’
daray ndà ‘make disappear with’
bangay ndà ‘make appear’
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Verbs
fatta ‘go out’
furò ‘enter’
gòro ‘sit’
tun/tùnu ‘rise’
too ‘arrive, reach’

-andì form
fattandì ‘make go out’
furandì ‘make enter’
gorandì ‘seat’
tunandì ‘raise’
toonandì ‘fill up’
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ndà construction
fatta ndà ‘take out’
furò ndà ‘make enter with’
gorò ndà ‘make sit with’
tùnu ndà ‘make rise with’
too ndà ‘make arrive/reach’

As reported earlier, Niamey and Bankanu speakers, as well as the speakers
of Dandi Sanni, insist that the ndà causative implies co-action, in contrast
with the -andì form, as reflected in the translations in Table 1. This
intuition is confirmed by the fact that the verbs concerned are intransitive
motion, stance, or (dis)appearance verbs that prototypically allow
entrainment by a causer of a causee in a common action. It is no surprise
then that the most prototypical motion verbs, the generic koy ‘go’, kâa
‘come’, and yêe ‘return’ pandialectally accept the ndà construction and
have no -andì forms. Nonetheless, it must be noted that despite the
insistence by native speakers and in conformity with the nature of
grammaticalization processes, there is evidence showing that causative ndà
constructions can shed away their co-action semantics and appear in
contexts that exclude the possibility for both participants doing the same
action (cf. Section 2.2, discussion of 13–15 above).
Syntactically, too, the two causatives are different. For example, only
the -andì causative can apply to transitive verbs to give double transitive
verbs where the causee is the pre-verbal direct object. This is illustrated
next (adapted from Hamani 1981: 411):
(22) a. Zànk-ey
dòndon cawyaŋ.
child-DF.PL learn
reading
‘The children studied/read/learned reading.’
(= Zànkey nà cawyaŋ dòndon.)
b. Ay nà zànk-ey
dondon-andì cawyaŋ.
1SG PF child-DF.PL learn-CAUS reading
‘I taught the children / I taught the children how to read.’
(cf. *Ay nà cawyaŋ dondon-andì zànkey.)

As seen in (22a), the base verb dòndon ‘learn’ is transitive and can take its
direct object pre- or post-verbally. The causative form can take two direct
objects, although there are clear restrictions in their order, with the causee
obligatorily appearing pre-verbally, as already indicated in Section 2.1. By
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contrast, the comitative-based causative construction only applies to
intransitive verbs, and the causee cannot appear before the verb.
However, given the morphological (synthetic) nature of all -andì
forms and the syntactic (periphrastic) nature of most ndà forms, one may
wonder whether that may imply other differences between the two
causative forms. For example, according to Haiman (1983, cited in T.
Payne 1997: 182–183), a coding principle governs the expression of cause
and effect in languages, whereby a smaller causative morpheme (say, a
suffix on the verb) would be used for direct causation and a longer one
(say, a periphrastic construction) would be used for indirect causation. We
have seen that both causative constructions are used to express direct
causation, even if in slightly different ways. Haiman’s coding principle
seems not to apply to the ndà construction. In fact, in the next section we
will see that in Hausa, given the lack of an original, primary causative
morpheme on verbs, a comitative-based causative construction has taken
over the expression of the domain of direct causation (see end of this
Section for why we think that -aȓ, at best, is on its way to becoming a
causative morpheme).4
3. Comparing comitative-based causative constructions in Zarma and
Hausa
As seen in the introduction, Hausa has two types of direct causative
constructions (besides a periphrastic sâa ‘make’ indirect construction),
although only one of these direct causatives, the V-aȓ + dà, as illustrated in
(3b), has standardly been recognized in Hausa descriptions (see Newman
2000; Jaggar 2001). This section compares the two constructions with
regard to their semantics and their morphosyntactic properties. It will be
concluded that both are comitative-based causative constructions (for the
origin of the comitative use of dà see Abdoulaye 2006).
Semantically, both V + dà and V-aȓ + dà constructions express direct
causation, in the sense that causer is physically or temporally in contact
4

Hausa has verbalizing suffixes such as -anta, -ta, -aCa (where “C” is a reduplicated
consonant), etc., that derive verbs from adjectives and nouns, sometimes with a
causative meaning (cf. bàaƙoo ‘guest’ and baaƙùntaa ‘be guest of’; tsawoo ‘length’ and
tsawàitaa ‘lengthen’; see Newman 2000: 722–725). Causativization can also be marked
lexically (cf. mutù ‘die’ and kashèe ‘kill’) or through shifting from intransitive to
transitive verb classes whose function however is not dedicated to causative marking
(cf. cìka ‘be full’ and cikà ‘fill’). All these processes are not dealt with in this paper.
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with the causee. However, the V + dà structure applies only to a
comparatively few motion and transfer verbs, most of which are
intransitive. When a verb allows for both causative constructions, the
V + dà form typically implies that the causer also undergoes the action, as
seen next in (23):
(23) a. Sun
gusàa dà
buhuuhuwà-n cikin zaurèe. (= 3a)
3PL.PF move CAUS sack.PL-DF
in
hall
‘They moved up/took further the sacks into the entrance hall.’
b. Sun
gus-aȓ
dà
buhuuhuwà-n.
3PL.PF move-CAUS CAUS sack.PL-DF
‘They moved/pushed off the sacks.’

Sentence (23a) implies that the causer moved with the causee to a
particular destination in a way similar to the sentences (16a), above, for
Zarma. By contrast, sentence (23b) typically implies different trajectories
for the causer and the causee, or the causer may not even be moving (say if
the causer just kicks the sack out of the way). In this example, the
V-aȓ + dà form, besides being causative, also has the efferential meaning
(i.e., the verb denotes an action that sends the object away from the subject
referent or away from some significant deictic center; see Parsons
1962: 268; Newman 1983). Nonetheless, some simple V + dà forms, too,
can have the efferential meaning, as seen in:
(24) a. Abdù yaa
aikà kuɗii
gida-n
Muusaa.
Abdu 3M.SG.PF send money house-of Musa
‘Abdu sent (the) money to Musa’s house (as gift or for safe-guarding, etc.).’
b. Abdù yaa
aikà dà kuɗii
gida-n
Muusaa.
Abdu 3M.SG.PF send EFF money house-of Musa
‘Abdu sent money to Musa’s house (as gift).’

In (24), the noun kuɗii ‘money’ is the logical direct object in both
sentences. The only difference between them, as the translation indicates, is
the more permanent nature of the transfer in the V + dà constructions in
(24b). This property was noted in Parsons (1962: 268). In both sentences
there is also no idea of co-action. Another semantically causative V + dà
construction that does not imply co-action is illustrated next (cf. Abdoulaye
1996: 123 and references cited there):
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(25) a. wà-n-dà
a-kà koomoo dà
shii
mulkìi
one-DF-that 4-RP return CAUS 3M.SG power
‘he who was returned to power’
b. Mìi
yat
tahoo dà
kee?
what 3M.SG.PF come CAUS 2F.SG
‘What brought you here?’ (i.e., ‘Why are you here?’)
c. Allàh yà
daɗèe dà
râ-n-ka!
God 3M.SG.SBJ last
CAUS life-of-2M.SG
‘May God prolong your life!’

In the context of sentence (25a), international pressure and the presence of
foreign troops allowed the return of a deposed president (Haiti’s Aristide).
In this case, one does not really have the co-action usually implied in more
typical comitative-based causatives. In sentence (25b), the causer is an
abstract notion (the reason that caused the trip), and there is no co-action
with inanimate (non-dynamic) causers. In (25c), the life to be prolonged
alone is subject to the verb’s action. Hence, one sees the same
grammaticalization process whereby comitative-based causatives can retain
the co-action meaning characteristic of comitative structure, or they may
lose the co-action meaning and become typical causative constructions
where only the causee undergoes the action. This was also discussed for
Zarma (cf. Section 2.2, discussion of examples 13–15 above).
Besides the semantic tendencies just described, the most important
functional difference between the two causative constructions is the ability
of the V-aȓ + dà constructions to apply to all types of verbs, while the
V + dà construction is limited to mostly intransitive motion and transfer
verbs. The V-aȓ + dà construction applies to state verbs (tàbbatà ‘be
certain’, tabbataȓ dà ‘ascertain’); activity verbs (gùdaanà ‘be happening,
be taking place’, gudaanaȓ dà ‘run, manage’); active accomplishment verbs
(ci ‘eat’, ciyaȓ dà ‘feed’); achievement verbs (ɓacèe ‘get lost’, ɓataȓ dà
‘lead astray’); and accomplishment verbs (gaanèe ‘understand’, gaanaȓ dà
‘make understand’). By contrast, the V + dà construction applies to activity
and active accomplishment motion and transfer verbs such as gusàa ‘move
a bit’, aikàa ‘send’, tahoo ‘come’, etc., as seen earlier in this section. In
some sense, the V-aȓ + dà construction can be compared to the -andì
causative formation of Zarma and the V + dà construction to the ndà
comitative-based causative constructions. The V + dà is not only restricted
with the verbal classes; our impression is that it is also textually less
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frequent than the V-aȓ + dà construction. For example, because of its
rarity, it is only recently that the causative meaning of the V + dà
construction has been fully appreciated (cf. Abdoulaye 1996, 2005: 91).
Formally, just like in the case of Zarma, the two comitative-based
causative constructions in Hausa can be analyzed as complex predicates
made up of the verb and the particle dà and so contrast with the regular
comitative construction, as seen next in (26):
(26) a. V + [Prep +NP]pp
b. [V + Particle]v + NP
c. [V-aȓ + Particle]v + NP

The structure in (26a) characterizes the basic comitative structures (such as
illustrated in example 3c above), which contain a prepositional phrase
headed by dà. By contrast, the structures in (26b–c) characterize the
causative constructions, where in both cases a verbal cluster is made up of
the verb and the particle dà. Indeed, Abdoulaye (1996) has adduced a
number of tests showing that in the causative constructions the verb and dà
form a constituent. The pattern of fronting in the normal comitative and the
V + dà causative construction is illustrated in the following:
(27) a. Muusaa yaa
zoo
dà yaaròo.
Musa
3M.SG.PF come da boy
‘Musa came with a boy.’
‘Musa brought a boy.’
b. Yaaròo nee Muusaa ya
boy
be Musa
3M.SG.RP
‘It is with a boy that Musa came.’
‘It is a boy that Musa brought.’

zoo
dà shii.
come da 3M.SG

c. Dà yaaròo nee Muusaa ya
with boy
be Musa
3M.SG.RP
‘It is with a boy that Musa came.’

zoo.
come

The sentences (27a–b), where the verb is followed by dà, have both the
comitative and the causative interpretation. However, when dà is shifted
with its focused object noun as in (27c), then only the comitative reading is
available. As noted in Abdoulaye (1996), in constituency test, the
V-aȓ + dà construction evidences a stronger syntactic bound than the
V + dà construction. The V-aȓ + dà also has more variation in its surface

60

MAHAMANE LAOUALY ABDOULAYE AND MALAMI BUBA

form, having undergone various processes of clipping, fusion, and
reanalysis into basic verbs. For example, the basic verb ci ‘eat’ can give the
causative forms ciyaȓ dà, cii dà, ciishee, ciisaȓ dà, ciyaasaȓ dà, ciidàa, etc.,
all meaning ‘feed’ (see Parsons 1971/72; Newman 1973; for a summary
table of various -aȓ-based causative forms see Abdoulaye 2005: 91). As
one can see in these alternate forms, the -aȓ (or -as) suffix is not necessary
for the causative meaning (although the suffix alone can mark causation
when the causee nominal is moved or is understood, as in yaaròo nee ta
ciyaȓ ‘it is the boy that she fed’). According to Newman (2000: 651), the
affix -aȓ in the V-aȓ + dà construction “is unique among the [verbal
endings] (and most other Hausa suffixes) in that it ends in a consonant
rather than a vowel”. Further (see Newman 2000: 654), he says that “[the
V-aȓ + dà construction] is unusual among Hausa [verbal forms] not only in
its internal morphological complexity, but also in the considerable dialectal
variation that it exhibits”. Finally, Newman (2000: 651) also believes that
the suffix -aȓ, as an original causative marker, would have no known
cognate in other Chadic languages. For all these uncertainties, one cannot
without qualification claim or imply that the suffix -aȓ alone marks the
causative meaning (or the efferential “action away” meaning; see, for
example, Jaggar 2001, 2014: 1). This leaves open the possibility that the
V-aȓ + dà construction is indeed based on the comitative structure, just like
the more transparent V + dà. In that case, the suffix may originally be -ȓ;
that is, the (feminine) possessive linker which, besides marking possession,
also binds words that form syntactically close-knit structures (cf. for
example the syntactically rigid Adjective + Linker + Noun order as in
dooguwa-ȓ mootàa ‘long car’, with the linker on the adjective, vs. the
syntactically more flexible mootàa dooguwaa ‘long car’, without the
linker). This would explain why the V-aȓ + dà construction is syntactically
more rigid than the V + dà construction.
4. Further remarks on the grammaticalization of comitative-based
causative forms
For Heine and Reh (1984: 137), “[o]ne of the most likely adpositions to
undergo verbal attraction and to become a verbal derivative extension is the
comitative preposition (‘with’).” Numerous studies have now shown that
causatives are among the constructions that frequently derive from
comitative constructions (Maslova 1993, cited in Lobben 2010: 390; D.
Payne 2002: 502–503; Soubrier 2008). These types of causatives have been
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referred to as sociative causatives, in which, according to Dixon (2000),
“the causer is also involved in the activity”, and so they presuppose two
animate participants acting together. This is also the reason why Shibatani
and Pardeshi (2002: 147–153) proposed that comitative-based causatives
are intermediary between direct and indirect causation. However, as per the
gradual nature of grammaticalization processes, comitative-based
causatives can evolve and drop the co-action semantics and imply that only
the causee undergoes the verb’s action, in direct or indirect causation. For
example consider the following Asheninka (Arawakan) data cited in D.
Payne (2002: 489–490):
(28) r-atsipe-t-aka-ak-e-na
3M-suffer-&-CAUS-PF-MODE-1
‘he made me suffer’

According to D. Payne (2002: 489–490), the most natural reading of (28)
implies that both causer and causee undergo the action (say, causer took
causee out in rain and both suffered the downpour). This interpretation
happens especially if the example is out of context and is more frequent.
However, the example can also have an interpretation whereby the causee
alone undergoes the action, giving a typical direct causative.
In the preceding sections, we have seen a similar development in both
Zarma and Hausa. One may note that there seems to be a special affinity
between the causative interpretation and the generic motions verbs, and not
just any dynamic verb that may appear in a comitative construction (say,
the verbs meaning ‘to work’ or ‘to dance’). Songhay illustrates this
situation well, with the three verbs koy ‘go’, kâa ‘come’, and yêe ‘return’
being the only verbs that allow a causative interpretation in all (southern)
Songhay varieties. One likely explanation will be that these verbs, besides
being generic, are also the ones that are compatible with a direct physical
control of the causee by the causer in the comitative action (say, causer
perhaps taking causee’s hand and moving him in entrainment). Other verbs
(say, work, eat, drink) will not easily allow a simultaneous action with a
physical entrainment. As we have seen, in Zarma and Dandi Sanni the
construction has expanded to other verbs. For example, the verbs that turn
up frequently in our Zarma data that allow a causative reading with ndà are
the specific motion verbs with meaning such as ‘go out’, ‘enter’, ‘walk’,
‘pass’, etc., all of which can also entail co-action and direct control of the
causee by the causer in entrainment (cf. also Shibatani & Pardeshi
2002: 118, cited in Lobben 2010: 308–309). Other frequent verbs allowing
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ndà-causative construction are stance verbs meaning ‘rise’, ‘sit’, ‘lie’, etc.
However, with these verbs, co-action cannot combine with direct control
by the causer since the causer typically can only invite the causee to sit
down (in indirect causation, maybe while sitting himself) or force or assist
the causee into position, but without co-action (direct causation). Just like
in Asheninka, with all these verbs the context may weaken one or the other
factor critical in the initial stage of grammaticalization. For example, in
data (15) above, there is direct control (God make the pond appear), but no
co-action. In data (25b), with an inanimate causer, there is no co-action,
and the control is simply a motivation (the reason compelling the person
into coming). Generally, this weakening of the initial co-action meaning
goes hand in hand with formal reduction and fusion of the elements in the
construction. For example, in sentences (14–15) in Section 2.2, where there
is no co-action, the fused kònda ‘take’ cannot be replaced with the
periphrastic source constructions koy ndà ‘go with, take’.
Compared with Zarma, Hausa seems to have gone further down the
grammaticalization process, both semantically and formally. Semantically,
the Hausa comitative-based causatives, especially the V-aȓ + dà forms,
affect all verbs, not just intransitive motion verbs. With the non-motion
verbs, the causative inference naturally takes precedence over the notion of
co-action; i.e., the causer is no longer involved in the main action, and there
is some kind of transfer to the causee, a faire-faire (make do) semantics.
Formally, Hausa also exhibits a greater degree of integration, with the
V-aȓ + dà giving rise to purely morphological variants that can be suffixed
with other verbal extensions (for example, the verb ci ‘eat’, is the basis of
the causative forms ciyaȓ dà, cii dà, ciidàa ‘feed’; however, ciidàa itself
can be further extended with a ventive morpheme to give ciidoo ‘feed +
movement towards deictic center’; see Abdoulaye 2005: 91).
Given this general use of comitative-based constructions to express
causatives in Hausa, it is very likely that the Songhay varieties in Niger and
Nigeria extended their use of comitative ndà-based causative construction
to more verbs under the influence of Hausa. On the one hand, we have seen
in Section 2.2 that in the main Songhay varieties of Mali, the particle ndà
has lost its comitative function. Therefore, in these varieties, the forms
kondà ‘take’, kànde ‘bring’, and yendà ‘return’ are no longer linked to the
comitative constructions, which do not exist (the particle ndà in Koyra
Chiine and Koyraboro Senni now expresses comparison, the instrumental
function and a few other non-comitative functions; see the examples given
in Heath 1998: 132, 137 and Heath 1999: 152, respectively). On the other
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hand, the majority of the speakers of the Songhay varieties in Niger and
Nigeria know Hausa. The residents of the main towns are in fact fluent
Zarma-Hausa bilingual speakers. This is especially true of the residents of
Niamey, Gaya, Dosso, and Bankanu. In fact, some previous studies have
already pointed out many shared features between Hausa and Songhay (cf.,
amongst others, Gouffé 1970–1971; Zima 1992, 1997). This should not be
surprising given the extensive contact between the Hausa and Songhay
people stretching back centuries. It is also very likely that more languages
in the area share the comitative-based causative so that one can indeed
speak of an areal feature. For example, the spreading of the comitativebased causative construction to other motion verbs and to transitive verbs
seems to have also happened in Tasawaq, a Northern Songhay language
that is also well in contact with Hausa (cf. Sidibé 2010).
5. Conclusion
In this paper, we have seen that Zarma in Niger and Nigeria has a
comitative-based causative construction that mostly involves dynamic
activity and active accomplishment verbs that express motion, stance, and
appearance/disappearance. In this respect, Zarma contrasts with the main
Songhay varieties in Mali where the comitative-based causative
constructions concern three generic motion verbs only. These three verbs
have probably grammaticalized very early; i.e., before the particle ndà lost
its comitative function in these varieties. By contrast, in Hausa all verb
classes can form their causative constructions based on the comitative
structure. Given the sociolinguistic situation in Western Niger and in
Northwestern Nigeria, we have assumed that the Zarma belongs together
with Hausa to an area characterized by the comitative-based causative
feature. However, further studies are needed to delimit this area and
determine all the languages involved.
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Amer Ahmed

On Agreement Affixes, Incorporated Pronouns, and Clitics in
Standard Arabic1

Abstract
Verbal affixes which index the subject in Standard Arabic (SA) are almost unanimously
treated as pure agreement affixes in the generative literature. Using a number of
diagnostics, it is shown that subject verbal affixes are functionally ambiguous in that
they exhibit some of the properties of pure agreement affixes and some other properties
of incorporated pronouns. The study therefore lends support to the functional ambiguity
hypothesis of subject verbal affixes in SA, which is proposed in Fassi Fehri (1990,
1993). The paper uses the framework known as Distributed Morphology (Halle &
Marantz 1993, 1994; Noyer 1997) to show that Fassi Fehri’s characterization of the
morphological realization of some of these affixes is inaccurate. The study also uses
other diagnostics to claim that object verbal affixes are better treated as clitics rather
than incorporated pronouns, contrary to the incorporation analysis originally proposed
in Fassi Fehri (1990, 1993).

1. Introduction
In the generative literature on Standard Arabic (SA), there are two
approaches to the status of the verbal affixes which index the subject, and
these are the incorporation analysis of Fassi Fehri (1990, 1993) and Jamary
(1993) and the almost unanimous pure agreement analysis of all others
(e.g. Mohammad 1990, 2000; Benmamoun 2000; Soltan 2007, 2011; Aoun,
Benmamoun & Choueiri 2010; Al-Balushi 2011).2 In this paper, I use a
1

I would like to thank the three anonymous reviewers and the editor Mirka
Rauniomaa for their feedback on an earlier version of this manuscript. Their ideas have
greatly helped to improve the quality of the manuscript. All other errors are mine.
2
Jamary (1993: 83–84) claims that the subject in the VSO order is either a lexical NP
or an incorporated pronoun. As for the preverbal DP position in the VSO order, he
claims that it is occupied by an empty (i.e. null) topic. While one can make the case for
SKY Journal of Linguistics 28 (2015), 67–102

68

AMER AHMED

number of diagnostics to decide on the status of verbal affixes. I show that
Fassi Fehri’s (1990, 1993) functional ambiguity hypothesis is on the right
track despite the fact that these affixes are almost unanimously treated as
pure agreement affixes in the modern literature on SA.
This paper is organized as follows: Section 2 is an overview of the
status of verbal affixes in traditional Arabic grammar. In section 3, I
discuss the functional ambiguity hypothesis of Fassi Fehri (1990, 1993). In
section 4, I use the framework to morphology known as Distributed
Morphology (DM) (Halle & Marantz 1993) to claim that the verbal affixes
in the Subject Verb (SV) order do not necessarily discharge all the phifeatures of person, number and gender, contrary to the claim made in Fassi
Fehri (1990, 1993). In section 5, I use a number of diagnostics to support
the claim that the verbal affixes which index the subject can be treated as
pure agreement affixes. In section 6, I use other diagnostics which support
the pronominal analysis of these affixes.3 In section 7, I consider the status
of object affixes and claim that they are better treated as clitics, as opposed
to incorporated pronouns, a claim made in Fassi Fehri (1990, 1993).
Section 8 concludes the paper.
2. The status of verbal affixes in traditional Arabic grammar
The majority of traditional Arab grammarians (see Ibn S-sarraaj 10th
c./1996: 115–116; Ibn Yaʕiš 13th c.: 87–88, 101–102) adopt a mixed
approach to whether verbal markers indexing the subject in SA are
agreement markers or pronominal markers.4 Starting with the suffixes

incorporated subjects, it is difficult to maintain the view that the preverbal position in
the VSO order is occupied by a null topic. If the discourse function of topics is to make
something salient, it is difficult to see how saliency can be achieved by a phonetically
null element.
3
Note that the major goal of this paper is not to advocate a particular theoretical
framework, but rather to decide on the status of subject (and object) verbal markers in
SA. Some of the arguments used assume a generative framework, given that the modern
literature reviewed is all generative.
4
Other traditional Arab grammarians such as Al-Mazini, a 9th century grammarian (as
cited in Al-Saaʕidi 2009: 19), claim that all of the subject verbal affixes are pure
agreement markers, which help to identify hidden/covert subject pronouns located in the
postverbal position. Among the other traditional Arab grammarians who reject the
pronominal analysis of subject verbal affixes is Ibn Maḍaaʔ (12th c./1979). Among the
modern linguists who reject the pronominal analysis of the subject verbal markers,
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which attach to the past/perfect form of the verb, traditional Arab
grammarians treat all of them except one as bound pronouns attached to the
verb. Some illustrative examples are given in (1).
(1)

a. qum-tu.5
stood.up-1SG
‘I stood up.’

f. qum-tum.
stood.up-2MPL
‘You stood up.’

b. qum-ta.
stood.up-2MSG
‘You stood up.’

g. qum-tunna.
stood.up-2FPL
‘You stood up.’

c. qum-ti.
stood.up-2FSG
‘You stood up.’

h. qaam-aa.
stood.up-3MDU
‘The two (m) of them stood up up.’

d. qum-naa.
stood.up-1PL
‘We stood up.’

i. qaam-uu.
stood.up-3MPL
‘They (m) stood up.’

e. qum-tumaa.
stood.up-2DU
‘Both of you stood up.’

j. qum-na.
stood.up-3FPL
‘They (f) stood up.’

The major diagnostic that traditional Arab grammarians use to tell whether
a certain verbal affix is an agreement marker or a bound pronoun is the
following: if the verbal affix can be followed by a postverbal overt subject,
then the affix is an agreement marker; if, on the other hand, the verbal affix
cannot be followed by an overt subject, then the affix is a bound pronoun
(see Ibn S-sarraaj 10th c./1996: 115; Al-Astrabaði 13th c./1996: 125). To
illustrate, let us consider (2).
which index the third person (singular, dual and plural) subject, is the German historical
linguist Bergsträsser (1929/1994).
5
The following abbreviations are used. 1, 2, 3 = first, second and third persons; Ø =
null morpheme; ACC = accusative; CAUS = causative; DU = dual; F = feminine; GEN =
genitive; INDIC = indicative; M = masculine; N = (see footnotes 8 and 10); NEG =
negative marker; NOM = nominative; PL = plural; SG = singular.
The following non-IPA characters are used in the examples: ṭ, ḍ = pharyngealized
alveolar stops; j = voiced palato-alveolar affricate; ṣ = pharyngealized alveolar
fricatives; ṯ = interdental fricative; š = palato-alveolar fricative; ḥ, = voiceless
pharyngeal fricative; y = palatal approximant.
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faʕala-t
hind-un
did-3FSG Hind-NOM
‘Hind did.’ (Ibn S-sarraaj 10th c./1996: 115)

According to traditional Arab grammarians, the suffix -t in (2) is an
agreement affix, not a pronoun. This is because the verbal suffix can be
followed by the overt subject hind ‘Hind’.
A second diagnostic that traditional Arab grammarians (see, for
example, Siibawayhi 8th c., as cited in Al-Saaʕidi 2009: 17–18) use is that
a pronoun cannot be omitted at all, whereas an agreement marker may be
omitted. They use this diagnostic to show that the subject verbal suffix -t,
which encodes the feminine marker is actually an agreement marker rather
than a bound pronoun given that it can be omitted, as in (3).
(3)

wa laa ʔarḍ-a
ʔa-bqala
ʔibqaal-a-haa.
and NEG land.F-ACC caus-grow.3MSG plants-ACC-its
‘And no land caused its plants to grow.’ (Siibawayhi 8th c., as cited in Al-Saaʕidi
2009: 18)

In (3), the verb encodes a third masculine singular subject even though the
preverbal determiner phrase (DP) ʔarḍ ‘land’ is inherently marked as third
feminine singular.
A third diagnostic used by traditional Arab grammarians (see, for
example, traditional Arab grammarians, as cited in Al-Saaʕidi 2009: 17) to
argue that the suffix -t is an agreement marker is that an agreement marker
indexing the subject can be suffixed by a bound subject pronoun, whereas a
bound subject pronoun cannot. They thus take the fact that the suffix -t in
(4) can be suffixed by a subject bound pronoun (here taken to be the third
dual marker -aa) as evidence that -t itself cannot be a subject pronoun, or
otherwise, the sentence ends up having two subjects, which is impossible.
(4)

ʔal-Hindaani
qaama-t-aa.6
the-Hind.DUAL.NOM stood-F-3.DU
‘The two Hinds stood.’ (Al-Saaʕidi 2009: 17)

Turning to the affixes attached to the verb in the present/imperfect form,
the majority of traditional Arab grammarians (see, for example, Ibn
6

It is worth noting in this regard that traditional Arab grammarians specifically of the
Basra school of grammar treat the preverbal DP in (4) as a topic rather than a subject.
The subject is, for them, the pronominal suffix -aa which is attached to the verb.
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S-sarraaj 10th c./1996: 115; Al-Astrabaði 13th c./1996: 126) treat all
prefixes as agreement markers, and all suffixes as bound pronouns. The
examples in (5) are examples of the jussive form of the verb, given for
illustration.
(5)

a. ʔ-afʕal
1SG-do.SG
‘I do.’

e. t-afʕal-ii
2-do-FSG
‘You do.’

b. n-afʕal
1PL-do
‘We do.’

f. t-afʕal-aa
2-do-MDU
‘You (both) do.’

c. t-afʕal
2-do.MSG
‘You do.’

g. t-afʕal-uu
2-do-MPL
‘You do.’

d. t-afʕal7
F-do.3SG
‘She does.’

h. y-afʕal-na
3-do-FPL
‘They (f) do.’

The reason why traditional Arab grammarians (see, for example, Ibn Ssarraaj 10th c./ 1996: 115; Al-Astrabaði 13th c./1996: 126) consider (5a–b)
to be agreement affixes is that the prefixal markers ʔ- and n- make it clear
that the subject is ʔanaa ‘I’ in the case of (5a) and naḥnu ‘we’ in the case
of (5b) in the sense that speakers cannot be confused with others; therefore,
there is no need for an overt pronoun to mark the speaker. The prefix t- in
(5c) may denote a second person, but it may also denote a feminine marker,
as in (5d). The reason why traditional Arab grammarians consider this
marker to be an agreement marker rather than a bound pronoun is due to
their attempt to give all prefixes in the imperfective form of the verb a
uniform treatment.
Table 1 is a summary of the status of verbal affixes indexing the
subject in traditional Arab grammar.

7

The prefix /t-/ is glossed as [2] in (5c) but as [F] in (5d). These are, according to
Noyer (1997), two separate but homophonous morphemes.
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Table 1. Agreement markers and bound pronouns in traditional Arabic grammar
Subject verbal
markers
qum-tu
‘I stood up’
qum-ta
‘you (MSG) stood up’
qum-ti
‘you (FSG) stood up’
qum-tumaa
‘you (DU) stood up’
qum-tum
‘you (MPL) stood up’
qum-tunna
‘you (FPL) stood up’
t-aquum-aa
‘you (DU) stand up’
t-aquum-uu
‘you (MPL) stand up’
y-aqum-na
‘they (FPL) stand up’
qaama-t
‘she stood up’
ʔ-aquum
‘I stand up’
t-aquum
‘you (MSG) stand up’
t-aquum
‘she stands up’
y-aquum
‘he stands up’
n-aquum
‘we stand up’

Tense/Aspect

Agreement markers
identifying hidden/
covert pronouns

Bound pronouns

Past/Perfect

YES

Past/Perfect

YES

Past/Perfect

YES

Past/Perfect

YES

Past/Perfect

YES

Past/Perfect

YES

Present/Imperfect

YES

Present/Imperfect

YES

Present/Imperfect

YES

Past/Perfect

YES

Present/Imperfect YES
Present/Imperfect YES
Present/Imperfect YES
Present/Imperfect YES
Present/Imperfect YES

As for object verbal markers, they are unanimously held by traditional
Arab grammarians (see Ibn S-sarraaj 10th c./1996: 115–116; Ibn Yaʕiš
13th c.: 87–88, 101–102) to be incorporated pronouns. To the best of my
knowledge, traditional Arab grammarians do not provide evidence as to
why these affixes should be treated as pronouns rather than as agreement
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markers. Table 2 is a summary of the object verbal markers and their status
in SA. The present/imperfect form of the verb is used for illustration.
Table 2. Object bound pronouns in traditional Arabic grammar
Object incorporated pronouns
y-aḍribu-n-ii ‘He hits me.’8
ʔ-aḍribu-ka ‘I hit you.MSG.’
ʔ-aḍribu-ki ‘I hit you.FSG.’
ʔ-aḍribu-kumaa ‘I hit you.DU.’
ʔ-aḍribu-kum ‘I hit you.MPL.’
ʔ-aḍribu-kunna ‘I hit you.FPL.’
ʔ-aḍribu-hu ‘I hit him.’
ʔ-aḍribu-haa ‘I hit her.’
ʔ-aḍribu-humaa ‘I hit them.DU.’
ʔ-aḍribu-hum ‘I hit them.MPL.’
ʔ-aḍribu-hunna ‘I hit them.FPL.’

To summarize, traditional Arab grammarians use a mixed approach in their
treatment of subject verbal affixes. For the majority of them, the suffixes in
the past/perfect form of the verb are bound pronouns, except for /-t/ of the
third feminine singular; in the present/imperfect form of the verb, the
majority of traditional Arab grammarians treat all prefixes as agreement
markers, and all suffixes as bound pronouns.
The next section introduces the functional ambiguity hypothesis of
Fassi Fehri (1990, 1993), which departs from the approach of traditional
Arab grammarians in two major respects. First, in traditional Arabic
grammar, some subject verbal affixes are agreement markers; others are
bound pronouns. In the functional ambiguity hypothesis of Fassi Fehri
(1990, 1993), all subject verbal affixes in SA are functionally ambiguous in
that they can be either agreement markers or incorporated (bound)
pronouns. Second, traditional Arab grammarians claim that SA has
hidden/covert pronouns in addition to the phonetically overt pronouns. By
contrast, the functional ambiguity hypothesis claims that SA has no null
(hidden/covert) pronominal subjects.

8

The -n- is inserted to avoid hiatus. It is not part of the object pronoun -ii.
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3. The functional ambiguity hypothesis of subject verbal affixes in SA
(Fassi Fehri 1990, 1993)
To discuss Fassi Fehri’s (1990, 1993) functional ambiguity hypothesis, let
us consider the distribution of the verbal affixes indexing the subject in (6–
9) below. Looking at the examples, the following pattern emerges: when
the verb is marked for third person singular number, as in (6–7) below, it
allows a postverbal lexical subject but disallows a postverbal pronominal
subject. In contrast, when the verb is marked for third person plural
number, as in (8–9), it does not allow any type of postverbal subject.
(6)

a. jaaʔ-a
(*huwa).9
came-3MSG he
‘He came.’
b. jaaʔ-a
zayd-un.10
came-3MSG Zayd-NOM
‘Zayd came.’

(7)

a. jaaʔ-at
(*hiya).
came-3FSG she
‘She came.’
b. jaaʔ-at
zaynab-u.
came-3FSG Zaynab-NOM
‘Zaynab came.’

9

According to Fassi Fehri (1990, 1993), the suffix -a is a default realization of the
third masculine singular, and when followed by a lexical subject, it shows agreement in
gender only. That -a is the unmarked realization of the features [3 M SG] in SA is also
the position taken in Noyer (1997: 51). For clarity reasons, I gloss the affixes using the
full set of phi-features. It should, however, be borne in mind that the affixes do not
necessarily bear all these features morphologically, although they do so in the syntactic
component. Unless it is crucial for the analysis to point out the exact phi-features that
the affix morphologically bears, I continue to provide the full set of phi-features for
each affix.
10
Strictly speaking, the -un part of the DP zaydun ‘Zayd’ is two morphemes. The -u
marker is a nominative case morpheme, and the -n marker is either an indefinite marker
(Kouloughli 2007) or the head of a possessive phrase, which marks the absence of the
possessor (Fassi Fehri 2012: 294, fn 2). Throughout this paper, I gloss the -n morpheme
as part of the case marker unless the separation is essential for the point under
discussion.
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a. jaaʔ-uu
(*hum).
came-3MPL them.MPL
‘They (m) came.’
b. jaaʔ-uu
(*ʔal-ʔawlaad-u).
came-3MPL the-boys-NOM
‘They (m) came.’

(9)

a. jiʔ-na
(*hunna).
came-3FPL them.FPL
‘They (f) came.’
b. jiʔ-na
(*ʔal-banaat-u).
came-3FPL the-girls-NOM
‘They (f) came.’

Fassi Fehri (1990, 1993) claims that the verb in (6a) shows rich agreement
in that the verb is marked for person, number and gender, but in (6b), the
verb shows poor agreement in that it is marked for gender only (see
footnote 9). By contrast, the verbs in (8–9) always show rich agreement in
that the verbs are marked for person, number and gender.11
Fassi Fehri (1990, 1993) makes the following proposal: all the affixes
which mark the subject in SA are functionally ambiguous in the sense that
that they can either function as pure agreement markers, or they can
function as subject pronouns incorporated into the verb. Incorporation in
the modern generative framework means that pronouns are base-generated
in argument positions, where they occupy the head determiner (D) of the
projection determiner phrase (DP). Then they move in a head-to-head
adjunction to lexical heads in order to be morphologically supported. For
example, Fassi Fehri (1993: 102) assumes that the structure of the
prepositional phrase (PP) bi-hi ‘in it’ in SA is as shown in (10a) before
incorporation. After incorporation, the structure is as shown in (10b).

11

The idea that rich agreement discharges the full set of phi-features is challenged later
on in this paper.
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(10) a.

PP
P

DP

bi (‘in’)

D
-hi (‘it’)

b.

PP
P

DP

P

D

bi

-hi

e

Fassi Fehri (1990, 1993) advances the following conjecture: A singular
verb, which allows a postverbal lexical subject shows poor agreement (i.e.
agreement in gender only) and which therefore does not qualify for the
function of an incorporated pronoun. In this scenario, the affix which
marks poor agreement can only function as a pure agreement marker. Fassi
Fehri claims that we cannot really assume that the affix in this order,
namely the VS order, is an incorporated pronoun; if we did, the sentence
would end up having two subjects, and this would induce a violation of the
Theta Criterion.12 Thus, the affixes in (11) can only function as pure
agreement markers. The examples are from Fassi Fehri (1990: 103, 106,
107).
(11) a. jaaʔ-at
l-banaat-u.
came-3FSG the-girls-NOM
‘The girls came.’
b. jaaʔ-a
l-rijaal-u.
came-3MSG the-men-NOM
‘The men came.’

Fassi Fehri (1990, 1993) then makes the following proposal: given that the
verb which is marked for third person singular number disallows a
postverbal pronominal subject, we can assume that the verb in this case
12

The Theta Criterion states the following (see Chomsky 1981):
(a) Each argument is assigned one and only one theta role.
(b) Each theta role is assigned to one and only one argument.
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shows rich agreement (i.e. agreement in person, number and gender), and
rich agreement enables the affix to function as an incorporated pronoun.
Thus, the affixes in (12) must be incorporated pronouns. The examples are
from Fassi Fehri (1990: 106, 110).
(12) a. waqaf-a.
stood.up-3MSG
‘He stood up.’
b. jaaʔ-at.
came-3FSG
‘She came.’

To handle the functional ambiguity of subject verbal affixes, Fassi Fehri
(1993: 124) proposes that languages differ with respect to the
pronominality parameter in (13).
(13) “AGR[eement] may or may not be pronominal.”

Fassi Fehri claims that the proposal that subject verbal affixes are
functionally ambiguous parallels another functional ambiguity found in the
free forms of pronouns in SA. To illustrate, he points to the fact that some
third person pronouns in SA can function as true arguments as in (14a). In
this example, the pronoun is fully specified for the features of person,
number and gender. In other cases, pronouns, according to Fassi Fehri, can
also function as pronominal copulas, as in (14b) where the pronoun huwa
‘he’ lacks the feature of person, as indicated by the ungrammatical example
in (14c). Fassi Fehri points out that third person pronouns can also function
as expletives, as in (14d–e), in which case they also lack the person feature.
(14) a. huwa jaaʔ-a.
he
came-3MSG
‘He came.’
b. ʔanta huwa l-masʔuul-u.
you
he
the-responsible-NOM
‘You are the responsible.’ (Fassi Fehri 1993: 117, ex. 55)
c. *ʔanta ʔanta l-masʔuul-u.
you
you
the-responsible-NOM
Intended meaning: ‘You are the responsible.’ (Fassi Fehri 1993: 118, ex. 56)
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d. huwa l-kasal-u
he
the-laziness-NOM
‘It is laziness.’ (Fassi Fehri 1993: 118, ex. 57)
e. hiya l-ḥayaat-u
she the-life-NOM
‘It is life.’ (Fassi Fehri 1993: 118, ex. 58)

To handle the agreement facts in the SV order, Fassi Fehri (1990, 1993)
advances the following conjecture: the verb in this order always shows rich
agreement (i.e. agreement in person, number and gender). The preverbal
DP has two readings. In one reading, the preverbal DP is interpreted as a
topic phrase, and in the other reading, the preverbal DP is interpreted as a
subject. When the preverbal DP has a topic reading, then the rich
agreement on the verb functions as a subject pronoun incorporated into the
verb; when, on the other hand, the preverbal DP is interpreted as a subject,
then rich agreement on the verb functions as a pure agreement marker.
Thus, the affixes in (15–16) can be either incorporated pronouns or pure
agreement markers depending on how the preverbal DP is interpreted.
(15) a. ʔal-bint-u
jaaʔ-at.
the-girl-NOM came-3FSG
‘The girl came. / The girl, she came.’
b. ʔal-banaat-u jiʔ-na.
the-girls-NOM came-3FPL
‘The girls came. / The girls, they came.’
(16) a. ʔal-walad-u
jaaʔ-a.
the-boy-NOM
came-3MSG
‘The boy came. / The boy, he came.’
b. ʔal-ʔawlaad-u jaaʔ-uu.
the-boys-NOM came-3MPL
‘The boys came. / The boys, they came.’

As for why the verbal affix shows rich agreement when the preverbal DP is
a subject, Fassi Fehri (1993: 112) claims that this is regulated by his
proposed AGR criterion, as in (17).
(17) “(Rich) AGR is licensed by an NP in its Spec[ifier], and an N[oun]P[hrase] in
Spec AGR is licensed by (rich) AGR.”
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To summarize, Fassi Fehri (1990, 1993) claims that subject verbal affixes
in SA are functionally ambiguous in that they can either function as pure
agreement markers agreeing with a subject, or they can function as
incorporated pronouns.
Having discussed Fassi Fehri’s (1990, 1993) functional ambiguity
hypothesis of subject verbal markers in SA, the next section shows that
some of the arguments that Fassi Fehri (1990, 1993) uses to make the case
for the functional ambiguity hypothesis of subject verbal markers in SA are
problematic once we consider the featural realization of these affixes in the
morphological component of the grammar.
4. A DM analysis of subject verbal affixes in the past/perfect form
and the present/imperfect form of SA
In what follows, I discuss the subject verbal markers in the past/perfect
form and the present/imperfect form of SA using the framework of DM
(Halle & Marantz 1993, 1994; Noyer 1997). I show that some of the verbal
affixes, particularly those that realize the number feature, do not discharge
all the phi-features of person, number and gender, contrary to the claim
made in Fassi Fehri (1990, 1993).
The particular implementation of DM that I follow in this paper is that
of Noyer (1997). According to Noyer (1997), when a given syntactic input
is sent to morphology, one of the two principles in (18) will order the
Vocabulary Items (i.e. the phonetic form and the features these forms
discharge).
(18) a. “Panini’s Principle: If one rule’s structural description is contained in the
other’s, the rule with the more specific structural description applies first.
b. Feature Hierarchy: If the structural descriptions are disjoint or overlapping,
then the rule referring to the hierarchically higher feature applies first.” (Noyer
1997: 44)

To explain these two principles, which order the Vocabulary Items in the
morphological component, we can present some hypothetical situations.
Suppose, for example, that two Vocabulary Items have the feature [1], but
that only of them discharges the number feature [PL]. In this scenario, the
Vocabulary Item with the features [1 PL] should rank higher in the
Vocabulary Item hierarchy than the Vocabulary Item with the feature [1].
This ranking is in essence an application of Panini’s Principle. This is
because the rule with the structural description [1 PL] is more specific than
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the rule with the structural description [1]. Therefore, the rule with the
structural description [1 PL] applies first. Suppose now that one Vocabulary
Item has the features [1 PL] and the other has the features [PL F]. In this
scenario, the two Vocabulary Items are overlapping or disjoint in the sense
that no one rule is contained within (i.e. a subset) of the other. The
principle that orders these two Vocabulary Items is the Feature Hierarchy
hypothesis of Noyer (1997). In this hypothesis, Noyer (1997: 44) states that
“all the rules can be aligned according to the principle that person features have
greater priority than number features which in turn have greater priority than
gender features”.

In other words, any rule that discharges person features has a priority over
any other rule that discharges number features, and any rule that discharges
number features has a priority over any rule that discharges gender
features. Given our second hypothetical scenario, a rule that discharges the
features [1 PL] should rank higher than a rule which discharges the features
[PL F], given that the first rule discharges a person feature, whereas the
second one does not. Suppose now we have a scenario where one rule
discharges the features [1], whereas the other discharges the features [ PL F].
Here again the Feature Hierarchy hypothesis applies because the [person]
feature has a priority over the [number] and [gender] features.
Having discussed the particular implementation of DM adopted in this
paper, namely that of Noyer (1997), I begin with a discussion of the
past/perfect form of verbal agreement in SA. Consider, for example, the
past/perfect paradigm of the root k-t-b in (19), which bears the notion of
writing, followed by the syntactic input to morphology and the ranking of
Vocabulary Items of past/perfect subject verbal markers.13
(19)
(M)SG
(F)SG
(M)SGPL14
(F)SGPL
(M)PL
(F)PL
13

1
katab-tu
katab-tu
katab-naa
katab-naa
katab-naa
katab-naa

2
katab-ta
katab-ti
katab-tumaa
katab-tumaa
katab-tum(uu)
katab-tunna

3
katab-a
katab-at
katab-aa
katab-ataa
katab-uu
katab-na

The term Vocabulary Item in DM technically means the phonological forms and the
contexts of their insertion (see Embick & Noyer 2005: 7–8).
14
Following Adger (2003: 27), I assume that the number feature [DU] is a compound
feature, which is made up of the features [+ SG] and [+ PL].
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The syntactic input to the morphological component of DM and the
ranking of the Vocabulary Items in the morphological component are
shown in (20).
(20)
Syntactic input to morphology

Ranking of Vocabulary Items in the
morphophonological component (The phonetic forms
+ the syntactic features they discharge)

a. [[1 PL], [1 SG PL]]
b. [1 SG]
c. [[2 SG PL M], [2 SG PL F]]

/-naa/
/-tu/
/-tumaa/
/-tumna/
/-tumuu/
/-ti/
/-ta/
/-ataa/
/-aa/
/-na/
/-uu/
/-at/
/-a/

d. [2 PL F]
e. [2 PL M]
f. [2 SG F]
g. [2 SG M]
h. [3 SG PL F]
i. [3 SG PL M]
j. [3 PL F]
k. [3 PL M]
l. [3 SG F]
m. [3 SG M]

↔
↔
↔
↔
↔
↔
↔
↔
↔
↔
↔
↔
↔

[1 PL]
[1]
15
[2 SG PL]
[2 PL F]
[2 PL]
[2 SG F]
[2]
[SG PL F]
[SG PL]
[PL F]
[PL]
[F]
Elsewhere

According to DM, lexical items (i.e. morphemes in the syntactic
derivation) are no more than bundles of abstract features, which do not
have a phonetic form. Furthermore, in this framework, lexical items come
from the syntax fully specified for their features, but once they are sent to
the morphological component, these features may or may not be fully
realized morphophonologically. For example, the Vocabulary Item in (20b)
shows that the lexical item is fully specified in the syntactic input for the
features of person and number [1 SG]. However, in the morphological
15

Fassi Fehri (2000: 87) treats -tumaa as two separate morphemes, namely -tum and
-aa. While this is true, I assume that the two morphemes are subject to the
morphological process of fusion, which turns them into one morpheme before
Vocabulary Insertion takes place. I also assume that fusion is responsible for turning the
two morphemes -tum and -na into one morpheme before Vocabulary Insertion. This
morpheme is phonetically pronounced as -tunna rather than -tumna. The morpheme
-tumuu is phonetically realized as -tum. That -uu is underlyingly part of the morpheme
is confirmed by the fact that when another suffix is added to it, the -uu part of the
morpheme appears, as in qatal-tumuu-hu ‘you killed him’. This approach is also in line
with Aoun et al. (2010: 21), where -tumaa, -tunna and -ataa are treated as one
morpheme.
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component, the phonetic form /-tu/ realizes only a subset of the syntactic
set of features, namely the person feature [1]. Similarly, the lexical item in
(20k) is fully specified in the syntax as [3 PL M]. However, in the
morphological component, the phonetic form /-uu/ realizes only a subset of
the syntactic set, namely the number feature [PL].16
16

If, as I claim in (20), the gender feature is not realized on Vocabulary Items such as
-uu, a reviewer inquired how such an analysis would account for cases of gender
agreement or resolution in the following constructions:
(i)

katab-uu
waaqif-ii-n.
wrote-3.PL standing.up-PL.ACC-N
‘They wrote while standing up.’

(ii)

katab-na
waaqif-aati-n.
wrote-3.PL.F standing.up-PL.F.ACC-N
‘They (female) wrote while standing up.’

(iii)

katab-uu
wa-katab-na
waaqif-ii-n.
wrote-3.PL and-wrote-3.PL.F standing.up-PL.ACC-N
‘They (male and female) wrote while standing up.’

Note that the Vocabulary Items in (20) should not be understood to mean that a lexical
item such as -uu is not marked for gender. Instead, the Vocabulary Items in (20) are
simply the morphophonological realizations of fully specified bundles of abstract
features in the syntax. In other words, the syntactic analogue of -uu is fully specified as
[3 M PL], but the morphophonological counterpart realizes only a subset of the syntactic
feature complex, namely the number feature [PL]. Thus, the present participle waaqif-iin
‘standing up’ in (i) agrees with the fully specified feature complex in the syntax rather
than with the morphological realization of these features in the morphological
component. That is, this type of agreement occurs syntactically rather than
postsyntactically. The same analysis carries over to (ii). As for the agreement in (iii),
this sentence actually provides evidence for, rather than against, the DM analysis in
(20). In this sentence, the subject of the first sentence katabuu waaqifiin ‘they (m) wrote
while standing up’ is fully specified in the syntax as [3 M PL], while the subject of the
second sentence katabna waaqifaatin ‘they (f) wrote while standing up’ is fully
specified in the syntax as [3 F PL]. Given this clash in the features of the subjects of the
two sentences, the accusative affix /-iin/ of the participle morphologically realizes the
feature [PL]; it does not realize the gender feature [M]. Note that I am oversimplifying
things because it could very well be the case that the participle is a predicate inside an
adjunct clause whose subject is a null subject PRO (Non-obligatory PRO), and the latter
inherits its features from the antecedents in the preceding sentences. In other words, the
participle may actually be in agreement with a null subject PRO rather than with the
incorporated subjects directly. The analysis of (iii) carries over to the following two
other sentences provided by the reviewer:
(iv)

ʔal-kilaab-u

waaqif-at-un

(*waaqif-uun).
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The Vocabulary items in (20) are ordered hierarchically in accordance
with one or the other of the two principles stated in (18) above. Thus, the
Vocabulary Item in (20a) ranks higher than the Vocabulary Item in (20b).
This is in accordance with Panini’s Principle given that [1 PL] is more
specific than [1]. The Vocabulary Item in (20c) ranks higher than the
Vocabulary Item in (20d). This is in accordance with the Feature Hierarchy
Principle given that [number] has priority over [gender]. The Vocabulary
Items in (20a) through (20g) rank higher than the rest of the Vocabulary
Items in (20h) through (20m) because the former have [person] features,
which are lacking in the latter.
To see how the above DM analysis casts doubt on Fassi Fehri’s (1990,
1993) characterization of features on the verbal affixes in SA, consider one
of the examples given by Fassi Fehri (1990, 1993) in (15b) above and
repeated below as (21) for convenience.
(21) ʔal-banaat-u jiʔ-na.
the-girls-NOM came-3FPL
‘The girls came.’

Fassi Fehri (1990, 1993) argues that the verb in (21) shows the features of
[person], [number], and [gender], as shown in the gloss. However, if we
look at the Vocabulary Item in (20j), the suffix -na [PL F] does not actually
realize the feature [person], but only [number] and [gender]. Similarly,
consider (22).
the-dogs-NOM standing.up-F-NOM (standing.up-PL.NOM)
‘The dogs are standing up.’
(v)

ʔal-kilaab-u
wa-l-rijaal-u
waaqif-uun
(*waaqif-at-un).
the-dogs-NOM and-the-men-NOM standing.up-PL.NOM standing.up-F-NOM
‘The dogs and the men are standing up.’

Thus, the subject of (iv) is specified in the syntax as [3 F PL], and the participle agrees
with this feature complex by simply realizing a subset of this feature complex in the
morphological component, namely [F]. In (v), the first DP in the conjoined subject is
fully specified in the syntax as [3 F PL], while the second DP in the conjoined subject is
fully specified in the syntax as [3 M PL]. Given this clash in features, the participle
morphologically realizes the form -uun, which realizes the feature [PL] only for the
following reasons. First, the participle lacks the feature [person]; therefore, this feature
cannot be morphologically realized on the participle. Second, in a situation where there
is a clash between the two conflicting feature matrices [3 F PL] and [3 M PL], the
participle realizes the form -uun, which is a realization of the feature [PL], which is part
of the featural makeup of each of the two conflicting DPs inside the conjoined subject.
Here again, the participle does not morphologically bear a gender [M] feature.
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(22) ʔal-ʔawlaad-u jaaʔ-uu.
the-boys-NOM came-3PLM
‘The boys came.’

Fassi Fehri (1990) would argue that the verb in (22) bears the agreement
features of [person], [number] and [gender]. However, as the Vocabulary
Item in (20k) above shows, the suffix -uu [PL] bears nothing more than a
[number] feature.
Having discussed the past/perfect form of the subject verbal markers
in SA, I now offer the present/imperfect paradigm of the root for k-t-b in
SA together with how the Vocabulary Items for these forms are ranked in
DM.17 The jussive mood of the verb is selected for illustration.
(23)
SG(M)
SG(F)
SGPL(M)
SGPL(F)
PL(M)
PL(F)

1
ʔ-aktub-Ø
ʔ-aktub-Ø
n-aktub-Ø
n-aktub-Ø
n-aktub-Ø
n-aktub-Ø

2
t-aktub-Ø
t-aktub-ii
t-aktub-aa
t-aktub-aa
t-aktub-uu
t-aktub-na

3
y-aktub-Ø18
t-aktub-Ø
y-aktub-aa
t-aktub-aa
y-aktub-uu
y-aktub-na

The syntactic input to the morphological component of DM and the
ranking of the Vocabulary Items in the morphological component are
shown in (24).

17

The DM analysis of the SA imperfect/present form of the verb adopted in this paper
is in essence that of Noyer (1997). For an alternative way of doing a DM analysis of the
present/imperfect form of the verb in SA, the reader is referred to Halle (2000).
18
The postulation of a zero morpheme /-Ø/ in the suffix position of the
present/imperfect form of the verb in SA is dictated by Noyer’s (1997: 56, 215) claim
that suffix positions are obligatory in SA in the present/imperfect form of the verb.
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(24)
Syntactic input to morphology

a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g.
h.
i.
j.

[[1 PL], [1 SG PL]]
[1 SG]
[[2 SG M], [2 SG F]]
[[2 SG M], [2 SG F]]
[2 PL F]
[3 PL M]
[2 SG F]
[2 SG F]
[3 SG M]
[3 SG M]

Ranking of Vocabulary Items in the
morphophonological component (The phonetic forms
+ the syntactic features they discharge)
/n-/ ↔ [1 PL]
/ Prefix
/ʔ-/ ↔ [1]
/ Prefix
/t-/ ↔ [2]
/ Prefix
/-aa/ ↔ [SG PL]
/ Suffix
/-na/ ↔ [PL F]
/ Suffix
/-uu/ ↔ [PL]
/ Suffix
/-ii/ ↔ [SG F] (2)
/ Suffix19
/t-/ ↔ [F]20
/y-/ ↔ Elsewhere / Prefix
/-Ø/ ↔ Elsewhere / Suffix

The first thing to note about the Vocabulary Items in (24) is that the
agreement features of the imperfect/present form of the verb are split into
prefixes and suffixes. This is the result of a morphological rule known as
fission in DM. In the context of SA, this means that the agreement
morpheme, which comes from the syntax in the form of a bundle of
features, is fissioned in the morphological component, and the rule of
fission applies to the morpheme before Vocabulary Insertion (on Fission in
SA, see Noyer 1997; Halle 2000). Noyer (1997) and Halle (2000) state that
when fission occurs, Vocabulary Insertion does not stop when a
Vocabulary Item is inserted. Instead, Vocabulary Insertion continues until
all the Vocabulary Items of a syntactic morpheme are inserted or all the
features of a syntactic morpheme are discharged.
The ordering of Vocabulary Items in (24) follows the two principles
stated in (18). Thus, the Vocabulary Item in (24a) ranks higher than the
Vocabulary Item in (24b). This is in accordance with Panini’s Principle
given that [1PL] is more specific than [1]. As for the Vocabulary Item in
(24d), it ranks higher than the Vocabulary Item in (24e). This is in
accordance with the Feature Hierarchy Principle given that [number] is
higher than [gender]. The same principles are followed in ordering the
other Vocabulary Items in the hierarchy in (24).
Going back to Fassi Fehri’s (1990, 1993) analysis, consider (25).
19

This Vocabulary Item should read as follows: the suffix -ii can only be inserted when
the [2] feature is discharged first.
20
Following Noyer (1997), I assume that there are two separate affixes which are
homophonous. These are the prefix /t-/ [2] and the prefix /t-/ [F].
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(25) ʔal-ʔawlaad-u y-alʕab-uu-n.
the-boys-NOM 3-play-MPL-INDIC
‘The boys are playing.’

Fassi Fehri (1990, 1993) would argue that verbal agreement markers
(prefixes and suffixes) in (24) bear the features [person], [number] and
[gender]. However, this position is untenable, given that the prefix y- in the
above example is an elsewhere feature, as shown by (24i), while the suffix
-uu discharges the feature [pl], as shown by (24f). In other words, these
verbal affixes do not morphologically discharge all the phi-features of
person, number and gender, contrary to the claim made in Fassi Fehri
(1990, 1993).21
In section 4, I have used a number of diagnostics, which point to an
agreement analysis of the subject verbal markers in SA. In section 5, I use
other diagnostics, which point to a pronominal incorporation analysis of
these markers.
5. Evidence for the agreement analysis of subject verbal affixes in SA
In this section, I show that there is evidence to support the agreement
analysis of subject verbal affixes. Let us begin with cases where there can
be no functional ambiguity involved in the SV order, and where suffixes
bearing the plural marker such as -uu and -na can only be interpreted as
pure agreement affixes, rather than incorporated pronouns.
(a) Weak quantifier phrases, such as cardinal phrases cannot be
topicalized (see Kearns 2011), as the ill-formedness of (26) indicates.
(26) *As for five men, they don’t like to do this.

Given this assumption, weak quantifier phrases can only be said to occupy
the subject position (i.e. Spec, TP position). Assuming this, the subject
verbal affixes in these structures can only be agreement markers. This is
illustrated in (27).
(27) a. xamsat-u rijaal-in
five-NOM men-GEN
‘Five men did this.’
21

faʕal-uu / *faʕal-a haaðaa.
did-3MPL / did-3MSG this.ACC

Fassi Fehri (2000: 93, fn. 28) suspects that rich agreement in SA might not
morphologically discharge all phi-features. In his words, “Pers[on] may also not be
expressed even with rich agreement”.
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b. ʕiddat-u
ʔašxaaṣ-in
faʕal-uu / *faʕal-a haaðaa.
several-NOM persons-GEN did-3MPL / did-3MSG this.ACC
‘Several people did this.’
c. biḍʕ-u
nisaaʔ-in
y-afʕal-na-Ø / *t-afʕal-Ø-u
some-NOM women-GEN 3-do-FPL-INDIC / F-do-FSG-INDIC
‘Some women do this.’

haaðaa.
this.ACC

On the assumption that the weak quantifiers in (27a–c) are subjects, the
suffixes bearing the plural marker, namely -uu and -na, can only be
interpreted as pure agreement markers.
(b) Another case, where no functional ambiguity can be implicated is
observed in the interaction between verbal affixes and preverbal DPs, when
the latter are used as wh-words. Thus, it is well-established that wh-words
universally encode the function of focus (Bresnan & Mchombo 1987: 58;
Rizzi 1997). If this is true, then the verbal affix cannot be an incorporated
pronoun anaphorically linked to a preverbal clitic left-dislocated element; if
it did, the preverbal DP would function as both a topic and a focus phrase
at the same time, which is impossible, as this creates a function clash
(Bresnan & Mchombo 1987: 760). Therefore, the verbal affixes can only
be agreement markers. Thus, the examples in (28) illustrate that only a verb
with the plural number is possible; a verb lacking a plural number is
ungrammatical.
(28) a. ʔayy-u
ʔawlaad-in jaaʔ-uu
/ *jaaʔ-a?
what-NOM boys-GEN came-3MPL / came-MSG
‘What boys came?’
b. ʔayy-u
banaat-in jiʔ-na
/ *jaaʔ-at?
what-NOM girls-GEN came-3FPL / came-FSG
‘What girls came?’ (Jaḥfa 2006: 234, ex. 35)

On the assumption that the wh-phrases in (28) are subjects which raise to
the specifier position of a focus phrase (FocP), the verbal suffixes -uu and
-na can only be interpreted as agreement makers.
Other cases, where the subject verbal affixes should be treated as
agreement markers include the following:
(a) Subject markers display a property, which characterizes canonical
agreement, namely the fact that they are obligatory for all DPs (Corbett
2006: 14–15), as in (29a–b).
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(29) a. ʔal-ʔawlaad-u jaaʔ-uu
/ *jaaʔ-a.
the-boys-NOM came-3MPL / came-3MSG
‘The boys came.’
b. ʔayy-u
ʔawlaad-in
what-NOM boys-GEN
‘What boys came?’

jaaʔ-uu
/ *jaaʔ-a?
came-3MPL / came-3MSG

The example in (29a) shows that agreement is obligatory when the subject
is definite; the example in (29b) shows that agreement is also obligatory
when the subject is quantified indefinite.
(b) Preminger (2009) shows that when the Agree relation between a
probe and a goal fails for some reason (such as the existence in the
structure of an intervening inactive goal), and a default morpheme surfaces,
then the relevant morphemes are agreement morphemes. There are cases in
SA, where Agree fails between a probe (T[ense]) and a goal (subject) due
to the existence in the structure of an intervening element, here taken to be
the exclusive particle, ʔillaa ‘except’. In this kind of structures, a default
morpheme surfaces on T, the latter hosts the lexical verb, which raises to it
from v (also called little v in the generative literature). This is shown by the
contrast in (30).
(30) a. jaaʔ-uu.
came-3MPL
‘They came.’
b. maa jaaʔ-a/*-uu
ʔillaa hum.
NEG came-3MSG/3MPL except they.M
‘No one came but them.’ (with a deictic reading of hum ‘they’)

It is worth noting here that the agreement morpheme -a in (30b) is default
agreement rather than poor/partial agreement (in gender), as the same
morpheme surfaces even when the pronominal subject is marked for
feminine gender. This is shown in (30c).

(30) c. maa xaraj-a/*at
ʔillaa hind-un.
NEG went.out-3MSG/3FSG
except Hind.F-NOM
‘No one went out but Hind.’ (Ibn Al-Anbari 11th c./1961: 174)
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Given that the agreement relation is blocked in the structure in (30b–c), and
the fact that a default morpheme surfaces instead, according to this
diagnostic, it follows that the relevant morpheme, namely -uu in (30a), can
only be treated as an agreement marker rather than an incorporated
pronoun.
(c) Fassi Fehri (1990, 1993) claims that the morphemes -uu and -aa in
(31a–b) can in one of the readings of the sentence be treated as
incorporated pronouns, which are coindexed with the preverbal topics, ʔalʔawlaad ‘the boys’ and ʔal-walad-aani ‘the two boys’.
(31) a. ʔal-ʔawlaad-u jaaʔ-uu.
the-boys-NOM came-3MPL
‘The boys came. / The boys, they came.’
b. ʔal-walad-aani
jaaʔ-aa.
the-boys-DU.NOM came-3MDU
‘The two boys came. / The two boys, they came.’

Note, however, that the same morphemes also surface on adjectives in the
noun phrases in (32a–b), which agree with the head nouns in number,
gender, definiteness and case.
(32) a. ʔal-muʕallim-uu-n
ʔal-muxliṣ-uu-n.
the-teachers-3MPL.NOM-N the-honest-3MPL.NOM-N
‘the honest teachers’
b. ʔal-muʕallim-aa-n
the-teachers-3MDU.NOM-N
‘the two honest teachers’

ʔal-muxliṣ-aa-n.
the-honest-3MDU.NOM-N

If this is the case, then it cannot be that the adjectives in (32a–b) have
pronouns incorporated into them. Instead, the most natural assumption is
that the morphemes -uu and -aa on adjectives mark agreement with the
head nouns in the same way that the morphemes are found in the verbal
stems to mark agreement with their subjects. According to Corbett (2006:
23), one of the canonical features of agreement systems is the fact that the
same morphemes surface in different domains, here taken to be the phrasal
and clausal domains.
(d) Another piece of evidence supporting the agreement analysis of
subject affixes is that some of these affixes are sensitive to the category of

90

AMER AHMED

their hosts (Zwicky & Pullum 1983: 503). Thus, these affixes can only
attach to verbs (technically the functional head Tense) (33a), but cannot
attach to nouns (33b), prepositions (33c) or adjectives (34d).
(33) a. jiʔ-na.
came-3FPL
‘They (f) came.’
b. *muʕallim-na
teacher-3FPL
c. *la-na
for-3FPL
d. *mujtahid-na22
hard.working-FPL

(e) There are lexical gaps in the set of lexical items that host these affixes, a
property, that, according to Zwicky and Pullum (1983: 504), characterizes
agreement affixes. This is shown in (34).
(34) a. jiʔ-tumaa.
came-2DU
‘Both of you came.’
b. jaaʔ-ataa.
came-3FDU
‘Both of them (f) came.’

c. jaaʔ-aa.
came-3MDU
‘Both of them (m) came.’
d. *jiʔ-aa.
came-3MDU
Intended: ‘We both came.’

The examples in (34) show that the number feature (dual) is
morphologically realized in the second person (34a) and third person (34b–
c), but not the first person (34d). The fact that there are lexical gaps in the
set of items that host these affixes suggests that they are pure agreement
markers.
(f) Another argument supporting the agreement analysis of subject
affixes comes from the fact that these affixes sometimes cause
phonological changes to the host, a property, that, according to Caink

22

Adjectives are not specified for a person feature, hence the lack of this feature in the
gloss.
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(2006: 492), characterizes agreement affixes but not incorporated
pronouns. This is shown in (35).
(35) a. baaʕ-a
sold-3MSG
‘he sold’

c. baaʕ-uu
sold-3MPL
‘they (m) sold’

b. baaʕ-at
sold-3FSG
‘she sold’

d. baaʕ-aa
sold-3MDU
‘they (m) both sold’

e. baaʕ-ataa
sold-3FDU
‘they (f) both sold’

f. biʕ-na
sold-3FPL
‘they (f) sold’

The examples in (35) show that the phonological form of the stem is the
same in (35a–e). However, when then suffix -na is added, the stem has a
different phonological form, as shown in (35f).
(g) Another argument for the agreement status of verbal affixes comes
from a criterion called the ‘Balance of information’ in Corbett (2006: 175).
According to this criterion, pronominal affixes index the same number of
features and feature values as those of an NP and free pronouns.
Agreements affixes, on the other hand, may index features that are not
reflected in the controlling argument, or that the controlling argument may
have features that are not reflected or fully reflected in the agreement affix.
Applied to SA, this criterion also points to the agreement status of verbal
affixes. To illustrate, let us consider the examples in (36).
(36) a. ʔal-nisaaʔ-u
jiʔ-na
the-women-NOM came-FPL
‘The women came.’
b. ʔal-ʔawlaad-u jaaʔ-uu.23
the-boys-NOM came-PL
‘The boys came.’

The example in (36a) shows that the verbal affix does not fully index all
the phi-features of the lexical DP subject. The verbal affix encodes the
23

In (36), the glossing reflects the morphological realization rather than the syntactic
feature specification of the affixes.
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features of number [plural] and gender [feminine] but not person. The
verbal affix in (36b) indexes only the number [plural] feature of the
postverbal lexical subject. It is crucial to note here that the affixes do not
morphologically realize all the features of the controlling argument. They
do, however, bear all the features of the controlling argument in the
syntactic component.
To summarize, I have shown that a number of diagnostics suggest that
the subject verbal affixes are pure agreement markers. In the next section, I
consider other diagnostics, which suggest that subject verbal affixes are
pronominal affixes.
6. Evidence for the incorporation analysis of subject verbal markers
Having discussed the evidence for an agreement analysis of subject verbal
affixes, I now consider other evidence, which supports a pronominal
analysis of these affixes. Corbett (2006: 172–180) offers a number of
criteria to distinguish pronominal affixes from agreement affixes. These
criteria are as follows:
(a) Case roles: According to this criterion, agreement affixes normally
index only one argument. By contrast, pronominal affixes typically index
all the main arguments of the sentence. Applied to SA, this criterion points
to the pronominal status of affixes, which mark the subject in SA. This is
illustrated in (37).24
24

Aoun et al. (2010: 78–80) argue against the incorporation analysis of subject verbal
markers in SA. They claim that affixes such as /-uu/ and /-na/ are pure agreement
markers. To account for the well-known asymmetry in agreement between the SV order
and the VS order in SA, they adopt the theory of Benmamoun (2000). In this study,
Benmamoun argues that the reason why the verb in the VS order lacks number
agreement has to do with the fact that at the morphological (i.e. postsyntactic) level of
the grammar, the verb forms a phonological unit with the subject such that the subject
realizes the number feature. This makes the realization of the number feature on the
verb redundant. This analysis, as the authors acknowledge, has its own shortcomings.
Some of the shortcomings of the morphological merger analysis that the authors note
are the following: first, the analysis is based on the stipulation that merger between the
verb and the subject occurs only in the VS order but not in the SV order. Second, in
cases where the object intervenes between the verb and the subject, the authors have to
claim that both the object and the subject form a phonological unit with the verb.
Soltan (2007, 2011) adopts a null pro analysis to account for the agreement
asymmetry. Thus, in cases where the verb bears affixes that encode the plural number,
as is the case with /-uu/ and /-na/, Soltan claims that these affixes are pure agreement
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markers, which identify a postverbal null subject, pro. As for agreement in the VS
order, Soltan claims that the affixes lack the plural number feature because the verb
shows a default agreement in person and number. As for why the verb still shows the
gender feature in the VS order, Soltan (2007) claims that this is due to the fact that
gender can probe separately from person and number. For Soltan, the preverbal DP in
the SV order is a topic phrase. This analysis rests on the assumption that agreement in
number occurs only when the subject is a null pro. However, as shown in Fassi Fehri
(1990), there is no distinction between agreement with pronouns and agreement with
overt lexical NPs since the asymmetry is attested in both cases. This means that
agreement in number is realized on the affix only in the SV order regardless of whether
the subject is a lexical DP or a pronominal DP. To illustrate, Fassi Fehri (1990: 104)
provides the examples in (i–ii).
(i)

a. ʔal-nisaaʔ-u
nabiil-aat-un
the-women-NOM noble-FPL-NOM
‘The women are noble.’

/
/

*nabiil-at-un.
noble-FSG-NOM

b. ʔa-nabiil-at-un
l-nisaaʔ-u?
Q-noble-FSG-NOM the-women-NOM
‘Are the women noble?’
(ii)

a. ʔantunna
nabiil-aat-un.
you.FPL.NOM noble-FPL-NOM
‘You (FPL) are noble.’
b. ʔa-nabiil-at-un
ʔantunna?
Q-noble-FSG-NOM you.FPL.NOM
‘Are you (FPL) noble?’

The examples in (i) show that there is a plural agreement in the DP + adjective order,
but plural agreement is lacking in the adjective + DP order. This is the case when the
DP is a lexical DP. The examples in (ii) show that the same agreement asymmetry is
observed when the DP is a pronominal DP. Based on examples like these, Fassi Fehri
(1990) concludes that there is no distinction between agreeing with lexical DPs and
agreeing with pronominal DPs since in both cases, the same asymmetry is observed.
Note that the same asymmetry is also observed in other cases such as the DP +
participle vs. participle + DP orders, as is shown by the examples in (iii–iv) (the
examples in iiib–ivb are from Al-Astrabaði 13th c./1996: 127):
(iii)

a. humaa
qaaʔim-aan
/ *qaaʔim-un.
they.MDU.NOM standing.up-MDU.NOM / standing.up-MSG.NOM
‘The two of them are standing up.’
b. ʔa-qaaʔim-un
Q-standing.up-MSG.NOM
‘Are they standing up?’

(iv)

humaa?
they.MDU

a. ʔantumaa
qaaʔim-aan
/ *qaaʔim-un.
you.MDU.NOM standing.up-MDU.NOM / standing.up-MSG.NOM
‘You two are standing up.’
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(37) a. jaaʔ-uu.
came-3MPL
‘They came.’
b. katab-uu-hu.
wrote-3MPL-it.ACC
‘They wrote it.’
c. ʔaʕṭaa-n-ii-hi.
gave.3MSG-N-me-IT.acc
‘He gave it to me.’ (Classical Arabic)

The examples in (37) clearly show that the verbal affix can index one
argument (37a), two arguments (37b) and three arguments (37c). Based on
this criterion, these verbal affixes are pronominal affixes rather than
agreement affixes.
(b) Referentiality: According to this criterion, agreement affixes have
the lowest degree of referentiality, whereas pronominal affixes are
frequently referential. Applied to SA, this criterion also points to the
pronominal status of verbal affixes, as these affixes are referential. This is
illustrated in (38).
(38) a. jaaʔ-uu.
came-3MPL
‘They came.’
b. jaaʔ-aa.
came-3MDU
‘They (m) both came.’

d. jiʔ-naa.
came-1PL
‘We came.’
e. jiʔ-tunna.
came-2FPL
‘You (pl.f) came.’

c. jaaʔ-at.
came-3FSG
‘She came.’

The examples in (38) show that the verbal affixes which encode first,
second and third person in SA can stand on their own and are referential in
that they index the verbal arguments.

b. maa qaaʔim-un
ʔantumaa.
NEG standing.up.MSG-NOM you.MDU
‘You two are not standing up.’
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(d) Multirepresentation versus unirepresentation: This criterion refers
to the degree to which the same referent in the clause is indexed by more
than one element. According to this criterion, pronominal affixes represent
unirepresentation or dropping of the full DP in the presence of the
pronominal affix. In contrast, agreement affixes represent
multirepresentation, where the full DP is present and its features are
indexed on one or more elements in the clause. Applied to SA, this leads to
the suggestion that some verbal affixes are pronominal affixes, whereas
others are agreement affixes. This is illustrated by the contrast in (39).
(39) a. jaaʔ-uu
(*l-rijaal-u).
came-3MPL the-men-NOM
‘They came.’
b. jaaʔ-at
l-nisaaʔ-u.
came-3FSG the-women-NOM
‘The women came.’
c. jaaʔ-at.
came-3FSG
‘She came.’

The example in (39a) shows that the verbal affix -uu can encode the main
referent in the clause, and that the lexical DP is obligatorily dropped. By
contrast, the example in (39b) shows that the verbal affix -at indexes the
plural referent of the clause, l-nisaaʔ ‘the women’, and the DP cannot be
dropped while maintaining the same meaning. When the postverbal DP is
dropped, as in (39c), the verbal affix can only refer to a singular third
person female human (or non-human) referent. On the basis of these
examples and the criterion in question, it seems that the evidence indicates
that the verbal affix -uu has a pronominal nature in (39a), whereas the
verbal affix is an agreement affix in (39b) but a pronominal affix in (39c).
Another diagnostic is proposed in Zwicky and Pullum (1983: 506)
according to which clitics, but not inflectional affixes, can attach to
material already containing clitics. Applied to SA, this suggests that subject
affixes in SA are pronominal since they can attach to hosts that already
contain clitics. This is shown in (40).
(40) katab-uu-haa.
wrote-PL-it.F.ACC
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‘They wrote it.’

On the assumption that the object clitic, -haa in (40) is attached to the
lexical head V(erb), this suggests that the subject affix -uu is attached to T
later in the derivation. If this is the case, then it follows that the subject
affix must be pronominal rather than inflectional, since only the former can
attach to hosts already containing clitics.
To summarize, in section 5, I have shown that there are diagnostics,
which suggest that the subject verbal affixes are pure agreement markers.
In section 6, I have shown that there are other diagnostics, which suggest a
pronominal analysis of the subject verbal markers. This indicates that the
status of the subject verbal markers is indeed ambiguous, as was first
proposed in Fassi Fehri (1990, 1993).
7. Object verbal affixes as clitics
Fassi Fehri (1990: 105) argues that assuming an incorporation analysis of
subject verbal markers is conceptually desirable given the fact that object
agreement features are clearly “incorporated pronouns”. However, this is
not entirely true, as object verbal affixes seem to be better treated as clitics
rather than as incorporated pronouns.25 To see why, let us consider the
examples of object agreement markers in (41–43).
(41) a. y-aḍribu-n-ii.
3-hit-N-me
‘He hits me.’
b. kitaab-ii
book-my
‘my book’
c. l-ii
25

A reviewer suggests that the claim that object verbal markers are clitics is not new.
The reviewer states that Musabhien (2008) “names the object verbal affixes as
pronominal object clitics” [emphasis added]. It is true that object verbal markers are
treated as clitics in Musabhien (2008), but the difference between this paper and the
work of Musabhien (2008: 223–270) is that the status of object verbal markers as clitics
is assumed rather than argued for in Musabhien (2008). This differs from the current
paper, where the status of object verbal markers as clitics is argued for rather than
assumed.
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for-me
‘for me’
(42) a. ʔ-aḍribu-ka
1SG-hit-you.MSG
‘I hit you.’
b. kitaabu-ka
book-your.MSG
‘your book’
c. la-ka
for-you.MSG
‘for you’
(43) a. ʔ-aḍribu-hu
1SG-hit-him
‘I hit him.’
b. kitaabu-hu
book-his.MSG
‘his book’
c. la-hu
for-him.MSG
‘for him’

A number of things can be noted with regards to object verbal markers (i.e.
first, second and third object verbal markers, and the same applies to all
other forms of object verbal markers). First, they can attach to any host, be
it a verb, a noun or a preposition. This clearly shows that object verbal
markers in SA are not exactly incorporated pronouns, but are rather clitics,
as it is a signature property of clitics that they are insensitive to the
category of their hosts (Halpern 1998: 106).26
26

Gerdts (1998: 84) discusses noun incorporation and states that “[m]uch less is known
about pronoun incorporation, due largely to the difficulty of distinguishing
incorporation from agreement or cliticization”. However, object markers in SA do not
seem to share properties that are characteristic of noun incorporation. For example,
Sadock (2006: 585) states that “the more animate a noun is, the harder it is to
incorporate, and the more definite it is, the harder it is to find in a
N[oun]I[incorporation] structure”. Neither of these properties applies to object markers
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Second, object verbal markers are in complementary distribution with
other lexical DP arguments, a property which, according to Halpern (1998:
105), characterizes clitics. This is illustrated in (44), where the sentence is
grammatical with only the object verbal marker, but ungrammatical when a
lexical DP object is also used.
(44) kallam-tu-haa
(*l-bint-a).
spoke-1SG-her.ACC the-girl-ACC
‘I spoke to her.’

Third, clitics may be optional (Nevins 2011: 961). This is borne out in SA,
where there are certain contexts in which the object marker is optional, as
in (45).
(45) ʔal-kitaab-a
qaraʔ-tu-(hu).
the-book-ACC read-1SG-it.ACC
‘It was the book that I read.’

Fourth, clitics appear outside of inflectional morphology, or appear
adjacent to the stem, but not between inflectional suffixes (Woolford 2010;
Nevins 2011). This is borne out in SA, as is shown in (46).
(46) katab-at-hu
zaynab-u.
wrote-3FSG-it.ACC Zaynab-NOM
‘Zaynab wrote it.’

Given the co-occurrence of a lexical postverbal subject, the -at suffix can
only be considered an agreement morpheme in (46), and the affix -hu
appears outside of it. This is an indication that the affix -hu is a clitic rather
than an incorporated pronoun.
Fifth, object verbal markers exhibit another property of clitics,
namely, they form a cluster with a fixed order such that the person of the
clustered object markers must follow the following hierarchy: 1< 2< 3 ( Ibn
S-sarraaj 10th c./1996: 117–118; Fassi Fehri 1993: 104). This is illustrated
by the examples in (47–49), which show that the first person object verbal
marker must precede the second, and the latter must precede the third
person object verbal marker; otherwise, the sentence is ill-formed.

in SA, which attach to their host regardless of their animacy and despite the fact that
they are all definite.
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(47) a. ʔaʕṭaa-ka-hu
l-ʔustaað-u. (2 > 3)
gave.3MSG-you-him the-teacher-NOM
‘The teacher gave you him.’
b. *ʔaʕṭaa-hu-ka
l-ʔustaað-u. *(3 > 2)
gave.3MSG-him-you the-teacher-NOM
‘The teacher gave him you.’ (Fassi Fehri 1993: 104, ex. 21a)
(48) a. ʔaʕṭaa-n-ii-ka
l-ʔustaað-u. (1 > 2)
gave.3MSG-N-me-you the-teacher-NOM
‘The teacher gave me you.’
b. *ʔaʕṭaa-ka-n-ii
l-ʔustaað-u. *(2 > 1)
gave.3MSG-you-N-me the-teacher-NOM
‘The teacher gave you me.’ (Fassi Fehri 1993: 104, ex. 21b)
(49) a. ʔaʕṭaa-n-ii-hi
l-ʔustaað-u. (1 >3)
gave.3MSG-N-me-him the-teacher-NOM
‘The teacher gave me him.’
b. *ʔaʕṭaa-hu-n-ii
l-ʔustaað-u. *(3 >1)
gave.3MSG-him-N-me the-teacher-NOM
‘The teacher gave him me.’ (Fassi Fehri 1993: 104, ex. 21c)

Sixth, the behavior of object verbal affixes differs from that of subject
verbal affixes, which can only attach to verbs, as shown in (50).
(50) a. jiʔ-tu.
came-1SG
‘I came.’
b. *kitaabu-tu
book-1SG
Intended meaning ‘my book’
c. *li/a-tu
for-1SG
Intended meaning ‘for me’

The examples in (50) show that the subject verbal affix, -tu (and the same
applies to all other subject verbal affixes) can only attach to verbs, as in
(50a); it cannot attach to nouns or prepositions, as in (50b–c). It follows,
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therefore, that subject verbal affixes are of a different nature from object
verbal affixes.
To summarize, I have provided evidence to suggest that the object
verbal markers in SA are better treated as clitics rather than incorporated
pronouns, contrary to the claim made in Fassi Fehri (1990, 1993).
8. Conclusion
I have shown that traditional Arab grammarians treat some subject verbal
affixes as agreement markers, and others as bound pronouns. I have shown
that their approach is different from Fassi Fehri’s (1990, 1993) functional
ambiguity hypothesis of subject verbal affixes in SA. I have argued that the
functional ambiguity hypothesis is indeed valid, contrary to the claims
made in Aoun et al. (2010) and to the almost unanimous treatment of these
affixes as pure agreement markers. Using DM, I have demonstrated that
some of Fassi Fehri’s (1990, 1993) arguments with regard to the
morphological realization of the featural make-up of subject verbal affixes
are not robust, once we consider the morphological realization of affixes. I
have also shown that object verbal affixes are better treated as clitics rather
than incorporated pronouns, contrary to the proposal made in Fassi Fehri
(1990, 1993).
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Syntactic and Morphosyntactic Properties of Postpositional
Phrases in Beserman Udmurt as Part-of-Speech Criteria

Abstract
The goal of this paper is to analyze and reassess the criteria according to which a class
of postpositions is distinguished in the Beserman dialect of Udmurt. This class is
traditionally divided into inflected and non-inflected postpositions. Analysis of syntactic
and morphosyntactic properties of these two subclasses shows that items traditionally
labeled as inflected postpositions form a homogeneous group and show noun-like
behavior in most cases, while non-inflected postpositions are heterogeneous. Based on
this analysis, we propose to single out a part-of-speech class of relational nouns and
show that the rest of the postpositions could be further divided into subclasses with
different behavior. The study is based on the data obtained during fieldwork in 2009–
2015 in Udmurtia (for Beserman) and on corpus data (for literary Udmurt).

1. Introduction1
Problems concerning distinctions between different classes of words (for
example, parts of speech) are not very popular among theoretical linguists
and typologists. However, linguists sometimes have to deal with distinctive
properties of different word classes. There are studies devoted to research
on the categories of parts-of-speech per se (Schachter 1985; Evans 2000;
Baker 2003; Ansaldo, Don & Pfau 2010). There are also certain “borderline
cases” which attract the attention of theoretical linguists. One of them is the
group of units combining the properties of nouns or verbs with those of
adpositions; this conglomerate of properties reflects the history of their
grammaticalization from nouns or verbs (Dryer 2013). These units are
1
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labeled differently in different studies; some of them are treated as case
suffixes whereas on closer examination it turns out that they behave like
clitics. More and more studies appear debating the generally accepted
interpretation of such units in a wide range of languages from different
language families: for example, DeLancey (1997) discusses relator nouns
and postpositions in Tibetan and Burmese; Itkin (2002) so-called
“postpositional formants” in Veps; Belyaev (2010) cases and postpositions
in Ossetic; Thuilier (2011) in Hungarian and Jadhav (2014) in Marathi.
According to Johanson (2012), the units labeled as “complex
postpositions” in Northeastern Turkic and neighboring languages are
especially similar to the situation we are going to investigate. Apart from
spatial case suffixes and markerless constructions, in which the spatial
meanings are expressed by argument structures of verbs, there are so-called
“simple postpositions” which cannot inflect and “complex postpositions”
bearing possessive and case suffixes which “function as nouns at the same
time” (Johanson 2012: 199). In recent syntactic literature, postpositions
with nominal properties are often combined with nouns to form a joined
syntactic category (see Svenonius 2006 and Ashbury 2008 for the Axial
part category); however, there are arguments against this decision for some
languages (see Thuilier 2011 for Hungarian).
In this paper we describe the postpositions and postpositional-like
elements in Beserman Udmurt. Beserman is one of the dialects of Udmurt
(Uralic > Permic) spoken by the Besermans, a relatively small ethnic group
occupying the basin of Cheptsa river and the Kirov region of Russia.
According to the 2012 census, there are 2,201 people who identified
themselves as Beserman. The background of the Besermans has been
discussed since the 19th century (see the review in Teplyashina 1970: 7).
According to the most widespread theory, the Besermans have Bulgar
origins and used to speak a Turkic dialect, switching to Udmurt at some
point (Teplyashina 1970: 243; Nasipov 2010: 17).2 Certain Muslim
2

V. V. Napolskikh argues that the ancestors of modern Besermans could be groups of
southern Udmurts that had contacts with Bulgar Besermens and borrowed from them
certain traits of material and spiritual culture together with the ethnonym (Napolskikh
1997: 53). His point of view is supported by the results of examining 1,912 roots of
non-derived Beserman words (Idrisov 2013): 48% of them are common Permic, 17%
are loaned from Russian and 14% from Turkic languages; the rest 21% of roots do not
have reliable etymologies. Thus, Beserman should be treated as an offspring of
Common Permic which has undergone a superstrate influence of Turkic languages and
of Russian (Idrisov 2013: 53). However, this hypothesis is not generally accepted.
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remnants in customs and creeds (Popova 1998: 8) as well as certain
evidence from language (Napolskikh 1997: 52) testify in favor of close
connections between the Besermans and the Tatars. Several researchers
have even treated Besermans as christened Tatars (see the references in
Popova 1998: 8), although the hypothesis of Chuvash origin seems to be
more sound (Napolskikh 1997: 52–54). The modern Beserman dialect
combines features of Southern and Northern Udmurt dialects with Turkic
traits (Teplyashina 1970; Lyukina 2008). Most of the differences between
the Beserman dialect and literary Udmurt concern vocabulary and
phonetics (Kelmakov 1998). As for the grammar features described in the
present article, Beserman and literary Udmurt are quite similar. Several
examples taken from the corpus of literary Udmurt are given below in
comparison with Beserman ones. However, a detailed analysis of
postpositions in literary Udmurt goes beyond the scope of the paper.
We will discuss the morphosyntactic and syntactic properties of
Beserman nouns and postpositions and offer several tests which help to
determine whether a given unit is a noun or a postposition. It will be
demonstrated that postpositions in Beserman fall into two subclasses,
inflected and non-inflected, with different properties.
Parts of speech are usually defined as classes of words sharing
common morphological, syntactic and semantic properties. In Evans (2000)
nouns are treated as units whose discourse function is to refer, whose main
syntactic function is to be arguments and whose semantic function is to
designate objects (Evans 2000: 710–711). Adpositions are defined on the
basis of their syntactic behavior: they form phrasal constituents with nouns
and noun phrases, and they are also a means of marking syntactic, semantic
and discourse roles (Evans 2000: 717). As the main function of adpositions
seems to be the syntactic one, we will focus on syntactic and
morphosyntactic criteria of determining this class of words. We will show
that in Beserman the units with both nominal and postpositional properties
are much closer to nouns than to postpositions and, consequently, should be
treated as a special sub-type of nouns (relational/relator nouns).
2. Part-of-speech criteria
In this section we will define several terms crucial for our study. We will
also discuss semantic, morphological, syntactic and morphosyntactic partof-speech criteria with special attention to syntactic and morphosyntactic
ones.
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When discussing spatial semantics, we will use the term “localization”
in the sense of indication of position of a definite spatial area with respect
to the landmark, while the direction of motion will be referred to as
orientation. List of localizations, according to Plungian (2000: 184–190),
includes items like IN ‘space in the landmark’, SUPER ‘space above the
landmark’, INTER ‘space among the elements of a landmark-set or a
landmark-aggregate’, etc. Mazurova (2007) provides additional
localizations referring to the vertical axis, but the principle is the same:
localizations denote only positions in space and not the motion type. For
description of motion the inventory of modes is often used; the one cited
here is taken from Kracht (2002):
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

static (the object does not change its localization during the situation);
cofinal (the object moves into a given localization);
coinitial (the object moves out of a given localization);
transitory (the object moves into a given localization and then out of it);
approximative (the object moves towards a given localization).

Localizations are also used for describing the semantics of groups which
are not governed by a verb. For describing verbal arguments, the inventory
of the so-called “locative roles” will be used.
2.1 Semantic criteria
Let us start with semantic criteria. It is a well-known fact that adpositions
tend to denote localizations whereas spatial cases usually denote the mode
of motion. The situation in Beserman corresponds to this generalization.
Thus, its spatial case markers tend to denote the type of motion: locative
case expresses the static situation, illative motion into the landmark,
prolative either motion through the landmark or placement in several
distinct parts of the landmark, etc. Most postpositions either denote
localizations (pəl ‘inside homogeneous medium; among’ (INTER), puš ‘in
a container’ (IN), etc.) or mark predicate-argument relations, being parts of
verbal subcategorization frames.
The semantic criterion shows that there are two groups of
postpositions. Members of the first one denote localizations; they attach
markers of most cases (i.e. are inflected). There are also non-inflected
postpositions which denote not localizations but locative roles, in terms of
Plungian (2002) and Ganenkov (2002). Plungian notes that localization
grammemes can be cumulated with other meanings, for example, with start
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and end points of motion, route of motion, or the place where the situation
as a whole is localized. He notes that such meanings are similar to semantic
roles of verbal arguments and calls them “locative roles”. Ganenkov (2002)
offers an inventory of locative roles based on data of different languages.
Using his terms, the Beserman postposition pə ( i) ‘through’ is used to
express locative roles of ROUTE, SCENE, TRAVERSAL and POINT OF
APPLICATION, wamen ‘across’ marks TRAVERSED OBJECT (Biryuk
& Usacheva 2010), punna ‘for’ marks GOAL OF MOVEMENT, etc.
Below we will offer several tests to find out if the two groups of
postpositions divided at the level of semantics also differ in their
morphological properties and syntactic and morphosyntactic behavior.
Another criterion is marking predicate–argument relations. Apart from
postpositional phrases, subcategorization frames in Beserman can involve
only nominal case forms or clauses with conjunctions. However, most
subcategorization frames involving a postposition require a specific case
form of that postposition. For instance, 12 verbs in the Beserman
dictionary3 require one of its arguments to be accompanied by an inflected
postposition form əl-e ‘up-ILL’.4 In such cases we cannot be sure that it is
the inflected postposition itself that has grammaticalized in this particular
function rather than one of its forms which should be analyzed separately.
The approach we propose is based mainly on syntactic and
morphosyntactic properties, since morphological criteria alone are
insufficient for our goals.
2.2 Morphological criteria
As in many other Uralic languages, in Udmurt the units traditionally
labeled as postpositions can be split in two groups based on their
morphology, “nominal” (inflected) and “adverbial” (non-inflected).
The inflected postpositions, as the label implies, can be inflected,
having e.g. forms of some of the spatial cases (1) and possessive forms (2–
3

The Beserman dictionary is a work in progress, but a large part of it is available at
<http://beserman.ru>
4
One of the anonymous reviewers of this article justly pointed out that “the arguments
of the movement verbs carry information on the direction of movements, and in this
way, also information on the case marking”. In this respect it is interesting that in
Beserman only the forms of relational nouns with directional case markers are
grammaticalized. Arguments which refer to movements away from a place seem to
show no signs of lexicalization.
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3). For almost all such postpositions a case marker is obligatory, with an
exception of two items which also can appear unmarked (see discussion in
2.3.3).
(1)

Ot-ən=ik
er dor- ś,
osa dor-iśen=ik.
that-LOC=EMPH fence near-ELA wheel near-EGR=EMPH
kədˊok-ən
əl
puk-o
dədə -jos. (C) 5
far.away-LOC NEG.EXIST sit-PRS.3PL pigeon-PL
‘On the same spot, not far from the fence, from the wheel, pigeons are sitting.ʼ

(2)

V ž
ul- i- z
pot-i-z,
mən-e
reka kuźda,
bridge under-PROL-POSS.3SG pass-PST-3SG go-PRS.3SG river along
waśk-e
plaśk-əsa. (C)
descend-PRS.3SG swim-CVB
‘[She] passes under the bridge, goes along the river, swims down the stream.ʼ

(3)

T ad
a
- u k-e
you.PL.GEN vegetable.garden back-LOC-POSS.2PL begin-PRS.3SG
‘A river begins behind your vegetable garden.ʼ

reka. (F)
river

It has been assumed that inflected forms of most such postpositions in
Udmurt are restricted to possessives and spatial cases. However, at least in
the Beserman dialect, the inflected postpositions can also attach core case
markers, e.g. accusative (4–5), and number markers (6).
(4)

Skaf
puš-se6
miśk-ono. (F)
cupboard inside-POSS.3SG.ACC wash-DEB
‘The cupboard should be wiped inside.ʼ

(5)

Korka wadˊes-te
okt-ono
kalt-ono. (F)
house across-POSS.2SG.ACC collect-DEB gather-DEB
‘The place across your house has to be cleaned.ʼ

5

Examples marked by the index “C” are taken from the corpus of Beserman texts
available at <http://beserman.ru>. Examples marked by “F” are taken from our own
fieldnotes; most of them are results of elicitation, the rest are taken from texts recorded
and transcribed during a series of experiments. The fieldwork was conducted in 2009–
2015 in Shamardan village, Yukamenskoe region, Udmurtia.
6
The mutual order of case markers and possessive markers is variable in Udmurt. Each
case has its own ordering, while accusative–possessive combinations may be analyzed
as cumulative (see, e.g. Alatyrev 1983: 570).
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Vi / vi -eś
korka
- - əś pu
new / new-PL
house near-PL-LOC-POSS.3PL birch
‘Birches are planted near the new houses.ʼ
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pu - -əl-ə ə . (F)
sit-CAUS-ITER-RES

Therefore, there seems to be no significant difference between Beserman
nouns and inflected postpositions in terms of their morphology, as all case,
number, and possessive markers available for nouns are also generally
available for the inflected postpositions.7
A brief corpus study suggests that postpositions in literary Udmurt
also attach the markers of possession (7) and core cases. Examples of
genitive and dative are provided in (8–9).
(7)

Ta e ikona-ez dor-a-z
ź-o
ša -a-m
such icon-ACC near-LOC-POSS.3PL keep-PRS.3PL country-LOC-POSS.1PL
ul- ś-jos=no.
live-PTCP.ACT-PL=ADD
‘Such icons the inhabitants of our country also have in their possession.ʼ
CSU8 (Udmurt du e, 4th March 2011)

(8)

Proekt-len
valt- ś
mug-ez
m n- ś
project-GEN lead-PTCP.ACT aim-POSS.3SG go-PTCP.ACT
l- ś- -l
puš-len
ś -jos- z=no
travel-PTCP.ACT-PL-DAT mouth in-GEN
disease-PL-POSS.3SG=ADD
- -l ś
u ś
śa ś
- .
that-PL-GEN2
protection about inform-INF
‘The primary aim of the project is to inform the travelers about oral cavity
diseases and about the methods of protecting from them.ʼ
CSU (Udmurt du e, 25th April 2013)

(9)

lkak
muket jugdur
korka puš-l
arberi-os
completely other circumstance house inside-DAT
thing-PL
laśa .
from.side.of
‘As for furniture for house (lit. for the inner space of house), it is quite a different
story.ʼ
CSU (Udmurt du e, 7th September 2010)

7

There are still postpositions in Beserman that have deficient paradigms; namely, they
attach only a small subset of the spatial case markers. Such units are discussed in
section 4.
8
All the examples marked CSU are taken from the Corpus of Standard Udmurt
available at <http://web-corpora.net/UdmurtCorpus>.
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Let us now turn to non-inflected postpositions. Normally they do not attach
nominal markers, but there is one exception. The case–possessiveness
combinations involving the 3rd singular possessive marker, which has a
range of functions beyond possessiveness, can attach to virtually any word,
including non-inflected postpositions, in cases of head noun ellipsis:
(10) Ta vidˊ -ə
kwara-ez
ab.
this video-LOC voice-POSS.3SG
weak
– K e
vidˊ -ə ?
which video-LOC
– [Kud-a-z
mon / ton
śa əś] /
[which-LOC-POSS.3SG I.NOM / you.NOM about] /
[mon / ton
ś ś]-a-z. (F)
[I.NOM / you.NOM about]-LOC-POSS.3SG
‘The voice is low in this video. – In which video? – In the one about me / you.ʼ

Usage of possessive suffixes in Permic languages is a complicated
phenomenon that has been examined in numerous papers and still requires
fundamental research. As for Beserman possessives, analysis of their
behavior is in progress. Here we will only briefly sketch the question of
discourse and pragmatic functions of Udmurt possessive markers and give
several important Beserman examples. There are arguments for
distinguishing two types of Udmurt possessive suffixes identical in form
but with different functions and morphosyntactic properties. They were
first declared by Alatyrev (1970, 1983), who suggested a separate
“marking-indicating” category expressed by “discourse” possessive
markers. He pointed out that possessive markers performing not referential
but discourse or pragmatic functions always attach after case suffixes
whereas referential possessive markers always attach before markers of
certain cases (i.e., genitive, second genitive, dative, caritive, adverbial and
approximative). Alatyrev notes that “the marking-indicating affix forms the
second semantic nucleus of the word and has its own paradigm” (Alatyrev
1983: 586). It can be interpreted in two senses. First, all case markers can
appear after the suffixes in question:
(11) Standard Udmurt (Alatyrev 1983)
a.

a -l - -l
Ivan-GEN-POSS.3SG-DAT
‘to that one which belongs to Ivan’
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a -l - -l ś
Ivan-GEN-POSS.3SG-GEN2
‘from that one which belongs to Ivan’

Second, “discourse” possessive affixes form their own paradigm in the
sense that they attach to all case markers without any phonetic changes. An
example of “elative + discourse possessive” combination is given below.
(12) Standard Udmurt (Alatyrev 1970: 78)
- ś-ez
mi
d puk-e.
Kazan-ELA-POSS.3SG we.NOM near-LOC sit-PRS.3SG
‘The one [the engineer] from Kazan is sitting at our place.’

As for “referential” possessive suffixes, they constitute fused forms with
locative, illative, elative and terminative. The form containing combination
“elative + referential possessive” must be a a - ś - ‘(to come) from the
city of Kazan’.
Alatyrev’s interpretation of Udmurt data is criticized by many
linguists dealing with Finno-Ugric studies. However, at least for Beserman
distinguishing two different types of possessive markers makes sense. Let
us weigh in with some arguments based on Beserman data. Firstly,
referential functions are performed by possessive suffixes of all persons
and numbers whereas it is only 3rd person singular possessive which has
discourse and pragmatic functions. Secondly, in Beserman the discourse
possessive also has its own paradigm in both senses described above for
standard Udmurt. So, there are not fused but agglutinative combinations of
locative, illative, elative and terminative suffixes with discourse possessive
markers. Thirdly, the most frequent context for discourse possessive
suffixes are noun phrases (NPs) the head of which has undergone ellipsis.
In this context the suffixes in question can be attached to practically any
unit. For example, (10) illustrates discourse possessive markers that attach
to a non-inflected postposition. Referential possessives, on the contrary,
can be attached only to nouns and nominalizations. The scope of the use of
discourse possessives therefore seems to be quite strictly limited by certain
syntactic constructions. Finally, there are examples containing two
possessive markers, one referential and one discourse (in 13 the referential
marker is 1SG and the discourse one 3SG).
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(13) Mənam korka-je-len
əpet-ez
kort-leś, a
I.GEN house-POSS.1SG-GEN roof-POSS.3SG iron-GEN2 whereas
u -je-len-ez
doska-leś. (F)
bath-house.POSS.1SG-GEN-POSS.3SG plank-GEN2
‘The roof of my house is (made of) iron, whereas that of my bath-house is (made
of) wood.’

The two last arguments provide evidence that in Beserman there are two
types of possessive markers with different morphosyntactic properties and
different functions. However, this phenomenon is still waiting for a careful
investigation. Below we will take into account only possessive suffixes
bearing referential functions (referring to a referent) and not discourse or
pragmatic ones.
2.3 Syntactic and morphosyntactic criteria
In this section we will compare syntactic and morphosyntactic properties of
phrases headed by inflected and non-inflected postpositions in Beserman.
We will focus on the following criteria: possessive and plural markers
possible on the dependent or on the head, ability of attaching core case
markers, case marking of nominal and pronominal dependents, ability to
function as parts of compounds, and ability to be pronominal dependents.
First of all, we must demonstrate that the inflected postposition is
indeed the head of the phrase in Beserman. It is not always easy to
distinguish head and dependent in a postpositional phrase (henceforth PP);
moreover, non-inflected postpositions do not always form a phrase with a
unit on their left. Compare the following examples:
(14) Reka wamen ez=uk
p -ə? (C)
river across
NEG.PST.3SG=EMPH
go.out-NEG.SG
‘Did not she (the granny) cross the river?’
(15) R wamen pot-i-z. (C)
river-PROL across
go.out-PST-3SG
‘(She) went across the river, straight across.’

In (14) reka ‘river’ can be removed, but not wamen ‘across’:
(16) a. Wamen ez=uk
p -ə? (F)
across NEG.PST.3=EMPH go.out-NEG.SG
‘Did not she (the granny) go straight across?’
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b. *Reka ez=uk
p -ə? (F)
river
NEG.PST.3=EMPH
go.out-SG
Intended reading: ‘Did not she (the granny) cross the river / come out of the
river?’

In (15) one can omit not only wamen ‘across’ (17a), but also
PROL’ (17b):

a- ‘river-

(17) a. R pot-i-z. (C)
river-PROL go.out-PST-3SG
‘(She) went along the river/through the river.’
b. Wamen pot-i-z. (C)
across
go.out-PST-3SG
‘(She) went straight across.’

According to the criterion of endocentricity (Testelets 2001), in (14) reka
‘river’ and wamen ‘across’ form a syntactic phrase headed by wamen
‘across’, as it cannot be omitted, while in (15)
a- ‘river-PROL’ and
wamen ‘across’ are not syntactically bounded. In cases like (15) the
function of wamen ‘across’ is not postpositional but adverbial. Independent
evidence for the adverbial nature of non-inflected postpositions comes from
derivation. Some of them can attach the suffix -ak with intensifying
meaning which is used to form adverbs from adverbs: wamen ‘across’ →
wamenak ‘right across’ (cf. ə ə ‘a littleʼ → ə ə a ‘a littleʼ, š
‘straightʼ
→š
a ‘right straightʼ).
As for groups of the type “noun + inflected postposition”, nouns in
them can only be omitted if the postposition acquires possessive suffix.
(18) a. Mon
ul-iśko
š
I.NOM live-PRS.1SG forest
‘I live near a forest.’

- n. (F)
near-LOC

b. Mon
ul-iśko
dor-a-z
/ * - . (F)
I.NOM live-PRS.1SG near-LOC-POSS.3SG / near-LOC
‘I live near it.’

So, strictly speaking, one can omit neither the noun (18b) nor the inflected
postposition (see 19 below), which makes the criterion of endocentrity
inapplicable:
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(19) *Mon ul-iśko
aš a. (F)
I.NOM live-PRS.1SG forest
Intended reading: ‘I live near a forest.’

The fact that inflected postpositions allow the noun syntactically bounded
with it to be omitted only in the case of acquiring a possessive marker
means that inflected postpositions must bear a referential index, in the
sense of Baker (2003). So, according to Bakerʼs theory, which we adopt in
this paper, inflected postpositions are nouns at least at the level of syntax.
Therefore, one can use the criterion of morphosyntactic locus offered in
Zwicky (1985) for finding the head in the groups of the kind “noun +
noun”. Namely, we should define which of the nouns in the phrase bears
morphological markers of external syntactic relations. As demonstrated
below, markers of relations inside the group “noun + inflected
postposition”, i.e. possessive and plural suffixes, can attach to both
members of the group. Markers of external relations – namely, case
suffixes – can attach only to the postposition:
(20) Mon
ul-iśko
( ašja dor- n)
/ *( ašja-j n
I.NOM live-PRS.1SG (forest near-LOC) / (forest-LOC
‘I live near a forest.’

dor). (F)
near)

That is, the head of the group “noun + inflected postposition” is an
inflected postposition.
Now let us turn to syntactic and morphosyntactic criteria to define the
class of postpositions. A number of papers on Uralic languages have
proposed them (e.g. Maytinskaya 1979). The list of criteria described in
that work was revised and expanded by Biryuk (2005), based on data from
a variety of Uralic languages, including Udmurt. Some of the criteria
involve articles or vowel harmony and are thus irrelevant for the Beserman
because of the lack thereof. The proposed list of potentially relevant
features, excluding the ones which are inapplicable or irrelevant to the
Beserman data, includes the following ones:
1. possibility of using the unit without a dependent noun or a possessive marker;
2. possibility of omitting the unit without loss of grammaticality;
3. possibility of using the unit without a dependent noun together with both a
possessive marker and a modifying adjective;
4. whether the unit assigns the case to the dependent noun;
5. whether the unit can occur in the position of subject or direct object;
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6. whether the construction involving the unit can be split by modifiers, emphatic
particles, dependent nouns coordination or moving the dependent into
contrastive focus position;
7. possibility of coordination between phrases headed by units;
8. possibility of using the unit as a reply to a question;
9. single stress in the [N + unit] complex;
10. presence of phonological alternations at the boundary in the
[N + unit] complex.

The values of the parameters proposed in Biryuk (2005) for units of
different lexical classes are represented in Table 1.
Table 1. Syntactic, morphosyntactic and morphophonological criteria for defining
postpositions based on Biryuk (2005)
Parameter

Case

Postposition

Usage without dependents
and possessives
Possibility of omission
UnitPOSS + modifier
Unit governs the case of the
dependent
Possibility of being subject or
direct object
Possibility of being split
Head coordination
Unit as a reply to a question
Single stress
Phonological processes

–

–

–
–

–
–

–

+

–

–

–(+)
–
–
+
+

+(–)
+
+
–
–

According to the criteria proposed by Biryuk, inflected and non-inflected
postpositions should fall in the same category. However, their
morphological properties are quite different, as was shown earlier.
Therefore, we had to examine the (morpho)syntactic behavior of these two
groups in order to find out whether there are any criteria that would justify
the separation of inflected postpositions from non-inflected ones.
First, we examined those criteria proposed by Biryuk which were
applicable to the Beserman data and found that some of them yield
different results. The tests involving coordination produce inconsistent
results for both case markers and postpositions. On the one hand, the
approximative case (21) and the recently grammaticalized marker that can
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be labeled as a recessive case (22) sometimes allow being used as
suspended affixes in a coordinating construction.
(21) Zor
š -e
[Bagurt=no
J žgu ]-la . (F)
rain leave-PRS.3SG Abashevo=ADD Yozhevo-APPR
‘The rain is going away in the direction of Abashevo and Yozhevo [villages].ʼ
(22) Mi ka
vi ak
d a- - ə
š =no už = -laśen
/
we now all
relative-PL-PL.ACC wife=ADD husband=ADD-REC /
[ š -en už -en]-laśen
ə -ə
ə -ə
vera-śkom. (F)
[wife-INS husband-INS]-REC name-INS name-INS say-PRS.1PL
‘Now we call all our relatives, both from the side of the wife and from the side of
the husband, by name.ʼ

The possibility of coordination between dependents for the postpositions
varies between different postpositions and different speakers. For example,
for the postposition vəl- ‘upʼ the vast majority of speakers prohibited such
contexts (24), while for the postposition vis- ‘between; interval’ they were
allowed (23).
(23) Gibi
bud-e
ś pu=no
=no
mushroom grow-PRS.3SG birch=ADD
fir=ADD
‘A mushroom grows between a birch and a fir tree.ʼ
(24) *Škap=no
ek=no
/ *škap-en
ek-en
cupboard=ADD table=ADD / cupboard-INS table-INS
kopot
uš-əl. (F)
dust
wipe-ITER.IMP
‘Wipe the dust from the cupboard and the table.ʼ

- - . (F)
between-OBL-LOC

əl-iś -əd
up-ELA-POSS.2SG

For most other postpositions, both inflected and non-inflected, the opinions
of the speakers were polarized.
As the direct application of these criteria proved problematic, we
developed a new set. Taking into account that inflected postpositions
behave like nouns in many respects, we examined a series of properties
concerning nominal categories (number, case and possessiveness) with
phrases headed by postpositions in order to compare them to ordinary NPs.
Most of the criteria we checked concerned the possibility of attaching
nominal markers to the head and to its dependents, and the semantics of
these constructions. Although we do not claim that our set of criteria is in
any way complete, we believe that it highlights well enough the syntactic
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properties of the inflected and non-inflected postpositions, allowing their
categorization into several classes.
In the subsection devoted to morphological properties of Beserman
postpositions we described them in comparison with standard Udmurt ones.
As for syntactic properties of postpositions, standard Udmurt grammars
lack descriptions of most of them, and the corpus data are insufficient as
the corpus does not contain negative evidence, i.e. ungrammatical
sentences. Therefore, we leave this task for future research.
2.3.1 Possessive marker possible on the dependent or on the head
In Beserman NPs with a nominal dependent (or a chain of nominal
dependents) the possessive marker which semantically refers to the
dependent can appear either on the dependent, or on the head noun.
Inflected postpositions demonstrate similar behavior: possessive markers
can attach to the postposition or to the dependent.9 As for non-inflected
postpositions, apart from contexts like (10), they cannot attach any nominal
markers, even those which refer to the nominal dependent:
(25) Mon
akla-śk-iśko
tənad
I.NOM think-DETR-PRS.1SG you.SG.GEN
*anaj.ataj-os ś ś- . (F)
parents-PL
about-POSS.2SG
‘I think about your parents.ʼ

anaj.ataj-os- d10
parents-PL-POSS.2SG

śar ś /
about /

The criteria discussed in sections 2.3.1–2.3.3, which involve nominal
inflection, are therefore relevant only for the inflected postpositions. These
tests were developed to compare the inflected postpositions to full-fledged
nouns.
The examples below contain pairs of sentences with identical meaning
which differ in the place the possessive marker occupies:
9

The same effect also exists, although to different degrees, in literary Udmurt, Komi,
and Mari (see Kubínyi 2015 and references therein).
10
It is quite difficult to distinguish compounds of this type from a conjoined phrase.
However, there is a syntactic difference. If the compound is used, it is morphologically
marked only once for every category – as in (25), where one can see only one plural and
one possessive marker. Otherwise both parts inflect: anaj- ataj- śa əś
mother-PL-POSS.2SG father-PL-POSS.2SG about ‘about your mother and your father’. For
more detailed description and comparison with other Finno-Ugric languages see
Shibasova (2006).
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(26) a. Mə a
korka kośag-a-m
šu -iśk-i-z
I.GEN
house window-ILL-POSS.1SG hit-DETR-PST-3SG
‘A sparrow bumped into the window of my house.ʼ

ə ə ə. (F)
sparrow

b. Mə a korka-je-len
kośag-a-z
šu -iśk-i-z
I.GEN house-POSS.1SG-GEN window-ILL-POSS.3SG hit-DETR-PST-3SG
ə ə ə. (F)
sparrow
‘A sparrow bumped into the window of my house.ʼ
(27) a. Pukon p - i-d
ə -e
ibi . (F)
chair
leg-PROL-POSS.2SG go-PRS.3SG fly
‘A fly is moving along the leg of your chair.ʼ
b. Pukon-ed-len
p - i-z
ə -e
ibi . (F)
chair-POSS.2SG-GEN leg-PROL-POSS.3SG go-PRS.3SG fly
‘A fly is moving along the leg of your chair.ʼ

Examples (28–29)
postpositions:

illustrate

the

same

alternatives

for

inflected

(28) So
əb-i-z
korka-je
dor-e
/
he go.up-PST-3SG house-POSS.1SG near-ILL /
korka dor-a-m
u a- ə. (F)
house near-ILL-POSS.1SG work-INF
‘He went up to my house to work.ʼ
(29) Zor bere mi am
ˊerev aś
-i /
rain after we.GEN village-POSS.1PL
road
up-PROL /
ˊ
ś
- ə -ə ə ś ə . (F)
village
road
up-PROL-POSS.1PL go-INF
hard
‘It is hard to use the road of our village after it rains.ʼ

According to the opinion of the speakers and our observations, there is
indeed no difference in meaning between these pairs of utterances. It seems
that the position of the affix is influenced by factors like the position of the
dependent on the animacy hierarchy rather than by other factors such as
topicality, focus, etc. In phrases with noun heads, the possessives are more
often seen on the dependents than on the heads. For postpositions, the
situation is the opposite, but possessives on dependents are still quite
frequent in speech and are often accepted as perfectly grammatical.
Moreover, sometimes such configuration is preferable or even the only
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possible one, e.g. in contexts where the dependent stands high on the
animacy hierarchy, the same constraint being relevant for nominal heads.
Table 2 shows the proportion of possessive contexts in the Beserman
corpus where the possessive marker is attached to the postposition, but
semantically refers to the dependent.
Table 2. Possessive markers on inflected postpositions and their dependents

1SG
1PL
2SG
2PL
3PL

Possessive marker
on the head
14
0
7
0
5

Possessive marker
on the dependent
3
0
7
0
1

The 3rd singular possessives were not included in the table as it is
impossible to tell what a POSS.3SG marker refers to, a head or a dependent.
The contexts where the dependent was a personal pronoun were also
excluded as this would imply agreement rather than choice between two
equivalent constructions. The choice of the host for the possessive marker
is explained fairly well by the animacy hierarchy: while in the right column
8 out of 11 dependents were animate, there were no animate dependents in
the left column. When the dependent is a kinship term, thus occupying a
very high position in the hierarchy, the possessive on the head is usually
prohibited, for nouns and postpositions alike. Compare (30) and (31) below
with (28) above:
(30) So təb-i-z
ataj-e
dor-e / *ataj
he go.up-PST-3SG father-POSS.1SG near-ILL / father
u a-nə. (F)
work-INF
‘He went up to my father to work.ʼ

dor-a-m
near-ILL-POSS.1SG

(31) Mənam abi-e-len
z b n-a-z
/
I.GEN grandmother-POSS.1SG-GEN gown-LOC-POSS.3SG /
*abi
z b n-a-m
zək paś. (F)
grandmother gown-LOC-POSS.1SG big hole
‘There is a big hole in my grandmother’s gown.’

For dependents occupying lower levels of the hierarchy, e.g. animals, the
opinions of the speakers were polarized sometimes, although generally
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possessive on the head tends to be acceptable in this case, both for nouns
and postpositions.
Application of this criterion to the Beserman data provides twofold
results. On the one hand, it clearly separates inflected postpositions from
non-inflected ones and groups them with nouns, as the described
phenomenon is available for both classes and the same kind of semantic
constraints apply for the postpositions as for nouns. On the other hand, the
possessive marker on the head is more often judged acceptable and used in
speech in phrases headed by inflected postpositions. The current size of our
corpus does not allow numerical comparison because there are too few NPs
where both the head and the dependent are nouns and one of them is
marked with 1st or 2nd person possessive which unambiguously
semantically refers to the dependent. However, the available examples and
speakers’ judgments (e.g. their first reactions to Russian stimuli) suggest
that such a pattern, although grammatical in most cases, occurs in NPs less
often, the default construction being the one with the possessive marker on
the dependent. Careful analysis of the difference between nouns and
inflected postpositions in this respect is yet to be performed.
2.3.2 Plural marker possible on the dependent or on the head
There are two kinds of contexts in which inflected postpositions attach the
nominal plural marker. First, the plural marker can have the same property
as the possessive ones do: it can appear on the head while semantically
referring to the dependent. The plural marker on inflected postpositions
appears almost exclusively in such capacity, as illustrated below.
(32) Škaf
puš- kopo uka-śk-e. (F)
cupboard inside-PL-LOC dust gather-DETR-PRS.3SG
‘Dust is gathering inside cupboards.ʼ
(33) Puš er bud-e
anal-t-em
nettle grow-PRS.3SG
be.left.behind-CAUS-PTCP.PST
korka bord-josə . (F)
house near-PL-LOC only
‘Nettle grows only beside abandoned houses.ʼ

korka-os
house-PL

near-LOC

However, there is a second kind of context in which the plural marker
refers semantically to the head rather than to the dependent:

/
/
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(34) Mi am dˊerev a kot r-jos- n
ludˊ-jos vi ak ašja-jen
we.GEN village
around-PL-LOC field-PL all
forest-INS
baś - ə = i. (F)
take-RES=already
‘All fields around [in all directions] our village are taken by the forest already.ʼ

This phenomenon is definitely not as widespread as the same one with the
possessive marker. In our relatively small Beserman corpus we found no
examples of it. However, in the much larger CSU (Corpus of Standard
Udmurt) there are examples with plural marker on the head:
(35) Bak
ber-jos-ti
korka d vegetable.garden behind-PL-PROL house near-ILL
‘I am walking home behind the vegetable gardens.’
CSU (Udmurt du e 20th January 2010)

a š-ś .
step-PRS.1SG

It seems impossible to compare the behavior of inflected postpositions in
contexts of the first kind to that of nouns. The reason is that, unlike with the
possessives, whenever a head noun of an NP has a plural marker which
could refer semantically to the dependent, it may as well refer to the head.
2.3.3 Ability of attaching core case markers
Apart from spatial cases, inflected postpositions in Beserman have
nominative (36), accusative (37–38) and dative (39) case forms, a property
which is associated with a typical noun rather than with a typical inflected
postposition:
(36) So-iz
š f-len
puš- - 11
that-POSS.3SG cupboard-GEN inside-OBL-POSS.3SG
ta-iz
tedˊə. (F)
this-POSS.3SG white
‘That cupboard is black inside and this one is white.ʼ

śed,
black

a
and

(37) Škaf
puš-se
miśk-ono. (F)
cupboard inside-POSS.3SG.ACC wash-DEB
‘The insides of the cupboard have to be washed.ʼ

11

The oblique stem of inflected postpositions appears before every suffix beginning
with a vowel including 1SG, 2SG and 3SG possessive suffixes in nominative.
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(38) Zabor bord-jos-se
kopa-no. (F)
fence near-PL-POSS.3SG.ACC dig-DEB
‘The area near the fences has to be dug up.ʼ
(39) Ka də š f
pušəd
ə polka
every cupboard inside-DAT every two shelf
‘Two shelves were made inside every cupboard.ʼ

leś - ə . (F)
make-RES

Although examples involving the genitive or second genitive12 case are
problematic for many speakers, this may be due to the fact that it is difficult
to find a suitable natural context:
(40) ?Mon š f
puš-leś
kopo -se
miśk-i. (F)
I.NOM cupboard inside-GEN2 dust-POSS.3SG.ACC wash-PST.1SG
‘I wiped the dust inside the cupboard (lit. I washed the cupboard insides’ dust).ʼ

Although speakers allow using the postpositions in question in the
nominative case in subject position when referring to places, it should be
noted that the postpositions in fact differ as to the default meaning of the
unmarked form. Specifically, postpositions
ə ‘around’ and pu ə
‘against’, which occur frequently enough in the unmarked form, do not
refer to places in most occurrences, having instead lative (pu ə ) or
essive/temporal ( ə ) semantics which is inherited from the semantics of
the verb. There are also inflected postpositions that very rarely assume core
case markers, including the nominative. Core forms other than nominative,
although judged grammatical, occur quite infrequently in speech with all
postpositions: out of all other core cases, there is only one accusative form
in the Beserman corpus.
A look at the literary Udmurt data suggests that the overall behavior of
the corresponding items in literary Udmurt resembles that of Beserman.
Table 3 compares the distribution of cases for some of the postpositions
which occur sufficiently frequently in the core cases.

12

The case with the marker -leś/-ləś whose primary function in Beserman is marking
nominal dependent in NPs headed by a noun in the position of direct object.
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Table 3. Postpositions in core cases in Beserman and literary Udmurt
Postposition
pu ə /pumit
ə/
‘against’
‘around’

š
‘middle’

CSU
2,343 (62%)
ACC
0
GEN
0
DAT
0
3,791
Total
Beserman corpus
NOM
4 (21%)
ACC
0
GEN
0
DAT
0
19
Total
NOM

2,288 (37%)
480 (8%)
1 (.02%)
15 (.3%)
6,263

1,687 (17%)
19 (.2%)
1 (.01%)
1 (.01%)
9,665

14 (40%)
1 (3%)
0
0
35

3 (9%)
0
0
0
33

2.3.4 Case marking of a nominal dependent
In Beserman, nominal dependents in NPs can be marked by either
nominative or genitive case (41a–b and 26a–b):
(41) a. parś pe (F)
pig ear
‘pig’s earʼ
b. Mon
aslam
parś-e-len
pe -ez-leś.
I.NOM REFL.1SG pig-POSS.1SG-GEN ear-POSS.3SG-GEN2
sudˊ
l ś -i. (F)
jelly
make-PST.1SG
‘I made meat-jelly out of my pig’s ears.ʼ

In this respect, there is no difference between nouns and inflected
postpositions, as nominal dependents of inflected postpositions can also be
marked by either nominative or genitive:13
13

As shown in Simonenko and Leontjev (2012), the choice of case marking of the
dependent in NPs is likely to be determined by specificity of the dependent. With
inflected postpositions, according to our observations, emphatic highlighting of the
dependent is a more relevant parameter. The position of the dependent on the animacy
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(42) a. Mon
uś-i
ə ad
korka
I.NOM fall-PST.1SG you.SG.GEN house
kork-ed-len
- ś - . (F)
house-POSS.2SG-GEN up-EGR-POSS.3SG
‘I fell down from the roof of your house.ʼ

-iś

-

/
up-EGR-POSS.2SG/

b. Škaf-len
puš-k-a-z
/ š f
cupboard-GEN inside-OBL-LOC-POSS.3SG / cupboard
šə
puzkar ik-em. (F)
mouse settle-PST.EVID.3SG
‘A mouse settled inside the cupboard.ʼ

puš- inside-OBL-LOC

Non-inflected postpositions, on the contrary, never allow variable
dependent marking when used in postpositional function, i.e. being a PP’s
head.
2.3.5 Case marking of a pronominal dependent
One of the main characteristic features of inflected postpositions that
distinguishes them from nouns is the marking of the dependent when the
latter is a 1st or 2nd person pronoun, thus occupying the top of the animacy
hierarchy. While in phrases with a noun head pronominal dependents can
be only marked with genitive case (43), with inflected postpositions they
allow both nominative and genitive marking (44–47). The non-inflected
postpositions, on the other hand, require different cases depending on their
idiosyncratic government models (48–49).
(43) mi am / *mi
we.GEN / we.NOM
‘our canvasʼ

ˊera-m (F)
canvas-POSS.1PL

(44) M
va in-a-m
/ mon
I.GEN beside-LOC-POSS.1SG / I.NOM
‘Petya is sitting by my side.ʼ

va - n
beside-LOC

puk-e
sit-PRS.3SG

Pe a. (F)
Petya

(45) Mon ul- i
/
ul- i-m
š -i-z
paroxod. (F)
I.NOM below-PROL / I.GEN below-PROL-POSS.1SG leave-PST-3SG ship
‘Below me swam (lit. went away) a ship.ʼ
hierarchy also plays an important role for both nouns and inflected postpositions: the
higher its position, the more likely the genitive marking. However, this topic still
requires a detailed examination.
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(46) Mon
u/
ul-a-m
I.NOM under-LOC / I.GEN under-LOC-POSS.1SG
‘Timofey lives [in the apartment] under me.ʼ

imofej
Timofey

(47) Mon
mesta-je /
mesta-ja-m
I.NOM instead-ILL / I.GEN instead-ILL-POSS.1SG
‘Ruslan will come instead of me.ʼ

ul-e. (F)
live-PRS.3SG

ən-o-z
go-FUT-3SG

(48) mon
seren
/ *
I.NOM because.of / I.GEN
*seren-e (F)
because.of-POSS.1SG
‘because of meʼ

seren-a-m
because.of-LOC/ILL-POSS.1SG

(49) So-os lə - - ə
mone
that-PL come-PST-3PL I.ACC
‘They came for with a car.’

punna
aš a-en. (F)
for
car-INS
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Ruslan. (F)
Ruslan

/
/

This point clearly separates inflected postpositions from ordinary nouns.
While for the latter the constraint of the animacy hierarchy is absolute, the
former can have nominative dependents occupying any position in the
hierarchy. The construction with the pronoun in the nominative resembles
postpositional government like that of seren ‘because of’ in (48). However,
in speech inflected postpositions still use the noun-like pattern with the
pronoun in genitive in the vast majority of cases. Out of 20 relevant
examples in our Beserman corpus, there were no examples with the
pronoun in the nominative. Besides, there are two of the inflected
postpositions, ber- ‘behind’ and śer- ‘behind an object which has a front
sideʼ, for which the construction with nominative pronominal dependent is
generally prohibited by the speakers (although there are examples with the
nominative in the CSU). We have no explanation why these two items
behave differently in Beserman, but it can be hypothesized that for some
reason they have not fully passed the grammaticalization path made by
other inflected postpositions.
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2.3.6 Ability to function as parts of compounds
Beserman inflected postpositions demonstrate noun-like derivational
properties: they can function as parts of compounds (most often as their
second parts). There are seven compounds in the Beserman–Russian
dictionary for both əl ‘top, surface’ and ul ‘bottom’, six for əl ‘top, apex’,
four for pal ‘side’ (excluding geographical proper names) and one or two
for most of the other inflected postpositions. Here are several examples:
(50) voź
(F)
meadow surface
‘meadow (lit. meadow-surface)ʼ
(51) pəd
(F)
foot tip
‘toe; fast (about a person or an animal who moves fast)ʼ
14
(52) ber
(F)
back
surface
‘remaindersʼ

(53) Kwaka pal (F)
bird
side
‘Bird’s side (a part of Shamardan)ʼ

This property of inflected postpositions reflects their nominal origin:
compounds of the type represented in (50–53) are generally lexicalized
from “noun + noun” phrases. As one can conclude from the discussion
above, PPs headed by inflected postpositions are in many respects like NPs.
Phrases headed by non-inflected postpositions have different properties, so
it is not surprising that they never appear in compounds. This is due to their
close connections with verbs: non-inflected postpositions serve as markers
of locative roles which are much alike semantic roles (see the discussion at
the beginning of section 2). Groups headed by inflected postpositions, on
the contrary, can easily be detached from verbs and undergo lexicalization
as postpositions of this kind bear their own lexical meaning denoting
localizations.

14

Here both parts of the compound are stems of inflected postpositions.
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2.3.7 Ability to be adnominal dependents
One of the most common types of NPs in Finno-Ugric languages is
represented by groups of the type “noun + noun” containing an unmarked
dependent. Inflected postpositions can also be adnominal dependents and
bear no grammatical markers. Thus, pušpal ‘internal side’ in (54) and aź
pal ‘front side’ in (54) have exactly the same structure as kureg pi
‘chicken’ (lit. hen-son) in (55):
(54) Sp1: Ke er dor-a-z
gidˊ
pal-an.
fence near-LOC-POSS.3SG cattle-shed
side-LOC
‘[The bicycle is] near the fence, on the side of the cattle-shed.’
Sp2: Puš
pal-a-z=a,
ped
pal-a-z=a? (C)
inside side-LOC-POSS.3SG=Q external side-LOC-POSS.3SG=Q
‘On its internal side or on its external side?’
(55) So kureg-ed-len
gadˊ-ez
aź pal-a-z
that hen-POSS.2SG15-GEN breast-POSS.3SG front side-LOC/ILL-POSS.3SG
əl-t-i-d
ope
odig pi i kureg pi. (C)
stand-CAUS-PST-2SG again one little hen
son
‘In front of the hen’s breast put again one little chicken.ʼ

Non-inflected postpositions never appear as parts of NPs. Again, this can
be a consequence of close connections with verbs: non-inflected
postpositions cannot be governed by nouns as they are already governed by
verbs. Inflected postpositions are much more independent units with no
default syntactic “host”.
The results of the tests proposed above for Beserman nouns, inflected
postpositions and non-inflected postpositions are provided in Table 4
below.

15

The second person possessive is used here to indicate that the object in question has
been already mentioned in the previous discourse.
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Table 4. Syntactic and morphosyntactic tests results for Beserman nouns and
postpositions
Parameter
Possessive marker on dependent or
head (section 2.3.1)
Plural marker on dependent or head
(section 2.3.2)
Core case forms (section 2.3.3)
Nominative and genitive marking
available for nominal dependents
(section 2.3.4)
Pronominal dependents in the
nominative (section 2.3.5)
Ability to function as parts of
compounds (section 2.3.6)
Ability to be adnominal dependents
(section 2.3.7)

Non-inflected
postpositions

Inflected
postpositions

Nouns

not relevant

+

+

not relevant

+

+

not relevant

+

+

–

+

+

depends on the
governed cases

+

–

–

+

+

–

+

+

One more syntactic test could be run to distinguish postpositions from
nouns, i.e., the possibility of the unit to attach adjectives and
demonstratives as dependents. Unfortunately, for this test we do not have
reliable results: we were unable to create examples that could be treated by
speakers as “natural” ones. We cannot therefore be sure that the examples
we gave to the speakers were rejected by them on the basis of their
ungrammaticality rather than because the speakers cannot imagine the
situation described in the sentence offered. Therefore, we do not discuss the
results of the test in question. Nevertheless, we think that the results of the
rest of the tests are sufficient to make a decision about the status of the
Beserman units in question.
3. Results
Let us draw a general conclusion. As one can see from Table 4, the tests
unequivocally single out the class of non-inflected postpositions. Inflected
postpositions, on the other hand, are distinguished from nouns by only one
test out of seven. Therefore, there is a good reason to treat them as a
subclass of nouns rather than of postpositions. The units in question can be
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labeled relational nouns.16 This term is used for units which denote the first
term of relation and have a valence that must be filled at the syntactic level
(Shmelyov 1998: 170–171). According to Starosta (1985) and DeLancey
(1997), relational nouns function as heads in spatial NPs with nominal
dependents and express localization.
The vagueness of the border between nouns and postpositions is
explained by the grammaticalization path of the latter. As shown in
Lehmann (2002: 78), relational nouns in Uralic languages can usually attach
possessive and core case markers. The resulting construction has the form
[[NP-GEN Nrel]-CASE]

However, after a period of being in frequent use, such a construction is
eventually reinterpreted as an adpositional one, thus turning into the
following construction:
[NP-GEN [Adposition-CASE]]

It should also be mentioned that most relational nouns as well as
postpositions in Beserman (and in standard Udmurt) arise from nouns
(bord ‘near’ < *berd( ) ‘wall, fence’; d ‘near, by’ (lit. Udmurt17) <
*d η/d η ‘tree butt’;
‘while’ (lit. Udmurt)18 < * ȯ ‘time span’; wamen
‘across’ < *wɔ ‘cross direction’; pə ‘through’ <*p ‘drill’); several
relational nouns also preserve their functions since Common Permic times
(puš ‘inner space’ < *pu ɜ ‘inner space’; aź ‘front’ < ɔ ‘front’) (Cs cs
2005: 251–252). That is, the current situation in which most spatial
relations are expressed by local cases and relational nouns denoting parts of
physical objects is inherited from Common Permic. According to Cs cs
(2005), there are only a few units arising from adjectives and verbs, such as
kuźa ‘along’ < * uź ‘long’ and pumə /pu
‘in front of’ < *pɔη - ‘meet’ +
-it (a suffix which derives nouns from verbs). In other words, most of
present Beserman and literary Udmurt non-inflected postpositions have
16

The same decision L. Grenoble (2014) offers for a highly-agglutinating language,
Evenki, where the situation is very close to what we have described for Beserman
Udmurt.
17
In Beserman this relational noun has grammaticalized into suffix - denoting
localization DOMUS ‘at Xʼs’.
18
In Beserman this postposition has undergone further grammaticalization to a converb
suffix - d ź denoting coincidence. In Udmurt
‘while’ cannot inflect, but in
Beserman - d ź can attach the locative/illative suffix -a- and possessive markers:
- d ź-a|m, d, z, mə də ə.
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diverged from relational nouns by loosing inflected case forms. From the
point of view of semantics, it is interesting that Cs cs gives no examples of
Permic postpositions derived from nouns denoting body parts. The unique
source of postpositions in Permic languages seems to be names of
geometrical parts of physical objects, unlike, for example, in African
languages, which represent many cases of the grammaticalization of body
parts into adpositions. This state of affairs seems not to have changed, at
least in Udmurt: the only body parts that have started to grammaticalize
into postpositions are urdes ‘flank’ and boka ‘flank’.
4. Borderline cases
Apart from the units that can safely be treated as relational nouns or (noninflected) postpositions, which make up the vast majority of the units
traditionally labeled as postpositions, there is also a periphery consisting of
borderline cases. Some of the postpositions usually labeled as non-inflected
allow for possessive markers (punna ‘for, because ofʼ, kasten ‘because ofʼ)
or some of the spatial cases, starting from one (pər( i) ‘throughʼ (61)) up to
two or three accepted by all speakers, and an additional one or two accepted
only by some speakers (wamen ‘over, across’ (57–59), ə ś- ‘(to go) afterʼ).
(56) So pot-i-z
es
p
/ p - i. (F)
he go.out-PST-3SG door through / through-PROL
‘He went out through the door.ʼ
(57) Mon
ś res wamen / ?wamen- i pot-i. (F)
I.NOM road across / across-PROL go.out-PST.1SG
‘I crossed the street.ʼ
(58) ?Mon ś res wamen-oź
ve -i. (F)
I.NOM road across-TERM go-PST.1SG
‘I went up to the road crossing (lit. up to across the road).ʼ
(59) ?Mon ś res wamen-iśen ber-la
bere k-i. (F)
I.NOM road across-EGR
back-APPR return-PST.1SG
‘From the road crossing (lit. from across the road) I went back.ʼ

The prolative case marker in (56) and (57) does not add to the meaning of
the utterance, since the prolative meaning is already expressed in the
corresponding postposition. In the examples (58) and (59), by contrast, the
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case markers imply new interpretation of the phrase; however, these
examples are not approved by many speakers.
There is also a separate subclass consisting of words mənda ‘as many
asʼ, ət a ‘as big asʼ, u da ‘as high asʼ, kuźda ‘as long asʼ, paśta ‘as wide asʼ
and murda ‘as deep asʼ which are also traditionally labeled as postpositions. A
number of their properties indicate that such an interpretation is incorrect. On
the one hand, in Beserman these units exhibit predicate-like properties: they
attach the plural marker usually used with adjectives in the predicate position,
do not govern anything and can follow any NP.
(60) Ka š a tue
so
a-eś
bud-em,
potato
this.year this as.big.as-PL grow-PST.EVID
d a- ə
das-leś
tros
ug
-ə. (F)
bucket-LOC ten-GEN2 much NEG.PRS.3 get.into-NEG.SG
‘Potatoes have grown so big this year that you cannot put more than ten of them
into one bucket.ʼ
(61) Jubo-os das metra kuźda-eś. (F)
pillar-PL ten meter as.long.as-PL
‘The pillars are ten meter long.ʼ
(62) Mə a ə - -ə
f
. (F)
I.GEN sheep-PL-POSS.1SG farm-LOC as.many.as
‘I have as many sheep as [they have] in the farm.ʼ
(63) So-len
ko don-ez
noki -len=no
that-GEN as.many.as money-POSS.3SG nobody-GEN=ADD
‘Nobody has as much money as he does.ʼ

əl. (F)
NEG.EXIST

On the other hand, they allow for several spatial case markers and, in some
contexts, the nominal plural marker:
(64) So-len
maš a-ez
pi i
a a -a-z
ug
that-GEN car-POSS.3SG small garage-ILL-POSS.3SG NEG.PRS.3
-ə,
a
korka
a-ja-z
er-o-z. (F)
get.into-PRS.SG but house as.big.as-ILL-POSS.3SG get.into-FUT-3SG
‘Her car wouldn’t get into a small garage, but would get into the one as big as a
house.ʼ
(65) k
metra kuźda-iśen
two meter as.long.as-EGR
‘two to ten meters in lengthʼ

das metra
ten meter

kuźda-oź (F)
as.long.as-TERM
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On the basis of these properties these units can be included in two classes:
in the class of predicative adjectives19 (see 60–62; it is their main function)
and in the class of nouns (63–65).
5. Conclusion
The resulting set of classes and labels we propose for Beserman noun-like
and adposition-like units is illustrated in Table 5 below.
Table 5. Part of speech tags for Beserman postpositions and similar classes
Prototypical members of the class
korka ‘houseʼ, etc.
pəl ‘inside, among’ (INTER20),
puš ‘inside’ (IN),
əl ‘upʼ (AD),
əl ‘topʼ (VERTEX, APEX)
śa əś ‘about’,
punna ‘for, because ofʼ,
kasten ‘because ofʼ
pər( ) ‘throughʼ,
kusp- ‘duringʼ,
wamen ‘acrossʼ,
ə ś- ‘(to go) afterʼ
mənda ‘as many asʼ,
ə a ‘as big asʼ,
u da ‘as high asʼ,
uźda ‘as long asʼ,
paś a ‘as wide asʼ,
murda ‘as deep asʼ

Traditional label
noun

Proposed label
noun

inflected
postposition

relational noun

non-inflected
postposition

postposition

non-inflected
postposition

postposition
(peripheral)

non-inflected
postposition

predicative
adjective/noun

The class of relational nouns, whose members refer to localizations, shares
most properties with ordinary nouns, although frequencies of constructions
in which they appear may be different for ordinary and relational nouns.
The traditional class of non-inflected postpositions can be split into three
classes. Part of such items whose function is to measure dimensions could
in fact be described as occupying a borderline zone between predicate
19

The reasons for distinguishing predicative adjectives from other parts of speech in
Beserman could become the theme for a whole paper. Very briefly, it is a class of words
with different (not only adjective-like) meanings which are used only as predicates.
20
In Table 6 the localizations referring to the vertical axis are given in accordance with
Mazurova (2007), the rest with Plungian (2000).
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adjectives and nouns. The other two parts could indeed be analyzed as
postpositions which differ in to what extent they can show noun-like
behavior; this division is based purely on syntactic and morphosyntactic
properties and appears to be random from the point of view of semantics.
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Abbreviations
ADD
APPR
ATTR
CAR
CVB
DEB
DETR
EGR
ELA
EMPH
GEN
GEN2
HES
ILL
ITER
NMLZ
POSS
PROL
PST.EVID
PTCL
PTCP.ACT
PTCP.PST
REC
TERM

coordinative clitic
approximative case
attributive
caritive case
converb
debitive
detransitive
egressive case
elative case
emphatic particle
genitive case (used for marking dependents of NPs in all
syntactic positions except that of direct object)
objective genitive case (used for marking dependents of NPs in
direct object position)
hesitation marker
illative
iterative
nominalization (both in -on and in -em)
possessive marker
prolative case
evidential past tense
particle
active participle
past participle (active or passive, formally coincides with
nominalization)
recessive case
terminative case
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The Menzerath-Altmann Law in a Cross-Linguistic Context

Abstract
This paper attempts to contrast two alternative formulae for the Menzerath-Altmann
law, using data from two linguistic measures (words per clause and phonemes per word)
for the same text translated into 50 different languages. The alternative formulae are the
traditional power function, and a recently proposed hyperbolic function. The estimations
are modified to control for genetic and geographic factors, and for the presence of
possible endogeneity between the related variables. None of these significantly alter the
basic results, which show a slight preference for the power function over the hyperbolic
one.*

1. Introduction
The Menzerath-Altmann law states that the length of a linguistic construct
is an inverse function of the length of the construct’s constituents.
Originally proposed by Menzerath (1954), this law was reformulated by
Altmann (1980) as a power function that can be written in the following
way:
(1)

y  a  xb

;

*

I thank Gabriel Altmann, Mariana Conte Grand, Stefan Gries, Reinhard Kohler,
Fermín Moscoso, and two anonymous referees, for their useful comments. I especially
thank Mirka Rauniomaa, the editor of the SKY Journal of Linguistics, and I also thank
Federico Cápula, Valeria Dowding, Helen Eaton, John Esling, Sameer Kahn, Kevin
Schäfer and Justin Watkins, for their help in finding some of the sources used in this
article. Valeria Dowding also helped me with the English. Part of the research for this
paper was conducted while I was working as a visiting scholar at the University of
California, Santa Barbara.
SKY Journal of Linguistics 28 (2015), 139–159
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where y is the average length of a linguistic construct, measured in its
constituents, x is the average length of the construct’s constituents,
measured in their subconstituents, and a and b are parameters.1
Many applications of this law exist for linguistic data. Menzerath’s
and Altmann’s were related to word length and syllable length, but other
applications include relationships between sentence length and word length
(Teupenhayn & Altmann 1984), between sentence length and clause length
(Kulacka 2010), and between word length and number of distinct words
(Eroglu 2013). Although most analyses have been performed in singlelanguage contexts (i.e., using texts written in the same language), the
Menzerath-Altmann law has also been used to explain phenomena that
occur in cross-linguistic environments (see, for example, Fenk-Oczlon &
Fenk 1999).2
In a recent paper (Milicka 2014), it is argued that the traditional
(power function) formula for the Menzerath-Altmann law can be improved
by using a hyperbolic alternative, written in the following way:
(2)

y a

b
.
x

This formula is supposed to fit some datasets better and to have a more
intuitive explanation, related to a trade-off between plain information and
structure information (Köhler 1984).3
When one applies the Menzerath-Altmann law in a single-language
context, its results are linked to situations in which language users
concentrate information in a small number of more complex units, as
opposed to situations in which they prefer to use a larger number of simpler
units in order to convey that information. If the unit is the word, then the
more complex words are the ones that have more morphemes, or syllables,
or phonemes, and the simpler ones are the ones that have fewer of those
elements.
In fact, Altmann’s formula also includes an additional exponential term (ec∙x). This
term disappears when we solve the formula as a differential equation.
2
Some applications of the Menzerath-Altmann law have even gone further, and tested
for the existence of similar relationships in areas that are away from linguistics. See, for
example, Boroda & Altmann (1991) for musical texts, and Ferrer & Forns (2010) for
genomes.
3
The traditional Menzerath-Altmann law power function, however, has also had
several proposed theoretical explanations. Eroglu (2014), for example, has interpreted it
as a particular case of a statistical mechanical organization.
1
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When we generalize the use of the Menzerath-Altmann law to a crosslinguistic context, then the interpretation of its results can be related to the
possible existence of complexity trade-offs between language sub-systems
(Fenk-Oczlon & Fenk 2008). As language structures typically vary more
when we consider different languages instead of different uses within the
same language, those complexity trade-offs can be seen as representative of
particular strategies that languages use to communicate the same
information, which could imply using more units (e.g., more words per
clause) or larger units (e.g., more phonemes per word). This can also be
linked to conceptual characteristics of language structure, for example,
syntax (which is expected to be more complex if a language uses more
words per clause) and morphology (which is expected to be more complex
if a language uses more phonemes per word).4
In the following sections of this paper we will proceed to compare the
implications of formulae 1 and 2 for the Menzerath-Altmann law in a crosslinguistic context. In order to do that, we will use a sample of 50 languages
for which we have data for the same text. In each case, we will calculate
the number of phonemes per word and the number of words per clause, and
see which version of the law fits the data better. Our comparison will be
later improved by running two different specification tests, and by
including the possible effect of two categorical variables: location and
genetic affiliation of the languages. We will also include a correction
related to the possible endogeneity of the phoneme/word ratio as an
explanatory variable for the word/clause ratio.
2. Description of the data
The text from which we derive the results presented in this paper is the
fable known as “The North Wind and the Sun”, attributed to Aesop, which
is a short story used by the International Phonetic Association (IPA) as a
“specimen” or model to illustrate the phonetics of a considerable number of
languages. This text has the advantage of being clearly described in terms
of its constituting phonemes, words and clauses, and it is also immediately
comparable across languages. For example, the (Standard Southern British)
English version of “The North Wind and the Sun” is the following:
4

For other alternatives concerning the empirical measurement of morphological and
syntactic complexity, see Kettunen, McNamee and Baskaya (2010) and Szmrecsányi
(2004).
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The North Wind and the Sun were disputing which was the stronger, when a
traveller came along wrapped in a warm cloak. They agreed that the one who first
succeeded in making the traveller take his cloak off should be considered stronger
than the other. Then the North Wind blew as hard as he could, but the more he
blew the more closely did the traveller fold his cloak around him, and at last the
North Wind gave up the attempt. Then the Sun shone out warmly, and
immediately the traveller took off his cloak. And so the North Wind was obliged
to confess that the Sun was the stronger of the two.

Its corresponding phonemic transcription is this:
ðə nɔ:θ wɪnd ən ðə sʌn wə dɪspju:tɪŋ wɪtʃ wəz ðə strɒŋgə | wən ə trævlə keɪm əlɒŋ
ræpt ɪn ə wɔ:m kləʊk || ðəɪ əgri:d ðət ðə wʌn hu fɜ:st səksi:dɪd ɪn meɪkɪŋ ðə trævlə
teɪk hɪz kləʊk ɒf ʃʊd bi kənsɪdəd strɒŋgə ðən ði ʌðə || ðən ðə nɔ:θ wɪnd blu: əz
hɑ:d əz i kʊd | bət ðə mɔ: hi blu: ðə mɔ: kləʊsli dɪd ðə trævlə fəʊld hɪz kləʊk
əraʊnd hɪm | ænd ət lɑ:st ðə nɔ:θ wɪnd geɪv ʌp ði ətempt || ðən ðə sʌn ʃɒn aʊt
wɔ:mli | ænd əmi:diətli ðə trævlə tʊk ɒf ɪz kləʊk || n səʊ ðə nɔ:θ wɪn wəz əblaɪdʒd
tu kənfes ðət ðə sʌn wəz ðə strɒŋgr əv ðə tu: ||

If we count the number of clauses, words and phonemes in this text, we can
find that it consists of 9 clauses,5 113 words and 383 phonemes. It therefore
has 3.39 phonemes per word and 12.56 words per clause. The same
calculations can be made for other available cases with different
relationship between those ratios. For example, the Turkish version of “The
North Wind and the Sun” has a larger number of phonemes per word (equal
to 6.53) than the English version, but its number of words per clause (equal
to 7.33) is much smaller.
In order to perform our analysis, we selected a sample of 50 languages
for which we found versions of the abovementioned text in either the
Handbook of the International Phonetic Association (IPA 1999) or in the
series of “Illustrations of the IPA”, published by the Journal of the
International Phonetic Association. That sample consists of ten languages
from each of the five areas in which we divided the world, which are
America (Sahaptin, Apache, Chickasaw, Seri, Trique, Zapotec, Quichua,
Shiwilu, Yine and Mapudungun), Europe (Portuguese, Spanish, Basque,
French, Irish, English, German, Russian, Hungarian and Greek), Africa
(Tashlhiyt, Nara, Dinka, Amharic, Sandawe, Bemba, Hausa, Igbo, Kabiye
and Temne), West Asia (Georgian, Turkish, Hebrew, Arabic, Persian,
5

The concept of clause that we use for this calculation is based on the number of
pauses marked in the phonemic text, and not on syntactic considerations. This allows
making comparisons easier when we deal with different languages.
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Tajik, Nepali, Hindi, Bengali and Tamil) and East Asia (Japanese, Korean,
Mandarin, Cantonese, Burmese, Thai, Vietnamese, Malay, Tausug and
Arrernte). In this division, Australia (where the Arrernte language is
spoken) is considered as a part of East Asia.
Some language families are represented by more than one language.
For example, our sample includes 13 Indo-European languages
(Portuguese, Spanish, French, Irish, English, German, Russian, Greek,
Persian, Tajik, Nepali, Hindi and Bengali), 5 Afro-Asiatic languages
(Tashlhiyt, Amharic, Hausa, Hebrew and Arabic), 4 Niger-Congo
languages (Bemba, Igbo, Kabiye and Temne) and 3 Sino-Tibetan languages
(Mandarin, Cantonese and Burmese).
The complete dataset used is reproduced in Appendix 1. In it we can
see that the average number of phonemes per word for the whole sample is
equal to 4.76, with a minimum value of 2.85 (that corresponds to the
Vietnamese language) and a maximum value of 8.87 (that corresponds to
Yine, which is an Arawakan language spoken in Peru). The maximum
value for the word/clause ratio, conversely, is reported for the Irish
language (and is equal to 18.43), while the minimum value for that ratio is
5.70 (and corresponds to Chickasaw, a Muskogean language spoken in the
United States), in a context where the average number of words per clause
is equal to 10.19.
In order to calculate the numbers mentioned in the previous
paragraphs, we first had to define the number of words and phonemes in
each version of “The North Wind and the Sun”. To do that, we basically
followed the criteria used by the authors that wrote the corresponding
illustrations of the IPA, who in all cases use a certain standard to separate
the text into words, and the words into phonemes. We also applied some
unifying criteria, though. For example, long, short, oral and nasal vowels
were considered as different phonemes when length or nasalization were
distinctive in a certain language, but diphthongs were always considered as
a combination of two phonemes within the same syllable. Affricate
consonants and other “double articulations” were also considered as
separate phonemes when appropriate, while “geminate consonants” were
always considered to be a combination of two (identical) consecutive
phonemes.
Phonemes per word and words per clause have a relatively large
negative correlation between them in this sample. Measured by the
(Pearson) product-moment coefficient, that correlation is equal to -0.7182.
Taking into account the fact that it is obtained from a sample of 50
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observations (with 48 degrees of freedom), its corresponding t-statistic is
equal to -7.1515. This statistic generates a p-value equal to 0.000000004
(which makes it statistically different from zero at any reasonable
probability level).
3. Application of the alternative formulae for the Menzerath-Altmann
law
In order to test the relative performance of Equations (1) and (2) for the
Menzerath-Altmann law, we will run regressions using the data described
in section 2. Those regressions will be based on the following functions:
(3)

Ln(Word/Clause) = c(1) + c(2) * Ln(Phon/Word) ;

(4)

Word/Clause = c(1) + c(2) * [1/(Phon/Word)] ;

which are linear versions of the original equations for the case where the
independent variable is a logarithmic or an inverse transformation of the
phoneme/word ratio (Phon/Word), and the dependent variable is the
word/clause ratio (Word/Clause) or a logarithmic transformation of it.
Table 1. Regression results from OLS estimation
Concept
Power function
Constant (c(1))
Phon/Word (c(2))
R-squared
Adjusted R2
Hyperbolic function
Constant (c(1))
Phon/Word (c(2))
R-squared
Adjusted R2

Coefficient

Std Error

t-Statistic Probability

3.4528
-0.7310
0.5931
0.5846

0.1392
0.0874

24.7963
-8.3637

0.0000
0.0000

2.5735
36.1152
0.5799
0.5711

0.9878
4.4371

2.6052
8.1394

0.0122
0.0000

The main results for those regressions, run using ordinary least squares
(OLS), are presented in Table 1. In it we can see that both functions
generate a relatively good fit for the data. The estimated regression
coefficients are also highly significant, and they have the expected signs.
They both imply a negative relationship between Word/Clause and
Phon/Word. Based on their R2 coefficients, one can also find that the fit of
the power function (R2 = 0.5931) is slightly better than the one obtained
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under the hyperbolic function (R2 = 0.5799). Both specifications also have
a better fit than the one that could be obtained under a simpler linear
regression. That specification would have produced an R2 coefficient equal
to 0.5158.
Figure 1. Power and hyperbolic regression curves

The power-function and hyperbolic-function regression equations can also
be graphed in a diagram in which one represents the different language
observations in terms of phonemes per word versus words per clause. That
is what appears in Figure 1, where we see that the hyperbolic equation
predicts a higher value of Word/Clause for any possible value of
Phon/Word. This generates a better fit for 24 languages (e.g., Irish,
Vietnamese, Hindi, Tajik, Amharic) but a worse fit for the remaining 26
languages (e.g., English, Mandarin, Apache, Burmese, Arrernte).
4. Specification tests
To have a more precise way to deal with the relative advantages of the
power function and the hyperbolic function as alternative specifications of
the Menzerath-Altmann law, we can run some tests aimed at comparing if
the results from one regression explain phenomena that remain unexplained
by the other regression. One of such tests has been proposed by Davidson
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and MacKinnon (1981), and is also known as the J test. This consists of
running regressions like the following:
(5)

Ln(Word/Clause) = c(1) + c(2) * Ln(Phon/Word) + c(3) * Ln(WC2fitted) ;

(6)

Word/Clause = c(1) + c(2) * [1/(Phon/Word)] + c(3) * WC1fitted ;

where WC1fitted and WC2fitted are the values estimated for the
word/clause ratio by the regressions run under Equations (3) and (4). The
idea of this test is to analyze if the behavior of the dependent variable that
is explained under one model can help to improve the estimation under the
alternative model, and the basic element to evaluate this is the statistical
significance of the coefficients labeled as c(3) in Equations (5) and (6).
Table 2. Results from J-test regressions
Concept
Power function
Constant (c(1))
Phon/Word (c(2))
WC fitted (c(3))
R-squared
Adjusted R2
Hyperbolic function
Constant (c(1))
Phon/Word (c(2))
WC fitted (c(3))
R-squared
Adjusted R2

Coefficient

Std Error

t-Statistic Probability

1.2015
-0.2540
0.6482
0.5935
0.5762

10.5024
2.2265
3.0233

0.1144
-0.1141
0.2144

0.9094
0.9096
0.8312

7.0085
93.5441
-1.6452
0.5821
0.5644

8.8345
113.7574
3.2564

0.7933
0.8223
-0.5052

0.4316
0.4151
0.6158

In Table 2, we can see the results for the regressions run under Equations
(5) and (6). In both cases, the estimated value for c(3) is not significantly
different from zero at any reasonable probability level (“p = 0.8312” and “p
= 0.6158”). This indicates that the results generated by the power function
cannot be appreciably improved by the factors taken into account by the
hyperbolic function, while the opposite is also true (the factors taken into
account by the power function cannot help to improve the estimation run
under the hyperbolic function). Moreover, if we compare the adjusted R 2
coefficients that appear in Table 2 with the ones reported in Table 1, we
can see that in both cases those coefficients have dropped, and this is
another indication that the additional regressors do not help to improve the
original results.
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The J tests run on our two formulae for the Menzerath-Altmann law
are examples of “non-nested tests”, which consider the possible alternatives
as competing models to be contrasted. In this case, we can also think of a
“nested test”, based on a general model that includes the power function
and the hyperbolic function as special cases. The simplest of those models
is the following:
(7)

y  a  b  xc ;

which in our case can be written as
(8)

Word/Clause = c(1) + c(2) * (Phon/Word)c(3) .

In order to estimate the parameters of a model like this, we need to run a
non-linear regression like the one whose results appear in Table 3. The
power function is therefore a particular case of Equation (8) for which it
holds that “c(1) = 0”, while the hyperbolic function is another particular
case for which it holds that “c(3) = -1”. The first of those restrictions in the
parameter values can be tested by looking at the p-value of the
corresponding coefficient (p = 0.1125) and it cannot be rejected at a 10%
probability level. To test the restriction that “c(3) = -1” we have to run an
additional test, the so-called “Wald test”. That test produces a chi-square
statistic (χ2) for which it holds that “p = 0.4911”, and this cannot be
rejected at a 10% probability level, either.
Table 3. Results from a general OLS regression
Concept
Constant (c(1))
Multiplicative parameter
(c(2))
Power parameter (c(3))
R-squared
Adjusted R2

Coefficient
5.4108

Std Error
3.3456

t-Statistic Probability
1.6173
0.1125

56.1031

42.9824

1.3053

0.1982

-1.6035
0.5832
0.5655

0.8765

-1.8294

0.0737

The results reported in Table 3 also show an adjusted R2 coefficient which
is equal to 0.5655. That coefficient is smaller than the ones reported in
Table 1, and this is another indication that both the power function and the
hyperbolic function can be used to explain the data, and that a general
model that includes both of them is not efficient to improve the explanatory
power of each of the most simple formulae.
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5. Geographic and genetic factors
A possible explanation for some variation in the word/clause ratios that
remains unexplained by Equations (3), (4) and (8) is the existence of some
areal and genetic factors that may determine that the functional relationship
between Word/Clause and Phon/Word is not the same for every language.
In order to take into account some of those factors, we included two
additional categorical variables, related to the five regions in which we
divided the sample and to the four main language families represented. This
is equivalent to introducing binary variables for four out of the five regions
(Africa, America, West Asia and East Asia) and for the four main language
families (Indo-European, Afro-Asiatic, Niger-Congo and Sino-Tibetan).
Table 4 shows the results of these new regressions, run under
alternative power-function and hyperbolic-function specifications.
Although the included binary variables are in general not significant
individually, they are indeed helpful in improving the fit of the estimations,
whose adjusted R2 coefficients go up from 0.5846 to 0.6271 (for the power
function) and from 0.5711 to 0.6053 (for the hyperbolic function). This
improvement, however, has no effect in the ranking of the R2 coefficients,
which still shows the power function ahead of the hyperbolic function.
Table 4. Results from regressions with geographic and genetic factors
Concept
Power function
Constant (c(1))
Africa (c(2))
America (c(3))
West Asia (c(4))
East Asia (c(5))
Indo-European (c(6))
Afro-Asiatic (c(7))
Niger-Congo (c(8))
Sino-Tibetan (c(9))
Phon/Word (c(10))
R-squared
Adjusted R2

Coefficient

Std Error

3.2725
0.0652
-0.0518
0.0270
0.0354
0.1319
0.0480
-0.0082
-0.1906
-0.6430
0.6956
0.6271

0.1721
0.1064
0.0968
0.0787
0.1011
0.0838
0.0932
0.1121
0.1087
0.0972

t-Statistic Probability
19.011
0.6132
-0.5349
0.3437
0.3497
1.5738
0.5151
-0.0728
-1.7533
-6.6143

0.0000
0.5432
0.5957
0.7329
0.7284
0.1234
0.6093
0.9423
0.0872
0.0000
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Concept
Hyperbolic function
Constant (c(1))
Africa (c(2))
America (c(3))
West Asia (c(4))
East Asia (c(5))
Indo-European (c(6))
Afro-Asiatic (c(7))
Niger-Congo (c(8))
Sino-Tibetan (c(9))
Phon/Word (c(10))
R-squared
Adjusted R2

Coefficient
2.8134
0.7845
-0.4283
0.4113
0.5002
1.3996
0.4090
-0.3426
-1.8810
32.5966
0.6778
0.6053

Std Error
1.3860
1.1411
1.0350
0.8478
1.0854
0.9001
1.0003
1.2044
1.1667
4.9553

t-Statistic
2.0298
0.6875
-0.4138
0.4851
0.4608
1.5549
0.4089
-0.2845
-1.6122
6.5781
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Probability
0.0491
0.4957
0.6812
0.6302
0.6474
0.1279
0.6848
0.7775
0.1148
0.0000

The newly estimated equations can also be subject to J tests, to see if the
results from one regression explain some phenomena that remain
unexplained by the other regression. In this case, the estimated additional
coefficients have probability values that are equal to “p = 0.1340” for the
coefficient that measures the effect of hyperbolic factors on the powerfunction equation, and to “p = 0.2721” for the one that measures the effect
of power-function factors on the hyperbolic equation. These coefficients
fail to be statistically significant at a 10% probability level.
The inclusion of geographical and genetic factors on the relationship
between phonemes per word and words per clause, which appears in our
alternative formulae for the Menzerath-Altmann law, also seems to reduce
the absolute magnitude of that relationship. Comparing the coefficients that
appear in Table 4 with the ones reported in Table 1, we see that the
negative coefficient for the phoneme/word ratio in the power function
drops from 0.73 to 0.64, which implies a 12% reduction. In the same
fashion, the inclusion of geographic and genetic factors implies a reduction
in the equivalent coefficient from the hyperbolic function from 36.12 to
32.60 (i.e., a 9.7% decrease). Nevertheless, the new coefficients are still
very significant, since their probability values are both indistinguishable
from zero.

150

GERMÁN COLOMA

6. Instrumental variables
When one performs a regression between two variables, it is implicitly
assumed that the variable on the right-hand side of the equation (i.e., the
independent variable) is the one that explains the behavior of the variable
included on the left-hand side of the equation (i.e., the dependent variable),
and not the other way round. This is a noticeable difference between
regression and correlation analyses, since correlation is a symmetrical
concept that assumes no particular causal direction from one variable to the
other.
In the case under study in this paper, the logic of the MenzerathAltmann law indicates that the nature of the constituents of a language (i.e.,
the number of phonemes per word) determines the structure of the higherlevel construct (i.e., the number of words per clause). However, this
causality is not completely clear, especially if we examine a cross-linguistic
context where we can interpret the relationship between the two variables
as a signal of the existence of a complexity trade-off. In that context, both
the word/clause ratio and the phoneme/word ratio may be variables that are
simultaneously determined by an external process.
To deal with this kind of endogeneity issues we can use instrumental
variables, i.e., variables that are supposed to be related with the
independent variable under analysis but have the property that they are
determined exogenously (i.e., outside the statistical problem that we are
analyzing). For this particular case, we have chosen six numerical
variables, which come from the different languages’ grammars (and not
from the texts that we use to compute the number of words per clause and
the number of phonemes per word). Those variables are the number of
consonant phonemes in each language’s inventory (Consonants), the
number of vowel phonemes in that inventory (Vowels), and the number of
distinctive tones that each language possesses (Tones),6 together with the
number of distinctive genders that nouns may have (Genders), the number
of distinctive cases for those nouns (Cases), and the number of inflectional
categories of the verbs (Inflections).7 The values for the first three
instrumental variables are taken from the same sources used to obtain the
different versions of “The North Wind and the Sun” (i.e., from the
6

This number is equal to one for languages in which tone is not distinctive, and equal
to the number of distinctive tones for the case of tonal languages.
7
The complete set of instrumental variables is reproduced in Appendix 2.
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corresponding illustrations of the IPA). To impute values for the last three
variables, conversely, we used the online version of the World Atlas of
Language Structures (WALS), edited by Dryer and Haspelmath (2013).
In a case like this, one can use a procedure to include the instrumental
variables in the estimation of the equation coefficients that is known as
“two-stage least squares” (2SLS). It consists of a first stage in which the
endogenous independent variable (in our case, Phon/Word) is regressed
against all the instrumental variables, using ordinary least squares. Then
there is a second stage in which the fitted values of that regression are
included in the estimation of the actual equation that one wishes to regress
(in our case, in each of the Menzerath-Altmann law equations), instead of
the original values for the endogenous independent variable.8
To perform the first stage of this 2SLS procedure, we used a
logarithmic specification in which the natural logarithm of Phon/Word was
regressed against a constant, the four geographic binary variables, the four
genetic binary variables, and the natural logarithms of the six additional
instrumental variables. Then the fitted values from that regression were
used to replace the original values for Phon/Word, in new regressions that
followed the specifications stated in Equations (3), (4) and (8).
The results of these 2SLS regressions for the most basic models are
reported in Table 5. The table shows that the corresponding R2 coefficients
are in all cases smaller than the ones reported in Tables 1 and 3. This has to
do with the fact that an estimation that uses instrumental variables is always
less efficient than another estimation that uses the original variables,
although it can be more consistent (i.e., closer to the true values of the
parameters that would be obtained if one knew the whole set of data that is
generating the process under estimation). In this case, the results are in line
with the estimations performed in the previous sections, in the sense that
the coefficients are significantly different from zero and imply a negative
relationship between phonemes per word and words per clause. Once again,
the power function has an advantage in terms of goodness of fit over the
hyperbolic function, both in the comparison between standard R 2
coefficients and between adjusted R2 coefficients.

8

This procedure was originally proposed by Basmann (1957). For a more complete
explanation, see Davidson and MacKinnon (2003: ch 8).
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Table 5. Regression results from 2SLS estimation
Concept
Power function
Constant (c(1))
Phon/Word (c(2))
R-squared
Adjusted R2
Hyperbolic function
Constant (c(1))
Phon/Word (c(2))
R-squared
Adjusted R2
General regression
Constant (c(1))
Multiplic parameter (c(2))
Power parameter (c(3))
R-squared
Adjusted R2

Coefficient

Std Error

t-Statistic

Probability

3.5860
-0.8158
0.5249
0.5150

0.1777
0.1120

20.1763
-7.2828

0.0000
0.0000

2.1803
38.2906
0.5097
0.4995

1.1879
5.4203

1.8355
7.0643

0.0726
0.0000

-10.1589
38.6476
-0.4061
0.5124
0.4917

53.9499
38.6782
1.0557

-0.1883
0.9992
-0.3847

0.8514
0.3228
0.7022

When we run a 2SLS regression for a general specification of the model,
we obtain results that are considerably different from the ones that appear
in Table 3 (i.e., from the results of the same regression under ordinary least
squares). However, if we test for the reasonableness of the competing
models, we obtain the same conclusions, which imply that the restrictions
associated with the power-function model (c(1) = 0) and the hyperbolic
model (c(3) = -1) are both insignificantly different from zero (“p = 0.8514”
and “p = 0.5737”).
The same 2SLS estimation procedure can be used for the more
complex versions of the model that also include the geographic and genetic
binary variables as regressors in the Menzerath-Altmann law equations.
When doing so, we end up with new estimations for the phoneme/word
ratio coefficients, which are not significantly different from the original
ones reported in Table 4. The ranking of R2 coefficients does not change,
either, in the sense that the power-function version of the law has a better
fit (R2 = 0.6156) than the hyperbolic version (R2 = 0.5955).
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7. Concluding remarks
The main conclusion that can be drawn from the different analyses
performed in this study is that there is no evidence that the hyperbolic
specification of the Menzerath-Altmann law (Milicka 2014) fits the data
better than the original power function (Altmann 1980). This conclusion is
based on a dataset that uses the same text translated into 50 different
languages, and it holds for a version of the Menzerath-Altmann law that
postulates a relationship between phonemes per word and words per clause.
Both the power function and the hyperbolic function perform well to
explain the strong negative correlation that exists between phonemes per
word and words per clause in this context, since the coefficients obtained
for the phoneme/word ratio as an explanatory variable of the word/clause
ratio have the expected sign, and they are also significantly different from
zero at a 1% probability level.
All the tests that were performed in order to evaluate the relative
merits of the power function and the hyperbolic function show that the
variation in the word/clause ratio that remains unexplained using one
function is not further explained by the alternative function. They also
show that, when we nest both models into a single more general function,
the additional parameter becomes statistically insignificant.
The traditional power-function formula, however, always displays
larger coefficients of determination than the newly proposed hyperbolic
formula. This advantage in fitting the data appears when we use the most
basic formulation of the model (i.e., when we run a simple regression for
the word/clause ratio as a function of the phoneme/word ratio), when we
include geographic and genetic factors, and also when we use instrumental
variables (consonant inventory, vowel inventory, number of tones, number
of cases, number of genders, and number of possible verbal inflections).
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Appendix 1. Data from “The North Wind and the Sun” dataset
Language

Region

Family

Amharic
Apache
Arabic
Arrernte
Basque
Bemba
Bengali
Burmese
Cantonese

Africa
America
West Asia
East Asia
Europe
Africa
West Asia
East Asia
East Asia

Afro-Asiatic
Na-Dene
Afro-Asiatic
Pama-Nyungan
Vasconic
Niger-Congo
Indo-European
Sino-Tibetan
Sino-Tibetan

Phonemes
661
579
488
436
401
435
459
300
351

Words
94
118
85
73
83
79
104
42
91

Clauses
8
15
9
12
7
8
10
7
10

Phon/
Word
7.03
4.91
5.74
5.97
4.83
5.51
4.41
7.14
3.86

Word/
Clause
11.75
7.87
9.44
6.08
11.86
9.88
10.40
6.00
9.10
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Language

Region

Family

Chickasaw
Dinka
English
French
Georgian
German
Greek
Hausa
Hebrew
Hindi
Hungarian
Igbo
Irish
Japanese
Kabiye
Korean
Malay
Mandarin
Mapudungun
Nara
Nepali
Persian
Portuguese
Quichua
Russian
Sahaptin
Sandawe
Seri
Shiwilu
Spanish
Tajik
Tamil
Tashlhiyt
Tausug
Temne
Thai
Trique
Turkish
Vietnamese
Yine
Zapotec
Average

America
Africa
Europe
Europe
West Asia
Europe
Europe
Africa
West Asia
West Asia
Europe
Africa
Europe
East Asia
Africa
East Asia
East Asia
East Asia
America
Africa
West Asia
West Asia
Europe
America
Europe
America
Africa
America
America
Europe
West Asia
West Asia
Africa
East Asia
Africa
East Asia
America
West Asia
East Asia
America
America

Muskogean
Nilo-Saharan
Indo-European
Indo-European
Caucasian
Indo-European
Indo-European
Afro-Asiatic
Afro-Asiatic
Indo-European
Uralic
Niger-Congo
Indo-European
Japonic
Niger-Congo
Koreanic
Austronesian
Sino-Tibetan
Araucanian
Nilo-Saharan
Indo-European
Indo-European
Indo-European
Quechuan
Indo-European
Penutian
Khoisan
Hokan
Kawapanan
Indo-European
Indo-European
Dravidian
Afro-Asiatic
Austronesian
Niger-Congo
Tai-Kadai
Oto-Manguean
Turkic
Austro-Asiatic
Arawakan
Oto-Manguean

Phonemes
474
548
383
343
418
452
479
648
526
467
431
356
406
444
433
381
481
421
360
466
502
483
380
593
468
375
383
593
837
425
482
541
306
572
446
480
359
431
334
559
327
458.06

Words
57
137
113
108
70
108
104
166
89
125
100
107
129
89
91
60
78
98
75
108
95
91
98
94
97
57
79
157
108
97
90
79
76
114
125
131
107
66
117
63
87
96.18

Clauses
10
10
9
9
9
10
9
12
11
8
10
8
7
9
9
7
8
10
9
11
9
9
8
11
9
8
9
11
14
9
7
9
9
12
11
11
10
9
7
10
9
9.44

Phon/
Word
8.32
4.00
3.39
3.18
5.97
4.19
4.61
3.90
5.91
3.74
4.31
3.33
3.15
4.99
4.76
6.35
6.17
4.30
4.80
4.31
5.28
5.31
3.88
6.31
4.82
6.58
4.85
3.78
7.75
4.38
5.36
6.85
4.03
5.02
3.57
3.66
3.36
6.53
2.85
8.87
3.76
4.76

157
Word/
Clause
5.70
13.70
12.56
12.00
7.78
10.80
11.56
13.83
8.09
15.63
10.00
13.38
18.43
9.89
10.11
8.57
9.75
9.80
8.33
9.82
10.56
10.11
12.25
8.55
10.78
7.13
8.78
14.27
7.71
10.78
12.86
8.78
8.44
9.50
11.36
11.91
10.70
7.33
16.71
6.30
9.67
10.19
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Appendix 2. Instrumental variables
Language
Amharic
Apache
Arabic
Arrernte
Basque
Bemba
Bengali
Burmese
Cantonese
Chickasaw
Dinka
English
French
Georgian
German
Greek
Hausa
Hebrew
Hindi
Hungarian
Igbo
Irish
Japanese
Kabiye
Korean
Malay
Mandarin
Mapudungun
Nara
Nepali
Persian
Portuguese
Quichua
Russian
Sahaptin
Sandawe
Seri
Shiwilu
Spanish
Tajik

Region
Africa
America
West Asia
East Asia
Europe
Africa
West Asia
East Asia
East Asia
America
Africa
Europe
Europe
West Asia
Europe
Europe
Africa
West Asia
West Asia
Europe
Africa
Europe
East Asia
Africa
East Asia
East Asia
East Asia
America
Africa
West Asia
West Asia
Europe
America
Europe
America
Africa
America
America
Europe
West Asia

Consonants
27
33
29
27
23
26
29
34
19
16
20
24
20
28
23
18
28
25
34
25
26
35
16
21
19
18
19
22
25
27
23
19
23
36
32
44
18
17
19
22

Vowels
7
8
6
4
5
10
7
9
11
9
7
11
13
5
15
5
10
5
11
14
8
11
5
9
18
6
6
6
10
11
6
13
3
6
7
15
8
4
5
6

Tones
1
3
1
1
1
2
1
4
6
1
4
1
1
1
1
1
2
1
1
1
3
1
2
2
1
1
4
1
2
1
1
1
1
1
1
2
1
1
1
1

Cases
2
1
1
8
10
1
6
8
1
2
1
2
1
6
4
3
1
1
2
10
1
2
8
1
6
1
1
2
5
2
2
1
8
6
4
1
1
6
1
2

Genders
2
1
2
1
1
5
2
1
1
1
1
1
2
1
3
3
2
2
2
1
1
2
1
1
1
1
1
1
2
1
1
2
1
3
1
5
1
1
2
1

Inflections
6
5
6
4
4
4
2
2
1
6
6
2
4
8
2
4
6
4
2
4
6
2
4
2
6
4
1
8
4
4
4
4
8
4
10
8
5
6
4
4
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Language
Tamil
Tashlhiyt
Tausug
Temne
Thai
Trique
Turkish
Vietnamese
Yine
Zapotec
Average

Region
West Asia
Africa
East Asia
Africa
East Asia
America
West Asia
East Asia
America
America

Consonants
15
34
17
19
21
29
22
22
16
20
24.08

Vowels
10
3
3
9
9
8
8
11
5
5
8.12

Contact information:
Germán Coloma
CEMA University
Av. Córdoba 374
Buenos Aires, C1054AAP
Argentina
e-mail: gcoloma(at)cema(dot)edu(dot)ar

Tones
1
1
1
2
5
9
1
8
1
3
1.92

Cases
6
2
1
1
1
1
6
1
2
1
3.08

Genders
3
2
1
5
1
1
1
1
4
1
1.70

Inflections
2
6
4
2
2
6
6
1
6
8
4.46
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Before Compiling a Primary School Dictionary

Abstract
The use of a dictionary stimulates the development of lexical competence; therefore,
using a dictionary in class is essential. Secondary school dictionaries of Slovene do not
yet exist, but there are a few primary school dictionaries, which are, according to our
definition and to the education system in Slovenia, dictionaries for children aged 6–10.
They are of a modest size and design; moreover, teachers are not familiar with them and
do not use them in class. I have analysed existing Slovene primary school dictionaries
and some foreign ones to determine the shortcomings that should be kept in mind and
avoided when compiling a quality and modern primary school dictionary of the Slovene
language. It is important that such a dictionary to be used in class as early as possible,
and regularly. At the same time, society must be made aware that a dictionary is useful
in all school subjects, not just in learning native and foreign languages.

1. Introduction
Using a dictionary in class is essential, because it stimulates the
development of the lexical competence (Menyuk & Brisk 2005, as cited in
Rozman 2010: 17), which constitutes a part of linguistic competence. The
latter is one of the main components of the communicative competence, the
development of which is the fundamental goal of Slovene language lessons
in school (Bešter Turk 2011). According to the Slovene curriculum
(Poznanovič Jezeršek et al. 2011: 49), pupils should learn to use
dictionaries, for example the general purpose Slovene monolingual
dictionary Slovar slovenskega knjižnega jezika (Dictionary of Slovene
Literary Language, referred to as the SSKJ), in grades 7–9 (for pupils aged
12–14). Secondary school dictionaries1 of Slovene do not (yet) exist, but
1

The term secondary school dictionary (Slo.: šolski slovar) is used in this paper to
refer to dictionaries for children aged 11–14 (grades 7–9, according to the education
system in Slovenia).
SKY Journal of Linguistics 28 (2015), 161–186
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there are a few primary school dictionaries, that is dictionaries for children
aged 6–10. They are of a modest size and design and, as revealed by the
studies conducted by Stabej and Rozman (2011) and Čebulj (2013),
teachers are not familiar with them and, therefore, do not use them in class.
If they use a dictionary, then they use the SSKJ,2 which requires a high
level of user competence and skills, and this makes it inappropriate for
classroom purposes (Weiss 2001: 180; Stabej et al. 2008: 4; Rozman 2010:
17, 91, 262; Stabej & Rozman 2011: 54). Furthermore, it was published in
1970–1991, and should, therefore, be updated and thoroughly revised.3
Since there is no appropriate and user-friendly school dictionary of
Slovene, it is of paramount importance that a quality Slovene primary
school dictionary and a secondary school dictionary be compiled as soon as
possible.
This paper focuses on the primary school dictionary. The term
primary school dictionary (Slo.: otroški šolski slovar) is used in this paper
to refer to dictionaries for children aged 6–10, that is for primary school
children in grades 1–5, according to the education system in Slovenia.
Given that terminology is not unified because the authors of dictionaries
use various designations in the titles of dictionaries, including children’s,
first, primary, beginners’, junior, school and, in Slovene, mali ‘little’ and
prvi ‘first’, it seems sensible to differentiate between dictionaries for preschoolers and dictionaries for primary and secondary school children.
Landau (2001: 25) divides children’s dictionaries into three tiers:
dictionaries for children aged 8–10; for children aged 11–14/15; and for
children aged 14–18. Weiss (2001: 179–181) wrote about the need for a
school dictionary4 in Slovene and proposed school dictionaries also in three
tiers: for pupils in grades 4 and 5 (9 and 10 years old); for pupils in grades
7–9 (12–14 years old); for upper secondary school students (15–18 years
old). Rozman (2010: 260) believes
it would be good to have at least two [school dictionaries in Slovene], one for
younger pupils in primary school and another one for older pupils in lower
secondary school and for upper secondary school students.

2

Even in primary school.
The SSKJ is also available online: <http://bos.zrc-sazu.si/sskj.html>. SSKJ 2, a
supplemented and partially revised version was published in October 2014
(<http://www.sskj2.si/uporabnik/prijava>), but the access to this version is not free.
4
When referring to primary school dictionaries and secondary school dictionaries
together, the term school dictionary is used as a hypernym.
3
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According to the structure of the Slovene education system, I propose the
following designations: children’s dictionary (for infants and preschoolers), primary school dictionary (for children aged 6–10),5 and
secondary school dictionary (for children aged 11–14).6 Upper secondary
school students (aged 15–18) would be expected to be capable of using a
general monolingual dictionary. However, Weiss (2001: 180) thinks that
the standard Slovene dictionary (i.e. SSKJ) is too complex for them.
Moreover, a survey by Stabej et al. (2008) has shown that 75.5% of lower
and upper secondary school students do not use the SSKJ, although its use
at school is part of the curriculum. The authors are convinced that the
reasons for non-use of the SSKJ are in that it is outdated and complex to
use (Stabej et al. 2008: 91). Rozman (2008: 1317) asserts that “the
comprehensibility of the defining language and the comprehensibility of
the complicated labelling system” in the SSKJ are particularly problematic.
It is obvious that there cannot be one school dictionary for pupils of
different grades/ages.
2. Role of a dictionary and its structure
A dictionary contains a great deal of information on words and phrases, the
most important being definitions. We usually consult a dictionary to check
the meaning of a word and its spelling or to establish whether a word exists
at all (Jackson 2002: 23). A dictionary has many different functions, for
instance, a symbolic one, a practical one, a documentary one, and it also
functions as a source material (Stabej 2009: 118–119; Svensén 2009: 1). In
the case of a pedagogical dictionary, its pedagogical function is also
important, as dictionary use strengthens linguistic communication and
improves language competence.
Most general-purpose monolingual dictionaries are structured as follows.
The core part of a dictionary is the A–Z section, which is preceded by front
matter and followed by back matter (Hartmann 2001: 59; Atkins & Rundell
2008: 176–177), and sometimes the A–Z text is also interrupted by a centre
section, called middle matter (Hartmann 2001: 59). All three sections apart
5

Age groups may differ according to different education systems in other countries.
All three types of dictionaries can be classified under pedagogical dictionaries.
Hartmann (2001: 74) defines the pedagogical dictionary as “a reference work
specifically designed for the practical didactic needs of teachers and learners of a
language”. Another type of pedagogical dictionary is a dictionary for non-native
speakers of a language, that is a learners’ dictionary.
6
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from the A–Z word list constitute a dictionary’s outside-matter, while the
entire structure of a dictionary is called the megastructure (Svensén 2009: 76–
77). In a primary school dictionary, illustrations are also important. The
arrangement of pictorial illustrations in a dictionary is represented by
iconostructure (Béjoint 2010: 14). The contents of the front, middle and back
matter depend on the nature of the dictionary (Landau 2001: 149) and on the
perceived needs of users (Atkins & Rundell 2008: 176).
The most important and practically compulsory component of the
front matter is the user’s guide (Svensén 2009: 381). A user’s guide in a
children’s or school dictionary must take into consideration that children
probably have no prior experience with dictionary use. It must, therefore,
be more detailed, yet written in simpler language than that of a dictionary
for adults, and will typically contain several examples of entries from the
A–Z section, sometimes with questions or exercises (Landau 2001: 150).
Unfortunately, none of the existing Slovene primary school dictionaries
include a user’s guide.
The back matter can contain one or more lists, for example of irregular
verbs, numbers, weights and measurements, chemical elements, Roman
numerals, etc., and it may also include maps, diagrams and other material
depending on the needs of the target user (Atkins & Rundell 2008: 177;
Svensén 2009: 77). However, this is not typical of Slovene dictionaries in
general. The same applies for the middle matter.7 In pedagogical dictionaries,
mid-matter can also be found in the centre section; it usually provides
additional language information (it can contain a short grammar, a section on
collocations or a chapter on word formation) or guidance on writing different
types of text, such as essays, reports, CVs, letters and e-mails (Atkins &
Rundell 2008: 177). This would be too complex for users of a primary school
dictionary, but it would be useful in a secondary school dictionary.
The macrostructure represents “the arrangement of the list of entry
words” (Béjoint 2010: 11); it is “the order of, and relationships between,
the lemmas making up the lemma list” (Svensén 2009: 78). A primary
school dictionary should use an alphabetical macrostructure. Children
navigate dictionaries and other alphabetically arranged lists with difficulty;
however, alphabetical ordering is a normal part of our everyday lives (e.g.
contacts on our smartphones – to mention only one of the several gadgets
children and teenagers like to use – are ordered alphabetically, pupils are
7

Middle matter in English dictionaries (if the dictionary has it) usually contains
survey entries and illustrations (which can also be included as back matter) (Svensén
2009: 380).
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ordered alphabetically by last name on various school lists, etc.), and
children should, therefore, master it as early as possible.
There are two types of macrostructure: the headword list can be either
non-homographic or totally homographic (Atkins 1992/1993, as cited in
Béjoint 2010: 282). Given that the SSKJ, Slovar novejšega besedja
slovenskega jezika (Dictionary of New Words of the Slovene Language,
referred to as the SNB)8 and the dictionary part of the Slovenski pravopis
(Slovene Orthography, referred to as the SP)9 have a partially homographic
macrostructure, I consider it appropriate for the primary school dictionary
of Slovene to have the same arrangement, that is for it to treat homonyms
in separate entries if they belong to different parts of speech and if their
senses are unrelated. Such a macrostructure seems to be appropriate,
because children in Slovene schools learn about polysemous words in the
5th grade. Besides, they will grasp the arrangement by the time they will
use the above mentioned general purpose dictionaries.
The dictionary microstructure is the order of information on the entry
word provided in one entry, and the relationship between different pieces of
information (Svensén 2009: 78). The number of data fields and the way they
are organised differs depending on the type of dictionary. However, there is
a typical dictionary microstructure with the left-core formal comment and
the right-core semantic comment (Hartmann 2001: 59) or with lemma
section, formal section, semantic-pragmatic section, and contextual section,
to which some dictionaries add a fifth section: etymology (Svensén 2009:
345–348). There is no need to include etymology in a primary school
dictionary, since this information is not crucial for children. Furthermore,
this part traditionally has not been included in Slovene dictionaries; only the
SNB includes an etymology section.
A dictionary will typically also use several labels. In primary school
dictionaries, labelling should be used sparingly, and any labels used must
be clear and easy to grasp. Often labels are not abbreviated but written out
in full, and simplified, such as in Prvi školski rječnik hrvatskoga jezika
(The Primary School Dictionary of the Croatian Language), where
preference for the Croatian word over the borrowed synonym is stated
8

The SNB is a dictionary supplementing the SSKJ. It contains new words and phrases
that appeared in Slovene since 1991 and that are not included in the SSKJ. They have
later been included in the revised SSKJ 2. The SNB is available for free online:
<http://www.fran.si/>.
9
The SP contains rules of the Slovene orthography and a related dictionary. The SP is
available for free online: <http://bos.zrc-sazu.si/sp2001.html>.
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explicitly by “It is better to say…” (1). In terms of upholding the language
norm, this dictionary is also prescriptive in an implicit way: marked
lexemes, such as dialect and jargon words, are not included in the word list.
(1)

avion – Avion je letjelica koja služi za prijevoz ljudi i različitih tereta. Bolje je
reći ‘zrakoplov’.
‘plane – A plane is a type of aircraft used to transport people and goods. It is
better to say “airplane”.’

In addition to a careful selection of grammatical information on the lemma,
the most important sections of a primary school dictionary entry are
definitions, examples of use and illustrations. There are several types of
dictionary definitions, such as synonym definitions, lexicographic
definitions, full-sentence definitions, definitions of function words,
encyclopaedic definitions (Svensén 2009: 216–241). The prevalent types of
definitions in primary school dictionaries are full-sentence definitions for
content words and functional definitions for function words.
Examples of use illustrate and supplement the meaning of the defined
word. Apart from this semantic function, they also have a syntagmatic,
connotative, encyclopaedic, pragmatic, and documentary function (Svensén
2009: 285–287). Whether examples of use should be fully authentic or
edited is an ongoing issue in lexicography. Rundell (1998, as cited in
Svensén 2009) proposes a middle way: if a corpus provides natural and
typical examples clearly illustrating a particular piece of language use, they
should be used; however, the authentic material can always be adjusted to
form slightly more “pedagogical” examples. The existing primary school
dictionaries of Slovene offer “editorial examples” (Svensén 2009: 283),
because they are not corpus-based. However, a modern primary school
dictionary will have to be based on a corpus of Slovene, and examples of
use should be selected as proposed by Rundell.
A corpus of school essays in the Slovene language already exists, it is
called Šolar (literally Pupil).10 Šolar is a collection of authentic texts
written by Slovene children and teenagers in class with marked teachers’
corrections. It consists of 2,703 texts by upper secondary school students
aged 15–19 and lower secondary school children aged 12–14 (grades 7–9),
with a small percentage of texts written by 6th graders. Therefore, there is a
need to compile a corpus of schoolbooks and study materials, literary
works for children aged 6–10 (grades 1–5 of primary school according to
10

It is available on: <http://www.slovenscina.eu/korpusi/solar>.
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the Slovene education system), and a corpus of their own texts. A corpus of
texts for children can be used not only to help choose appropriate childcentred examples, but above all to make a headword list, and also to
identify key collocates and phrases that children are exposed to (Wild,
Kilgarriff & Tugwell 2013: 190). A corpus of texts written by children will
aid in identifying particular features, i.e. spelling errors and overused words
(ibid.).
Another important dictionary element is illustrations. Pictures have
been proven to improve the learning effect, evoking memories of previous
experiences in users and eliciting the “a-ha” reaction (Svensén 2009: 298).
With the advent of electronic dictionaries, the components of
dictionary entries have changed. The typical structure of printed
dictionaries remains, but new elements can now be added, such as audio
pronunciations, videos, dynamic and sound illustrations, a greater number
of examples of use, and numerous links to various additional dictionaryinternal and dictionary-external content (Svensén 2009: 445).
E-dictionaries are growing in popularity, mainly because “they are easy to
operate and produce information very quickly” (Landau 2001: 96). The
speed and ease of electronic lookup are not, however, necessarily
advantageous to the learning process (Nesi 1999, as cited in Hartmann
2001: 86–87); whether fast searching helps us memorise things faster and
more easily remains undetermined. Béjoint (2010: 256) believes that the
popularity of e-dictionaries, particularly with the young, is due to the
increasing interest in new technologies.
3. Using a dictionary
Using a dictionary is a complex process, but this should not be
overestimated; every average adult user of a language has the necessary
skills (Béjoint 2010: 226). The fact that dictionary users do not know
dictionaries very well and cannot make use of all that they offer has been
confirmed by my teaching experience. Even though Slovene undergraduate
students have finished secondary school, according to the curriculum of
which they should have learnt to use language reference books (such as the
SSKJ and SP), many of them do not know how to use the dictionary and
cannot find the relevant information in it. Despite the fact that students are
probably very computer literate, many are not aware that the SSKJ and SP
are freely available online; therefore, they do not use them, neither in print
nor in electronic form.
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Two things are required in order to bring dictionaries closer to their
users: making them better and easier to use, and training users so that they
become more competent (Rundell 1999, as cited in Béjoint 2010). This is
best achieved through the education system, by having pupils regularly use
dictionaries in class (Svensén 2009: 459; Béjoint 2010: 259–260). It is
important to form the habit of using a dictionary early in life (Landau 2001:
26), and this can be achieved with the primary school dictionary.
4. Research and analysis
4.1 Dictionaries analysed
The research has focused on the primary school dictionary, and for this
purpose nine English, one Croatian and four Slovene primary school
dictionaries have been analysed. I wanted to examine the characteristics of
this type of dictionary and identify potential shortcomings so as to avoid
them in designing the primary school dictionary of Slovene. The
dictionaries were analysed in such a way, that their characteristics were
described and compared. They were analysed and compared using the
document analysis method, and their characteristics were described using
the descriptive causal-non-experimental method of pedagogical research
(Sagadin 1993).
The following dictionaries were analysed and compared: English
dictionaries Wordsmyth Illustrated Learner’s Dictionary, Word Explorer
Children’s Dictionary, Oxford First Dictionary, Oxford Junior Illustrated
Dictionary, Oxford Junior Dictionary, Oxford Illustrated Children’s
Dictionary, Oxford Primary Dictionary, Oxford School Dictionary, Little
Explorers Picture Dictionary with Links, Croatian dictionary Prvi školski
rječnik hrvatskoga jezika, and Slovene dictionaries Moj mali slovar (My
Little Dictionary), Besede nagajivke (Playful Words), Moj prvi slovar (My
First Dictionary), Moj slovar (My Dictionary). The printed dictionaries
included in the analysis were those available at the Maribor University
Library and the Ljubljana Faculty of Education Library,11 and sample pages
available online. Also included were English children’s e-dictionaries
freely available online.
The analysis included examining the dictionaries’ megastructure,
macrostructure, microstructure, and iconostructure. As I did not have full
access to all dictionaries but rather, in case of a few, only to their sample
11

This means that all Slovene primary school dictionaries were analysed.
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pages, I could not compare all parameters for all of them. Despite this, they
were included in the analysis, because some crucial information (especially
on the level of microstructure, i.e. about the structure of dictionary entries)
could be gained merely on the basis of sample pages. In Table 1, some
basic data about the analysed dictionaries are presented, i.e. language, size
(number of entries), in what form they appear (printed or electronic
version), and who the target user is.
Table 1. Some data about analysed dictionaries
Dictionary
Wordsmyth Illustrated
Learner’s Dictionary
Word Explorer
Children’s Dictionary
Oxford First Dictionary
Oxford Junior
Illustrated Dictionary
Oxford Junior
Dictionary
Oxford Illustrated
Children’s Dictionary
Oxford Primary
Dictionary
Oxford School
Dictionary
Little Explorers Picture
Dictionary with Links
Moj mali slovar
Besede nagajivke
Moj prvi slovar
Moj slovar
Prvi školski rječnik
hrvatskoga jezika

Printed (P) /
Electronic (E)
E

English

Number
Analysed
of entries12
app. 6,000 whole

Target user
(age)13
8–9 years

E

English

?

whole

9–14 years

P
P

English
English

3,000
10,000

sample page 5–7 years
sample page 7–9 years

P

English

sample page 7–9 years

P

English

over
10,000
50,000

P

English

30,000

sample page 8–10 years

P

English

45,000

sample page 10–11 years

E

English

2,511

whole

7–9 years

P
P
P
P
P

Slovene
Slovene
Slovene
Slovene
Croatian

1,021
774
478
891
2,500

whole
whole
whole
whole
whole

7–10 years
7–10 years
7–8 years
9–10 years
6–8 years

Language

sample page 8+ years

The age group of the intended users is expressed in different ways in the
dictionary titles, for example with modifiers, such as very first, first, junior,
12

“The extent of a dictionary is normally indicated by the number of ‘entries’.
Sometimes vaguer terms such as ‘words’ or ‘references’ [and even] ‘words and phrases’
may occur” (Svensén 2009: 25).
13
Sometimes age group in a dictionary is not defined. Instead grades are mentioned.
According to different education systems, the age of target users is approximate.
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children’s, primary, school. The modifier prvi ‘first’ in the case of Slovene
and Croatian dictionaries signals that the dictionary is aimed at younger
children, as Prvi školski rječnik hrvatskoga jezika and Moj prvi slovar,
which are targeted at children aged 6–8, as opposed to the modifiers moj
‘my’ without first in case of Moj slovar, which signals that the target
audience is children who are a year or two older (9–10). The modifier mali
‘little’ in the title Moj mali slovar probably expresses the modest size of the
dictionary.
Children’s dictionaries contain up to 3,000 entries, primary school
dictionaries between 3,000 and 10,000, and secondary school dictionaries
between 30,000 and 50,000 entries. The Croatian primary school dictionary
includes 2,500 entries, with its Slovene counterparts containing much fewer
(478–1,021).
Prvi školski rječnik hrvatskoga jezika, Moj slovar, Wordsmyth
Illustrated Learner’s Dictionary and Oxford First Dictionary all have
attractive designs. Dictionaries with a user-friendly dictionary page, which
is colourful, not cramped, contains enough white space and uses an
appropriate font size, include the Wordsmyth Illustrated Learner’s
Dictionary, Word Explorer Children’s Dictionary,14 Besede nagajivke, Moj
prvi slovar, Prvi školski rječnik hrvatskoga jezika, and the majority of the
analysed Oxford dictionaries. In contrast, Moj mali slovar is black-andwhite, little thought seems to have been given to design and, therefore,
looks dull. The Little Explorers Picture Dictionary with Links seems to
have an overly crowded and information-laden design, while the Word
Explorer Children’s Dictionary website includes numerous disturbing and
superfluous ads. Moj mali slovar is black-and-white, while the text in
Oxford Illustrated Children’s Dictionary is dense and in flashy colours.
Most dictionaries include an alphabet index on the margin, the top of each
page contains guide words, and text is distributed into two columns.
4.2 Megastructure
The users’ guide is exemplary and comprehensible, for example in Prvi
školski rječnik hrvatskoga jezika and in the electronic Wordsmyth
14

The layout of a dictionary entry in the Word Explorer Children’s Dictionary can be
seen on <http://kids.wordsmyth.net/wild/>. The layout of a dictionary entry in the Word
Explorer Children’s Dictionary can be seen on <https://kids.wordsmyth.net/we/
?ent=bridge>.
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Illustrated Learner’s Dictionary; however, all of the analysed Slovene
dictionaries are missing this section. Dictionaries feature illustrations on
virtually every page, and their back matter provides either exercises for
various topics, as in Moj prvi slovar, or blank pages onto which users can
write new words and full dictionary entries themselves, as in Besede
nagajivke. In the Croatian dictionary, there are also sections with related
words, i.e. hypernym and hyponyms.
The reviewed dictionaries feature various fun exercises.
E-dictionaries, such as the Word Explorer Children’s Dictionary, include,
for instance, glossary makers, quiz makers, puzzle (anagram and
crossword) solvers, etc. Printed dictionaries feature exercises in the
dictionary itself, as in Moj prvi slovar, or in the accompanying workbook,
as in Moj prvi slovar and Moj slovar. Exercises test users’ dictionary
reference skills, with users asked to look up words according to various
semantic relationships or associations, to find the meanings of words, or to
create their own glossaries. Oxford dictionaries offer quality work sheets
free of charge on their websites. Numerous exercises encourage children to
become familiar with their dictionary, to master the alphabetical order of
words, to become familiar with definitions, to learn to differentiate between
different parts of speech, to recognise words in semantic relationships, such
as antonyms or words from the same thematic field, to form words, and so
on. Prvi školski rječnik hrvatskoga jezika comes with a CD-ROM with fun
exercises, which help young users learn about words through play. The
exercises require children to for example complete words by filling in the
missing letters, type the letters appearing on the screen, and “photograph”
objects and creatures in response to their names appearing on the screen.
4.3 Structure of a dictionary entry
A typical dictionary entry in a primary school dictionary consists of an
entry word (with syllabification, which is typical only for English
dictionaries), a part of speech label, pronunciations, irregular inflectional
forms, a definition and an example of use. In some dictionaries, some of
these elements are missing, while in others there are some additional ones.
In Moj mali slovar and in Moj slovar, the entry consists only of an entry
word and a definition, while there are also examples of use in Besede
nagajivke and in Moj prvi slovar. In Little Explorers, an entry word is
followed by a definition that is simultaneously an illustrative example. In
the Oxford First Dictionary, there are only entry words, inflectional forms
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(also regular ones) and definitions, while in the Oxford Junior Illustrated
Dictionary there are also part of speech labels and examples in some cases.
In the Oxford Illustrated Children’s Dictionary and in the Oxford Primary
Dictionary, only pronunciations are missing.
In some dictionaries there are additional elements, such as word
phrases or collocations, e.g. in Prvi školski rječnik hrvatskoga jezika;
similar words (with synonyms and antonyms), e.g. in the Word Explorer
Children’s Dictionary; etymology, e.g. in the Word Explorer Children’s
Dictionary, Oxford School Dictionary; and Spanish translation, e.g. in the
Wordsmyth Illustrated Learner’s Dictionary. In the Oxford Junior
Dictionary, there is sometimes an additional element word family, e.g. at
the end of the dictionary entry of word build there is a word builder. The
grammar label used in the analysed dictionaries is a part of speech label,
and in some dictionaries a label for informal usage, e.g. in the Oxford
Primary Dictionary, Oxford Illustrated Children’s Dictionary and Moj
slovar, or subject labels are used, e.g. Oxford Illustrated Children’s
Dictionary and Oxford School Dictionary.
In Table 2 some typical features, especially of dictionary entries, are
summarised and some extra features (mainly regarding mega- and
macrostructure) are presented. The latter are mentioned according to what
it is written in the dictionaries or on the web pages describing dictionaries.
Table 2. Some features of analysed dictionaries
Dictionary
Wordsmyth
Illustrated
Learner’s
Dictionary

Typical features

Extra features
15

Structure of a dictionary entry: H (Syll), PS,
P, Infl, Def, Ex, T, Ill (along most
definitions).
One can choose the entry options one would
like to see.
Word Explorer H (Syll), P, PS, Infl, Def, Ex, related words.
Children’s
Some more sections, e.g. Related words.
Dictionary
Ill: at some definitions.
Layout of a dictionary entry is more like the
one in dictionaries for adults.
Interesting features in the menu: e.g. Puzzle
Solvers.
Oxford First
H, Infl, Def.
Dictionary

15

Controlled vocabulary of 1,500 words;
fun-to-read example sentences;
integrated visual environments;
activities for promoting literacy.
Examples written specifically for
young learners; language notes; images
and animations to stimulate learning.

Fun word jokes; more information on
some topics.

H = headword, Syll = syllabification, PS = part of speech, P = pronunciation, Infl =
inflections, Def = definition, Ex = example of use, T = translation, Ill = illustration,
MWE = multiword expression, WO = word origin.
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Dictionary

Typical features

Extra features

Oxford Junior
Illustrated
Dictionary
Oxford Junior
Dictionary

H, PS, Infl, Def, Ex (only in some entries).

Help with grammar, spelling,
punctuation and pronunciation;
illustrated section.
Supplementary spelling tips; grammar
panels; word families; pronunciation
guides; cross-curricular subject
vocabulary.
Pronunciation guides; word origins;
labels.

Oxford
Illustrated
Children’s
Dictionary
Oxford
Primary
Dictionary
Oxford School
Dictionary

Little Explorers
Picture
Dictionary with
Links

H, PS, P (sometimes), Def, Ex (sometimes).
Definitions of different types.
A separate section in some entries: Word
family.
H, PS, Infl, Def, Ex, MWE with Def.
Definitions of different types.

H, PS, Infl, Def, Ex, MWE with Def.
Label informal is used.
H, PS, Infl, Def, Ex (sometimes), WO.

Each headword is used in a sentence
illustrating its meaning.
Headwords are arranged by alphabet or they
are in thematic sections, e.g. Adjectives,
House.
It is a list of words with mostly synonyms.

Moj mali
slovar
Besede
H, Def, Ex.
nagajivke
App. one illustration per page.
Moj prvi slovar H, Def, Ex, Ill.
A section with short exercises and a section
for writing “my words”.
Moj slovar
H, Def, Ill (at some entries).
Some instants of labels: informal, derogatory,
dialect word.
A section to write own words and a section
with words, which spelling is difficult for
pupils.
Prvi školski
H, Infl, Def, Ex (not always), MWE with Def
rječnik
(and Ex), Ill (at some entries).
hrvatskoga
Sections presenting word relations.
jezika

Spelling and grammar support;
example sentences from children’s
authors; interesting word histories.
Word families; usage notes; subject
labels; supplement on grammar,
spelling and usage; formal rules for
writing.
Links to hundreds of carefully-chosen
child-friendly sites; worksheets.

Focus is on spelling.
The main purpose is that children learn
the right spelling.
19 illustrated thematic sections with
short exercises; a separate workbook.
19 illustrated thematic sections; a
separate workbook.

The aim of the dictionary is to teach
pupils how to define words they
already know.
CD-ROM with audio pronunciation,
illustrations, different searching
possibilities, and games.

4.4 Shortcomings at the level of macrostructure
The analysis of the selected dictionaries’ macrostructure, microstructure
and iconostructure also revealed individual shortcomings, which were
grouped into several categories. At the level of macrostructure, it was

LARA GODEC SORŠAK

174

noticed that in addition to common nouns, the word lists in Moj mali slovar
and Moj slovar include a handful of redundant proper names for which the
criteria for inclusion are unclear. Another shortcoming observed in the
analysed dictionaries is that entries with homonymous lemmata belonging
to different parts of speech are not always ordered according to the same
principle. For instance, it is unclear why the Oxford School Dictionary
gives the verbal entry before the nominal one in the case of boost but the
nominal entry before the verbal one in the case of boot. The reason might
be in the frequency or user familiarity. Furthermore, entries are not in the
appropriate thematic category. In the Little Explorers Picture Dictionary
with Links, for instance, the nominal entry (2) is categorised under the
category of Adjectives.
(2)

courage – A quality in which a person can face danger or pain without showing
excessive fear.

4.5 Shortcomings at the level of microstructure
According to the order of microstructure components, it was observed that
the order is sometimes unusual, as in the Wordsmyth Illustrated Learner’s
Dictionary, which gives the part of speech label before the pronunciation
instead of vice versa. Another shortcoming is that irregular forms are not
always and consistently listed, as in the Oxford Illustrated Children’s
Dictionary, which gives for example the inflected forms of the adjective
bloodthirsty (3) but not of bloody (4).
(3)

bloodthirsty adjective (bloodthirstier, bloodthirstiest) – enjoying killing and
violence

(4)

bloody adjective – 1. bleeding, or covered in blood […]

At the level of the entry word, it was observed that entry words of the same
type are not always treated consistently. In Moj mali slovar, all entry words
denoting persons are only in the form of the male gender noun (5–6).
However, in the case of (7) Moj mali slovar gives the female form within
the headword denoting a person of male sex (i.e. in Slovene the male form
is najditelj, the female form is najditeljica). There is also an instance of two
separate entry words – one denoting a male and the other a female (8).
(5)

učitelj
‘teacher (masculine)’

BEFORE COMPILING A PRIMARY SCHOOL DICTIONARY
(6)

vzgojitelj
‘preschool teacher (masculine)’

(7)

najditelj-ica
‘finder’

(8)

ljubljenček; ljubljenka
‘pet (person, masculine)’; ‘pet (person, feminine)’
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Sometimes dictionaries unnecessarily provide two spelling varieties of an
entry word (9), although one is prevalent (the one written as one word), as
it is in the case of Moj slovar.
(9)

avtocesta / avto cesta
‘motorway’

Moj mali slovar marks unpredictable pronunciations inconsistently. Bold
type is used to mark letters representing phonemes that are pronounced
differently than they are written, but sometimes incorrectly (10–15).
(10) aplavz
‘applause’
(11) učitelj
‘teacher’
(12) uhelj
‘auricle’
(13) vaditelj
‘coach, trainer, instructor’
(14) šilček
‘pencil sharpener’
(15) bezeg
‘elder tree’

For instance, the word (10) has a bold “z” because it is not pronounced as
/z/, which would be expected from the spelling but rather as /s/. The letter
“v” should be given in bold for the same reason (it is pronounced as /u/ not
as /v/), but it is not. The same type of inconsistency is present in the
treatment of (11–13), all of which should have a bold “lj” instead of just “j”
as in (11) and (12). The schwa (written with e) is also marked
inconsistently, for example in (14) versus (15), where the schwa in the
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former is correct, while it is not indicated in the latter, where the initial “e”
is pronounced /ə/ instead of /e/. The letter “g” in (15) is in bold, because it
is pronounced as /k/.
In dictionaries that include pronunciations, they were not always given
for all entry words, and the criteria for or against inclusion are not clear
(e.g. the Oxford Junior Dictionary). In dictionaries with audio
pronunciations, these are not always available for all entry words, e.g. in
Wordsmyth Illustrated Learner’s Dictionary. In the Oxford Junior
Dictionary, pronunciations are given in regular letters of the alphabet
instead of in the phonetic alphabet (16).
(16) bruise [brooze]

With respect to definition, it was observed that different types of
definitions are used for words that belong to the same part of speech, for
example the Oxford Junior Dictionary uses a lexicographic definition for
buffet (17), a synonym definition for bug (18), a full-sentence definition for
bubble (19), etc.
(17) buffet – 1. a meal where a lot of different cold foods are put onto a table and you
help yourself to the food that you want 2. […]
(18) bug – 1. an insect 2. […]
(19) bubble – Bubbles are small balls of air or gas inside a liquid, for example like the
ones you find in fizzy drinks.

The entry word is sometimes redundantly repeated in the beginning of the
definition, as in (20) in the Oxford Illustrated Children’s Dictionary or in
(21) in the Oxford Primary Dictionary, although other definitions (22) in
the same dictionary are not of this type.
(20) bloodstream – the bloodstream is the blood running round your body […]
(21) bone – a bone is one of the hard pieces of a skeleton […]
(22) bonfire – a large fire lit out of doors

Some definitions are difficult to understand because of the abundance of
pronouns they use, such as (23) in the Oxford Illustrated Children’s
Dictionary. Some entry words do not have definitions, with their meanings
illustrated by means of examples, such as (24) in Little Explorers Picture
Dictionary with Links, or (25) in Moj mali slovar. In the latter, some entry
words are not explained at all, such as (26–28). Finally, some entry words
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are defined by means of synonyms, but the synonyms are more difficult to
understand than the entry words, such as (29–30) in Moj mali slovar.
(23) bluff – to bluff someone is to make them think that you will do something that you
don’t intend to do or that you know something that you really don’t
(24) fast – This girl can run very fast.
(25) dedek – dedek Mraz, pri dedku
‘grandpa – Grandpa Frost, at grandpa’s’
(26) čevljar
‘shoemaker’
(27) dolgčas
‘boredom’
(28) bonbon
‘candy’
(29) avgust – veliki srpan
‘August – lit. “the big sickle”, i.e. the month of the harvest’
(30) arheologija – starinoslovje
‘archaeology – lit. ‘antique-ology’’

With regard to examples, it would be appropriate to accompany all
definitions, not only the ones of rare or selected entry words, which is the
case in the Oxford Junior Illustrated Dictionary and Oxford Primary
Dictionary, and they should not be entirely missing from a dictionary, as
they are in the Oxford Junior Illustrated Dictionary and in Moj slovar.
The fact that there are examples after each definition is typical of
Slovene monolingual general dictionaries (SSKJ, SNB); therefore, this
tradition should be kept in the primary school dictionary. Moreover,
examples of use clarify the sense and indicate collocations and grammatical
patterns (Wild, Kilgarriff & Tugwell 2013: 215). They should be clearly
separated from the definition and always introduced in the same way within
one dictionary. In Moj slovar, there are no examples, but in some cases
they are a part of a definition following the abbreviation npr. ‘e.g.’ (31) or
following the definition without any explicit or even implicit markers (32)
or appearing within brackets (33). An additional problem is the fact that the
abbreviation npr. is used elsewhere in the above-mentioned dictionary with
another function, for example, to introduce synonyms (34). Brackets are
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used elsewhere in the dictionary to mark collocates (35), as well as
hyponyms (36).
(31) akcija – prizadevanje; organizirana dejavnost z določenim ciljem, npr. akcija
zbiranja papirja
‘action – endeavour; organised activity with a specified goal, e.g. (literally) paper
collection action’
(32) celzij – enota za merjenje temperature, vrelišče vode je pri 100 stopinjah Celzija
(100 °C)
‘Celsius – unit of measurement for temperature, the boiling point of water is 100
degrees Celsius (100 °C)’
(33) čvrst – poln življenjske energije, zdravja (kljub starosti je bil čvrst)
‘sturdy – full of energy, packed with health (he was sturdy in spite of his age)’
(34) dvoživka – žival, ki živi v vodi in na kopnem, npr. žaba
‘amphibian – animal that lives on land and in water, e.g. frog’
(35) bezati – drezati v kaj (v nos, v luknjo)
‘poke – poke something (your nose, a hole)’
(36) agrumi – južno sadje kiselkastega okusa (limone, pomaranče)
‘citrus – southern fruit of a sour taste (lemons, oranges)’

4.6 Labelling
The use of labels was also examined, and it was observed that in some
dictionaries there are labels for parts of speech but in others there are none,
e.g. in the Slovene primary school dictionaries. Some dictionaries provide
plural forms also in cases in which the plural noun is regular and
predictable, e.g. Oxford Junior Illustrated Dictionary and Prvi školski
rječnik hrvatskoga jezika (37).
(37) šala, šale
‘joke, jokes’

4.7 Shortcomings at the level of iconostructure
The analysed dictionaries reveal some shortcomings in iconostructure as
well. Illustrations are sometimes included not to supplement definitions and
illustrate meaning (i.e. their elementary dictionary function) but to make
the dictionary more appealing, such as in Besede nagajivke. Sometimes
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illustrations are inappropriate, such as in the Little Explorers Picture
Dictionary with Links where the entry word swim is accompanied by an
illustration of a diver. The same illustration is sometimes used to support
several entry words, but there is no guidance to the reader to aid in
differentiating between them. In the Little Explorers Picture Dictionary
with Links, for instance, the headwords dash, go, move and run are all
accompanied by the same illustration. Sometimes illustrations appear
behind text, where they are not easily visible and where they interfere with
the readability of the text, such as the boomerang illustration in the Oxford
Junior Illustrated Dictionary, or it is not clear to which entry word an
illustration belongs. An example is the illustration with the identifier label
blossom in the Oxford Illustrated Children’s Dictionary16, which contains
two entries with this headword, both polysemous, and it is not clear to
which headword or which sense the illustration refers. A similar instance is
the illustration for kraljica ‘queen’ in Besede nagajivke.
Certain illustrations contain obtrusive, redundant details, such as those
accompanying the entry words rilec ‘snout, trunk’, ogenj ‘fire’ and cedilo
‘strainer’ in Besede nagajivke. If the user does not know the meaning of the
word rilec, the illustration will not help. The image depicts the whole
elephant, and rilec does not stand out in the illustration; it is not explained,
making it unclear to what the illustration refers. Moreover, the illustration
portrays an elephant, which is inconsistent with the example of usage in
this entry, which mentions a wild boar: Divja svinja je z rilcem iskala
korenine ‘The wild boar was digging for roots with its snout’. The example
should instead mention an elephant and its trunk.
Furthermore, certain illustrations depict objects as they used to be in
“the olden days” and look nothing like the objects children know today,
such as the illustration of an old cash-register under blagajna ‘cashregister’ in Besede nagajivke. It seems that the role of illustrations in
Besede nagajivke is mainly to make the dictionary attractive, and not to
help the user understand the meaning of a word.

16

This can be seen in the sample page of the mentioned dictionary on the webpage
<http://fdslive.oup.com/www.oup.com/oxed/dictionaries/dictionary-selectors-2014/
childrens.html>.
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4.8 Typography and layout
Typography and layout are also very important in a dictionary. Definitions
and synonyms are sometimes not clearly separated from each other, as in
Besede nagajivke for (38). The synonym should be separated from the first
part of the definition with a semicolon instead of a comma.
(38) astronavt – je človek, ki je usposobljen za polete v vesolje, vesoljec
‘astronaut – is a person trained to travel into space, spaceman’

In the Oxford Illustrated Children’s Dictionary, phrases with the entry
word as one of the constituents are given immediately after the definition
or example, if there is one, without any demarcation by means of
punctuation (e.g. a semicolon) or symbol; the new data field is signalled
only by a lighter font colour, such as the phrase to get the blues in the entry
for blues. When reappearing in a full-sentence definition, entry words are
not always given in a different typeface from the rest of the sentence, as is
typically the case in dictionaries, or they are not consistently marked by
means of another colour throughout the dictionary; the former appears in
the Oxford Junior Dictionary and the latter in the Word Explorer
Children’s Dictionary. Flashy, unpleasant colours are sometimes used
instead of pastel shades, such as the bright yellow margin in the Oxford
Illustrated Children’s Dictionary. Finally, attention should be paid to the
distribution of text; distribution in three columns makes the text too dense
and less clear, as in the Oxford Illustrated Children’s Dictionary.
5. Discussion
School dictionaries are intended for (school) children. The selection of
entry words, the definition language, the quantity of information on entry
words to be included, the microstructure, the manner of presentation, and
the appearance of the dictionary, therefore, differ from those typical of
dictionaries for adults. Dictionaries should be adapted to users’ skills,
which is why a single school dictionary for all ages and grades is
inappropriate. A secondary school dictionary for the Slovene language
currently does not exist; instead, teachers use, as stipulated in the
curriculum, the SSKJ, a general-purpose dictionary for adults, not adjusted
to the reference skills of the school-going population. The existing Slovene
primary school dictionaries – Moj mali slovar, Besede nagajivke, Moj prvi
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slovar, Moj slovar – are too small in size. Quite the contrary is true of
English pedagogical dictionaries: they are numerous and diverse, and range
from large-format picture book dictionaries aimed at children just
beginning to read, to school dictionaries that begin to resemble adult
dictionaries (Jackson 2002: 83).
School dictionaries are designed for the needs of school-goers:
Their wordlists are based on what is found in schoolbooks, and their
microstructural information is what [children and] teenagers need for their
schoolwork (Béjoint 2010: 47).

The basis for every contemporary dictionary is a corpus; therefore, the
wordlist of a primary school dictionary should be based on a corpus of
textbooks and study materials, literary works for children aged 6–10, and
on a corpus of their own texts. For Slovene, such corpora will have to be
built. Another crucial decision is to compile an e-dictionary, not a printed
one. According to the development of technology and children’s use of
electronic devices, it seems to be the only possibility. One important
advantage of an e-dictionary is the possibility for a user to select only parts
of information he or she would like to see and compilation for users of
different age groups. Finally, it is vital that the compilers be
lexicographers, not only language teachers, as it was in the case of existing
Slovene primary school dictionaries.
The characteristics of primary school dictionaries can be summarised
as follows: the wordlist and language used in the dictionary should be
adjusted to the target users’ cognitive capacities.17 This means that
definitions should be phrased using simpler vocabulary and that certain
senses of polysemous lexemes should be left out. Furthermore, the quantity
of included information should be limited, e.g. etymology is usually not
included. Colours and quality illustrations should be used, including
photographs, drawings and diagrams appearing in the text to clarify the
meanings of headwords. Whether or not to include an illustration and what
should it be like must be a matter of thorough consideration.
What the dictionary looks like is also important: usually they are of a
larger format with carefully selected typography. A dictionary should be
attractive rather than dull, which means that clutter, information overload,
too many links, and obtrusive and redundant ads should be avoided. A
dictionary page should be user-friendly, colourful, not cramped, with
17

This can be said for all types of dictionaries.
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sufficient white space and an appropriate font size, instead of black-andwhite, with high text density or in flashy colours.
A primary school dictionary should include front matter with a simple
yet precise users’ guide and example entries, which should be exemplary
and clear. An important element of primary school dictionaries is the
didactic component; therefore, the dictionary should come with enjoyable
exercises. These should be of high quality, such as the Oxford worksheets,
as opposed to the rather pedestrian exercises in the Croatian primary school
dictionary. Faced with unpleasant reference books or interfaces, the user
will not do the exercises even if the assignments and word games are
beneficial. According to the children’s habits, their use of electronic
devices, current trends in lexicography and education, in which the
presence of digital medium is increasing, it would be appropriate to design
an electronic/online primary school dictionary. In this case, the exercises
and games could be a part of a dictionary itself and reachable by clicking
on words or they could be all in one place on a separate webpage.
The dictionary microstructure should be visually clear, systematic and
consistently applied. Individual components should stand apart visually and
typographically. It is advisable that each definition be placed in a separate
paragraph, and that examples (which should accompany all definitions) be
separated from definitions by means of a different typeface or colour. If an
entry word has several senses and thus several definitions, these should be
enumerated. The senses of a polysemous word belonging to the same part
of speech should be clearly separated from the senses belonging to another
part of speech. The definitions of related concepts should be structured
similarly.
Dictionaries intended for children aged 6–10 should feature audio
pronunciations, because children cannot yet read the phonetic alphabet, and
pronunciations given in regular letters (such as for bruise [brooze] in the
Oxford Junior Dictionary) may cause them to learn the misspelled version
of a word. In an e-dictionary, there is no problem of presenting audio
pronunciations and no need to present them in a written form.
Considering that as a language reference book a school dictionary
indirectly forms the user’s orthographic competence, a primary school
dictionary of Slovene should be designed without orthographic errors and
inappropriate use of punctuation. The Oxford Illustrated Children’s
Dictionary, for instance, has definitions end in a full stop even though they
do not begin with a capital letter. It is also inappropriate for a primary
school dictionary to provide two spelling variants of a word in an entry,
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such as avtocesta and avto cesta ‘motorway’ in Moj slovar. This seems to
be superfluous and confusing for the young user. It is more appropriate for
the dictionary to only give one variant that is the preferable one according
to the SP or, if they are completely synonymous, the more frequent one.
6. Conclusion
Despite having analysed a relatively small number of primary school
dictionaries, the results have shown that they share typical characteristics.
Certain shortcomings were also discovered, which should be avoided in
designing an appropriately-sized and modern primary school dictionary of
Slovene. It is obvious that the compilation of a dictionary is a demanding
task that requires a certain amount of flexibility. The principles set in
advance of such a project are sometimes deviated from, which probably
leads to occasional inconsistencies.
A modern primary school dictionary should be based on a wellestablished children’s corpus and designed as an e-dictionary. I am aware
of the fact that this cannot be done by a single person. Recently, I made an
inquiry among teachers in the grades 1–6 of primary school and among
pupils in the 3rd and 6th grades to learn something about their needs and
habits of using a dictionary. I believe that those results will also help in
preparing a theoretical concept of a Slovene primary school dictionary.
It is important for such a dictionary to be used in class as early as
possible, and regularly. At the same time, society must be made aware that
a dictionary is useful in all school subjects, not just in learning native and
foreign languages.
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Jane Klavan, Maarja-Liisa Pilvik and Kristel Uiboaed1

The Use of Multivariate Statistical Classification Models for
Predicting Constructional Choice in Spoken, Non-Standard
Varieties of Estonian2

Abstract
Speakers’ choice between alternative forms is driven by a variety of factors.
Multivariate statistical classification models enable us to discover which factors are
significant and to what extent. In this paper we take a close look at two nearsynonymous constructions – the synthetic adessive construction (e.g. laual ‘on the
table’) and the analytic adpositional peal ‘on’ construction (laua peal ‘on the table’) –
expressing locative function in Estonian, and identify a number of semantic and
morpho-syntactic factors that influence the choice between the two constructions. In the
first systematic study on the subject (Klavan 2012) a logistic regression model with four
morphosyntactic and two semantic explanatory predictors was fit to Estonian written
language data, yielding a classification accuracy of 70%. In our study, we use dialectal
data from the Corpus of Estonian Dialects (CED 2015) to explore how the minimal
adequate model for written data performs on non-standard, spoken spontaneous
language. In addition, we include the geographical dimension and the Landmark lemma
as random effects and demonstrate how these factors significantly improve the fit of the
model. Furthermore, we show how complementing the results of the mixed-effects
logistic regression model with the results obtained with the ‘tree & forest’ models helps
to explain the variation in more detail and highlight significant interactions in the data.

1. Introduction
A common presumption in usage-based linguistics is that speakers’
linguistic knowledge is probabilistic in nature. It has been shown that
speakers have a richer knowledge of linguistic constructions than the
1
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knowledge captured by categorical judgements leads us to believe (e.g.
Bresnan 2007; Bresnan, Cueni, Nikitina & Baayen 2007; Bresnan & Ford
2010; Tagliamonte & Baayen 2012; Divjak & Arppe 2013; Szmrecsanyi
2013). In addition to the probabilistic nature of linguistic data, language use
is also driven by multitude of factors. Speakers’ choice between alternative
forms is often influenced by semantic, syntactic, morphological,
phonological, discourse-related, lectal, and other factors. The practical and
methodological question is how can we capture this knowledge
quantitatively. At the moment, multivariate statistical classification
modeling seems to be the best tool available. The present paper continues
this line of research and discusses the results of a multivariate corpus
analysis of two near-synonymous constructions in Estonian. We take a
usage-based and variationist perspective and focus on non-standardized,
spoken spontaneous language. We look at the parallel use of the synthetic
adessive case construction and the analytic adposition peal ‘on’
construction in Estonian dialects.
The paper has two overall aims. The first aim is to compare how the
model fitted to the dialect data performs in comparison to the model fitted
to the written language data. To this end a multivariate corpus analysis was
carried out with 2,032 occurrences of the adessive case and the adposition
peal ‘on’ in the Corpus of Estonian Dialects (CED 20153). The dialect data
were analysed using mixed-effects logistic regression (Pinheiro & Bates
2002; Baayen, Davidson & Bates 2008). The minimal adequate model
fitted to the written language includes four morphosyntactic and two
semantic explanatory predictors and has a classification accuracy of 70%
(Klavan 2012). We are interested in testing whether the same
morphosyntactic and semantic predictors are also significant for predicting
the choice in non-standard spoken language. We are furthermore interested
to see whether the fit of the model can be significantly improved by
including the geographical dimension in the model. It has been suggested
that the use of analytic locative constructions (in our case the adposition
peal constructions) are more characteristic of Southern and Western
Estonia, while the use of synthetic locative constructions (in our case the
adessive case constructions) are more frequent in Northern Estonia
(Palmeos 1985: 15).
The second objective of the study is to compare the performance of
the logistic regression model with the results obtained using a different
3
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method for prediction – the ‘tree & forest’ method (Breiman 2001; Strobl,
Malley & Tutz 2009) – on dialect data in a similar fashion to Tagliamonte
and Baayen (2012) and Baayen, Endresen, Janda, Makarova and Nesset
(2013). In their comparative studies, Baayen and colleagues conclude that
alternative modelling techniques perform best at different aspects of
statistical modelling, such as accounting for interactions, classification
accuracy etc., and that using the ‘tree & forest’ method to complement
logistic models is highly beneficial (Tagliamonte & Baayen 2012: 23;
Baayen et al. 2013: 285–287). In this paper we advocate the same
methodological pluralism and show on a dataset that is typologically
different from the English word order alternations how a combination of
logistic regression and the ‘tree & forest’ method enables us to account for
the variation between the adessive and peal construction in Estonian dialect
data.
The rest of the paper is structured as follows: In Section 1.1. we give a
short overview of the adessive case construction and the adpositional peal
construction, followed by a brief general discussion on the rivalry between
analytic and synthetic constructions in Estonian (Section 1.2.). The dataset
we are working with is introduced in Section 2. The mixed-effects logistic
regression model is presented in Section 3, followed by the ‘tree & forest’
modelling of the data in Section 4. The paper ends with a general
discussion of the results (Section 5) and conclusions (Section 6).
1.1 Estonian adessive case and adposition peal ‘on’
Examples 1 and 2 illustrate how Estonian has at least two different ways to
express a situation where an object is located on top of another object (the
support-relation). The first option is to use the adessive case, as laual in
example (1) (referred to as the synthetic locative construction). The second
option is to use the genitive case together with the adposition peal ‘on’, as
laua peal in example (2) (the analytic locative construction).
(1)

Raamat
on
laual.
book.SG.NOM be-PRS.3SG table.SG.ADE
‘The book is on the table.’

(2)

Raamat
on
laua
book.SG.NOM be-PRS.3SG table.SG.GEN
‘The book is on the table.’

peal.
on
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In addition to expressing location, the Estonian adessive case also
expresses temporal relations (e.g. neljapäeval ‘on Thursday’), states (e.g.
naerul näoga ‘with a smiling face’), possessors in possessive clauses (e.g.
Maril on kaks last ‘Mari has two kids’), agents with finite verb forms (e.g.
See asi ununes mul kiiresti ‘I quickly forgot about that thing’), instruments
(e.g. klaveril ‘on a piano’), and manner (e.g. kikkis kõrvul ‘with ears
pricked up’) (Erelt, Erelt & Ross 2007: 250). It is far more frequent for the
adessive to express temporal and other abstract relations than location
(Klavan 2012: 103–108). Similarly to locative cases, Estonian adpositions
are also polysemous. The Dictionary of Written Estonian (Langemets,
Tiits, Valdre, Veskis, Viks & Voll 2009: 130–131) lists as many as 11
meanings for the adposition peal; relevant for the present study is the
locative function given in example (2) above. It has been claimed in
Estonian reference grammars that the meaning of adpositions is more
concrete and specific than that of the cases, while the usage range of the
latter is much broader (Erelt, Kasik, Metslang, Rajandi, Ross, Saari, Tael &
Vare 1995: 33–34; Erelt et al. 2007: 191). This is in line with the general
claims made in literature concerning the differences between adpositions
and case affixes (Comrie 1986; Hagège 2010; Lestrade 2010).
1.2 Analyticity and syntheticity in Estonian
The alternation between synthetic and analytic locative constructions is a
typologically intriguing language phenomenon. Although analytic and
synthetic rivalry on a more broader scale has attracted a fair amount of
interest in usage-based linguistics (cf. Szmrecsanyi 2009, 2012), it has not
been extensively studied in Estonian linguistics (save for a few small scale
studies, e.g. Serebrennikov 1959; Metslang 1997, 2009). In addition to the
alternation between locative cases and the corresponding adpositions, there
are other constructions where both the analytic as well as the synthetic
alternative are used side by side. Standard Estonian is claimed to have
become more analytic due to both its internal development as well as the
influence of Russian, English and German (Erelt & Metslang 1998: 659;
Metslang 2009: 49). We have even less information about the nature and
extent of the analytic and synthetic rivalry in spoken language and
nonstandard varieties. Analyticity is claimed to be the influence of the
Germanic or Baltic languages (Serebennikov 1959; Erelt & Metslang
1998), which leads us to expect that analytic constructions are more
widespread, for example, in areas which have had direct contacts with
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Swedish (e.g. Western and Northern-Estonia), whereas the Eastern and
Southern part of the country may use synthetic constructions more in the
same semantic and morphosyntactic environment. These kinds of
tendencies are found in the variation of certain verbal constructions
(Uiboaed, Hasselblatt, Lindström, Muischnek & Nerbonne 2013; Uiboaed
2013). However, we lack systematic empirical studies on the analytic and
synthetic alternation in the standard and non-standard varieties of the
Estonian language. Our paper aims to fill this gap by taking a multivariate
quantitative look at one specific alternation between synthetic and analytic
constructions in non-standard, spoken Estonian. It continues the work of
Klavan (2012) who applied multivariate statistical modelling to study the
use of the adessive and the peal construction in Estonian written language.
In other Finno-Ugric languages, Bartens (1978) and Ojutkangas
(2008) have looked at the alternation between the interior locative cases
and the corresponding adpositions in the Saami and Finnish languages
respectively. The central claim of Bartens (1978) is that the analytic
adpositional construction places more stress on the location than the
synthetic case construction. In addition, Bartens (1978) specifies that in the
Saami languages the adpositional constructions are used together with
smaller, manipulable things as Landmarks 4 as well as with vehicles.
Ojutkangas (2008: 386–389) reports the results of a corpus study based on
Finnish dialects and her central claim is that the interior locative cases
express conventional spatial relations between Trajector and Landmark,
while the corresponding adpositional constructions are used when this
relation is somewhat unconventional or unexpected for the speaker.
2. Description of the dataset
2.1 Data extraction
A database of 2,032 instances of the adessive and peal constructions was
collected from the morphologically annotated part of Corpus of Estonian
Dialects (CED 2015). At the time of data collection in October 2014 the
4

We adopt Langacker’s (2008) terminology to refer to the two most fundamental
notions in relational expressions. The most prominent participant is called Trajector and
the second participant Landmark (Langacker 2008: 70). Trajector is the entity whose
location or motion is of relevance; Landmark is the reference entity in relation to which
the location or the motion of Trajector is specified. Trajector may be static or dynamic,
a person or an object, or even a whole event.
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corpus consisted of 834,311 morphologically annotated tokens in total from
ten traditional dialect areas. CED consists of transcriptions of spoken
spontaneous language. Recordings (most of them recorded during 1960s–
1970s) are traditional dialect interviews where informants talk about past
events, customs, work, and their everyday lives. Texts contain long
monologous passages produced by the informants. The selection of
informants follows the traditional criteria: not highly educated, non-mobile,
elderly people. Our data comes with the traditional problems of variationist
and sociolinguistic data. The data are unevenly distributed across dialect
areas and individuals, informants are mostly women, we do not have
completely comparable linguistic contexts across all the regions, etc. (cf.
Tagliamonte & Baayen 2012: 142–143). On the upside, we have a fairly
balanced dataset diachronically as most of the interviews remain within the
relatively short timespan of 20 years.
The written language dataset of Klavan (2012) consisted of 450
randomly selected observations per construction; for the dialect data we
decided to extract all of the occurrences of the two constructions in the
corpus in order to achieve maximal geographical representativeness.
Research data are extracted only from the informants’ texts. The data are
collected automatically with R script (version 3.1.2, R development core
team 2014). We have extracted all the instances of the adessive case and
the adposition peal with the symmetrical context span of 10 words. All the
context units are collected within one informant’s utterance. This extraction
procedure resulted in a total of 14,710 observations of the adessive case
construction and 1,586 of the adpositional peal construction. The database
of 16,296 observations was manually coded for the type of function
expressed by the constructions. For the present study, we only look at
instances where the two constructions expressed a locative function since
this is the function in which the alternation between the two constructions
is evident the most. After the initial coding stage we were left with 722
observations of the adessive case and 1,310 instances of the peal
construction, a total of 2,032 observations. Unlike the balanced structure of
the written language data sample, the dialect data has a preponderance of
peal constructions (64%).
2.2 Operationalisation and selection of predictors
The written language dataset includes 900 observations sampled from the
Corpus of Written Estonian which were coded for 20 semantic and
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morpho-syntactic variables with 66 distinct variable categories (Klavan
2012: 70–92). For the present study we focus on only those 6 predictors
that were retained in the final, minimal model fitted to the written language
data: mobility of Landmark, verb group, length of the Landmark phrase in
syllables (logarithmically transformed), morphological complexity of
Landmark, word class of Trajector, relative position between Trajector and
Landmark. The predictor ‘mobility of Landmark’ is closely related to the
predictor ‘type of Landmark’; both predictors were annotated for the
present dataset. In addition, we annotated the dialect data for the variables
dialect, informant, and lemma. Following is a description of how the
predictors were operationalised and the specific predictions made.
Type and mobility of Landmark. Landmarks were coded as either
‘mobile’ or ‘static’. Mobile Landmarks are those that do not have a fixed
position in the environment, either because they move by themselves (e.g.
humans, animals) or can be moved by an external agent (e.g. a table). Static
Landmarks have a fixed position in the environment (e.g. street, market).
This predictor is closely related to another predictor included in the original
annotation schema – type of Landmark. The latter refers to the general
distinction between easily manipulable objects or ‘things’ (e.g. a sleigh)
and large static objects or ‘places’ (e.g. shore). Bartens (1978)
demonstrated that in the Saami languages the synthetic constructions are
used when Landmark is a place and analytic constructions are more
frequent with things as Landmarks. The same has been demonstrated by
Ojutkangas (2008), who studied the use of the interior locative cases and
the corresponding adpositions in Finnish. There seems to be ample reason
to suspect that the type and mobility of Landmark play a role in the
alternation between locative cases and adpositions. More specifically –
larger, static locations such as places should lend themselves more easily
for abstraction and hence are more likely to be used with the adessive (cf.
e.g. Bartens 1978), while as small manipulable (or movable) objects or
things prefer the adposition peal since adpositions are more concrete and
specific than cases and they convey the meaning of spatial location of an
object more clearly (Bartens 1978; Palmeos 1985: 18; Comrie 1986;
Ojutkangas 2008; Hagège 2010: 37–38; Lestrade 2010).
Verb lemma and verb group. The predominant locative construction
in Estonian tends to use a simple copula for expressing location (e.g. olema
‘to be’), but there are other verbs that can be used together with either the
adessive or the adposition peal ‘on’ (e.g. istuma ‘to sit’). In the initial
coding stage, each observation is coded for the verb lemma used with either
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the adessive or the peal construction. Different verbal compounds (particle
verbs, modal verb constructions etc.) are coded only for the main verb. In
the next stage, the verbs are subcategorised into different groups based
largely on Levin (1993) and include the following: ‘action’ (e.g. avama
‘open’), ‘existence’ (e.g. olema ‘be’), ‘motion’ (e.g. jooksma ‘run’), and
‘posture’ (e.g. istuma ‘sit’). This predictor also has the level of ‘no verb’ –
this is used for elliptical usages where no overt verb lemma is expressed.
The latter is highly characteristic of spoken language.
Landmark length. Length is reported as one of the most crucial
variables in numerous studies on various syntactic alternation phenomena
(e.g. Hawkins 1994, 2004; Wasow 1997, 2002; Arnold, Wasow, Losongco
& Ginstrom 2000; Bresnan et al. 2007; Anttila, Adams & Speriosu 2010).
In many cases length is discussed under the headings of weight or
complexity. Following Mondorf (2003: 253) and Rohdenburg (2003: 205)
we can predict that the analytic adpositional construction will be used in
cognitively more demanding environments. Rohdenburg’s complexity
principle (Mondorf 2003: 294; Rohdenburg 2003) states that “in the case of
more or less explicit constructional alternatives, the more explicit option(s)
will tend to be preferred in cognitively more complex environments”
(Rohdenburg 2003: 205).
There are different ways how weight can be measured. Most studies
count the number of words (e.g. Rosenbach 2005; Hinrichs & Szmrecsanyi
2007), but others define it in terms of number of syllables (e.g. McDonald,
Bock & Kelly 1993), character counts (Wolk, Bresnan, Rosenbach &
Szmrecsanyi 2013: 394–395) or in terms of phonological complexity (e.g.
the number of lexical stresses as in Anttila et al. 2010). In the annotation
schema of Klavan (2012), the length of the Landmark phrase was measured
in both syllables and words. In the present study length is only measured in
syllables, since this measure produced a model with a better fit than length
measured in words. An important methodological question concerns
whether to include the monosyllabic adposition peal in the count as a
separate syllable or not. Hinrichs and Szmrecsanyi (2007: 453) and
Rosenbach (2005: 623) indicate in their studies on the English genitive
alternation that the definite or indefinite articles determining the possessed
phrase of an of-genitive were not included because it provides a natural
imbalance and skews the results. For similar reasons, it was decided not to
include the adposition peal in the counts. Hence, Landmark phrases such as
laual [laud+ADE] and laua peal [laud+GEN peal] were both considered as
one word long and disyllabic. A logarithmic transformation is applied to
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the counts of syllables in order to compress extreme values and reduce
skewness.
Landmark complexity. It is certainly true that complexity and length
are correlated and that longer constituents tend to be more complex and
vice versa, but it is still a matter of controversy whether they are two
distinct factors or not (Rosenbach 2005: 617). For each Landmark in the
dataset it is established whether it is a ‘simple lexeme’ (e.g. laud ‘table’) or
a ‘compound’ (e.g. kirjutuslaud ‘writing desk’). Similarly to the above
argumentation about length of the Landmark phrase, morphological
complexity of Landmark is taken as a proxy for general complexity and
based on Mondorf’s (2003: 205) analytic support, it is predicted that the
analytic, i.e. more explicit, construction is used in cognitively more
demanding environments.
Word class of Trajector. Different expression types have been found
to affect the choice of syntactic alternatives; see, for example, Bresnan and
Ford (2010) for an overview of how this variable affects the dative
alternation in English and Gries (1999) for the English particle placement.
The word class of Trajector has three levels: ‘noun’, ‘pronoun’, and ‘verb
phrase’.
Relative position between Trajector and Landmark. Estonian is
considered a language with a relatively free word order (Lindström 2005:
10) and in principle, both constructions can come at the beginning, in the
middle, or at the end of a clause. Based on the principle of end-weight
which states that “long, complex phrases tend to come at the ends of
clauses” (Wasow 1997: 81), we assume that it is the analytic peal
construction that creates a heavier constituent because it has the extra
lexeme (peal ‘on’) and should thus prefer the clause-final position. Data are
coded for the relative order of Trajector and Landmark phrases. The
Landmark phrase either follows (coded as ‘tr_lm’) or precedes (coded as
‘lm_tr’) the Trajector phrase.
Dialect. 10 areal varieties are traditionally identified for the Estonian
language. These varieties are further grouped into northern and southern
dialects based mostly on phonological, morphological and lexical traits.
The northern group is formed by Insular, Western, Mid, Coastal,
Northeastern and Eastern dialects, whereas Mulgi, Tartu, Võru and Seto
dialects represent the southern group. Sometimes Coastal and Northeastern
dialects are distinguished as a separate subgroup within northern dialects.
Dialect borders have never been clear-cut and since Estonian dialects have
levelled considerably during the past 100 years or so, it is generally more
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reasonable to talk about preference patterns across dialect continuum in the
context of morphosyntactic phenomena, rather than just stating the
existence or non-existence of certain features in certain areas. For the
purpose of the present study, we have operationalized the dialect variable
through the 10 traditional areas that are used in the CED (Eastern, Coastal,
Insular, Mid, Mulgi, Northeastern, Seto, Tartu, Võru and Western). Figure 1
presents the map of Estonian dialects and Figure 2 illustrates the data
collection points included in the present study.
Figure 1. Estonian dialects5

Informant. It has been shown in previous studies that subjects, in our case
informants, tend to have their own specific preferences or dispreferences
regarding the choice between alternative constructions (e.g. Dąbrowska
2008, 2010; Tagliamonte & Baayen 2012). It is therefore important to
introduce the variable informant into the analysis as an additional source of
5

The dialect map is a modified version of EKI (2014) map.
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variation that might influence the structure we are trying to find in the data.
In our study, 286 individual speakers are included in the analysis. In the
logistic model, it is treated as a random effect.
Figure 2. Data collection points in the present study (Google Maps as a base layer,
ggmap package (Kahle & Wickham 2013) in R applied for visualization)

Lemma. In a similar fashion to individual speakers, it has been shown that
specific words have also their own preference or dispreference for one
alternative construction over another (e.g. Stefanowitsch & Gries 2003;
Bresnan et al. 2007; Janda, Nesset & Baayen 2010). It is therefore
necessary to account for this variability in our statistical analysis as well.
The lemmas, however, cannot be used as a variable in the ‘tree and forest’
analysis, since, trivially enough, a predictor with this many levels requires
more computational power than is currently at our disposal. There are 420
different lemmas used with the two constructions in our dataset.
Table 1 is an overview of the dataset: the first column gives the name
of the predictor and the second column specifies the corresponding levels.
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Table 1. Overview of the dataset (N = 2,032: adessive = 722, peal = 1,310)
Predictor
MOBILITY (mobility of Landmark)
TYPE (type of Landmark)
VERBLEMMA (lemma of the verb used
together with the adessive or peal
construction)
VERBGROUP
LENGTH (length of the Landmark phrase
in syllables)
COMPLEXITY (morphological
complexity of the word used in the
adessive or peal construction)
TRWORDCLASS (word class of the
Trajector phrase)
POSITION (relative position between the
Trajector and Landmark phrase)
DIALECT (the dialect area)
INFORMANT
LEMMA (lemma of the word used in the
adessive or peal construction)

Levels
mobile, static
place, thing
191 verb lemmas

activity, existence, motion, no verb,
posture
ranging from 1 to 9 syllables
compound, simple

NP, pronoun, VP
lm_tr, tr_lm
Coastal, Eastern, Insular, Mid, Mulgi,
Northeastern, Seto, Tartu, Võru, Western
286 informants
420 lemmas

2.3 Methods for statistical analysis of the data
In order to have a better picture of the structure of the dataset and to test the
relevance of the predictors described in the previous section, we apply
several methods for statistical analysis. We focus on multivariate analysis
and use logistic modeling (Harrell 2001; Pinheiro & Bates 2002; Hosmer,
Lemeshow & Sturdivant 2013) as well as classification trees and random
forests (the ‘tree & forest’ method; Breiman, Friedman, Olshen & Stone
1984; Breiman 2001; Strobl, Boulesteix, Zeileis & Hothorn 2007; Strobl et
al. 2009). We use the ‘tree & forest’ method because of its advantages over
logistic regression (Baayen et al. 2013: 258): the results are more intuitive,
it arrives at its optimal solution on its own (eliminating thus the daunting
step of finding the “best” regression model), it does not impose
distributional constraints on the dataset, and its output is a classification
tree with an intuitive diagram of the outcomes predicted by various
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combinations of predictor values. However, since our dataset has two
variables that have a large number of levels (informant and lemma) and
since the ‘tree & forest’ method “given current implementations and
hardware limitations, does not scale up to data with many subjects and
many items” (Baayen et al. 2013: 277), mixed-effects logistic regression
(Pinheiro & Bates 2002; Baayen et al. 2008) will be used to distinguish
between variability tied to specific informants and word lemmas and
variability attributed to the linguistic predictors of primary interest.
Informant will be included in drawing classification trees and for building a
random forest model, but variable importances for the latter will not be
calculated. Lemma is left out from the ‘tree & forest’ models completely.
All of the statistical analyses are carried out using R (version 3.1.2, R
development core team 2014), the open-source language and environment
for statistical computing, freely available at http://www.r-project.org.
3. Logistic regression
The goal of a logistic regression model is to predict the probability that a
given response value will be used by means of the logarithm of the odds
ratio. We use mixed-effects logistic regression (Baayen et al. 2008; Pinhero
& Bates 2002) to model the ‘response’, i.e. the choice between the adessive
case and peal construction, as depending on the explanatory variables or
predictors described in Section 2.2. The analysis is carried out in R using
the function glmer() from the package ‘lme4’ (Bates 2014; Bates,
Maechler, Bolker, Walker, Christensen, Singmann & Dai 2015). Our initial
aim is to refit the original binary logistic regression model presented in
Klavan (2012) to the adessive and peal alternation in the database of
Estonian dialects. We are interested in finding out whether the same
predictors that were found significant for the written, standard language
also help to explain (some of) the variation in the spoken, non-standard
language. To this end, a binary logistic model was fit to the dialect data
described by the following formula:
CONSTRUCTION ~ LENGTHLOG + COMPLEXITY + MOBILITY +
VERBGROUP + TRWORDCLASS + POSITION

All of these six predictors were deemed significant in the model fitted to
the standard written language (Klavan 2012: 176–181). The written
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language model had a fairly conservative fit – the value of C6 was 0.761,
just under the critical value of 0.8. When we refit the same model to dialect
data, length and position fail to make significant contributions to the model
fit. Eliminating these predictors from the model formula results in a model
where all the remaining predictors are significant, but the C value is low,
0.708. Moreover, fitting the above specified simple binary logistic
regression model to the dialect data fails to take into account three crucial
points. First, the dialect data comes from 286 informants, majority of
whom contribute more than one observation. Second, we also coded the
predictor lemma which we assume to play a role and which has as many as
420 different levels. These two predictors are treated as random-effect
factors – they are sampled from larger populations of informants and
lemmas. Third, we have data from different dialect areas. Dialect is
modelled in as a fixed-effect factor – it has ten levels which exhaustively
describe all the possible Estonian dialect areas.
3.1 Mixed-effects logistic regression model of Estonian dialect data
Following Baayen et al. (2013) we use a hypothesis-driven search for the
best, i.e. the simplest yet most adequate model for the data. We start with a
model including all seven predictors (length, complexity, type, verb group,
Trajector word class, position, and dialect) modelled as fixed-effects and
lemma and informant as random-effects. We remove the insignificant
predictors one at a time. This step is carried out on the full set of data
twice, after which only significant predictors remain. The best mixedeffects logistic model for the adessive and peal alternation in Estonian
dialect data is described by the following formula:
CONSTRUCTION ~ LENGTHLOG + COMPLEXITY + TYPE + VERBGROUP
+ DIALECT + (1|LEMMA) + (1|INFORMANT)

The mixed-effects logistic regression model yields the estimates for the
coefficients shown in Table 2 for the fixed-effect predictors. The first
column, ‘Estimate’, gives the estimated coefficients – a logistic model
estimates how the log of the odds ratio depends on the predictors. In R, the
levels of the response are ordered alphabetically, and it takes the second
one of the two alternatives to be a success. For the present data, this means
6

Here and henceforward the index of concordance, C-index (Harrell 2001: 247).
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that the peal construction is a success, and the model ascertains how the log
of the number of peal constructions divided by the number of adessive
constructions depends on the predictors.
Table 2. Coefficients for a mixed-effects logistic regression model for Estonian dialect
dataset
Intercept
LENGTHLOG
COMPLEXITY = simple
TYPE = thing
VERBGROUP = existence
VERBGROUP = motion
VERBGROUP = no verb
VERBGROUP = posture
DIALECT = Eastern
DIALECT = Coastal
DIALECT = Insular
DIALECT = Mid
DIALECT = Mulgi
DIALECT = Seto
DIALECT = Tartu
DIALECT = Võru
DIALECT = Western

Estimate
-1.894
1.390
1.765
1.379
-0.531
-1.287
-0.142
-0.180
1.266
0.270
1.137
1.663
1.414
2.567
1.919
1.665
2.265

Std. Error
0.643
0.467
0.442
0.316
0.177
0.234
0.276
0.467
0.550
0.548
0.460
0.474
0.590
0.754
0.570
0.531
0.477

z-value
-2.947
2.976
3.995
4.372
-2.996
-5.496
-0.515
-0.386
2.303
0.492
2.472
3.510
2.396
3.404
3.367
3.137
4.751

p-value
0.0032
0.0029
0.0001
0.0000
0.0027
0.0000
0.6069
0.6998
0.0213
0.6224
0.0134
0.0004
0.0166
0.0007
0.0008
0.0017
0.0000

In R, factors are dealt with by taking one factor level as point of reference.
For this particular factor level the group mean is calculated. For the other
factor levels, the difference between its group mean and the group mean for
the reference level is calculated. All group means are on the logit scale. The
first item on the list of coefficients is the Intercept. R chooses as values at
the Intercept those that come first alphabetically. Thus the Intercept here
represents the group mean (on the logit scale) for the following six
predictors: LENGTHLOG = 0.37 (equivalent to mean of LENGTHLOG,
the exponential value of which is 1.46, meaning that on average the
Landmark phrase is 1.46 syllables long), COMPLEXITY = compound,
TYPE = place, VERBGROUP = activity, DIALECT = Northeastern7. The

7

In the final model, we changed the reference level for the predictor dialect from the
alphabetically first one to Northeastern. We ran models with all of the 10 values of
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negative value of -1.894 tells us that the model predicts the adessive
construction here. When we change to another group mean, for
LENGTHLOG = 0.37, COMPLEXITY = compound, TYPE = place,
VERBGROUP = motion, DIALECT = Northeastern, the group mean is
-1.894–1.287 = -3.181, indicating that for observations with a motion verb,
the peal construction is used even less often.
The second column in Table 2 presents a measure of how uncertain
the model is about the estimate for the coefficient. The greater the standard
error, the more careful we should be when interpreting the results. The
third column, values for the z-scores, is obtained by taking the values in the
first column and dividing them by the values in the second column. The
final column lists the associated p-values which “evaluate how surprised
we should be to observe a coefficient with as large (or as small, when
negative) a value as actually observed” (Baayen et al. 2013: 263). For the
Intercept, the small p-value indicates that the group mean for
LENGTHLOG = 0.37, COMPLEXITY = compound, TYPE = place,
VERBGROUP = activity, DIALECT = Northeastern has a log odds that is
significantly below 0. This means that the proportion of the peal
construction is significantly below 50%. For the other terms with small pvalues, we have good evidence that the differences in group means are
significant.
When using p-values to evaluate the coefficients for verb group and
dialect for which we compare multiple coefficients (these predictors have
more than two levels), we need to apply a method of multiple comparisons.
We have opted for the conservative Bonferroni correction according to
which the p-values are multiplied by the number of comparisons (Crawley
2007: 486). In the present case, we have 4 coefficients for verb group (we
are making 4 comparisons), which means that the p-values for the
coefficients of this predictor need to be multiplied by 4. For dialect, the pvalues of the coefficients need to be multiplied by 9.
3.2 Performance of the mixed-effects model
We use Akaike’s Information Criterion (AIC) and C measure to assess the
performance of the model. AIC is a statistical measure used to compare
models with different numbers of parameters (Hosmer et al. 2013: 120). It
dialect as the reference level. From the perspective of our analysis, having Northeastern
as the base gives us a model which reflects the structure of the dataset best.
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tells us how close the fitted values of a model tend to be to the true values,
in terms of a certain expected value (Agresti 2002: 216). There is no
statistical test to compare values of AIC. In general, lower values of AIC
are taken to indicate a better model fit. The C measure, or the index of
concordance a.k.a. the area under the (receiver operating characteristic)
curve, provides a description of the fitted model’s classification accuracy.
It ranges from 0.5 to 1.0 and reflects the model’s ability to discriminate
between the two outcomes. The following general guidelines are given as a
rule of thumb: C = 0.5 – no discrimination, like flipping a coin; 0.5 < C <
0.7 – poor discrimination, not much better than flipping a coin; 0.7 ≤ C <
0.8 – acceptable discrimination; 0.8 ≤ C < 0.9 – excellent discrimination; C
≥ 0.9 – outstanding discrimination (Hosmer et al. 2013: 177).
Following Baayen et al. (2013: 278) we assess the importance of each
predictor in the model by comparing the decrease in AIC as the different
predictors are added to the model specification. Table 3 lists the statistics
for the decrease in AIC. The first row compares the AIC of a model with
informant to a model with only an intercept term. The large decrease in
AIC for INFORMANT (86.6) and LEMMA (465.4) indicate that these are
the two most important predictors. As also attested in other variationist
studies that employ mixed-effects modelling (e.g. Bresnan & Ford 2010:
189; Janda et al. 2010: 40; Baayen et al. 2013: 278), the contributions of
the linguistic predictors compared to the random effect terms are much
smaller. It can be seen that the most important linguistic predictors are verb
group, dialect and type of Landmark. Length also contributes to the model
fit, but its contribution is smaller compared to the other predictors. The
column ‘logLik’ lists the model’s log likelihood, ‘Chisq’ is twice the
difference in logLik, which follows a chi-squared distribution with as
degrees of freedom the number of additional parameters used by the more
complex model (column ‘Chi.Df’) (Baayen et al. 2013: 278). The p-value
is derived from these chi-squared statistics.
Table 3. Model comparison statistics for the Estonian dialect dataset

INFORMANT
LEMMA
LENGTHLOG
COMPLEXITY
TYPE
VERBGROUP
DIALECT

logLik

Chisq

Chi.Df

-1277.8
-1044.2
-1041.3
-1030.2
-1020.4
-1001
-979.45

467.34
5.7657
22.113
19.689
38.842
43.025

1
1
1
1
4
9

p-value Reduction
in AIC
86.6
0.000
465.4
0.0163 3.7
0.000
20.2
0.000
17.6
0.000
30.9
0.000
25
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The C value of 0.94 tells us that the fit of the model is excellent. The
accuracy of the model is 87%, where we judge the model to make a correct
prediction if the estimated probability for the peal construction is greater
than or equal to 0.5 and the peal construction was actually observed. When
always guessing the most frequent alternative, i.e. the peal construction, the
prediction accuracy would be 64%. In order to test for any significant
interactions between the predictors and to gain a more intuitive
understanding of the structure in our data, we will now turn to the ‘tree &
forest’ method to analyse the adessive and peal alternation in non-standard,
spoken language.
4. Classification trees and random forests
4.1 Classification trees
While logistic regression models are parametric, the ‘tree & forest’ models
are non-parametric methods, meaning they do not make any assumptions
about the probability distributions of the variables and as such are suitable
for dealing with natural language data which is often unbalanced and
“messy”. The ‘tree & forest’ methods can also handle the so-called “large p
small n” (small number of observations per predictor (levels)) problems
(Strobl et al. 2009) and adequately analyse highly correlated variables
(Strobl, Boulesteix, Kneib, Augustin & Zeileis 2008), both of which are
characteristic of natural language data.
The ‘tree & forest’ method makes use of recursive partitioning of the
data yielding an optimal sorting of observations with respect to the
response variable. For a single classification tree, the observations are
divided into binary nodes based on the strength of association between the
respective splitting variable and the response variable. Observations with
similar response values are grouped together. For each next binary split, the
predictor that is most strongly associated with the response variable is
selected. Splitting continues until a certain stop condition is reached (Strobl
et al. 2009: 325–327). In the current study, p-values are employed to select
predictors and stop the splitting (for common stop criteria, see Strobl et al.
2009: 327). Once no more significant splits can be made, the partitioning
ends and values of the response variable are predicted in each terminal
node. As the ‘tree & forest’ method uses bootstrap sampling (drawing a
same-size random sample from a dataset with replacement), it
automatically provides a mechanism for validating the model. The sampled
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data points (the “in-bag” observations) constitute the training dataset for
building the model and the data points not sampled (the “out-of bag”
observations) are left for testing the predictions made by the model
(Baayen et al. 2013: 260). Also, since the predictors that do not contribute
to the model are not included in the tree, there is no need to struggle with
finding the best model for the data, and because the variations in the
sample are random, it is not necessary to specify interactions between
predictor variables. In fact, it is even stated that classification trees are best
suited for representing complex interactions, while being extremely
unlikely to depict only main effects. (Strobl et al. 2009: 329–330.)
Single classification trees are highly intuitive and easily interpretable.
The first split partitions the entire sample, the second split partitions only
those observations that were grouped by the first split etc. One has to keep
in mind, though, that the split selection process here is only considering the
previous but not the following splits and as such is only locally optimal
(Strobl et al. 2009). In this respect, single classification trees are similar to
parametric regression, but it also means that the first split in the tree is one
of the most important one, but not necessarily the most important (Strobl et
al. 2009: 333; Baayen et al. 2013: 265).
We use the party package (Hothorn, Buehlmann, Dudoit, Molinaro &
Van Der Laan 2006a; Hothorn, Hornik & Zeileis 2006b; Strobl et al. 2007,
2008) in R to run both the classification tree and random forest analysis on
our data. We conducted two separate analyses with slightly different
settings. For the first classification tree 8 we excluded the informant
variable. In addition to employing p-values for the splitting, the stop
condition for the terminal nodes is set to 25 to avoid the risk of overfitting,
i.e. the minimum number of observations in a terminal node has to be at
least 25. If this condition (and adequate significance value) is met, the
splitting stops. The classification accuracy of the first tree is 73%. There is
an 8% increase in the accuracy of choosing between the adessive or peal
construction based on the input variables compared to always choosing the
most frequent option (the peal construction). The index of concordance (C)
has a value of 0.74, just a bit below the standard threshold 0.8. The results
are shown in Figure 3.
8

set.seed(2000)
ctreeAdePeal = ctree(CX ~ LENGTHLOG + COMPLEXITY + TYPE + VERBGROUP
+ DIALECT + TRWORDCLASS + POSITION, controls = ctree_control(minbucket =
25), data=dat)
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Figure 3. Classification tree without the informant variable
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Figure 3 shows that the most significant predictor is the type of Landmark,
which splits the data into two groups: places and things. Further splits in
both branches are made based on dialects. The left branch of Landmarks
which denote places distinguishes Northeastern, Coastal, and Insular
dialects from the others. Within this group, the verb class is the next
significant predictor. When a motion verb is present, adessive is more
commonly used. When it comes to other verbs, length of Landmark
introduces additional variation: shorter Landmarks prefer the adessive case,
but with longer Landmarks small differences emerge between the dialects.
In the Insular dialect peal is more frequent with a longer Landmark, while
the adessive is more likely to be chosen in the Northeastern and Coastal
dialect.
We now turn to the second dialect group which includes the other
seven dialects in the place-branch in Figure 3. Here, the next significant
split is made at the complexity variable: simple lexemes prefer the peal
construction, while compounds make more use of the adessive. There
seems to be one anomaly in the compound-branch, namely that length
splits the compounds into two seemingly incoherent nodes in terms of the
short-long distinction: a node with 2-, 4-, and 6-syllable words, and a node
with 3-, 5-, and 7-syllable words. When we look at the data, however, half
of the 30 cases in the left node are compounds with monosyllabic last
components, such as case forms of the lemmas maan+tee (‘highway’) or
heina+maa (‘meadow’), which seem to have a clear preference for peal
construction and therefore behave more like simple lexemes. In those
compounds, the last components’ high usage frequency might overshadow
the general tendency to use the adessive case with compound nouns9. This
explanation, however, may be too far-fetched based on such relatively low
frequency of these observations and we might as well be dealing with
idiosyncratic behaviour of certain lemmas when expressing place in this
dialect group. This could be accounted for by including the variable lemma
in the ‘tree & forest’ analysis, given the appropriate technical possibilities,
which we currently, unfortunately, lack. We can therefore generalize and
say that simple Landmarks tend to use the peal construction in this dialect
group whereas compounds are more drawn to the adessive case.
For the branch on the right with things as Landmarks in Figure 3, peal
construction is mostly used. The only exception is the Northeastern dialect
that seems to make equal use of both constructions. There appear to be no
9

We are grateful to the anonymous reviewer for highlighting this point.

208

JANE KLAVAN, MAARJA-LIISA PILVIK AND KRISTEL UIBOAED

other significant predictors that help us to understand the choice between
the two constructions, meaning that although we get further significant
splits at Trajector word class and dialect, they do not distinguish the
response classes on their own, but reflect interactions between different
predictor variables.
The informant variable was included in the second analysis10 and the
minimum number of observations required in the terminal node was set to
25 again. The classification accuracy increases to 79%; the tree is 14%
better than always choosing the more frequent peal construction. The C
value is 0.84. We can therefore conclude that when we include the
informant we get a considerably better tree model (Figure 4).
From Figure 4 we can see that the splitting is similar to that in the
previous tree in Figure 3. Again the strongest predictor is the type of
Landmark. The place-branch is split into two dialect groups as in the the
first tree. One group consists of Northeastern, Coastal and Insular dialects.
Here the type of verb divides the data further: observations with motion
verbs (still preferring the adessive construction) are separated from the rest.
However, for all other verbs, the preference for either adessive or the peal
construction now depends on the speakers and not on dialect or the length
of Landmark as in Figure 3. For non-motion verbs in the dialect group of
Northeastern, Coastal and Insular dialects, length no longer makes an
important distinction once the informant is included. Instead, variation can
be attributed to individual preferences.
Length does, however, play a role in the other dialect group (Eastern,
Mid, Western, Mulgi, Seto, Tartu, and Võru), where, similarly to Figure 3,
compound and hence presumably longer Landmarks have a tendency to
occur in adessive constructions, whereas within the group of simple
Landmarks, the preference for either construction is now conditioned by
the informants.

10

set.seed(2000)
ctreeAdePealInf = ctree(CX ~ LENGTHLOG + COMPLEXITY + TYPE +
VERBGROUP + DIALECT + TRWORDCLASS + POSITION + INFORMANT,
controls = ctree_control(minbucket = 25), data=dat)
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When we turn to the right branch, where the type of Landmark is ‘thing’,
again a distinction is made between Northeastern (making use of both
constructions equally) and the other dialects. Compared to the first tree in
Figure 3, however, we now observe another variable that introduces a
contrast in the response classes in the final nodes – word class of Trajector.
The second dialect group is split by informants and the first group of
informants is further divided into two nodes distinguishing between verbal
and nominal Trajectors: when the Trajector phrase is a verb phrase, the
adpositional construction is more common, and when the Trajector phrase
is either a noun phrase or a single pronoun, the adessive is more frequently
used. There are no further splits in the other group of informants and it is
strongly inclined to use the peal construction.
While single trees are great for exploring the data to get a sense of its
structure and identify possible interactions, they are quite unstable due to
the fact that both the cutpoint and the splitting variable selection strongly
depend on the structure and distribution of data points on which the model
is built. To account for this instability and to draw smoother decision
boundaries, an ensemble of classification trees (the ‘forest’) can be
aggregated for prediction (Strobl et al. 2009: 330–331).
4.2 Random forests
Random forests introduce yet another source of randomness into the
analysis: in addition to randomly sampling the training dataset, it also
randomly chooses a set of possible variables to select from for each split,
enabling the weaker predictor variables to also affect the final predictions
and reveal interactions that would otherwise be missed. That results in a set
of diverse single trees that each “vote” for a predicted value for the
response variable. The class that gets more votes is chosen as the prediction
of the whole forest. Both the number of trees and the number of random
variables considered for each split can be set in the model with the
arguments ntree and mtry, respectively. For our analysis, ntree was set to
4000 and mtry to 3. The overall principle in setting these parameters is that
the more observations there are in a dataset, the more trees should be
generated to guarantee stability, and the more variables are analysed, the
larger the set of randomly preselected variables should be. As a default for
the latter, a square root of the number of variables for classification and the
number of variables divided by three for regression is suggested (Cutler,
Edwards, Beard, Cutler, Hess, Gibson & Lawler 2007).
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As there is no such thing as an “average tree” to choose for
visualization when using ensemble methods, the interpretation of random
forests is less straightforward. To evaluate the importance of each predictor
across all trees, variable importance measures are computed. The forest
therefore only serves us with relative importance of the variables in the
model, but does not imply, how the variables affect each other (Baayen et
al. 2013: 265–267).
Similarly to the classification tree analyses we also built two random
forest models: the first one without the informant variable and the second
one with the informant included. Since random forest modelling is
computationally extremely demanding, the second analysis (with the
informant) could not be completed, since for calculating variable
importance measures, even more computational power is necessary. As our
resources are currently limited in this respect, we are not able to present
variable importance measures for the second analysis.
We built three models with the same setting, but different seeding in
order to test the stability of the model and sufficiency of data points. The
first model11 (with all seeding options) achieved a classification accuracy of
76% and the C-index for that model is 0.83. The first forest model is
therefore better than the first single tree model. Figure 5 presents the
variable importance measure graph with three seeding options for the
random forest models.

11

adePealinf.cforest = cforest(CX ~ VERBGROUP + LENGTHLOG + DIALECT +
TYPE + COMPLEXITY + POSITION + TRWORDCLASS, data=dat,
controls=cforest_unbiased(ntree=4000, mtry=3))
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Figure 5. Variable importance in random forest analysis with three different seedings

All the variables that remain on the right from the zero point in Figure 5
influence the choice between the two alternating constructions. The most
important predictor is dialect, followed by the type and length of
Landmark, significant contributions are also made by verb group,
complexity of Landmark, and word class of Trajector. The relative position
of Trajector and Landmark does not play a role in distinguishing between
the two constructions. The results of the random forest model are similar to
the simple trees. Dialect and the type of Landmark play a crucial role in
deciding whether the adessive or adpositional construction is chosen to
express the locative meaning. The main difference between the forest
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model and the single trees is that in the former, dialect is more important
than the type of Landmark in predicting the response class. Overall, both
the single trees (cf. Figures 3 and 4) and the random forest model (cf.
Figure 5) indicate that dialect and type of Landmark are by far the two
most important predictors compared to the other variables for predicting
the choice between the adessive and peal construction. Interestingly
enough, the forest model without the informant predictor performs worse in
accuracy than the second single tree model in which the informant was
included. Because of that, the second forest model12 was ran with similar
settings, but with the informant variable included. The overall prediction
accuracy rose to 87% and C-index achieved a considerably higher value of
0.95, which gives us similar results as the mixed-effects logistic regression
in terms of classification accuracy and model fit. The variable importance
measures are not calculated for this model due to the limitations mentioned
above.
5. Discussion of results
In general, both the mixed-effects logistic regression and the ‘tree & forest’
method show similar results. Both methods single out dialect, type of
Landmark, verb group, complexity and length of Landmark as significant
predictors for determining the choice between the adessive and peal
construction in the spoken dialect data. The mixed-effects model confirms
the importance of these linguistic predictors even when we factor in
variation tied to individual speakers and lemmas. Word class of the
Trajector phrase and the relative position of Trajector and Landmark did
not make significant contributions to the mixed-effects logistic regression
model. In the mixed-effects model, only the main effects are factored in.
The ‘tree & forest’ method, however, highlights a vital characteristic of the
structure of the dialect data – there are subtle, but important interactions
among the predictor variables. We will now take a look at the results in
more detail. We will compare the models fitted to the dialect data to the
model fitted to the written language data and focus on the linguistic
interpretation of the models.

12

adePealinf.cforest = cforest(CX ~ VERBGROUP + LENGTHLOG + DIALECT +
TYPE + COMPLEXITY + POSITION + TRWORDCLASS + INFORMANT, data=dat,
controls=cforest_unbiased(ntree=4000, mtry=3))
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A direct and detailed comparison between the binary logistic
regression model fitted to the standard, written language data and the
mixed-effects logistic regression model as well as the tree-based model
fitted to the non-standard, spoken language should be approached with
care. The fit of a model (including the significance of the predictors and
prediction accuracy) depends entirely on the combination of the specific
parameters included in the models – the models fitted to the two datasets
differ in model specifications. Our aim is not so much in comparing the
performance of the alternative models against each other, but rather to
arrive at a best possible description of the structure of the data. Taking a
look at some of the trends that emerge from the different models enables us
to have a better picture of the alternation between the synthetic adessive
construction and the analytic peal construction across registers and
language varieties.
When we compare the written language model to non-standard,
spoken language model a number of differences can be seen. One of the
differences pertains to the variable length. Length was one of the strongest
predictors in the binary logistic regression model fitted to the standard,
written language. Klavan (2012: 188–190) showed that in written language
longer Landmark phrases predict the adessive construction, while shorter
Landmark phrases predict the peal construction (all other things being
equal). Length also contributes to the fit of the dialect data, but its
significance compared to the other predictors is much lower. Although the
mixed-effects logistic regression model shows that in non-standard spoken
language longer phrases predict the peal construction, we can see from the
classification trees that this is not necessarily true. Length is significant
because it interacts with dialect and complexity. It is therefore hard to make
assumptions about the main effect of length across different registers on the
basis of our data.
Another difference between the written language model and the
models fitted to dialect data concerns the type of verb used together with
the two constructions. In the written language data, verb group makes a
relatively low contribution to model fit, while for spoken, dialect data, it
makes a relatively large contribution, at least to the fit of the mixed-effects
model. In the random forest model, verb ranks relatively low in the ranking
of predictors, but single classification trees demonstrate that there are
significant interactions between verb group and other predictors, most
importantly between verb and dialect. In Northeastern, Coastal and Insular
dialects, motion verbs (e.g. liikuma ‘to move’) are used with adessive
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constructions, whereas in other dialects, individual preferences of the
speakers (or the length of Landmark in the simple model) affect the choice
between the two locative constructions.
Despite the differences, the models fitted to the standard, written
language and the non-standard, spoken language also exhibit important
similarities. Morphological complexity and type of Landmark (the latter is
closely related to the predictor mobility in the written language model, see
above Section 2.2) play a similar role in both datasets. In general, compound
nouns (e.g. kirjutuslaud ‘writing-table’) prefer the adessive construction. The
adessive construction is also preferred when the Landmark is a static place
(e.g. turg ‘market’) rather than a mobile thing (e.g. kapp ‘wardrobe’).
Classification trees also imply similar associations. Things are mostly used
with peal constructions (for certain informants, even more so when the
Trajector phrase is a verb phrase), while places are subject to more complex
variation: although Northeastern, Coastal and Insular dialects clearly prefer
the adessive case with places, in other dialects, complexity of the Landmark
is also affecting the choice. Our study therefore confirms the results of
Bartens (1978) and Ojutkangas (2008) who detected similar tendencies in
the alternation between interior locative cases and the corresponding
adpositions in the Saami and Finnish languages respectively: places lend
themselves more easily for abstraction and hence are more likely to be used
with the adessive, while small manipulable (or movable) objects or things
prefer the adposition peal since adpositions are more concrete and specific
than cases and they convey the meaning of spatial location of an object more
clearly (cf. also Comrie 1986; Hagège 2010: 37–38; Lestrade 2010).
As to the regional variation attested in our data, the results of logistic
regression show that the use of the synthetic adessive case construction is
more frequent in Northeastern and Coastal dialect areas compared to the
Mid, Seto, Tartu, Võru and Western dialect areas. The strong preference for
adessive constructions in Coastal and especially Northeastern dialects is
also evident in the classification trees. This is largely in accordance with
Palmeos (1985: 15), since based on the logistic regression analysis,
speakers of three out of the four southern dialects (Seto, Tartu, and Võru)
as well as the informants from the Western dialect area are more prone to
use the analytic adpositional construction, whereas speakers of the northern
variants (especially Northeastern and Coastal dialects, which have had
closer contacts with Finnish, which is considered to be more conservative
in terms of analytic developments) are more likely to make use of the
adessive case for expressing locative relationships.
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It is difficult to attribute the grouping of the Western and southern
dialects to language contacts, but geographically this area clearly forms a
“belt” from South-East to North-West. Another interesting fact that our
results show is the very clear grouping of Northeastern and Coastal dialects
– both clearly prefer the adessive instead of the adpositional construction.
This group is also very homogeneous in terms of interindividual variation.
We conclude that based on the nominal categories we have looked at, the
geographical spread of these analytic and synthetic constructions does not
correlate with the distribution of the verbal constructions presented in
previous studies (e.g. Serebrennikov 1959; Uiboaed 2013) which leads us
to believe that the forces that drive the analytic and synthetic developments
are not necessarily the same in verbal and nominal paradigms. For instance,
the language contact explanations commonly provided to shed light on the
analytical tendencies in Estonian do not apply for the adessive and peal
alternation.
Although we conclude that the mixed-effects logistic regression model
as well as the tree-based models reported in this paper have an excellent fit
and a very high prediction accuracy, there are a number of potentially
relevant predictors that are missing from our models, but which are shown
to make significant contributions to models fitted to other alternation
phenomena. Most importantly, frequency and priming effects in all their
guises (e.g. semantic, lexical, morphological, syntactic) should be taken
into account in the future when modelling both written language data and
non-standard, spoken language data. For example, Szmrecsanyi (2005,
2006), Hinrichs and Szmrecsanyi (2007), Bresnan and Ford (2010: 174)
show that structural parallelism or persistence is an important predictor in
syntactic choice. According to Szmrecsanyi (2005: 113), speakers re-use a
recently used or heard linguistic construction whenever they can and
factoring in this predictor increases the researcher’s ability to account for
linguistic variation. There is ample evidence across different studies which
demonstrate the importance of priming at all levels of language (cf.
references in Szmercsanyi 2005). The effects of priming are especially
prominent when we look at conversational interactions as exhibited by the
recorded texts in the Corpus of Estonian Dialects.
Other discourse related factors, e.g. text frequency of the lemma
(Hinrichs & Szmrecsanyi 2007: 451) and definiteness (cf. studies cited in
Bresnan & Ford 2010: 174), have also been shown to play a role across
alternating pairs. As a possible hypothesis for the future, it can be predicted
that more frequent lemmas prefer the adessive construction, while less
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frequent lemmas prefer the peal construction (cf. Ojutkangas 2008 who
demonstrated that in Finnish dialects interior locative cases express
conventional spatial relations, while the corresponding adpositional
constructions are used when this relation is somewhat unconventional or
unexpected for the speaker). Including these and other potentially relevant
factors (e.g. phonological and pragmatic) remains an undertaking for the
future. At this stage we were mainly interested to see if the factors found
significant for the written data also play a role in the non-standard, spoken
language and whether there are any differences between dialects.
In our study we proceed from the assumption that corpus-based
models allow for a cognitively realistic language description, but this
should not be taken for granted. As a potential avenue for future research, a
comparison of the corpus-based models to behavioural data (i.e. native
speaker performance in psycholinguistic experiments) is called for.
Conducting psycholinguistic experiments with Estonian dialect speakers is,
however, a complicated task in terms of modern dialect communities. The
recordings that the texts in the CED are based on were mostly made in the
1960s and 1970s with non-mobile older rural speakers. Since then (and
even already during that time), Estonian dialects have levelled remarkably
due to multitude of factors, such as increased mobility and educational
opportunities of the speakers, and both common and written language have
had a strong influence on the local varieties. As a result of that, only a
minority of the local varieties which are distinguishable by prosodic,
phonological, lexical, and morphosyntactic features are still alive to a
certain extent. Finding the comparable “population” for behavioral data as
our CED data is based on would therefore be extremely difficult. We could,
however, test whether the same or a different set of predictors is
influencing the choice between the two constructions in present-day
standard language. This would allow us to assess the cognitive plausibility
of our statistical models (cf. Divjak, Arppe & Dąbrowska 2016). Yet
another fruitful avenue for future work includes multimodel inference
(Burnham & Anderson 2002; Barth & Kapatsinski 2014). The idea is that
corpus data often comes with high model selection uncertainty, which is
mainly due to the high redundancy evident in language, i.e. every feature is
predictable from multiple other features. Collinearity among the possible
predictors makes the selection of one, single model problematic and
multimodel inference avoids committing to a single model. After all, “all
models are wrong” (Box 1976: 792) and “the correct model can never be
known with certainty” (Crawley 2007: 339).
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6. Conclusion
In this paper, we have shown that the alternation between the synthetic
adessive construction and the analytic peal ‘on’ construction is not free and
we have identified a number of semantic and morpho-syntactic factors that
influence the choice between the two constructions in non-standard, spoken
language. We have presented multivariate statistical analyses and
constructed models that can predict the choice between alternative
constructions with a 94% of classification accuracy. Although we have seen
that the specific lemma (and to a lesser extent the specific informant)
contributes significantly to predicting the choice between the two
alternatives, mixed-effects logistic regression also confirmed the importance
of the linguistic fixed-effects. Both logistic regression and the ‘tree & forest’
method confirm that length, complexity, and type of Landmark as well as
verb group and dialect all play a role in the variation between the adessive
and peal. In addition, the ‘tree & forest’ analysis demonstrates important
interactions among the predictor variables. We have shown that the
predictors type and complexity of the Landmark hold across register – they
play a role in both the standard, written language as well as in the nonstandard, spoken language. Overall, our study confirms the results of the
previous studies on the alternation between locative cases and the
corresponding adpositions (Bartens 1978; Ojutkangas 2008; Klavan 2012).
Most importantly, places are more likely to be used with the adessive, while
small manipulable (or movable) objects or things prefer the adposition peal.
In addition, we have demonstrated that there are significant
differences between Estonian dialects as pertains to the use of these
alternative constructions. Our results confirm the observations made by
Palmeos (1985: 15) that the Western and southern dialects tend to choose
the analytic peal construction instead of the adessive in the same linguistic
context. Another important result that our study shows is the very clear
grouping of Northeastern and Coastal dialects – both clearly prefer the
adessive instead of the adpositional construction.
We have also shown the benefits of methodological pluralism – we
have applied both mixed-effects logistic regression as well as the ‘tree &
forest’ method to analyse one and the same linguistic data. Both methods
have their own advantages (as well as disadvantages) and applying them in
tandem gives us a better picture of the linguistic data we are studying. On
the one hand, the mixed-effects logistic regression enables us to distinguish
between variability tied to specific informants and word lemmas and

MULTIVARIATE MODELS FOR PREDICTING CONSTRUCTIONAL CHOICE

219

variability attributed to the linguistic predictors of primary interest. The
‘tree & forest’ method, on the other hand, enables us to test for any
significant interactions between the various predictors and it outputs a
diagram which is much more intuitive than the output of a mixed-effects
logistic regression model. The bonus of using both methods is that we have
extra confidence in the reliability of our results – the two alternative
constructions show different patterns in terms of variation in meaning,
register and dialect.
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“With Friends and Former Foes”: The Functional Roles of
International Collaborative Partners and their Relationships
with the United States in Inaugural Addresses of American
Presidents since 1949

Abstract
In their inaugural addresses, newly inaugurated presidents of the United States
rhetorically communicate visions of the world and of the nation’s role in it for the first
time to domestic and international audiences, and in doing so rhetorically construct and
maintain relationships with other nations. This paper finds that in inaugural addresses
the United States places itself as leading collaborative efforts, described as concrete
actions and events, with like-minded allies. Established allies and friends are treated as
supporters and beneficiaries, while peoples of poor or oppressed nations are assumed to
share American values. Overtures of collaboration are also made to adversaries, but
rhetorical shifts from enemy to friend are slow to follow international transformations.
In the early years of the Cold War, international partners were prominent but have lost
visibility over time. The end of the Cold War and beginning of the War on Terror have
not significantly reversed this trend.

1. Introduction
The United States, as a nation, has throughout its history held a deep-seated
belief in its exceptional role in the world and in its God-given duty to lead
the world towards a future of democracy and freedom of commerce,
sometimes placing itself as a detached beacon of freedom – the oft-quoted
“city upon a hill” – and sometimes actively engaging in leadership in
international affairs (Scott & Crothers 1998: 4–6). The many speeches and
public communications of its presidents have reflected this universalist
view, though the ways it has been put into practice have varied over time.
The first opportunity the president of the United States has for
presenting their vision of an international community is the inaugural
SKY Journal of Linguistics 28 (2015), 225–248

226

SONJA KUOSMANEN

address. The focus of this study is on the ways in which international
collaboration and international partners have been conceptualized in
inaugural addresses after World War II. This study asks the following
questions: What kind of an international partner is the United States
presented as at different points in time? With whom does it collaborate and
how; who else gets to participate, how often, and in what kind of roles?
What actions do foreign partners get to take and in what kinds of events are
they implicated? Are these partners presented as active partners in a mutual
enterprise or simply as beneficiaries of American affluence and goodwill?
In short: How does the United States see its friends or potential
collaborative partners, and how does it wish to treat them?
The first part of this study brings together a coherent framework from
the rich and varied body of research on presidential rhetoric. The second
part is an analysis of a compiled set of data from the inaugural addresses of
U.S. presidents since the end of World War II referring to present, past, or
potential collaboration between the United States and a foreign entity.
Using Systemic Functional Linguistics, this section investigates the various
functional roles in which these foreign entities – ranging from ally nations
to poor peoples and even current and former adversaries – are placed, and
discusses the implications of these findings for the role that the United
States assumes in its international partnerships.
For the most part, the analysis shows a heavy emphasis on American
leadership, with international partners relegated to passive roles or even
invisibility. Exceptions for this unilateral trend tend to follow major
upheavals in the American foreign policy landscape, most notably the early
decades of the Cold War, when collaborative partners were still often
described as actively working alongside the United States, and to a lesser
extent after the end of the Cold War and again after the beginning of the
War on Terror. Overall, however, starting in the mid-1960’s, particularly
after the John F. Kennedy administration, international partners have
increasingly lost their independent roles as fellow nations working
alongside the United States and are placed instead as beneficiaries of
American goodwill and resources, with American motives and intents
dominating.
2. Presidential rhetoric and inaugural addresses in context
Political speeches are carefully crafted pieces of rhetoric that are rarely
spontaneous, and never fully improvised (Reisigl 2008: 243). They are also
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typically drafted by experts – “spin doctors” – rather than by the politician
who ultimately performs the speech (Wodak 2011: 2), though the politician
usually provides instructions and comments during the writing process
(Reisigl 2008: 260–261). Within the study of classical rhetoric, political
speeches typically fall into deliberative or epideictic genres, but
“[s]ince the first rhetorical genre theory was outlined by Aristotle, political
situations, systems, conditions and circumstances have changed and become
increasingly complex, and, with those transformations, the forms, types, and
functions of political speeches have also altered remarkably” (Reisigl 2008: 244–
245).

In addition to public speeches, political discourse is now present
throughout society, from televised press conferences and debates to
political slogans and advertisements, found not only on the street but also
on television, radio, and the Internet (Wodak 2011: 2–3). With citizens
having access to politicians and their lives beyond the public forums of
decision-making (ibid.), research into language used in both public and
private forums of political life has also expanded, including strategies used
by politicians in maintaining their image both in and out of the public eye
(ibid.: 5–14).
The particular species of rhetoric analyzed in this study, inaugural
addresses, can be placed into the epideictic genre (Reisigl 2008: 245), but
Ryan, for example (1993a: xvii–xviii), argues that at least American
inaugural addresses in the twentieth century are not very compatible with
the epideictic characteristics of praise and blame, but rather contain
elements of the deliberative genre, since an inaugural address aims to
persuade the country to unite after a divisive election. The comparative
importance of the inaugural address in the national political culture as well
as its highly ritualized nature sets the United States apart from Europe,
where inaugural addresses are “first and foremost located in the field of
political administration” (Reisigl 2008: 252). Before addressing this
peculiarity of the American system, however, it is important to place the
inaugural address and its performer, the president, in context.
2.1 American exceptionalism and foreign policy rhetoric
The president of the United States is a central figure in the direction of U.S.
foreign policy. “The president”, as Rosati and Twing (1998: 29) put it, “is
the most powerful political actor in the United States”, with a constitutional
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role as commander-in-chief, chief diplomat, and chief of state. However,
power relations between the president and Congress have fluctuated over
the years and decades. During the early decades of the Cold War, strong
sentiments of anti-communism unified the country and allowed the
president to shore up nation-wide support for his policies. However,
beginning with the Vietnam War and the Watergate scandal, the president’s
independent role in leading the nations’ foreign policy began to erode, and
the end of the Cold War increasingly fragmented national public opinion
and strengthened other actors in national foreign policy decision-making.
In short, the president’s ability to lead has been constrained by an
increasingly complex situation at home and abroad. (Rosati & Twing 1998:
31–37.)
American exceptionalism is a central concept in studying how the
United States sees itself in relation to the rest of the world. McEvoy-Levy
(2001: 23) describes American exceptionalism as a kind of “para-ideology”
that has, throughout the history of the United States, manifested itself
through various ideological forms of Americanism and has been used to
legitimize both domestic and foreign policies. “Exceptionalism has been
evoked to account for, or to enable, US leadership during every important
period of geopolitical transition since the late nineteenth century”, and thus
it is ultimately “a crystallization of a set of related ideas which explain the
world and the US role therein” (ibid.).
The study of official communication in public diplomacy is of central
importance in investigating how the nation perceives its environment and
national interests in the global arena, and how it wants to be perceived by
others (McEvoy-Levy 2001: 5). The various manifestations of American
exceptionalist thinking have also had a strong influence on American
foreign policy thinking and the ways in which American political
leaderships have sought to create “sympathetic public ecologies” (ibid.:
143). For American political leadership, the end of the Cold War has
fragmented previously clear-cut ideological blocs and challenged
established ways of viewing and engaging with a world of ever-increasing
complexity and interdependency. This is also evidenced by academic
literature on the subject (see, for example, Scott 1998, and McEvoy-Levy
2001). The events of September 11, 2001, and the subsequent War on
Terror have inspired a new wave of literature on American national identity
and presidential rhetoric (Beasley 2004; Coe et al. 2006; Kane 2003; Pease
2009; Roof 2009).
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Presidential communication and the inaugural address

During the early half of the twentieth century, the role of the President of
the United States has shifted towards leadership through public opinion – a
development that Tulis (1987) has termed “rhetorical presidency”. During
that time, the president’s role in American political life transformed into a
representative of the American people, translating public opinion into
policy by means of popular and mass rhetoric. In practice, Tulis found that
presidential communication has shifted from written correspondence with
other political bodies to spoken performances aimed at the public, and from
traditional argumentative styles of address towards speeches in which the
president either articulates a vision of the future or takes a stand on specific
policy issues (ibid.).
Tulis’ analysis was largely focused on the act of rhetoric rather than
the content, and views have diverged between scholars from different fields
on whether rhetorical presidency actually represents change or continuity
(Lim 2002). In rhetorical terms, there have been changes in inaugural
addresses in the shortening of sentence and paragraph length and the
increased usage of “we” in presidential speeches, while the use of dividing
“I” and “you” has conversely decreased (Kowal, O’Connell, Forbush,
Higgins, Clarke & D’Anna 1997: 10–13). Lim (2002) found a rhetorical
shift towards a more democratic, conversational, assertive, anecdotal,
abstract and anti-intellectual style of rhetoric during the twentieth century.
The inaugural address is described by Campbell and Jamieson (2008)
as a misunderstood genre; its function is not to demonstrate personal feats
of argumentation, or to articulate a practical and detailed plan of action for
the next four years. Rather, the inaugural address is a ritual of transition:
“Inaugurals transcend the historical present by reconstituting an existing
community, rehearsing the past, affirming traditional values, and articulating
timely and timeless principles that will govern the administration of the incoming
president” (Campbell & Jamieson 2008: 46).

Beasley’s (2004) study of inaugural and state of the union addresses found
remarkable uniformity across time in the rhetorical choices made by
various presidents in promoting a unifying national identity in terms of
various demographical groups, suggesting that presidents are constrained
by these aspects of the transition ritual to a significant extent. The inaugural
address is the focus of this analysis here because, as Beasley notes, not only is
it performed at regular intervals, but it is also a carefully crafted piece of
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rhetoric that provides information about the ideal community (Beasley 2004:
12). Presidents address the outside world in addition to national audiences,
crafting messages for friend and foe alike. This study argues that the inaugural
address can also provide a window into the way the United States and its new
president wish to situate themselves in relation to the rest of the world.
Arguments have also been made that the president is attempting to
construct an international identity alongside a national one (Neumann &
Coe 2009; Coe & Neumann 2011). The newly inaugurated president is in
fact in a unique position to attempt to rhetorically establish or maintain an
international “imagined community” (Anderson 2006) in the minds of
domestic and foreign observers. The underlying assumption in this study is
that social identities both at the level of nation-states (and beyond) can be
created, transformed and maintained discursively and can therefore be
studied through linguistic sources (see, for example, De Cilia, Reisigl &
Wodak 1999; Wodak, De Cilia, Reisigl & Liebhart 1999). While such
identity-making discourses are not limited to the realm of political
speeches, in this case the president can be viewed as a nexus point between
national and international audiences.
3. Method and material
For the analysis of inaugural addresses, this study relies on tools of
Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL), a system of grammatical analysis
built on the work of M.A.K. Halliday. SFL views language as a semiotic
system, a resource based on which its users make meaningful choices and
produce text – “bits of language”, as Eggins (2004: 1) calls them. This
study is focused particularly on investigating how the reality around a
certain group of actors is rhetorically represented. Thus, the tools for the
analysis itself come from a grammatical system called Transitivity, a
linguistic representation of the world of actions, relations, participants and
circumstances – a tool for sketching the linguistic “landscape of human
experience” (Butt, Fahey, Feez, Spinks & Yallop 2000: 46). In addition, the
categorization of functional Transitivity roles allows for a combination of
quantitative and qualitative analysis of extensive textual material.
At the center of Transitivity analysis is the Process, the finite verb in
the text. Processes are categorized according to the types of actions or events
that they depict: Material Processes for concrete actions that take place
within the physical realm; Verbal Processes for representing communicative
acts; Mental Processes for representations of cognitive and emotional
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operations, and Behavioral Processes for the outer manifestations of those
mental currents; Relational Processes for imbuing entities with attributes or
characteristics, and Existential Processes representing entities as existing in
the world (Butt et al. 2000: 52–63; Eggins 2004: 213–249). Halliday and
Matthiessen (2004: 170) compare a Process-centered system of linguistic
representation to a “schema or model for construing a particular domain of
experience”. Although the division of Process types appears simple enough,
in practice the categories often shade into one another (ibid.: 172).
The Process type, in turn, determines the various Participant roles
associated with that category. The person throwing a ball, the person
catching the ball, and the ball being thrown are all Participants in a
Material Process; however, emotions, reported utterances, or various
attributes can also be placed in Participant roles that are implicated by
specific Process types. A particularly noteworthy category of participants is
called an Agent, which is most closely associated with active agency in
Transitivity analysis (for a more detailed categorization of levels of agency
in Transitivity, see Halliday & Matthiessen 2004: 297–302). Eggins (2004:
224) summarily describes the Agent as “the one who initiates the action,
the one who makes something happen”. The Agent is the one who acts,
thinks and behaves, and is most closely related to the grammatical subject.
There are also other Participants in addition to Agents. The Material
Process, for example, implicates Goal and Range: the Goal is the
Participant “at whom the [P]rocess is directed” or “extended” (Eggins
2004: 216), while the Range is a “restatement” or the “domain or extent” of
the Process (ibid.: 218). Thus, players will throw a ball (Goal) but play a
game (Range). However, Participants can also be non-concrete entities
such as feelings or thoughts; Mental Processes, which describe a wide
range of mental operations from perceptions to desires, designate these
mental states as Phenomena (Eggins 2004: 225–233).
In addition to a Process and one or more Participants, clauses often
contain one or more peripheral elements, called Circumstantial elements,
which occur freely with all Process types and provide additional
information on aspects such as location, cause, manner or timing (Butt et
al. 2000: 63–65; Eggins 2004: 222–223). In English, these elements are
typically expressed through adverbial or prepositional phrases.
To avoid confusion, the functional labels in this study are capitalized
in order to differentiate them from general terms and other grammatical
terminology (similar to a system of labeling used by Butt et al. 2000: 47).
The analysis here revolves around international partners with which the
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United States currently works with, has worked with in the past, or seeks to
work with in the future, and the ways in which these partners are placed in
relation to the functional categories of Participants, Process types, and
Circumstantial elements. These distinctions offer a window into the various
functional, and by extension, rhetorical, roles in which the international
partners are placed: Are they treated as valid participants in their own
right? Are these partners given agency of their own? What kind of changes
can be observed in these categorizations over time?
The data for this study has been compiled by examining a set of
inaugural addresses of U.S. presidents, starting with that of Harry S. Truman
in 1949. The latest inaugural address to be included is the second inaugural
address of Barack Obama in 2013. This amounts to a total of seventeen
inaugural addresses delivered by eleven presidents, six of whom have given
the address twice. All but one – the inaugural address of Lyndon B. Johnson
– yielded analyzable instances. The addresses vary in length from 1,263
(John F. Kennedy) to 2,564 (Ronald Reagan’s second inaugural address)
words1, with the number of sentences ranging from 53 (John F. Kennedy and
Jimmy Carter) to 143 (George H. W. Bush), averaging approximately twenty
words per sentence. President Gerald Ford is not included in this analysis, as
he delivered only a short statement after his inauguration as the 38th
president of the United States following the resignation of Richard Nixon.
These numbers are included to give the reader an overview of the
variation within the material, as the many categories are displayed in a
number of individual instances. Individual analyzed components can vary
in length from a single word to a lengthy noun phrase.
Table 1. Analyzed inaugural addresses, abbreviations, and word and sentence length
President

Abbreviation Words

Sentences

Harry S. Truman, 1949
Dwight D. Eisenhower, 1953
Dwight D. Eisenhower, 1957
John F. Kennedy, 1961
Lyndon B. Johnson, 1965
Richard M. Nixon, 1969
Richard M. Nixon, 1973

HST
DDE I
DDE II
JFK
LBJ
RMN I
RMN II

112
122
91
53
95
105
70

1

2273
2545
1655
1364
1477
2122
1801

Avg. sentence
length (words)
20.29
20.86
18.19
25.74
15.55
20.21
25.73

As Kowal et al. (1997: 13) note, varying transcriptions and different counting systems
make it difficult to compare exact word counts between studies. The transcripts used in
this study are from the archive of inaugural addresses collected by the Avalon Project.
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President

Abbreviation Words

Sentences

James E. Carter, 1977
Ronald W. Reagan, 1981
Ronald W. Reagan, 1985
George H. W. Bush, 1989
William J. Clinton, 1993
William J. Clinton, 1997
George W. Bush, 2001
George W. Bush, 2005
Barack H. Obama, 2009
Barack H. Obama, 2013

JEC
RWR I
RWR II
GHWB
WJC I
WJC II
GWB I
GWB II
BHO I
BHO II

53
127
125
143
94
113
85
99
111
90

1226
2437
2564
2316
1584
2159
1579
2073
2402
2106
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Avg. sentence
length (words)
23.13
19.19
20.51
16.20
16.85
19.11
18.58
20.94
21.64
23.40

The data for the analysis was compiled from the inaugural addresses by
analyzing the content of each individual sentence. A sentence was included
in the data if it referenced two components: a second non-American entity
and a collaborative element between the entity and the United States.
Highly generalized statements about the nature of the world and the people
in it are not counted, but the presence of at least an implicit separation of
the United States and an international “Other” together in past, current, or
potential future collaboration meets these criteria, meaning that overtures
made to adversaries are also included. Within selected sentences, the
analysis focused on the functional element (Participant, Circumstance, or
both) referencing the collaborative partner, as well as the related Process
(for Participants). Examples of sentences fitting these criteria include
(analyzed functional element underlined):
(1)

AssessingProcess:Material realistically the needs and capacities of proven friends of
freedomRange, we shall strive to helpProcess:Material themGoal to achieve their own
security and well-being. (DDE I)

(2)

Together with our friendsCircumstance and alliesCircumstance,
workProcess:Material to shape change, lest it engulf usGoal. (WJC I)

(3)

And all the allies of the United StatesAgent can knowProcess:Mental: we
honorProcess:Mental your friendshipPhenomenon, we relyProcess:Material on your counselRange,
and we dependProcess:Material on your helpRange. (GWB II)

weAgent

will

Applying these selection criteria was not always a clear-cut process.
Typically, references to friends or allies were always included. However,
there were also a number of cases that merited extensive consideration
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before they were ultimately included or excluded from the material.
Example of cases that were also included are:
(4)

In Europe, we ask that enlightened and inspired leaders of the Western
nationsAgent striveProcess:Material with renewed vigor to make the unity of their
peoples a reality. (DDE I)

(5)

Growing connections of commerce and culture give us a chance to liftProcess:Material
the fortunes and spirits of people the world overGoal. (WJC II)

The analysis focuses on the kinds of roles that collaborative partners are
given and considers the implications these roles have for international
relationships. The aim is to investigate larger trends over time rather than
any single example.
4. Analysis
The following analysis is divided into two major parts. The first part
explores the kinds of scenes in which the United States and collaborative
partners are rhetorically depicted by exploring the varying categories of
Processes and functional roles to which these actors are connected. The
second part focuses on who is cast in these roles, where and when specific
actors appear, and their relationship to the United States. Figures with the
exact numbers for each analyzed category are included so that the reader
will be able to judge the validity of the conclusions drawn from the
material.
4.1 International collaboration across the decades
The first inaugural addresses in the material took place at the beginning of
the Cold War. Truman’s inaugural speech was addressed to a nation that
disagreed on divisive domestic issues but would unite on foreign policy,
and to a war-torn (free) world facing the rising threat of communism (Ryan
1993b). Eisenhower, “a committed anticommunist” (Medhurst 1993a: 154),
focused heavily on the dichotomy of a free, God-fearing, American-led free
world and the looming danger of communism in both of his inaugural
addresses (Medhurst 1993a, 1993b). Kennedy, breaking away from foreign
policy rhetoric animated by bipolar visions of good and evil, dedicated his
inaugural address to proposing a new course of pragmatic cooperation with
the opposing side (Windt Jr. 1993). With new lines and connections being
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drawn in the aftermath of World War II and the emerging Cold War,
themes of international collaboration are also featured most heavily in these
inaugural addresses.
As a starting point, Figure 1 shows the percentage of sentences in each
inaugural address that contained one or more references to an international
collaborative partner and were thus included in the analysis. While these
percentages do not reflect the entirety of featured international themes, they
do give some indication of the relative prominence of international partners
at different points in time in comparison to other international themes
(ongoing international conflicts or statements about the state of the globe,
for example) or domestic issues, such as the economy or social issues.
Figure 1. Percentage of total sentences with collaborative elements
40%
35%

All sentences

30%
25%
20%
15%
10%
5%
0%

Percentage of total sentences

As Figure 1 shows, international partners are particularly prominent during
the early decades of the Cold War. After the inaugural address of John F.
Kennedy, however, there is a marked change, with collaborative partners
subsequently maintaining a muted though steady presence. The singular
exception is Lyndon B. Johnson’s inaugural address as the only one not to
include any analyzed instances at all2. However, since the 1990s,
international partners have again somewhat risen in prominence.
2

In his study of Johnson’s inaugural address, Kurt Ritter (1993: 201–202) notes that
while international alliances and partnerships were considered for the address by the
speech writers, these additions were ultimately dropped from the final version, as it was
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Nearly three-fourths of all Participants are connected to Material
Processes, with less than ten per cent per category of Relational, Verbal,
and Mental Processes; Existential Processes are very rare, and Behavioral
Processes nonexistent in the material. A large number of instances
connected to Material Processes are linked to the United States providing
aid, support, and goodwill to international partners; verbs related to
defending, building, and helping are frequent in the material. The partners
themselves are often placed as being affected by or benefiting from
American actions, as demonstrated by a high frequency of Goal, Range,
and Beneficiary roles (analyzed element underlined):
(6)

This is not primarily the task of arms, though we will defendProcess:Material ourselves
and our friendsRange by force of arms when necessary. (GWB II)

The United States itself, however, is never placed as being subjected to or
being the recipient of a Process. In the single instance in which the Unites
States technically is placed as a recipient of another’s support, it
nonetheless assumes the functional role of an active Agent alongside the
collaborative partner who is also categorized as an Agent:
(7)

And all the allies of the United StatesAgent can knowProcess:Mental: we
honorProcess:Mental your friendshipPhenomenon, we relyProcess:Material on your counselRange,
and we dependProcess:Material on your helpRange. (GWB II)

The presidents also direct messages to international parties directly, as
evidenced by a high number of Recipient roles in connection with Verbal
Processes. These messages are pledges of support, offers of cooperation,
and declarations of U.S. intent directed at a wide variety of Recipients,
from established allies and current adversaries to poor peoples of the world.
Verbal Processes are concentrated mostly in the early half of the material
and particularly in the inaugural address of John F. Kennedy, in which he
addresses allies and adversaries (the Soviet Union), among others:
(8)

To those old allies whose cultural and spiritual origins we shareReceiver, we
pledgeProcess:Verbal the loyalty of faithful friends. (JFK)

(9)

Finally, to those nations who would make themselves our adversaryReceiver, we
offerProcess:Verbal not a pledge but a request... (JFK)

felt that references to partnerships with other nations would have implied a shared
responsibility for the “American mission” and thus undermined the message that the
speech was meant to convey.
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Barack Obama’s first inaugural address temporarily resurrects this tradition
with a notable number of Recipients, though sometimes the Verbal Process
itself is omitted:
(10) To the Muslim worldReceiver, weAgent seekProcess:Material a new way forward, based on
mutual interest and mutual respect. (BHO I)

There are also a small number of Mental Processes, most of them scattered
in the early half of the material. The Processes typically indicate cognitive
or emotional appreciation for an existing bond between the United States
and the collaborative partner, or existing or newly gained appreciation for
the benefits of joining the U.S.-led world order:
(11) We cherishProcess:Mental our friendship with all nations that are or would be
freePhenomenon. (DDE II)
(12) In due time, as our stability becomes manifest, as more and more nationsAgent
come to knowProcess:Mental the benefits of democracy and to participate in growing
abundance… (HST)

Only in a few instances is the Mental Process a negative feeling or
sensation, and even then it is accompanied by a Circumstantial element
(“never”) that immediately cancels it:
(13) Let usAgent never negotiateProcess:Material out of fear, but let usAgent never
fearProcess:Mental to negotiate. (JFK)

Circumstantial elements that refer to collaborative partners are rare in
comparison to Participant elements. Most of them are phrases that set the
stage for international cooperation: “among nations” (HST), “in company
with 16 free nations of Europe” (HST), “on both sides” (JFK), “with the
rest of the world” (RMN II), “with our friends and allies” (WJC I), and
many more. Similarly, most Agents connect the international partners to
the will and actions of the United States, either with or without an
accompanying Circumstantial element:
(14) Together with our friendsCircumstance and
workProcess:Material to shape change… (WJC I)

alliesCircumstance,

weAgent

will

In such cases, it is not often made explicitly clear whether the “we” Agent
includes only the United States alone or also its friends, allies, and other
partners; in these ambiguous cases, contextual clues are vital in
determining whom exactly is referenced:
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(15) We will meet with the SovietsGoal, hoping that weAgent can agree on a way to rid the
world of the threat of nuclear destruction. (RWR I)

In the example, the first “we” is analyzed as referring only to the U.S.,
while the second included also the Soviet Union. Similar cases with
implicit inclusions of other parties are frequent. Thus, when international
partners are placed as Agents, they are nonetheless often treated as an
extension of U.S. will and actions rather than as independent entities with
independent will and motivations. Exceptions to this general tendency are
mostly located in the early half of the data, and particularly in the inaugural
addresses of Truman and Kennedy. The next section will explore in more
detail who is featured in these Participant roles and how their relationship
to the United States is described.
4.2 Relationships in collaboration
The previous section explored the roles in which international partners are
placed, but did not go into detail in investigating who these partners actually
are – that is, who is significant enough to be addressed and acknowledged by
the United States. The analysis in this section is centered on three categories
of relationships that international partners can share with the United States.
The first category includes foreign entities that are rhetorically identified as a
part of some form of in-group – as either familial, friendly or as a member of
the “free” nations of the world. The second category contains collaborative
gestures to nations that are otherwise identified as current or former
adversaries; in practice, most (though not all) of the partners in this material
can be inferred as denoting either the Soviet Union or the former Soviet
bloc. The third category contains references to collaboration between the
United States and generic international partners such as the “international
community” (WJC I) and “[m]y fellow citizens of the world” (JFK), as well
as some references to more specified geopolitical entities that are not
represented as having an established amicable or hostile relationship with the
United States (peoples of poor nations, for example).
Overall, the category of familial or friendly relationships is most
frequent, with 43% of all elements. The second most frequent is the
generalized category of “Other” with 38% of elements. Finally, the category
of adversarial relationships contains 19% of all elements. Figure 2 shows the
categorization of all elements, both Circumstantial and Participant,
according to their relationship with the United States in each speech.
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Figure 2. All collaborative partners per relationship category
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In Figure 2, the totals for each individual president reflect the numbers
from the previous section. Before discussing the implications of each of
these categories in more detail, a similar figure for a particular and
important sub-set with a similar categorization is presented in Figure 3,
which focuses specifically on the relationship category of all Agent
elements.
Figure 3. All collaborative Agents per relationship category
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The three topics below will draw together observations from these figures
and the previous section.
4.2.1 Free, friend, family
References to “friends”, “allies”, or supporters of freedom (either as
societies or individual members of the human race) are scattered frequently
throughout the analyzed material. Partiality to freedom in its various
definitions has been regularly deployed as a means of distinguishing friend
from foe in American political discourse (Coe 2007). As President Carter
put it: “Our moral sense dictates a clearcut preference for these societies
which share with us an abiding respect for individual human rights” (JEC).
Indeed, this criterion is very often invoked to distinguish those who stand
with the United States, from “the United States and other like-minded
nations” (HST) to “neighbors and allies who share our freedom” (RWR I)
and “[t]he concerted effort of free nations to promote democracy” (GWB
II), just to name a few.
Initially, friendly and familial Agents are frequent. The inaugural
addresses of Truman and Eisenhower bestow a particularly prestigious
status on European allies among this club of the free. Truman refers
extensively to American commitment to the reconstruction and defense of
the war-torn European continent and to plans which would allow
Europeans to take back “their rightful place in the forefront of civilization”
[emphasis added], while Eisenhower spoke of “enlightened and inspired
leaders of the Western nations” and identified Europeans as “proven
friends of freedom” [emphasis added]. In these instances, friends are often
bestowed with Agency that is separate from the United States. However,
geopolitical focus and independence are lost soon afterwards and replaced
by more generic terms. John F. Kennedy is the first to make a reference to
generic “old allies whose cultural and spiritual origins we share”. Next,
Nixon refers to “traditional friendships” (RMN II) and Reagan to “historic
ties” (RWR I). However, references to traditional or historic bonds of
friendship fade for some time until they re-emerge again with Barack
Obama’s reference to “old friends” (BHO I).
After the inaugural address of John F. Kennedy, the Agency of friends
and allies disappears entirely for several decades until the 1990s, when Bill
Clinton enters his first term as President with a plan to scale back American
global interventionism in favor of engaging a coalition of like-minded
nations; however, when subsequently such an international coalition failed

INTERNATIONAL COLLABORATIVE PARTNERS IN INAUGURAL ADDRESSES

241

to emerge in response to conflicts in Bosnia and Somalia, these plans were
quickly discarded (Sterling-Folker 1998). This also appears as a small and
temporary spike in Agency for friends and allies. It disappears again until
the advent of the War on Terror, which produces a higher spike in the
inaugural addresses of George W. Bush (II) and Barack Obama (I), only to
disappear again afterwards.
Another smaller group included in this category refers to nations
identified as having a familial connection with the United States.
References to this relationship include “our sister republics south of our
border” (JFK), “a community of fraternal trust” (DDE I) and “neighbors…
who share our freedom” (RWR I). In this familial metaphor, the United
States assumes a paternal role as “the master of its own house” (JFK).
Mentions of this hemispheric family disappear after Reagan’s first
inaugural address and do not appear afterwards.
4.2.2 Adversarial
Harry Truman calls it “the Communist philosophy”. John F. Kennedy
speaks of “those nations who would make themselves our adversary”, a
wording later echoed by Nixon (I). While the relationship between the
United States and the Soviet bloc was at times strained close to the
breaking point, the presidents have throughout the Cold War allowed at
least the rhetorical possibility of the two sides joining their resources for
the benefit of the (free) world. Reagan (II) is the first in the analyzed
material to refer to the Soviets by name; this is echoed by George H. W.
Bush in 1989, and then of course the Soviet Union is no more. This
transformation not only marks a new phase in the relationship between
these two nations but also rhetorical changes that reflect the progression of
this new phase, though it takes nearly another decade before this change is
acknowledged in an inaugural address: “[W]e are building bonds with
nations that once were our adversaries” (WJC II). Obama first referred to
working with “former foes” (BHO I) who just a few years later completed
the transformation from “sworn enemies into the surest of friends” (BHO
II).
John F. Kennedy’s inaugural address in particular features a lengthy
section in which the United States and the Soviet Union share Agency: the
phrase “let us” in which he proposes various venues of cooperative
enterprises with the Soviet Union is used frequently, with repeated usage of
the dual Agent “we” and “both sides” in reference to the two superpowers.
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Towards the end of the Cold War, this adversary is in fact the only
participant given active Agency of its own. Soviet Agency appears again in
the latter half of the 1980s when the relationship between the two
superpowers begins to thaw (RWR II: “We will meet with the Soviets”;
GHWB: “our new relationship”).
In Barack Obama’s two inaugural addresses, former adversaries finally
complete their transformation from enemy to friend. At the same time, an
appeal is made to new enemies, “those who cling to power through
corruption and deceit and the silencing of dissent, …, we will extend a hand
if you are willing to unclench your fist” (BHO I). In this instance the appeal
is made to leaders instead of monolithic entities, reflecting a re-emerging
tendency to differentiate between leaders and citizens in presidential
discourse (Coe & Neumann 2011). This appeal, it should be noted, is the
only one found in this material since the beginning of the War on Terror.
4.2.3 Other
This category contains a fairly wide variety of actors. There are a sizable
number of instances in this category that are generic references to working
with other nations (HST: “with other nations”; DDE II: “the security of
others”; WJC: “the fortunes and spirits of people the world over”). These
types of instances appear sporadically throughout the material, and the
Agency for these partners is particularly pronounced in Truman’s inaugural
address, which has a strong overarching theme of international economic
and political cooperation (Ryan 1993b: 142–143). Additional instances
then appear sporadically until the second inaugural address of Richard
Nixon, after which they disappear and do not re-emerge. Recently, a new
actor in the first inaugural address of Barack Obama, however, may offer a
glimpse into emerging groupings of nations and peoples: “the Muslim
world” and particularly “those nations like ours that enjoy relative plenty”.
In addition to these references to nations, there are a number of
references to people: those who are trapped under oppressive regimes
(HST: “all who desire self-government and a voice in deciding their own
affairs”, “who desire freedom of speech, freedom of religion, and freedom
to live their own lives for useful end”; GWB II: “All who live in tyranny
and hopelessness”; BHO II: “those who long for freedom”) or those living
in abject poverty (JFK: “those people in the huts and villages of half the
globe struggling to break the bonds of mass misery”; BHO I: “the people of
poor nations”). It should also be noted that in Truman’s inaugural address
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there is a section in which the oppressed peoples of the world are placed as
Agents, for example:
(16) We are aidedProcess:Material by all who desire self-government and a voice in
deciding their own affairsAgent. (HST)

It should be noted, however, that in such instances the Agency of these
peoples is usually connected with imbuing them with desires and
motivations that align them with American interests. Additionally, it is
important to note who is not there: Barack Obama’s (I) reference to the
Iraqi people is the first reference in this material to the people of a nation in
which the United States is engaged militarily at the same time.
5. Conclusion
The United States is consistently placed at the center of its collaborative
sphere. It is involved in actions that are mostly grounded in real-world
events and activities (the category of Material Processes). Following the
end of World War II, foreign partners are initially portrayed more as active
and independent partners. However, gradually this independence fades as
Agent roles are increasingly replaced by other role categories in which
collaborative partners are placed as recipients, beneficiaries, and objects of
American power and resources. There has not been any considerable
reversal of this trend, even following the beginning of the War on Terror
and the multinational military operations that it has involved; the frequency
of Agent roles and the frequency of analyzable instances have increased
only temporarily, and even then only slightly. At the same time, in the
latter half of the material the Material Processes have begun to dominate in
contrast to the earlier half, in which other Process categories are also
present. There is a marked decrease in the number of Mental and Verbal
Processes in particular; since Mental Processes in the material usually refer
to cognitive or emotional appreciation, and Verbal Processes are used to
explicitly acknowledge and speak to foreign parties, it can be said that the
scenes of international collaboration have become less deliberative and
reflective and much more predominantly action-oriented, thus also
reducing the emphasis on the need for mutual negotiation and
understanding.
Within this general scenery, some participants have faded while new
ones have emerged. References to the family of the Western hemisphere
have disappeared, while an initially European-centric partnership has
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transformed into occasionally invoked bonds with friends and allies that are
usually referred to in terms vague enough to allow observers to draw their
own boundaries in relation to the United States. However, the analysis does
not show an active attempt by any president to redefine these boundaries,
even at times when the international environment in which the nation
operates is rapidly changing, such as at the end of the Cold War or at the
beginning of the War on Terror. This could be due to the fact that, once
established, these bonds need to be only occasionally referenced, or because
such relationships are considered stable and therefore relatively unimportant.
Since the end of the Cold War, the scene on the world stage has
become scattered and varied. New actors have emerged. The War on Terror
has brought the Muslim world to the forefront. The people of Iraq are the
first nation in which the United States is engaged militarily to be referenced
as a cooperative entity. Barack Obama’s first inaugural address also
glimpses a new way of identifying with the rest of the world – a reference
to the United States as an affluent nation as one of, instead of leading, other
affluent nations, all of whom bear a collective responsibility for global
inequality. Obama’s second inaugural address returns to more traditional
frames, with the United States portrayed as “the anchor of strong alliances”
acting “on behalf of those who long for freedom”. Whether this new
concept of “nations like ours that enjoy relative plenty” (BHO I) remains a
singular curiosity or an indication of emerging change remains to be seen.
While the analysis here has limited itself to a single genre of
presidential rhetoric, a snapshot of a scene captured once every four years,
studies in other genres such as the State of the Union address could reveal
whether similar trends are present in them as well. Another venue of further
research could be media discourse: are similar trends present, and if so, do
they precede or follow changes in presidential rhetoric? As De Cilia et al.
(1999: 152–153) point out, conceptualizations of national identity are not
restricted to political speeches, but rather are disseminated, transformed
and challenged through the media and other forms of popular discourse.
Additionally, due to their ritualized nature, inaugural addresses do not
allow for a rhetorical examination of individual countries and their shifting
roles in terms of specific U.S. foreign policy issues; thus, other genres of
political texts could enable a more detailed analysis of country-specific
roles, contexts and changes. These other competing (and complementary)
sources are not covered in this study, but they could represent a fruitful
area for investigating whether changes found in the material here are also
reflected in various forms of mass communication.
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Appendices
Appendix 1: Categories of processes in analyzed instances per speech
Note: Analyzed instances do not include any instances of Behavioral Processes.
Speech
HST
DDE I
DDE II
JFK
LBJ
RMN I
RMN II
JEC
RWR I
RWR II
GHWB
WJC I
WJC II
GWB I
GWB II
BHO I
BHO II
Total

Material
24
8
6
17
–
2
5
–
2
2
2
2
4
1
7
6
3
91

Relational
4
–
–
1
–
–
–
2
–
–
–
2
–
1
1
–
1
12

Verbal
–
2
2
4
–
1
–
1
1
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
11

Mental
1
–
4
1
–
–
1
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
3
–
–
10

Existential
–
–
1
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
1
–
–
2

Total
29
10
13
23
–
3
6
3
3
2
2
4
4
2
12
6
4
126

Appendix 2: Categories of functional participant and circumstantial
roles
President Circumstance
HST
7
DDE I
2
DDE II
–
JFK
2
LBJ
–
RMN I
1
RMN II
1
JEC
–

Agent
23
3
6
16
–
3
1
–

Goal/
Range
6
6
2
5
–
–
4
–

Receiver Beneficiary Other

Total

–
2
1
6
–
1
–
1

41
13
11
31
–
5
7
3

3
–
–
1
–
–
–
–

2
–
2
1
–
–
1
2
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President Circumstance
RWR I
–
RWR II
2
GHWB
–
WJC I
3
WJC II
1
GWB I
–
GWB II
3
BHO I
3
BHO II
–
Total
25
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Agent
–
1
1
2
–
–
6
3
–
65

Goal/
Range
1
1
3
3
2
1
4
–
1
39

Receiver Beneficiary Other
3
–
–
–
–
–
–
4
–
18
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Sonja Kuosmanen
English Philology
Department of Modern Languages
P.O. Box 24 (Unioninkatu 40 B)
FI-00014 University of Helsinki
Finland
e-mail: sonja(dot)kuosmanen(at)helsinki(dot)fi

–
–
–
–
1
–
–
1
1
7

–
–
–
1
–
1
1
–
2
13

Total
4
4
4
9
4
2
14
11
4
167

Chao Li

Event Structure and Argument Realization1

Abstract
The paper develops Levin and Rappaport Hovav’s event structure representation and
proposes a fuller inventory of event structure templates. It shows that the ArgumentPer-Subevent Condition suggested by Levin and Rappaport Hovav (2004 and Rappaport
Hovav & Levin 2001) is empirically incorrect. It demonstrates that, although event
complexity and argument realization are closely related, it is not always the case that
argument realization patterns reflect event complexity. In addition, the paper discusses
cases of obligatory realization of structure and constant participants as well as three
cases in which a constant participant of a transitive activity verb can be left
unexpressed. This discussion points to the fact that a full account of argument
realization needs to take all different factors into consideration, including structural,
semantic, and pragmatic/discourse factors.

1. Introduction
Ever since the introduction of an event variable to the logical semantics of
“action” sentences by Davidson (1967), “event” has become such an
important notion in linguistic research that the representation of the
linguistically-relevant component of verb meaning is now often called
“event structure” (instead of “lexical semantic representation” or “lexical
conceptual representation”). This paper is directly inspired by Levin and
Rappaport Hovav’s work on event structure, particularly Levin (1999) and
1

I am grateful to Editor Markus Hamunen for encouragements and to the two
anonymous reviewers of the paper for their valuable comments and suggestions, which
have led to important clarifications and significant improvements. I am also grateful to
five friends and colleagues (all native speakers of English) who shared with me their
intuitions about almost all the English examples used in this paper.
Abbreviations: CL=classifier; INCH=inchoative; MM=modifier marker; PASS=passive;
PERF=perfective; PROG=progressive; SFP=sentence-final particle.
SKY Journal of Linguistics 28 (2015), 249–275
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Rappaport Hovav and Levin (1998). It aims to address two issues related to
event structure and argument realization, namely the inventory of event
structure templates and the obligatory or optional realization of certain
arguments. Theoretically, this study contributes to the development of a
comprehensive theory of event structure and argument realization.
The paper is organized as follows. Section 2 discusses Levin and
Rappaport Hovav’s event-structure templates (e.g. Levin 1999; Rappaport
Hovav & Levin 1998). It points out that there is evidence from English and
Mandarin that more event structure templates are needed than what is
presented by Levin and Rappaport Hovav and that not all the participants in
their templates are structure participants that must be overtly realized in the
syntax. Section 3 discusses conditions on argument realization proposed by
Levin (1999) and Levin and Rappaport Hovav (2004), and argues that the
“Argument-Per-Subevent Condition” proposed by Levin and Rappaport
Hovav (2004) is crosslinguistically invalid and the “Structure Participant
Condition” by Levin (1999) is something unnecessary if the definition of
the structure participant includes its obligatory overt realization in a
complete sentence. Section 4 discusses cases where arguments have to be
overtly realized and cases in which an argument can be left unexpressed.
The final section summarizes the main points made in this paper.
2. Inventory of event structure templates
2.1 Event structure templates presented by Levin and Rappaport
Hovav
Levin (1999: 229) and Rappaport Hovav and Levin (1998: 107) use what
they call “event structure templates” to represent the grammaticallyrelevant component of verb meaning. Initially, Rappaport Hovav and Levin
(1998) propose the following templates:2
2

One reviewer mentioned that I should have just presented Levin and Rappaport
Hovav’s latest theory of event structure templates. I fully agree with the reviewer’s
general point that, in discussing works by other researchers, it may be sufficient to just
present the most recent version of their theory. In the case of Levin and Rappaport
Hovav’s work, however, the situation is somewhat different. With respect to the
inventory of event structure templates, the most representative and most-cited work by
Levin and Rappaport Hovav is Rappaport Hovav and Levin (1998). The more recent
works, including Levin and Rappaport Hovav (2005), only touch upon the issue of
event structure templates in passing. As a result, I think that, in discussing Levin and
Rappaport Hovav’s proposal as to the inventory of event structure templates, it is
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Event Structure Templates (Rappaport Hovav & Levin 1998: 108; cf. Van Valin
1990: 224, Van Valin & LaPolla 1997: 102, 109)
a. [ x ACT<MANNER>]
(activity)
b. [ x <STATE>]
(state)
c. [ BECOME [ x <STATE> ] ]
(achievement)
d. [ [ x ACT<MANNER> ] CAUSE [ BECOME [ y <STATE> ] ] ] (accomplishment)
e. [ x CAUSE [BECOME [ y <STATE> ] ] ]
(accomplishment)

The above event structure templates or predicate decompositions consist of
two major types of components, semantic primitives (which are in plain
uppercase) and constants (which are in italics and in angle brackets). With
respect to the latter, they are of two types, “argument constants” and
“modifier constants”. Argument constants (e.g. “<STATE>” in (1b))
“appear in the appropriate argument position in the templates”, and
modifier constants (e.g. “<MANNER>” in (1a)) “appear as subscripts to the
appropriate predicate in the event structure templates” (Rappaport Hovav &
Levin 1998: 109). Specific combinations of primitives constitute the
structural component of verb meaning, and the constants represent the
“core” meaning or the idiosyncratic aspect of verb meaning.
In addition to the two types of constants, Rappaport Hovav and Levin
also make a distinction between “structure participants” and “constant
participants”. Structure participants “are licensed by virtue of both the
event structure template and the constant” (Rappaport Hovav & Levin
1998: 111), and they are indicated with variables in the templates. In
contrast, “constant participants” are licensed by the constant alone.
One crucial difference between structure participants and constant
participants is that structure participants must be overtly realized in the
syntax while constant participants do not need to. This can be seen from
one of the argument realization conditions proposed by Rappaport Hovav
and Levin (1998) that is later named by Levin (1999) “Structure Participant
Condition” (see (2)). The difference in question between structure and
constant participants can also be seen from Rappaport Hovav and Levin’s
discussion of verbs like sweep. Although activity verbs like sweep in He
swept the floor involve two participants, in Rappaport Hovav and Levin’s
view only the first participant is a structure participant and the second
participant is just a “constant participant” that is required by the constant
necessary to start with their most representative work published in (1998) and then
mention recent changes and corrections. This way of summarizing Levin and Rappaport
Hovav’s work also has the advantage of adding a historical perspective that readers may
find useful.
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alone. The evidence for their view comes from the fact that a string like He
swept is grammatical, but a string like *The floor swept is not.
(2)

Structure Participant Condition (Levin 1999: 238)
There must be an argument XP in the syntax for each structure participant in the
event structure.

Rappaport Hovav and Levin (1998: 106) point out that the different
templates in (1) correspond “roughly” to the aspectual classes of verbs
originally proposed by Vendler (1957) and then developed by Dowty
(1979), namely activities, states, achievements, and accomplishments.
However, Levin (1999: 229, 2000: 421) and Rappaport Hovav and Levin
(2002: 278) state that their event structure templates are nonaspectually
defined. For example, Levin (2000: 424) and Levin and Rappaport Hovav
(2004: 478) (cf. also Levin 1999: 231; Levin & Rappaport Hovav 1999:
219, note 2) explicitly say that causativity, which is involved in (1d) and
(1e), is distinct from accomplishments, which are telic. To illustrate, there
are both non-causative accomplishments like She ran to the store and atelic
causatives like She cooled the soup for ten minutes.
Levin (1999: 229, 2000: 424) and Levin and Rappaport Hovav (2004:
480) propose that event structure templates are of two types, simple and
complex. Simple event structure templates consist of a single subevent, and
complex event structure templates are composed of two subevents, each of
which is a well-formed simple event structure template. Based on this
distinction, Levin (1999) proposes the following event structure templates:
(3)

Event Structure Templates (Levin: 1999: 229–230)
Simple event structure templates:
a. [ x ACT<MANNER> ]
b. [ x <STATE> ]
c. [ BECOME [ x <STATE> ] ]
Complex event structure template:
d. [ [ x ACT<MANNER> ] CAUSE [ BECOME [ y <STATE> ] ] ]

(activity)
(state)
(achievement)
(causative)

Three changes can be noted when we compare (1) and (3). First, the
templates are now grouped into two types, simple and complex. Second, the
event structure template in (1e) is not repeated in (3), though it is not clear
whether it is simply withdrawn or whether it is not immediately relevant to

EVENT STRUCTURE AND ARGUMENT REALIZATION

253

the discussion and thus not mentioned. 3 Finally, “causative” instead of
“accomplishment” is used to name the event structure template that has a
“CAUSE” component, which further affirms the distinction between
causativity and accomplishment and corrects Rappaport Hovav and Levin’s
earlier assumption that all accomplishments are causatives. To stress the
close connection between causativity and complex events, Rappaport Hovav
and Levin (2001: 775; see also Levin 2000: 424) explicitly state that
“complex event structures are causative event structures”. According to them
(see Levin 2000; Levin & Rappaport Hovav 1999, 2004; Rappaport Hovav
& Levin 2001), the criterial property of a complex causative event is the lack
of necessary temporal dependence between its two subevents.
2.2 Problems with Levin and Rappaport Hovav’s event structure
templates
This subsection is intended to show that there is crosslinguistic evidence
that more event structure templates are needed than those in (3) and that not
all the participants in (3) are structure participants, as assumed by Levin
(1999). Regardless of whether or not Levin and Rappaport Hovav have
explicitly said that their templates are exhaustive, the paper intends to
develop the theory of event structure representation presented by them. The
research question is thus: Given that Levin and Rappaport Hovav never
explicitly present a full list of event structure templates, what should a full
(or fuller) list of event structure templates be like if what is presented by
Levin and Rappaport Hovav is not a complete list?
The inventory of event structure templates is certainly very important
for a full theory of event structure. In fact, Rappaport Hovav and Levin
(1998: 107) assume that Universal Grammar provides an inventory of event
structure templates. As I see it, the inventory of event structure templates is
an empirical question. Although it might be possible that not all languages
will utilize all the templates in the inventory, it is important to try to provide
a full inventory of event structure templates based on crosslinguistic data.
This paper is in fact mainly motivated by this endeavor.
Crucially, when the templates in (3) are applied to English and
Mandarin, it becomes clear that more templates are needed than what is
3

Levin (1999: 229) does mention that the templates in (3) are “several major event
structure templates”. From this, it can be inferred that the templates in (3) are not
intended to be an exhaustive list.

254

CHAO LI

presented by Levin and Rappaport Hovav and it also becomes clear that not
all the participants in (3) are truly structure participants. First, the acting
participant of a transitive activity verb is not necessarily a structure
participant because crosslinguistically it is not the case that this participant
is obligatory in an active sentence. For example, although sweep in English
only allows its internal argument to be unexpressed as shown by the
ungrammaticality of (4c) when no use of an adverb like easily is involved
to form a middle construction, Mandarin, at least in some cases, allows the
external argument of a transitive activity verb to be unexpressed as well, as
shown in (5b). In this regard, it should be pointed out that (5b) is a
grammatical standalone sentence. That is, it can be a complete sentence
without further context. At least for such uses, it is actually odd to give the
sentence a pro-drop analysis. Moreover, on the basis of Ackema and
Schoorlemmer’s (2006: 132) characterization of the middle construction in
(6), (5b) is not a middle because, for example, it is not a generic statement
and is not about the property of the clothes. Furthermore, (5b) in fact has
similar English counterparts as well (see the part in bold in (7)), which, to
my knowledge, are normally not analyzed as middles.
(4)

a. Phil swept the floor. (Rappaport Hovav & Levin 1998: 115)
b. Phil swept. (ibid.)
c. *The floor swept.

(5)

a. Zhangsan zai
xi
xifu.
Zhangsan PROG wash clothes
‘Zhangsan is washing clothes.’
b. Yifu
zai
xi.
clothes PROG wash
‘The clothes are being washed.’

(6)

Characteristics of the Middle Construction (Ackema & Schoorlemmer 2006: 132)
a. The external argument of the non-middle counterpart of the middle verb cannot
be expressed as a regular DP-argument in the middle.
b. If the non-middle counterpart of the middle verb has a direct internal argument
role, the subject of the middle sentence carries this role.
c. The middle verb is stative, non-episodic. The middle sentence is a generic
statement. It expresses that the argument mentioned in (b) has a particular
individual-level property, or that events denoted by the verb or the verbargument combination have a particular property in general.
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While the clothes are washing, we have lunch and then he helps me hang the
things on the line. (<http://ajoyfulchaos.blogspot.com/2013/11/young-men-andwashing-machine.html>, accessed on August 11, 2015)

The fact that the external argument of a washing action can be unexpressed
in an active non-middle sentence in English and Mandarin shows that this
argument is not a structure argument/participant, but a constant
argument/participant. Given that crosslinguistically neither of the two
participants of a transitive activity verb is a structure participant, there is no
good reason for including only the acting participant in the event structure
template. With activity verbs involving a single participant being taken into
consideration as well, the representation of activity verbs can be improved
as (8), in which the structure participant is italicized and in bold. The single
argument of an intransitive activity verb in (8) is obviously a structure
participant or a structure argument that needs to be overtly expressed in a
complete sentence.
(8)

[ x ACT<MANNER> ] or [ x ACT<MANNER> on y ]

Second, the constant component of an activity verb does not necessarily
express the manner of an action. In fact, there are transitive activity verbs
such as brush and shovel whose constants indicate the instrument with
which an action is performed, as shown in (9).4
(9)

a. Mary has already brushed her teeth.
b. Bill has already shoveled the snow in front of his house.

Third, with respect to (3b), it fails to cover transitive stative predicates like
love and know or their Mandarin counterparts ai and zhidao. In such cases,
both participants of the transitive stative predicates need to be overtly
expressed to have a complete standalone sentence, as shown in (10) and (11).
(10) a. Bill loves Mary.
b. *Bill loves.
c. *Mary loves. (Intended: Mary is loved (by others).)
4

Given this fact, (8) in fact should be refined as (i). “Instrument” is added only to the
second part of (8) because it seems that there are no intransitive activity verbs that are
named by an instrument with which an action is performed.
(i)

[ x ACT<MANNER> ] or [ x ACT<MANNER/INSTRUMENT> on y ]
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(11) a. Zhangsan hen
ai
Lisi.
Zhangsan very.much love Lisi
‘Zhangsan loves Lisi a lot.’
b. *Zhangsan hen
ai.
Zhangsan very.much love
Intended: ‘Zhangsan loves (someone specific) very much.’
c. *Lisi
hen
ai.
Lisi
very.much love
Intended: ‘Lisi is very much loved (by someone specific).’

Fourth, concerning (3c), it fails to consider transitive achievement verbs
like find and their Mandarin counterpart like zhaodao ‘to find’. As shown
in (12) and (13), although English find needs both of its arguments to be
overtly expressed, Mandarin allows for the possibility of expressing the
findee alone. As a result, crosslinguistically only the findee can be said to
be a structure participant.5 Moreover, as the representation in (3c) suggests
that it is not only for instantaneous achievement verbs but also for
potentially durative intransitive change of state of verbs like to cool, a term
like “inchoative” would be more accurate. With this change, it is more
desirable to use the term “inchoative” to cover verbs denoting the
5

Note that on the basis of Ackema and Schoorlemmer’s (2006) characterization of the
middle construction in (6), (13c) is not truly a middle as the sentence is not about the
property of the key. Also, zhaodao in (13) is not truly a case of “automatic passive” as
characterized by Zhang (1953). This is due to the fact that the subject of zhaodao,
unlike the subject of a true “automatic passive” like ai ‘to suffer’, is not necessarily a
patient or recipient. As can be seen from (13a), the subject of zhaodao can be an agent.
Moreover, it is not the case that the verb in automatic passives can take aspect markers
and bei-passives cannot. As shown in (i–ii), the verb in bei-passives can be marked with
-le, one of the aspect makers in Mandarin. Finally, regardless of how zhaodao in (13c)
is characterized, (13c) is obviously not a case of syntactic passive, as there is no overt
passive morpheme or marker to show that it is a passive sentence. In other words, (13c)
is formally an active sentence, and thus it is within the scope of the current study, which
is concerned with formally non-passive sentences alone.
(i)

Na-ben shu
jingran
bei
ta
than-CL book unexpectedly PASS him/her
‘Surprisingly, that book was found by him/her.’

(ii)

Zhangsan bei tong-da-le
yi-dun.
Zhangsan PASS soundly-beat-PERF one-CL
‘Zhangsan was given a sound beating.’

zhaodao-le.
find-PERF

EVENT STRUCTURE AND ARGUMENT REALIZATION

257

beginning of a certain new activity as well, given the fact that there are
languages (e.g. Georgian and Russian) which do have verbs of this kind
(e.g. zagovoritʹ ‘start to speak’ and zaplakatʹ ‘burst out crying’ in Russian)
(Van Valin & LaPolla 1997: 104). In fact, Mandarin qilai (or qi…lai when
the verb is transitive and when its object is overtly expressed), can also be
added to an activity verb to indicate the start of the activity denoted by the
verb, as shown in (14).
(12) a. Tim has found his key.
b. *Tim has found.
c. *His key has found.
(13) a. Zhangsan yijing zhaodao-le yaoshi.
Zhangsan already find-PERF
key
‘Zhangsan has already found his key.’
b. Zhangsan yijing zhaodao-le. (Incomplete)
Zhangsan already find-PERF
Intended: ‘Zhangsan has already found (it).’
c. Yaoshi yijing zhaodao-le. (Complete)
key
already find-PERF
‘The key has already been found.’
(14) Zhangsan pao-qilai le.
Zhangsan run-INCH SFP
‘Zhangsan has started to run.’

Fifth, there is evidence for a distinction between the following two
causative events, a causative event which involves a causing subevent that
causes a change to take place and a causative event in which the change is
ultimately attributed to an entity, particularly its properties, rather than to
an event involving that entity. For example, while both (15a) and (15b)
express a causative event, only (15a) involves an unspecified causing
subevent and it is this subevent that causes the window to become broken.
In contrast, (15b) means that the scar is responsible for John’s becoming
scared. Crucially, it does not and cannot mean that the scar’s doing
something is ultimately responsible for John’s entering a new state. In fact,
John’s becoming scared is most likely to be caused by some property of the
scar. Based on the contrast between (15a) and (15b), I propose that break in
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(15a) and the scare in (15b) are associated with two different event
structure templates, with the former being associated with the event
structure template in (16a) and the latter with the one in (16b).6 As in (8),
the structure participants in (16) are italicized and in bold (see below for
discussion of why only the Causee is proposed to be a structure participant
in the case of an event structure template like (16a)). As shown in (15c) and
(15d), both the Causer and the Causee arguments are structure participants
in the case of the event structure template in (16b). The data in (15e–g)
apparently invalidates this conclusion, but a closer examination shows that
they do not count as true counterexamples. This is because, although (15g)
is grammatical, it has lost the causative meaning associated with the
template in (16b). As a result, the worry in (15g) is actually associated with
a different event structure template than the one in (15e).
(15) a. Tony broke the window yesterday.
b. The scar somehow scared John.
c. *The scar somehow scared. (Intended: The scar somehow scared someone
specific.)
d. *John somehow scared.
e. The scar always worried John.
f. *The scar always worried.
g. John always worried.
(16) a. [ [ x ACT<MANNER> on y ] CAUSE [ BECOME [ y <STATE> ] ] ]
b. [ x CAUSE [BECOME [ y <STATE> ] ] ]

With respect to (15), recall that Rappaport Hovav and Levin (1998)
propose two causative event structure templates and Levin (1999) only lists
one. Rappaport Hovav and Levin (1998) do not address the question of
why two causative templates are proposed, but Levin (p.c.) informed me
that they were not sure whether or not an individual as CAUSE as well as
an event as CAUSE was found and that it was still an empirical issue that
needed more research. However, as seen above, there is evidence for a
distinction between event as CAUSE and individual as CAUSE. Based on
this, I conclude that there is evidence for Rappaport Hovav and Levin’s
6

It is worth noting that Pylkk nen’s (2002, 2008) CAUSE always involves a causing
subevent, which is absent in (16b).
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(1998) proposing two distinct templates for causative events. In fact, in
addition to causing a change of state, the entity in the CAUSE component
can also be paired with a state (17) or an activity (18).
(17) The bad news caused John to be very sad.
(18) The bad news caused John to cry uncontrollably.

However, even if (16a) and (16b) are regarded as two separate event
structure templates, the inventory of event structure templates is still
incomplete in seven respects. First, as shown in (19) from Mandarin, the
“ACT” primitive in (16a) may involve just one constant participant, which
is consistent with or further supports the proposal that activity verbs are
associated with two different event structure templates shown in (8) above.
(19) Zhangsan ku-hong-le
yanjing.
Zhangsan cry-red-PERF eye
‘Zhangsan cried his eyes red.’

Second, as far as causative events involving a subevent as the cause of a
change in an entity are concerned, the second subevent does not necessarily
involve a change of state. As shown in (20), it may also be an event
denoting a change of location.7
(20) He has shelved all the books.

Third, with respect to this same type of causative events that involve a
causing subevent as the cause of change, crosslinguistically only the
Causee is a structure participant, as shown by the grammaticality of (21b)
in (21–22). In this case, it is important to note that although (21c) can be
used in a context like answering a question of who wiped the table clean, it
7

Levin and Rappaport Hovav (2005: 72) discuss the use of bottle as a verb and
provide the representation in (i), though they do not discuss the inventory of event
structure templates in the book. Also, to be fair, Rappaport Hovav and Levin (1998) do
mention the templates in (ii) and (iii) in their article; however, they fail to include them
in the inventory of event structure templates.
(i) [ [ x ACT ] CAUSE [ y BECOME IN <BOTTLE> ] ]
(ii) [ [ x ACT ] CAUSE [ BECOME [ y <PLACE> ] ] ] (Rappaport Hovav & Levin
1998: 107)
(iii) [ [ x CAUSE [ BECOME [ y <PLACE> ] ] ] (Rappaport Hovav & Levin 1998:
109)
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is an incomplete sentence with the object NP elided. On the other hand,
(21b) is construed by native speakers of Mandarin as a complete sentence.
(21) a. Zhangsan yijing ca-ganjing-le
zhuozi.
Zhangsan already wipe-clean-PERF table
‘Zhangsan has already wiped the table clean.
b. Zhuozi yijing ca-ganjing-le.
(a complete sentence)
table
already wipe-clean-PERF
‘The table has already been wiped clean.’
c. Zhangsan yijing ca-ganjing-le. (an incomplete sentence)
Zhangsan already wipe-clean-PERF
‘Zhangsan has already wiped (it) clean.’
(22) a. John has wiped the table clean.
b. *John has wiped clean.
c. *The table has wiped clean.

With respect to (21b), I would like to point out that, although both Cheng
and Huang (1994) and Ting (2006) call sentences like (21b) middles, such
examples are not truly middles on the basis of Ackema and
Schoorlemmer’s (2006) reasonable characterization of the middle
construction in (6) because they are not generic statements and are not
about the property of the overt arguments. In addition, it should be pointed
out that there is good evidence that the single overt argument of (21b) is the
subject of the whole sentence at least for those cases in which it is used as a
complete sentence. First, in terms of linear order, it appears in the canonical
subject position of Chinese. Second, unlike the topicalized NP in (23),
which is typically accompanied with a pause, normally no pause is
involved with respect to the single NP in (21b), as also pointed out by Ting
(2006). This suggests that it is at least not necessary to analyze the sentence
in (21b) as involving a topicalized Causee and a dropped Causer that
occupies the subject position. Third, the example in (21b) is similar to the
inchoative use of English change of state predicates such as break and open
in (24) in both form and meaning, except that the sentences in (24), unlike
the one in (21b), do not entail a Causer. Given this, the fact that the NPs of
the sentences in (24) are subjects strongly suggests that the single NP in
(21b) is also a subject. Fourth, if (21b) truly involved a dropped Causer like
Zhangsan, the sentence should be compatible with adverbs like teyi
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‘intentionally’ or youyi ‘intentionally’, an insight drawn from Sybesma
(1991: 277). As shown in (25), this is not borne out, which strongly
suggests that (21b) does not really involve an elided Causer. Finally, unlike
(26), which is strongly felt to be an incomplete sentence without a proper
context, the sentence in (21b) sounds natural without any further context.
Based on the above evidence, I conclude that the NP in (21b) is a subject.
(23) Zhuozi, Zhangsan yijing ca-ganjing-le.
table
Zhangsan already wipe-clean-PERF
‘Speaking of the table, Zhangsan has already wiped it clean.’
(24) a. The vase broke right away.
b. The door opened right away.
(25) *Zhuozi yijing
youyi
ca-ganjing-le.
table
already intentionally wipe-clean-PERF
Intended: ‘The table has been intentionally wiped clean.’
(26) Zhangsan yijing ji-chuqu-le.
Zhangsan already send-out-PERF
‘Zhangsan has already sent (it) out.’

Fourth, another piece of evidence for the fact that the inventory of event
structure templates is still incomplete even if (16a) and (16b) are regarded
as two separate event structure templates comes from the fact that in
Mandarin the causing component can also be a state, as shown in (27).8 In
8

According to Vendler (1957: 146–147), states like be tall and achievements like find
cannot be used in “continuous tenses” as shown in (i), and the two differ in that the
former last for a period of time, while the latter occur instantaneously.
(i)

a. *John is being tall.
b. *John is finding the book.

Based on this, the stative status of e in e-bing ‘hungry-sick’ and bing in bing-huang
‘sick-nervous’ in (27) can be established by the fact that, as shown in (ii), they cannot
be used in the continuous tense (or, more exactly, in the progressive aspect) and that
they have to be interpreted as lasting for a period of time when used in (27).
(ii)

a. *Zhangsan zai
e.
Zhangsan
PROG hungry
Intended: ‘Zhangsan is in the continuous state of being hungry.’
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fact, English also allows the causing component to be a state if this
component is expressed with a gerund, as shown in (28).
(27) a. Zhangsan e-bing-le.
Zhangsan hungry-sick-PERF
‘As a result of Zhangsan’s being hungry, he became sick.’
b. Zhangsan bing-huang-le
Lisi.
Zhangsan sick-nervous-PERF Lisi
‘Lisi became nervous as a result of Zhangsan’s being sick.’
(28) Bill’s owning a gun frightened Martha. (Van Valin & LaPolla 1997: 107)

Fifth, as shown in (29), the result component of a Mandarin resultative verb
compound (RVC) can also be an activity verb when the causing component
is a state.
(29) a. Zhangsan e-ku-le.
Zhangsan hungry-cry-PERF
‘Zhangsan was so hungry that he started to cry.’
b. Zhangsan bing-ku-le
ta-de mama.
Zhangsan sick-cry-PERF he-MM mother
‘Zhangsan’s being sick caused his mother to cry.’

Sixth, there are cases in which both the causing and the result eventuality
are activities, although the causing eventuality may be left unexpressed.
This is illustrated by (30) below.
(30) The general is marching the soldiers in the field.

Finally, if we also take causative verbs like cause and make into
consideration, α and β in “α CAUSE β” can really be any of the simple
event structure templates in (3), as suggested by Van Valin and LaPolla
(1997). As there are three simple event structure templates in (3), there will
be nine combinations if α and β can be any of them, as shown in (31). With

b. *Zhangsan zai
bing.
Zhangsan
PROG sick
Intended: ‘Zhangsan is in the continuous state of being sick.’
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respect to the first three combinations, (30) is an example of (31a), (15a)
and (21a) illustrate (31c), and (32) below illustrates (31b).
(31) α CAUSE β
a. α = activity, β = activity
b. α = activity, β = state
c. α = activity, β = achievement
d. α = inchoative, β = activity
e. α = inchoative, β = state
f. α = inchoative, β = achievement
g. α = state, β = activity
h. α = state, β = state
i. α = state, β = achievement
(32) The dog’s barking caused the baby to be very scared.

Concerning the next three combinations (31d–31f), they can be illustrated
with (33–35), respectively. As for the last three combinations, (31g) has
been illustrated with (29), and (31h) and (31i) are exemplified by (36) and
(37), respectively.
(33) The balloon’s popping caused the cat to run even faster.
(34) The balloon’s popping caused the cat to be very scared.
(35) The balloon’s popping startled the baby. (Van Valin & LaPolla 1997: 107)
(36) Bill’s owning a gun caused the child to be very scared.
(37) Bill’s owning a gun undoubtedly startled the child.

2.3 A solution
To resolve all the issues mentioned in the last subsection, I propose that the
inventory of event structure templates should include at least the ones in
(38).
(38) Event Structure Templates (cf. Li 2008: 59)
Simple event structure templates:
a. [ x ACT<MANNER> ] or [ x ACT<MANNER/INSTRUMENT> on y ]
b. [ x <STATE> ] or [ x <STATE> y ]
c. [ BECOME [ x <STATE> ] ] or [ BECOME [ x <STATE> y ] ] or
[ BECOME [ x ACT<MANNER> ] ] or
[ BECOME [ x ACT<MANNER/INSTRUMENT> on y ] ]

(activity)
(state)

(inchoative)
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Complex causative event structure templates:
d. α CAUSE β, where α is an entity or a simple event and β is generally a simple
event and where both the Causer and the Causee participants are structure
participants except in the following scenarios, in which a causing activity
component is involved and the causing predicate and the result predicate are
realized as a single predicate of the word level:
[ [ x ACT<MANNER> ] CAUSE [ BECOME [ x, y or z <STATE/at LOCATION> ] ] ]
[ [ x ACT<MANNER/INSTRUMENT> on y ] CAUSE [ BECOME [ x, y or z <STATE/at
LOCATION> ] ] ]

As in (16), the variables which are italicized and in bold in (38) refer to
structure participants. (38a) incorporates data like (5b), (7), and (9), and
(38b) takes examples like (10) and (11) into consideration. Template (38c)
incorporates data like (12–14) and template (38d) has taken into account
the rest of the discussion in subsection 2.2.
With respect to (38), the following should be pointed out. First, (12–
14) do not illustrate all the templates in (38c). To mend this, four more
examples are provided below in (39) to fully illustrate all the four templates
in (38c) in order.
(39) a. The soup has cooled on the table for about ten minutes.
b. Zhangsan ai-shang-le
na-ge nühair.
Zhangsan love-INCH-PERF that-CL girl
‘Zhangsan has fallen in love with that girl.’
c. Zhangsan tiao-qilai
le.
Zhangsan jump-INCH SFP
‘Zhangsan has started to jump.’
d. Zhangsan jingran
mai-qi
yifu
lai le.
Zhangsan unexpectedly sell-INCH clothes INCH SFP
‘Surprisingly, Zhangsan has started to sell clothes.’

Second, “x” and “z” are included in (38d) to accommodate the fact that the
entity which undergoes a change of state is not necessarily the same entity
as the Patient/Theme argument of the causing subevent expressed by a
transitive verb. In fact, the entity undergoing the change can also be a
participant that is the Agent argument of the causing subevent as in (40a) or
an entity that is distinct from any argument(s) of the causing subevent as in
(40b).
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(40) a. Zhangsan zou-lei-le.
Zhangsan walk-tired-PERF
‘Zhangsan walked himself ragged.’
b. Zhangsan qie-dun-le
dao.
Zhangsan cut-blunt-PERF knife
‘Zhangsan cut (something), and as a result the knife became blunt.’

Third, on our proposal the causing component of a complex causative event
does not necessarily involve a causing “subevent” as Levin (1999, 2000)
and Levin and Rappaport Hovav (2004) claim. Further, what distinguishes
between simple events and complex events is whether a causing component
is involved and linguistically relevant.
Finally, it should also be pointed out that the inventory of event
structure templates in (38) is not arbitrary and in fact has a firm ontological
basis in the types of eventualities we experience and observe on a daily
basis. Our encyclopedic knowledge tells us that there are not only states
and activities but also the onset of a new activity or state and the possible
causative relations between (change of) states and (start of) activities.
Recall that an event structure template is a representation of the
grammatically-relevant aspects of verb meaning. However, verbs are
important ways of expressing what we experience and observe. Given the
fact that one of the metafunctions of language is “experiential” or
“ideational”, i.e. to represent patterns of experience (Halliday 1994, 2014),
it should be of little surprise that the inventory of event structure templates
is so closely related to the ontology of the patterns of experience seen in the
real world.
3. Levin and Rappaport Hovav’s conditions on argument realization
It has been noted in the last section that one of the differences between (1)
and (3) is that the templates in (3) are grouped into templates for simple
events and those for complex events. With respect to the distinction
between simple and complex event structure templates, Levin and
Rappaport Hovav (2004) point out that it is crucial to argument realization
via the “Argument-Per-Subevent Condition” (APSC) in (41).
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(41) Argument-Per-Subevent Condition (Levin & Rappaport Hovav 2004: 481; see
also Levin 2000: 425; Levin & Rappaport Hovav 1999: 202; Rappaport Hovav &
Levin 2001: 779; cf. van Hout 2000: 414; Kaufmann & Wunderlich 1998: 29)
There must be at least one argument XP in the syntax per subevent in the event
structure.

However, there is evidence that the APSC is empirically incorrect.
Specifically, as far as verbs of change of state are concerned, most of them
have both a transitive and an intransitive use. According to Levin and
Rappaport Hovav (1995) and Rappaport Hovav and Levin (1998), both the
transitive and the intransitive uses of verbs like break have the event
structure representation for a complex event as in (42). If this view is
correct, the APSC predicts that break should not occur in an intransitive
frame. However, this prediction is not borne out, as seen from (43b).
(42) [ [ x ACT<MANNER> ] CAUSE [ BECOME [ y <BROKEN> ] ] ]
(Rappaport Hovav & Levin 1998: 116)
(43) a. John broke the vase yesterday.
b. The vase broke yesterday.

The intransitive use of break in (43b) apparently violates the APSC. To
account for this, Rappaport Hovav and Levin (1998: 118) assume that the
intransitive use involves a zero morpheme (analogous to a reflexive
morpheme in the Romance and Slavic languages) which serves to satisfy
the Argument-Per-Subevent Condition. However, in their other works (e.g.
Rappaport Hovav & Levin 2001: 790–791; see also Levin & Rappaport
Hovav 1995: 108), they hold that the causing event of break, on its
intransitive use, is “lexically bound” and thus “receives no syntactic
expression”. However, I think that Rappaport Hovav and Levin’s
explanations above are kind of ad hoc. Given that most of the externally
caused change of state verbs like break have an intransitive use, this poses
a serious problem for the APSC.
More importantly, there is evidence against the APSC from Mandarin
RVCs like xi-ganjing ‘wash-clean’ which also have a transitive and an
intransitive use, as shown in (44) (see (21) for a similar example).
Crucially, both uses involve one and the same complex event structure
template, as they both entail a causing subevent and a result subevent.
Again, the APSC incorrectly predicts that Mandarin RVCs like xi-ganjing
should not have an intransitive use.

EVENT STRUCTURE AND ARGUMENT REALIZATION

267

(44) a. Zhangsan yijing xi-ganjing-le
yifu.
Zhangsan already wash-clean-PERF clothes
‘Zhangsan has already washed the clothes clean.’
b. Yifu
yijing xi-ganjing-le.
clothes already wash-clean-PERF
‘The clothes have already been washed clean.’

While the break cases can be accounted for by proposing that the
intransitive use in fact involves a simple inchoative event structure
template and thus does not pose a problem for the APSC (Li 2008;
Pylkk nen 2002, 2008), examples like (44b) do clearly demonstrate that the
APSC is crosslinguistically invalid. Moreover, they show that although
event complexity and argument realization are closely related, it is not
always the case that argument realization patterns reflect event complexity.
Then the question is whether examples like (44b) can be accounted for
by Levin’s “Structure Participant Condition” (SPC) in (2), which requires
each structure participant to be represented by an argument XP in the
syntax. However, there is a problem with the use of the SPC to account for
(44b) because (i) the SPC relies on unambiguous identification of structure
participants on the one hand and (ii) the identification of structure
participants relies on the diagnostic of obligatory presence in the overt
syntax to form a complete sentence on the other.9 In fact, if we maintain the
distinction between constant participants and structure participants and
define the latter as a participant without which the sentence would be either
incomplete or ungrammatical, the SPC is something intrinsic to the
definition of the structure participant and should be eliminated as
something unnecessary to avoid any redundancy.
Now we turn to the question of whether the distinction between
constant participants and structure participants itself can account for
9

Rappaport Hovav and Levin (1998) define structure participants as those participants
licensed by both the event structure template and the constant and they present the SPC
as something distinct. However, the crucial question is how to determine which
participant is licensed by both the event structure template and the constant. As seen
earlier, Rappaport Hovav and Levin’s discussion of the difference between structure
participants and constant participants centers on the fact that it is the former, not the
latter, that are obligatorily expressed in the overt syntax to form a complete sentence.
The point I want to make is that, if this fact is so crucial, obligatory realization should
be part of the definition of the structure participant. If the definition of the structure
participant involves overt obligatory realization to form a complete sentence, then the
SPC becomes something unnecessary.
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examples like (44b). As noted in the last section, in the case of the event
structure template in (38d) that involves an activity causing component and
an inchoative result component, only the Causee argument, the argument
undergoing the change of state, is a structure participant. However, it is
important to note that while a sentence without the structure participant can
certainly not be a complete or grammatical sentence, the distinction
between constant participants and structure participants itself does not truly
predict that, when only one of the two participants is a structural one and
when only this structure participant is overtly realized, the sentence would
be grammatical. An analogy here will make my point clearer. If a meal
without vegetables cannot be a good meal, then this does not entail that a
meal which has vegetables alone is necessarily a good meal. Given this, the
two event structure templates given “overtly” under (38d) only predict the
ungrammaticality of a complete sentence without having the Causee
expressed in the overt syntax. It, however, does not predict the necessary
grammaticality of a sentence in which only the Causee is overtly expressed.
As a result, the grammaticality of (44b) does not fall out of the distinction
between structure participants and constant participants.10
4. Obligatory and optional realization of arguments
This section explores in more detail how to realize the arguments in an
event structure template. It should be pointed out that an event structure
template does not predict all the argument realization patterns with respect
to a specific verb represented with this template when, from a
crosslinguistic perspective, no structure participant(s) can be established for
all the verbs that have this event structure representation. However, when
there is at least one structure participant involved, the templates do make
predictions as to what participants or arguments need to be overtly
expressed while maintaining the same event structure template. For
10

Then the question is how to account for the grammaticality of (44b) in Mandarin. Li
(2008) suggests that, for resultatives to appear in the frame illustrated by (44b), two
conditions must be met. First, the two components of a resultative must form a predicate
of the word level, which includes compounds. Second, the resultative formed does not
violate the head feature percolation condition, namely that the way the arguments of the
head of an RVC are realized in the overt syntax should be maintained on the compound
level. As Mandarin meets both conditions, (44b) is predicted to be grammatical in the
language. See Li (2008) for a comparison of Mandarin and several other languages in
terms of their different behavior with respect to the sentence frame in (44b).
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example, as noted earlier, the Causee argument is a structure participant in
the case of the templates in (38d) that involve an activity causing
component and an inchoative result component. This predicts the
ungrammaticality of a complete sentence that only has the Causer overtly
expressed. For another example, in the case of the template that involves an
inchoative result component and an entity or its property as the causing
component, both the Causer and the Causee need to be overtly expressed to
maintain the same event structure representation. While there are examples
that apparently only need the “Causee” argument to be overtly expressed
(see (45b)), such examples in fact involve a different event structure
template. Specifically, there is no evidence that the grieve in (45b), for
example, is causative, and arguably it is associated with one of the event
structure templates in (38c).
(45) a. The court decision grieved Sue.
b. Sue grieved over/at the court decision. (Pesetsky 1995: 18, 73)

Moreover, crosslinguistically there is a universal pattern of realizing the
Causer and the Causee of a causative sentence when both arguments are
overtly realized in the syntax by two distinct expressions. That is, the
Causer is realized in the subject position and the Causee in the object
position (Li 2008, 2009).11 For example, in (45a) the tiger (the Causer) and
the deer (the Causee) are realized in the subject and object position,
respectively. With respect to the argument realization of a complex
causative event, as noted by Levin and Rappaport Hovav (2005: 21), many
researchers (e.g. Croft 1990; Hopper & Thompson 1980) have pointed out
that verbs involving an animate agent acting on and causing a change in a
patient will have the agent argument realized in the subject position and the
patient argument expressed in the object position. However, as far as wordlevel predicates that at least name the resulting change from a causing
component are concerned, what is most relevant to argument realization is
the Causer and the Causee, not the agent and the patient (Li 2008). This can
be illustrated by (46) and (47) below. In (46), for example, na pen yifu ‘that
basin of clothes’ is construed as the ultimate Causer of Zhangsan’s
becoming tired although it is by no means an Agent. As for Zhangsan, it is
11

This way of linking can be formulated in any theoretical framework that recognizes a
level of representation for grammatical relations (e.g. Bresnan’s 2001 and Bresnan,
Asudeh, Toivonen & Wechsler’s 2015 Lexical-Functional Grammar and Jackendoff’s
2002 Parallel Architecture of Grammar).
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interpreted as the Causee that undergoes the change of state. However, this
same participant is also interpreted as the Agent of the causing component
(i.e. xi in xi-lei ‘wash-tired’) and his washing the clothes is also certainly
related to his becoming tired.
(46) Na pen
yifu
xi-lei-le
Zhangsan.
that basin clothes wash-tired-PERF Zhangsan
‘(Zhangsan washed that basin of clothes) and the clothes got Zhangsan tired.’
(47) Na kuai
paigu
kan-dun-le
san-ba
dao.
that piece/chunk sparerib cut-blunt-PERF three-CL knife
‘That sparerib got three knives blunt as a result of the cutting (by some specific
person).’

In addition to the obligatory realization of structure participants in
complete sentences, there are also two environments where arguments,
whether structure or constant ones, must be overtly realized. First,
arguments in contrast need to be overtly realized when they do not employ
the same linguistic expression (cf. Li 2009). In (48), for example, both
pairs of contrastive participants are overtly expressed. I believe that this
quite obvious fact has a functional basis. That is, when two entities are
compared, our attention is necessarily drawn to them and their overt
realization is thus due to communicative needs.
(48) Zhangsan xihuan tiaowu, Lisi xihuan changge.
Zhangsan like
dance Lisi like
sing
‘Zhangsan likes dancing and Lisi likes singing.’

Second, focal arguments without overt contrast also need to be overtly
expressed. While Goldberg (2001: 514, 2004: 434) attributes this to focal
elements’ unpredictability from context, a more straightforward explanation
is that it is also due to communicative needs. That is, the focal argument
carries the most important information and is what the speaker wants to
express the most; as a result, it must be overtly expressed. As shown in
(49), the focal argument, which bears heavy stress and is in bold, is overtly
expressed. It should be pointed out that unlike (48), (49) does not involve
any overt contrast, though it may convey some sort of implicit contrast.
(49) Zhangsan xihuan tiaowu.
Zhangsan like
dance
‘Zhangsan likes dancing.’
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As mentioned above, when from a crosslinguistic perspective no structure
participant(s) can be established for all the verbs sharing the same event
structure template, the shared template itself does not predict the argument
realization patterns with respect to a specific verb represented with that
template. However, crosslinguistically there are universal contexts where a
constant argument can be left unexpressed.
First, for an activity event that involves two participants, the constant
participant that is acted upon can be omitted when it is indefinite and
nonspecific and when a generic statement is involved (cf. Li 2009), as
shown in (50).
(50) a. Dogs can certainly bite when they are irritated.
b. Gou ji-le
dangran hui yao.
dog irritated-INCH certainly can bite
‘Dogs can certainly bite when they are irritated.’

Second, as shown in (51), the constant participant being acted upon in an
activity may also be left unexpressed when the action is repetitive (cf.
Goldberg 2001, 2004; Li 2009). This is due to the fact that the repeated
action creates an effect of emphasizing the action and defocusing the entity
being acted upon.
(51) a. The chef-in-training chopped and diced all afternoon. (Goldberg 2001: 506,
2004: 435)
b. Zhangsan zhengge xiawu
dou zai
kan.
Zhangsan whole
afternoon all PROG chop
‘Zhangsan chopped all afternoon.’

Third, for an activity that involves two participants, the participant
performing the action can be omitted if it is possible to talk about the event
from the perspective of the participant being acted upon and to construe the
patient/theme argument and the verb as forming an event on their own. For
example, some transitive verbs in the progressive aspect can be used
intransitively, as shown in (52). This can be explained by the fact that the
progressive aspect in (52) makes the event appear as a state, i.e. a state of
continuously performing the same action. This, in turn, helps make it
possible to talk about the event from the perspective of the patient/theme
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and to construe the patient/theme argument and the verb as forming an
event on their own.
(52) a. Seasonings such as garlic, onion, oregano, parsley or thyme can be added to
the pot while beans are cooking. (<http://www.americanbean.org/cookingwith-beans/>, accessed on August 29, 2015)
b. Douzi zai
zhu.
bean
PROG cook
‘The beans are cooking.’

For another example, many transitive verbs can be used in the middle
construction (see, for example, Ackema & Schoorlemmer 2006; Fagan
1988, 1992; Fellbaum 1986; Keyser & Roeper 1984; Lekakou 2006), as
shown in (53). One property of the English middle construction, for
instance, is its use of adverbs like easily. I argue that the addition of easily
makes the event more stativized and thus makes it more possible to talk
from the perspective of the entity being acted upon and to present this
entity and the action involved as an event in itself. In this respect, Ackema
and Schoorlemmer (2006) are right in characterizing true middles as
stative.
(53) a. Books like this one sell easily.
b. This car drives easily.

5. Summary and theoretical significance of the study
Questions related to event structure and argument realization are important
questions in syntax–semantics interface studies. This study, I believe, is of
theoretical significance due to its contribution to the development of a
comprehensive theory of event structure and argument realization.
Specifically, the paper develops the event structure templates presented by
Levin and Rappaport Hovav. It not only presents a fuller list of event
structure templates but also shows that the Structure Participant Condition
should be eliminated if the definition of the structure participant involves
the part of obligatory realization in a complete sentence. The paper also
contributes to a better understanding of the relationship between event
structure and argument realization. It argues that the Argument-PerSubevent Condition suggested by Levin and Rappaport Hovav (2004 and
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Rappaport Hovav & Levin 2001) is empirically incorrect. It demonstrates
that, although event complexity and argument realization are closely
related, it is not always the case that argument realization patterns reflect
event complexity. Finally, the paper contributes to our understanding of
obligatory and optional realization of arguments by discussing several
cases of obligatory realization of structure and constant participants as well
as three cases in which a constant participant of a transitive activity verb
can be left unexpressed. This discussion points to the fact that a full
account of argument realization needs to take different factors into
consideration, including structural, semantic, and pragmatic/discourse
factors.
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David Ogren

Differential Object Marking in Estonian: Prototypes,
Variation, and Construction-specificity1

Abstract
This paper provides a comprehensive account of differential object marking in Estonian,
with an emphasis on da-infinitive constructions, which exhibit greater variation in
object case. I show that there are a number of construction-specific factors influencing
the total vs. partial object opposition in Estonian, as well as factors (such as word order)
which are relevant in a number of da-infinitive constructions but not in finite clauses.
Moreover, even non-finite clauses which do not support an imperfective aspectual
interpretation may feature partial objects, because they fall into a gray area between the
prototypical total object construction and the prototypical partial object construction.
The distribution of nominative and genitive total objects is also discussed: while total
object case can typically be explained by the need (or lack thereof) to morphologically
distinguish the object from the subject and is therefore a construction-specific feature,
there are two constructions in which both nominative and genitive total objects appear.
These constructions illustrate that the case of the total object depends heavily on the
extent to which the construction resembles the prototypical +overt subject or -overt
subject constructions. Examples such as these suggest that some types of object case
variation in Estonian lack a functional explanation and are better understood by
appealing to cognitive processes such as analogy.

1. Introduction
Studies of alternations in direct object marking in various languages have
focused primarily on alternations wherein some objects receive overt
1

This study has been supported by the project “An integrated model of
morphosyntactic variation in written language: a pilot study on the example of
Estonian” (PUT475) financed by the Estonian Ministry of Education and Research. I
would also like to thank the anonymous reviewers for their insightful comments and
suggestions.
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coding and others do not. Such asymmetric alternations are commonly
referred to under the umbrella of Differential Object Marking, abbreviated
as DOM (see e.g. Aissen 2002; Iemmolo 2013). Some languages exhibit
alternations between two or more forms of overt coding, known as
symmetric alternations. Finally, there are languages that feature both
symmetric and asymmetric alternations. One such language is Estonian.2
The aim of this article is to provide a comprehensive account of the
parameters governing direct object encoding alternations in Estonian, both
symmetric and asymmetric, as well as the factors determining whether the
alternation is symmetric or asymmetric in a given construction. Special
attention will be given to non-finite constructions, as these exhibit greater
variation in DO encoding patterns. The results will then be compared to the
claims of de Hoop and Malchukov (2008) and Iemmolo (2013) regarding
the meaning differences typically expressed by symmetric and asymmetric
alternations. The analysis employs material from various Estonian text
corpora as well as simple example sentences.
The article consists of eight sections. In section 2, I provide a brief
overview of DOM phenomena in the world’s languages. Section 3
discusses the total vs. partial object distinction in Estonian, while section 4
explores the factors determining the (a)symmetricality of the DOM
opposition in a given construction. Section 5 examines a pair of exceptional
constructions exhibiting not only the standard total vs. partial object
opposition, but also variation in total object case. Section 6 focuses on
construction-specific features of DO encoding alternations in Estonian, and
section 7 presents a brief comparison of object marking patterns in
Estonian and Finnish. In section 8, I summarize the findings presented in
the article and offer some concluding thoughts regarding the cognitive
underpinnings of the Estonian object case alternations.

2

The notion of “object” itself is problematic, as it is difficult to give it a satisfactory
all-encompassing and cross-linguistically valid formal definition. For the purposes of
this paper, however, the definition provided in the academic grammar of Estonian Eesti
keele grammatika (1993) will suffice: an object is a NP in the nominative, genitive, or
partitive case (or another constituent which may be replaced by a pronominal NP in the
nominative, genitive, or partitive), which is dependent on the verb and the referent of
which is the entity toward which the action expressed by the verb is directed (EKG II:
10).
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2. DOM in the world’s languages
A typical asymmetric DO encoding alternation is found in Spanish, where
the preposition a is used before specific and animate direct objects, while
other direct objects are uncoded (Rodríguez-Mondoñedo 2007: 91):
(1)

Veo
un árbol.
see:PRS;1SG a tree:SG
‘I see a tree.’

(2)

Veo
a Juan.
see:PRS;1SG to Juan
‘I see Juan.’

By contrast, symmetric DO encoding alternations are a well-known feature
of Finnic languages, as shown in the Finnish examples below illustrating
the total vs. partial object opposition, where the object in the partitive (3)
indicates imperfectivity/irresultativity, while the object in the genitive (4)
indicates the opposite:
(3)

Syön
omenaa.
eat:PRS;1SG apple:PART;SG
‘I am eating a/the apple.’

(4)

Syön
omenan.
eat:PRS;1SG apple:GEN;SG
‘I will eat a/the apple.’

Iemmolo (2013: 380), drawing on a sample of 159 languages featuring
alternations in DO encoding, argues that symmetric and asymmetric
alternations tend to be governed by different parameters: symmetric
alternations express differences in aspect, polarity or quantification, while
asymmetric alternations are driven by differences in the referential
properties of the DO, such as animacy, topicality, and definiteness. He also
points out that asymmetric alternations are cross-linguistically far more
common than symmetric ones; of Iemmolo’s sample of 159 languages,
only 26 (16%) show symmetric alternations.
While the characteristics of symmetric and asymmetric alternations
have thus been sketched out in some detail, far less attention has been
devoted to the relationships between symmetric and asymmetric DO
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encoding alternations within individual languages. In fact, however, the
Finnic languages, while frequently cited as examples of languages with
symmetric DO encoding, also feature asymmetric alternations, as in the
following examples from Estonian:
(5)

Palun tooge
mulle
piima.
please bring:IMP;2PL 1SG:ALL milk:PART;SG
‘Please bring me (some) milk.’

(6)

Palun tooge
mulle
piim.
please bring:IMP;2PL 1SG:ALL milk:NOM;SG
‘Please bring me the milk.’

The different syntactic environments in which symmetric and asymmetric
DO encoding alternations are found in Estonian, as well the exceptional
constructions in which both symmetric and asymmetric oppositions appear,
will be discussed in section 4.
3. Object case alternation in Estonian: total vs. partial object
The fundamental object marking opposition in Estonian, as in Finnish (see
examples (3) and (4) above), is the distinction between the total and partial
object. The prototypical total object construction in Estonian features the
following:
A) an affirmative verb form
B) a quantitatively bounded object
C) a semantically perfective, resultative, temporally bounded verb form
(EKG II: 51–52).

The prototypical partial object construction features the opposite:
D) a negative verb form
E) a quantitatively unbounded object
F) a semantically imperfective, irresultative, temporally unbounded verb form
(ibid.)

However, while the total object appears only when criteria A, B and C are
all met, the partial object appears when at least one of criteria D, E and F is
met (or, equivalently, when at least one of criteria A, B and C is not met).
As an alternative, more general formulation of these criteria, we can state
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that the partial object expresses vagueness or imprecision with regard to the
duration, volume, and/or result of an action.
The precise nature of the boundedness distinction, for both objects and
actions, has long been a popular object of study (see Kont 1963; Pihlak
1985 and Tamm 2004, among others). However, these studies have focused
overwhelmingly on finite clauses. Non-finites, especially infinitives,
present additional complications for analysis; the crucial parameter of
temporal boundedness, which is relatively straightforward to assess in the
case of finite verb forms, is less clear when the verb form in question is an
infinitive. This means that infinitive phrases do not clearly correspond to
either of the prototypical object constructions outlined above (alternatively,
one could simply state that the prototypical object constructions feature
finite verb forms). The peripheral, non-prototypical nature of non-finite
constructions makes them less stable than the prototypical object
constructions are: “Category margins are vulnerable to linguistic change
because they can have a double, and many times doubtful, categorical
interpretation, a fact which creates permanent potential structural
ambiguity” (Company 2002: 203).
Consequently, there is far more variation in object case in non-finite
constructions than in finite clauses. For example, such variation is quite
common in what Penjam (2008: 57) calls the assessment construction
(hinnangukonstruktsioon), consisting of a da-infinitive phrase in subject
position and an adjectival predicate expressing the speaker’s assessment of
the activity described by the infinitive phrase (Ogren 2014: 172–173). This
construction is illustrated in examples 8–9 below. In these examples, as in
all other examples in this paper, the object nominal and the infinitive it
modifies are shown in bold.
(7)

On
võimalik,
et
ta
leiab
be:PRS;3SG possible:NOM;SG that 3SG:NOM find:PRS;3SG
sobiva
töökoha.
appropriate:GEN;SG workplace:GEN;SG
‘It is possible that he will find an appropriate job.’

(8)

On
võimalik
leida
sobiv
be:PRS;3SG possible:NOM;SG find:INF appropriate:NOM;SG
töökoht.
workplace:NOM;SG
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On
võimalik
leida
sobivat
be:PRS;3SG possible:NOM;SG find:INF appropriate:PART;SG
töökohta.
workplace:PART;SG
’It is possible to find an appropriate job.’

Example 7 illustrates a finite clause in which only the total object is
possible; the momentary, perfective meaning present in the verb form leiab
‘he/she finds/will find’ forces a temporally bounded interpretation,
rendering the partial object (sobivat töökohta) incoherent. In examples 8
and 9, however, the form leiab is replaced by the infinitive leida ‘to find’,
which lacks the temporal content of the finite verb form; as such, both total
and partial objects are possible, with little or no difference in meaning. In
such constructions, object case is determined by a variety of factors,
including word order and the polarity of the adjective – factors which,
crucially, play no role in the choice of object case in finite clauses. These
factors all work to make the partial object possible in verb-object
combinations which, in finite clauses, would require the use of the total
object.
The observation that non-finite clauses in some languages may behave
differently from finite clauses with respect to DO encoding is not a new
one. Peter Arkadiev (2013) has examined direct object case in non-finite
clauses in Lithuanian. According to Arkadiev, while the prototypical direct
object case in Lithuanian is the accusative, various non-finite constructions
feature direct objects in the nominative, genitive, or dative. The nominative
direct object appears when the non-finite clause is itself the subject of the
sentence:
(10) Jam
nepatiko
laukelis
arti.
3SG:DAT like:PST;3SG;NEG field:NOM;SG plough:INF
‘He did not like to plough the field.’ (Arkadiev 2013: 421)

Dative and genitive direct objects in Lithuanian appear in conjunction with
purposive infinitives. The genitive object is used when the main verb is a
verb of motion (11), while the dative object appears with non-motion verbs
(12) (Arkadiev 2013: 421):
(11) Išvažiavo
kelio
taisyti.
drive.out:PST;3PL road:GEN;SG repair:INF
‘(They) went to repair the road.’ (Arkadiev 2013: 421)
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(12) Iššovė
žmonėms
pagąsdinti.
shoot:PST;3SG person:DAT;PL frighten:INF
‘(He) fired to scare the people.’ (Arkadiev 2013: 422)

All three of these Lithuanian constructions thus represent examples in
which objects of non-finite verb forms are marked in a way that is not
possible for objects of finite verb forms.
There are two primary infinitives in Estonian, the da-infinitive and the
ma-infinitive or supine3. While the ma-infinitive is the standard dictionary
form, it has a much narrower scope of usage. Unlike the da-infinitive, a
“neutral” form that merely expresses an action without conveying any clear
temporal meaning, the ma-infinitive in its basic form expresses relative
future, i.e. that one action follows another (EKK: 263–265). The bare mainfinitive appears only in the following constructions:
1. Verb chains featuring the following finite verb classes:
a. Verbs expressing the beginning of an action, e.g. hakkab sööma ‘starts to
eat’, kukub karjuma ‘starts shouting’, jääb magama ‘falls asleep’
b. Motion verbs, e.g. tuleb sööma ‘comes to eat’, läheb jooma ‘goes to drink’
c. Verbs expressing causation, e.g. paneb (raadio) mängima ‘turns the radio
on’ (lit. ‘makes the radio play’)
d. The modal verb pidama ‘must, have to’
e. The future auxiliary verb saama
2. Adjective + complement with certain adjectives, e.g. valmis ‘ready’, võimeline
‘able’
3. As an independent predicate, e.g. kähku magama ‘quickly to sleep’ (EKK: 265)

Similarly to the Lithuanian example in (11), some Estonian ma-infinitive
constructions follow a distinct pattern with respect to DO encoding. In
motion verb + ma-infinitive constructions, the object appears in the
partitive, even when the boundedness criteria would predict that the total
object should be used:
(13) Mõned
aastad
tagasi läks
sõber
koos
few:NOM;PL year:NOM;PL back
go:PST;3SG friend:NOM;SG together
naisega
autot
ostma. (ETT)
wife:COM;SG car:PART;SG buy:SUP
‘A few years ago, a friend went with his wife to buy a car.’

3

There is also a third infinitive form, the vat-infinitive, which is far less common and
will not be discussed here.

284

DAVID OGREN

(14) Täna läks
kärbes
kärt
kokaraamatut
today go:PST:3SG fly:NOM;SG Kärt:NOM;SG cookbook:PART;SG
ostma, et ämblik
tiinale
sünnipäevaks
buy:SUP to spider:NOM;SG Tiina:ALL;SG birthday:TRANS;SG
maasikatorti
küpsetada. (ETT)
strawberry.cake:PART;SG bake:INF
‘Kärt the fly went to buy a cookbook today in order to bake a strawberry cake for
Tiina the spider’s birthday.’

Both (13) and (14) feature clearly bounded objects. The boundedness of the
action expressed by the ma-infinitive is perhaps less clear, as it is possible
that the sentence could be construed as referring to the process of buying
rather than the result; however, this is a somewhat unnatural interpretation,
as ma-infinitive constructions with destination adverbials typically carry a
meaning of purposiveness (EKG II: 253). Moreover, even if we replace the
verb ostma ‘to buy’ in (13) and (14) with a momentary action verb that
does not reasonably allow an imperfective reading, such as leidma ‘to
find’), the object would still appear in the partitive:
(15) Täna läksin
raamatukokku kokaraamatut
leidma.
today go:PST;1SG library:ILL;SG cookbook:PART;SG find:SUP
‘Today I went to the library to find a cookbook.’

It should be noted, however, that other ma-infinitive constructions allow
both total and partial objects, as in the following example:
(16) Ma
olen
valmis ostma
uue
1SG:NOM be:PRS;1SG ready buy:SUP new:GEN;SG
uut
kokaraamatut.
new:PART;SG cookbook:PART;SG
‘I am ready to buy a new cookbook.’

kokaraamatu /
cookbook:GEN;SG

Thus the obligatory use of the partitive in (13–15) is a feature of the motion
verb + ma-infinitive construction, not of the ma-infinitive in general.
Another example of a non-finite construction with distinct casemarking patterns is the da-infinitive assessment construction, illustrated in
(8) and (9) and repeated here as (17):
(17) On võimalik leida sobiv töökoht / sobivat töökohta.
‘It is possible to find an appropriate job.’
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As this example indicates, both the total and partial object are entirely
possible here (with no real difference in meaning), despite the fact that a
standard interpretation of the boundedness criteria would predict only the
total object to appear. However, this variation is not a general feature of the
assessment construction, but rather a consequence of the semantic
properties of the particular assessment adjective used. Ogren (2014: 176)
classifies adjectives appearing in the assessment construction according to
three parameters: type of assessment (value judgments vs. assessments of
possibility, i.e. “good” vs. “possible”), polarity (positive or negative
assessment of possibility, i.e. “possible” vs. “impossible”) and orientation
(result-oriented vs. process-oriented, i.e. “useful” vs. “easy”). While these
three parameters differ in importance, all three have a clear statistical effect
on object case: adjectives expressing value judgments, positive assessments
of possibility, and result-orientation favor the use of the total object, while
the opposite characteristics (assessments of possibility, especially negative
assessments, as well as process-orientation) favor the use of the partial
object. The adjective võimalik ‘possible’ allows both total and partial
objects because, while it expresses an assessment of possibility (favoring
the use of the partial object), that assessment is positive, and the focus is on
the outcome rather than the process. By contrast, the adjective võimatu
‘impossible’ appears almost exclusively with partial objects, as it gives a
negative assessment of possibility; the adjective tähtis ‘important’ appears
almost exclusively with total objects, as it expresses a value judgment; and
the adjective lihtne ‘easy, simple’, while it allows both partial and total
objects, favors the partial object more strongly than does võimalik, due to
the fact that lihtne is process-oriented, focusing on the characteristics of the
action itself, while võimalik is result-oriented, focusing on the end state
rather than on intermediate stages. As such, if the adjective võimalik in (17)
were replaced by võimatu, only the partial object would be felicitous; if it
were replaced by tähtis, only the total object would be felicitous; and if it
were replaced by lihtne, the frequency of the partial object would increase,
but the total object would remain possible. However, in the assessment
construction with finite verb forms (illustrated in (7) above), such variation
does not appear; if the boundedness criteria outlined at the beginning of
this section are met, only the total object is possible, regardless of the
semantic properties of the adjective in the main clause:
(18) On võimalik/võimatu/tähtis, et ta leiab sobiva töökoha / *sobivat töökohta.
‘It is possible/impossible/important that s/he will find an appropriate job.’
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Thus the variation shown in (17) is a distinguishing feature of specifically
the da-infinitive assessment construction, not of assessment constructions
in general.
4. Cross-constructional variation in total object case: symmetric vs.
asymmetric case alternations in Estonian
The notion of prototype, i.e. the principle that members of a given category
may differ in the degree to which they represent that category and the
prototype is the most representative member of the category (Aarts 2006;
Taylor 2008), can be applied not only to the primary object marking
opposition in Estonian, that between partial and total objects, but also to the
distribution of the two total object cases. Total objects in Estonian may
appear in either the genitive or the nominative (Estonian has no equivalent
of the Finnish -t accusative).
Unlike the total vs. partial object opposition, which is driven by
semantics (boundedness), the nominative vs. genitive total object
opposition is based on syntactic criteria. The nominative total object
appears without exception in the imperative and jussive moods and in the
impersonal voice (as well as in the plural in all moods/voices; the
nominative plural object will be discussed in section 6). It also appears in
numerous da-infinitive constructions, including:
–

the purpose construction (otstarbe- ja põhjuslausekonstruktsioon), in
which a non-finite subordinate clause expresses the purpose or reason
for doing something (Penjam 2008: 117):

(19) Jaan
läheb
metsa,
et tappa põder.
Jaan:NOM go:PRS;3SG forest:ILL;SG to kill:INF moose:NOM;SG
‘Jaan is going into the forest to kill a moose.’

–

the assessment construction, described earlier:

(20) On
parem
osta
odavam
arvuti.
be:PRS;3SG better:NOM;SG buy:INF cheaper:NOM;SG computer:NOM;SG
‘It is better to buy a cheaper computer.’

–

the postposed attribute construction (järeltäiendikonstruktsioon), in
which the non-finite clause modifies a noun (Penjam 2008: 102):
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(21) Ta
tegi
ettepaneku
uus
3SG:NOM do:PST;3SG proposal:GEN;SG new:NOM;SG
parkla
ehitada.
parking.lot:NOM;SG build:INF
‘S/he made a proposal to build a new parking lot.’

–

the translative adverbial construction (translatiivadverbiaaliga
kavatsuskonstruktsioon), in which a nominal in the translative case
serves as the predicative and the da-infinitive phrase is the subject
(Penjam 2008: 65):

(22) Tema
eesmärgiks
on
leida
viirusele
ravim.
3SG:GEN goal:TRANS;SG be:PRS;3SG find:INF virus:ALL;SG cure:NOM;SG
‘His/her goal is to find a cure for the virus.’

–

the necessive construction (netsessiivkonstruktsioon), in which the
predicate expresses the necessity, obligatoriness or possibility of the
action described in the da-infinitive phrase, which appears in subject
position (Penjam 2008: 48):

(23) Mul
tuleb
oma
pesumasin
1SG:ADE come:PRS;3SG own:NOM;SG washing.machine;NOM;SG
töökotta
viia.
workshop:ILL;SG take:INF
‘I have to take my washing machine to the repair shop.’

In (20), (22), and (23), the infinitive phrase is the subject of the sentence
and the direct object in the infinitive phrase appears in the nominative,
similarly to the Lithuanian construction shown in (10). Also significant is
the fact that the nominative total object does not appear in the da-infinitive
object construction (objektikonstruktsioon), where the da-infinitive phrase
serves as the direct object (Penjam 2008: 74–75):
(24) Tahame
leida
probleemile
lihtsa
lahenduse.
want:PRS;1PL find:INF problem:ALL;SG simple:GEN;SG solution:GEN;SG
‘We want to find a simple solution to the problem.’

Clearly, the distribution of the nominative and genitive object does not
simply correspond to the distinction between finite (tensed) and non-finite
verb forms. What the syntactic environments featuring the nominative total
object have in common, however, is that they do not feature overt
grammatical subjects, while the genitive total object appears in
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environments where overt grammatical subjects occur4. This is not a new
observation; it is essentially a re-statement of the so-called Jahnsson’s
Rule, posited for Finnish, which states that verbs with overt subjects govern
the -n accusative (equivalent to the genitive in our terms), while verbs
without overt subjects govern the endingless accusative (i.e. the
nominative) (Kiparsky 2001: 317, from Jahnsson 1871). However,
Jahnsson’s Rule is not absolute, as subject pronouns may be omitted (with
no effect on object case) and overt subjects may appear with imperatives;
therefore, a weaker formulation of the rule is necessary. In recognition of
this, Kiparsky (2001: 336) offers the following amendment:
The object is case-marked even when there is no overt preverbal subject as long as
there is subject-verb agreement and there could be a lexical subject in Spec-IP
position (without other changes in the sentence).

He clarifies that second-person imperatives with overt subjects do not
violate this rule because they do not show subject-verb agreement, a
position taken earlier by Hakulinen and Karlsson (1975: 342), who go
further by stating that the apparent “subject” is not really a subject at all,
but rather an appositive. However, even Kiparsky’s formulation of
Jahnsson’s Rule, again postulated for Finnish, is too categorical to fit the
situation observed in Estonian. The Estonian constructions that violate
Jahnsson’s Rule in one way or another will be discussed in sections 5 and 6
of this article.
Given that a) subjects of transitive clauses appear almost exclusively
in the nominative case and b) nominative objects appear only in
environments typically characterized by the absence of an overt
grammatical subject, it is clear that the nominative total object is made
possible by the absence of the need to disambiguate between object and
subject (see Comrie 1975; Hakulinen & Karlsson 1975). In this regard,
Estonian (along with Finnish) thus serves to illustrate the general rule put
4

Among the da-infinitive constructions listed above, there are two apparent
exceptions to this. The first is the postposed attribute construction (example 21).
Hakulinen and Karlsson (1975: 343–344), discussing the same construction in Finnish,
argue that the nominative total object can be explained as an island effect; while the
main clause of the sentence has a grammatical subject, the attribute construction does
not inherit that subject. The object of the non-finite verb cannot be fronted, as in *Uus
parkla tegi ta ettepaneku ehitada. The same logic applies to the purpose construction
(example 19), where no part of the non-finite clause can be fronted, i.e. removed from
the subordinate clause in which it appears.
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forth by de Hoop and Malchukov (2008), who posit two different
motivations behind systems of DO encoding. The first,
DISTINGUISHABILITY, requires that subjects and objects of transitive clauses
be morphologically distinct from one another (typically accomplished by
case marking), while the second, IDENTIFY, “makes use of case morphology
to encode specific semantic/pragmatic information about the nominal in
question”, including, for instance, thematic roles such as agent, goal, and
experiencer (de Hoop & Malchukov 2008: 567–568). De Hoop and
Malchukov claim that asymmetric alternations may be related to either
DISTINGUISHABILITY or IDENTIFY, while symmetric alternations, since all
possible forms within a symmetric alternation are morphologically distinct
from the subject, are necessarily driven by IDENTIFY. (In practice, this is
equivalent to stating simply that all DO encoding alternations are motivated
by DISTINGUISHABILITY and/or IDENTIFY.) The meaning differences
typically expressed by the total vs. partial object opposition in Finnic
languages – aspect, polarity and quantification – clearly fall into the
category of IDENTIFY, while the use of the two total object cases can largely
be explained by appealing to DISTINGUISHABILITY.
The preceding discussion has focused on the factors determining
whether a given construction exhibits a symmetrical (= genitive total
object) or asymmetrical (= nominative total object) DOM alternation, with
the resulting implication that the (a)symmetricality of the DOM alternation
is a construction-specific feature. In other words, while there are two
possible cases for the total object, within any one construction there is only
one possibility: either the nominative (= asymmetric DOM) or the genitive
(= symmetric DOM), but not both. However, in Estonian, this is not an
absolute rule. The following section examines the exceptional constructions
in which both nominative and genitive total objects occur.
5. Construction-internal variation in total object case in Estonian
There are two related constructions in Estonian which exhibit inconsistent
total object case usage. Both of these constructions show semantic
similarities to the imperative, suggesting that the property of imperativity
could be a factor influencing the choice of total object case.
First, both nominative and genitive total objects are possible in
reported commands using the command verbs paluma ‘to ask, request’ or
käskima ‘to command, order’ (EKK: 408):
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(25) Palusin
näidata
ask:PST;1SG show:INF
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talle
istekoha
3SG:ALL seat:GEN;SG

kätte.
hand:ILL;SG

(26) Palusin
näidata
talle
istekoht
kätte.
ask:PST;1SG show:INF 3SG:ALL seat:NOM;SG hand:ILL;SG
‘I asked (someone) to show him/her to his/her seat.’

This contrasts with direct commands, where the total object can appear
only in the nominative, regardless of whether the imperative is expressed
by a morphologically imperative form or by the infinitive:
(27) Palun
näidata
ask:PRS;1SG show:INF

talle
istekoht
kätte.
3SG:ALL seat:NOM;SG hand:ILL;SG

(28) Palun näidake
talle
istekoht/*istekoha
please show:IMP;2PL 3SG:ALL seat:NOM;SG/seat:GEN;SG
‘Please show him/her to his/her seat.’

kätte.5
hand:ILL;SG

The second exception is the so-called enabling-obligating construction
(name translated from Penjam 2008: 82, Estonian võimaldamiskohustamiskonstruktsioon). In this construction, the subject of the sentence
enables or obligates the logical subject of the da-infinitive phrase to do
something. The second participant, if mentioned explicitly, appears in the
adessive. Common verbs in this construction include võimaldama ‘to
enable, make possible’, soovitama ‘to recommend’, kohustama ‘to
obligate’, laskma ‘to let/have (someone do something)’ and aitama ‘to
help’. Again, both nominative and genitive total objects are possible:
(29) Soovitan
sul
osta
recommend:PRS;1SG 2SG:ADE buy:INF

uue
new:GEN;SG

mantli.
coat:GEN;SG

(30) Soovitan
sul
osta
recommend:PRS;1SG 2SG:ADE buy:INF
‘I recommend that you buy a new coat.’

uus
mantel.
new:NOM;SG coat:NOM;SG

Structurally, the reported command construction and the enablingobligating construction are nearly identical, the only difference between
them being that in the latter construction, both nominative and genitive
objects are possible in direct speech as well as in reported speech (whereas
5

The word palun here is a not a true verb, but rather a lexicalized form, a particle
meaning ‘please’; however, the origin of the particle palun is the finite verb form palun
‘I ask’, and in any case, the progression shown in (31–37) is based on similarity of
form, not necessarily of grammatical structure.
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the reported command construction, by definition, expresses only reported
speech). The use of genitive total objects in these constructions is
motivated by Jahnsson’s Rule, i.e. by the presence of a grammatical subject
in the sentence; however, unlike in the other non-finite constructions taking
genitive total objects, the grammatical subject of the sentence is not coreferential with the logical subject of the non-finite clause. Meanwhile, the
nominative total object is motivated by the semantic and structural parallels
between these constructions and imperatives (as imperatives are the core
environment of nominative objects in the Balto-Finnic languages, per
Grünthal (1941) as summarized in Kiparsky (2001: 338). In addition to the
imperative-like semantic content of the verb, these constructions resemble
imperatives in their participant structure (both feature an addressee who is
requested and/or given the opportunity to perform the action expressed by
the verb phrase). The competing structural parallels leading to variation in
total object case in these constructions are illustrated in the following set of
sentences, which show a progression from the simple imperative, i.e. the
prototypical nominative object construction, to the simple indicative, i.e.
the prototypical genitive object construction:
(31) Näidake
talle
istekoht
kätte.
show:IMP;2PL 3SG:ALL seat:NOM;SG hand:ILL;SG
‘Show him/her to his/her seat.’ (imperative, no other verb form present, object in
nominative)
(32) Palun näidake
talle
istekoht
kätte.
please show:IMP;2PL 3SG:ALL seat:NOM;SG hand:ILL;SG
‘Please show him/her to his/her seat.’ (imperative + palun ’please’, lit. ’I request’,
object in nominative)
(33) Palun
(teil)
näidata talle
istekoht
kätte.
ask:PRS;1SG 2PL:ADE show:INF 3SG:ALL seat:NOM;SG hand:ILL;SG
‘Please show him/her to his/her seat.’ (imperative verb form replaced by
infinitive, optional adessive argument indicating the logical subject of the nonfinite clause, object in nominative)
(34) Palusin
(teil)
näidata talle
istekoht/istekoha
ask:PST;1SG 2PL:ADE show:INF 3SG:ALL seat:NOM;SG/seat:GEN;SG
kätte.
hand:ILL;SG
‘I asked you to show him/her to his/her seat.’ (reported command, object in
nominative or genitive)
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(35) Soovitan
(teil)
näidata
talle
istekoht/istekoha
recommend:PRS;1SG 2PL:ADE show:INF 3SG:ALL seat:NOM;SG/seat:GEN;SG
kätte.
hand:ILL;SG
‘I recommend that you show him/her to his/her seat.’ (enabling-obligating
construction, object in nominative or genitive)
(36) Kavatsen
näidata talle
istekoha
kätte.
plan:PRS;1SG show:INF 3SG:ALL seat:GEN;SG hand:ILL;SG
‘I plan to show him/her to his/her seat.’ (standard da-infinitive object
construction, no adessive argument possible, object in genitive)
(37) Näitan
talle
istekoha
kätte.
show:PRS;1SG 3SG:ALL seat:GEN;SG hand:ILL;SG
‘I will show him/her to his/her seat.’ (finite verb form, object in genitive)

This sequence suggests that from a semantic viewpoint, imperativity ought
to be viewed not as a binary feature, but as a continuum with fully
imperative sentences at one end and sentences with no imperative meaning
at the other end. At either end of the continuum, there is no variation in the
case of the total object, while in the middle (examples 34 and 35, i.e. the
reported command and enabling-obligating constructions) both nominative
and genitive objects are possible. There is a slight difference in meaning
between the nominative and genitive object in (34) and (35) in that the
former carries more imperative force, presumably due to its structural
similarity to the imperative.
Furthermore, this view of imperativity as a scalar feature suggests that
even within the same construction, different degrees of imperativity should
be accompanied by differences in the case of the total object. And indeed,
there is evidence that this is the case. Varying degrees of imperativity can
be found within the enabling-obligating construction, depending on the
semantics of the finite verb; for instance, the verb soovitama ‘to
recommend’ intuitively carries a stronger connotation of imperative than
does the verb võimaldama ‘to enable, make possible’. And as we would
expect, the nominative total object, associated with imperatives, is
considerably more common in conjunction with soovitama than with
võimaldama. A pair of examples:
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(38) Seega
soovitame
Sul
reisima
minnes alati
therefore recommend:PRS;1PL 2SG:ADE travel:SUP go:CON always
endale
reisikindlustus
soetada. (ETT)
self:ALL;SG travel.insurance:NOM;SG obtain:INF
‘Therefore, we recommend that you always buy travel insurance for yourself
when traveling.’
(39) Muretsemiseks
pole
põhjust,
tänapäevased
worrying:TRANS;SG be:PRS;3SG:NEG reason:PART;SG modern:NOM;PL
tuimestusvahendid võimaldavad
selle
hamba
eemaldada
anesthetics:NOM;PL enable:PRS;3PL that:GEN;SG tooth:GEN;SG remove:INF
valutult. (ETT)
painlessly
‘There’s no reason to worry, today’s anesthetics allow (one) to remove that tooth
painlessly.’

However, this pattern (greater imperative force = higher incidence of
nominative total object) does not hold for all verbs in the construction.
Table 1 presents data on total object usage with four different verbs in the
enabling-obligating construction based on sentences from the Estonian web
language corpus EtTenTen6 (the first 100 relevant matches for each verb
were used, excluding duplicates):
Table 1. Total object case variation in the enabling-obligating construction with the
verbs soovitama, käskima, võimaldama, and lubama
Verb
soovitama ‘to recommend’
käskima ‘to command’
võimaldama ‘to enable’
lubama ‘to allow’7

Nominative
63
41
23
15

Genitive
37
59
77
85

Total
100
100
100
100

The results for the verbs lubama and võimaldama are as expected: these
two verbs carry little or no imperative force, and accordingly, they show a
clear preference for the genitive total object. The verb käskima, on the other
6

<https://www.sketchengine.co.uk/documentation/wiki/Corpora/TenTen/etTenTen>
The etTenTen corpus covers a variety of domains including government websites,
blogs, forums and news sites, as well as religious and informative texts. An overview of
the text types represented in the corpus is available at <http://www2.keeleveeb.ee/dict/
corpus/ettenten/about.html> (in Estonian).
7
The verb lubama also carries the meaning ‘to promise’; however, as this meaning
belongs to a different construction, only the ‘allow, permit’ uses of lubama have been
considered in the analysis presented here.
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hand, offers a repudiation of the imperativity-based account of total object
case variation; despite the fact that this verb clearly carries the most
imperative force of the four verbs analyzed here, it actually shows a slight
preference for the genitive total object, and takes nominative total objects
less often than does soovitama. The general pattern still prevails – of these
four verbs, the two carrying the greatest imperative force (käskima and
soovitama) take nominative total objects far more often than do the low
imperative force verbs võimaldama and lubama – however, it must be
acknowledged that there is variation on the level of individual verbs that
cannot be explained by an appeal to imperativity.
While it is possible to identify significant differences in object case
preference between individual main verbs, perhaps more striking is how
weak those preferences are; even in the case of võimaldama, the
nominative total object appears frequently enough that it can hardly be
considered exceptional. One can also find pairs of virtually identical
sentences, one of which features the genitive object and the other of which
features the nominative, as in (40) and (41):
(40) Samuti tutvustas
OP
osariigi
edusamme
also
introduce:PST;3PL OP:NOM state:GEN;SG advance:PART;PL
Põhja-Eestis
naftatransiidi
vööndi
loomises,
northern.Estonia:INE oil.transit:GEN;SG zone:GEN;SG creation:INE;SG
mis
võimaldab
Eestil
anda
oma
what:NOM;SG enable:PRS;3SG Estonia:ADE give:INF own:GEN;SG
panuse
Euroopa
energiaga
varustamisse. (ETT)
contribution:GEN;SG Europe:GEN energy:COM;SG provision:ILL;SG
‘OP also introduced the state’s progress in creating an oil transport zone in
northern Estonia, which will allow Estonia to make its contribution to providing
Europe with energy.’
(41) “See
võimaldab
Eestil
anda
oma
this:NOM;SG enable:PRS;3SG Estonia:ADE give:INF own:NOM;SG
panus
demokraatliku
ühiskonna
kujunemisse
contribution:NOM;SG democratic:GEN;SG society:GEN;SG development:ILL;SG
Ukrainas,” ütles
Paet. (ETT)
Ukraine:INE say:PST;3SG Paet:NOM
‘“This allows Estonia to make its contribution to the development of a democratic
society in Ukraine,” Paet said.’

As the verb võimaldama carries little or no imperative meaning (unlike
soovitama), there is no discernible difference in meaning between the
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genitive and nominative object in sentences like (40) and (41), which may
help explain why such variation is possible.
One further source of object case variation in the enabling-obligating
construction is coordination. In 14 of the 100 sentences with the verb
soovitama, the object appears in an infinitive phrase constituting the second
or later conjunct in a coordinate structure, as in the following example
where the infinitive phrases headed by pöörduda ‘to turn’ and selgitada ‘to
clarify’ are coordinated:
(42) Igal
juhul
soovitaksin
pöörduda konsultatsioonile
every:ADE case:ADE;SG recommend:COND;1SG turn:INF consultation:ALL;SG
ning selgitada välja Teile
sobiv
võimalus. (ETT)
and clarify:INF out
2PL:ALL appropriate:NOM;SG possibility:NOM;SG
‘In any case, I’d recommend that you go in for a consultation and find out which
option suits you.’

Out of these 14, the object appears in the nominative 12 times (86%); in the
other 86 sentences, the nominative appears 51 times (59%). The difference
is far more striking with the verb võimaldama: when the infinitive phrase
containing the object appears as the second or later conjunct in a coordinate
structure, the nominative object appears 60% of the time (9/15), compared
to only 16% (14/85) for all other sentences. The same pattern holds for the
verbs lubama and käskima as well, although the sample contains relatively
few sentences in which these verbs are modified by coordinate structures.
For lubama, all four such sentences feature nominative objects, compared
to only 11 of the remaining 96 sentences (11%); for käskima, nominative
objects appear in seven of the eight sentences featuring coordination (88%)
and in 34 of the 92 remaining sentences (37%).
It is thus clear that there is a very strong relationship in the enablingobligating construction between coordination and total object case; objects
in the second or later element of a coordinate structure are far more likely
to appear in the nominative than are objects which do not meet that
description. Perhaps the most vivid illustrations of this relationship are the
following examples, in which both nominative and genitive total objects
appear in the same sentence:
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(43) Seetõttu soovitasin
ma
Musta
mere
thus
recommend:PST;1SG 1SG:NOM black:GEN;SG sea:GEN;SG
afääri
omaks
tunnistada,
anda
sellele
nii
affair:GEN;SG own:TRANS;SG recognize:INF give:INF that:ALL;SG as
hea
näo
kui võimalik,
ning kuulutada
good:GEN;SG face:GEN;SG as possible:NOM;SG and declare:INF
sõda
Entente
vastu.8 (ETT)
war:NOM;SG Entente:GEN against
‘Thus I recommended to acknowledge the Black Sea affair, put as good a face on
it as possible, and declare war on Entente.’
(44) Näiteks
arutame
läbi
ja
soovitame
example:TRANS;SG discuss:PRS;1PL through and recommend:PRS;1PL
teistele=gi
taasavada igas
Eestimaa
vallas
other:ALL;PL=too reopen:INF every:INE Estonia:GEN municipality:INE;SG
vähemasti ühe
avaliku
külasauna
ning sinna
at.least
one:GEN;SG public:GEN;SG village.sauna:GEN;SG and there
asutada
mittetulundusühinguna
kohalik
saunaklubi. (ETT)
establish:INF nonprofit.association:ESS;SG local:NOM;SG sauna.club:NOM;SG
‘For example, we are discussing and we recommend to others as well to re-open at
least one public sauna in each Estonian municipality and establish a non-profit
local sauna club there.’

These examples defy conventional explanation. There is no semantic or
pragmatic difference between the final conjuncts (with nominative objects)
and the preceding conjuncts (with genitive objects); it cannot reasonably be
claimed that the final conjuncts are more imperative-like. Nor can the
answer be found in information structure, as all of the conjuncts in (43) and
(44) appear in the role of focus. The only plausible explanation is that the
final conjuncts, due to their location in the sentence, are thus (in the mind
of the language user) significantly less closely connected to the finite verb
than are the initial conjuncts. Presumably, this means that these final
conjuncts are more closely connected to the infinitive that they modify than
to the finite verb, which would indeed result in a decreased preference for
8

The forms afääri and sõda here both coincide with the partitive forms of the
respective nouns; however, as the verbs they modify here require total objects, it can be
safely assumed that in this sentence, they are not partitive forms. (While the verb
kuulutama does take a partial object in the meaning of “to announce, preach,
propagate”, this is not so for the performative meaning of “to declare”; in fact, the first
example given under kuulutama in the most recent edition of the normative dictionary
Eesti Õigekeelsussõnaraamat (ÕS 2013: 414) is Kuulutas naaberriigile sõja ‘Declared
war on the neighboring country’, using the total object form sõja ‘war:GEN’.
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the genitive, since non-finite clauses do not govern genitive total objects
with the same regularity that finite clauses do.
This variation in total object case also serves as a challenge to de
Hoop and Malchukov’s account of DOM as a vehicle for the functions of
DISTINGUISHABILITY and IDENTIFY. There is clearly no basis for suggesting
that DISTINGUISHABILITY is the motivating factor behind this variation; the
need to distinguish subject from object is no greater in the reported
command or enabling-obligating constructions than it is in other non-finite
constructions discussed in this article. IDENTIFY, meanwhile, is a
problematic explanation in that while some of the variation in total object
case in these constructions can be explained with reference to imperativity,
not all (or even most) of it can. The relationship between imperativity and
total object case is tenuous to begin with, as evidenced by e.g. the
contradictory results shown above for the verbs käskima and soovitama,
and the prevalence of the nominative total object in phrases appearing as
non-initial conjuncts in a coordinate structure cannot be ascribed to any
semantic or pragmatic features of the object nominal, but rather has to do
with the way in which the language user processes the sentence he/she is
producing. Thus the opposition between genitive and nominative total
objects in these constructions does not appear to perform either of the
functions described by de Hoop and Malchukov; in fact, it does not appear
to have any functional explanation at all.
Another factor influencing total object case in the enabling-obligating
construction is the presence or absence of a logical subject (in the adessive)
of the non-finite clause. This variation can be seen in the example
sentences provided earlier: adessive arguments are present in (38), (40),
and (41), absent in (39), (42), and (43). Table 2 shows total object case in
the enabling-obligating construction for the four verbs previously
examined, broken down by whether or not the sentence contains an
adessive logical subject argument:
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Table 2. Total object case variation in the enabling-obligating construction, by
presence/absence of adessive subject argument
Verb
soovitama
soovitama
võimaldama
võimaldama
lubama
lubama
käskima
käskima
Total
Total

OvertSubj
+
+
+
+
+
-

Nominative
25
40
10
13
12
3
27
14
74
70

Genitive
6
29
20
57
32
53
18
41
76
180

Nominative %
81%
58%
33%
19%
27%
5%
60%
25%
49%
28%

The above data show that for all four verbs, the nominative object is more
common when there is an overt adessive subject argument than when there is
not. One explanation for this may be that the presence of the overt adessive
argument actually facilitates the analogy with the imperative. The adessive
argument in the enabling-obligating construction represents the addressee of
the command/recommendation/etc.; in the imperative, the addressee is
always explicitly mentioned via the verb form. Thus making the addressee
explicit increases the similarity between the enabling-obligating construction
and the imperative. It is difficult to prove that this is in fact the reason for the
results observed here; in any case, however, the persistence of the pattern
across all four verbs examined strongly suggests that there is a real effect.
These data indicate that, in the enabling-obligating construction, logical
(non-grammatical) subjects have an effect on object case that grammatical
subjects do not; while the actual presence or absence of a grammatical
subject in a given sentence is irrelevant to object case (as per Kiparsky’s
amended version of Jahnsson’s Rule), this is not true for the logical subject
of the non-finite clause in the enabling-obligating construction.
6. Construction-specificity in DO encoding patterns
The evidence presented in sections 3 and 4 demonstrates that the
(a)symmetricality of the DO encoding alternation in a given infinitival
construction depends heavily on the extent to which the construction
resembles the prototypical +overt subject or -overt subject constructions.

DIFFERENTIAL OBJECT MARKING IN ESTONIAN

299

However, with very few exceptions, symmetric and asymmetric
alternations in Estonian express precisely the same differences in meaning
(contrary to Iemmolo’s generalization introduced in section 2 above), i.e.
differences in aspect, polarity, and quantification. Variation in object case
driven by the referential properties of the object is quite rare.
In finite clauses, word order (or information structure in general) does
not affect object case; the choice between total and partial object is driven
entirely by the criterion of boundedness. Thus, in the following sentences,
only the total object is possible, despite the fact that the object is in
sentence-final position in (45) and in sentence-initial position in (46).
(45) Mari
ostis
eile
huvitava
raamatu.
Mari:NOM buy:PST;3SG yesterday interesting:GEN;SG book:GEN;SG
(46) Huvitava raamatu ostis Mari eile.
‘Mari bought an interesting book yesterday.’

However, in some non-finite constructions, there is a strong relationship
between object case and word order. One such construction is the dainfinitive assessment construction, exemplified earlier in (17). While some
adjectives in this construction favor either the total or partial object so
strongly that there is virtually no variation to study, the adjectives that do
allow for the use of either object case show a very clear pattern: objects at
or near the beginning of the sentence appear far more often in the partitive,
while objects at or near the end of the sentence favor the nominative. While
it is difficult to determine the information-structural properties of objects in
isolated sentences stripped of their larger context (as the data is presented
in the corpus), it suffices here to assume that sentence-initial position
correlates strongly with topicality, while sentence-final position correlates
with focus (according to Lindström (2006: 879), sentence-final position is
the unmarked position for non-contrastive focus in Estonian). Hence
topicalized objects (47) appear in the partitive more often than do focused
objects (50)9. This is true for both symmetric and asymmetric object case
9

The statistical tendency for topicalized objects to appear in the partitive more often
than focused objects holds for both finite and non-finite clauses; however, this merely
demonstrates the existence of a correlation between topicalization and object case, and
does not indicate a causal relationship (in either direction). The absence of a causal
relationship between topicalization (or word order more generally) and object case in
finite clauses can easily be demonstrated via examples such as (45) and (46) above; the
same argument cannot be made for non-finite constructions.
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alternations. Ogren (2014: 178) provides the following data, based on
newspaper text corpora from the years 1995–2007 (material from the
newspapers Postimees, Eesti Päevaleht and Õhtuleht), for assessment
construction sentences featuring the adjective lihtne ‘easy’, in which both
the total object (in the nominative) and the partial object appear quite
productively:
Table 3. Asymmetric object case variation (partitive-nominative) in the da-infinitive
assessment construction featuring the adjective lihtne ‘easy’, by word order (O = object,
V = non-finite verb, A = adjective)10
Word order
Object-initial (OVA, OAV)
Object-central (AOV, VOA)
Object-final (AVO, VAO)
Total

Partial
object
190
69
34
293

Total
object
7
50
99
156

Total
197
119
133
449

Partial
object %
96%
58%
26%
65%

Some examples of object-initial (47), object-central (48), (49) and objectfinal (50) word order (note that in this context the words “initial”, “central”
and “final” refer only to the position of the object relative to the adjective
lihtne and the da-infinitive verb form, not to the position of the object in
the sentence as a whole):
(47) Piraattarkvara
lõpptarbijat
on
lihtne
üles
pirate.software:GEN;SG end.user:PART;SG be:PRS;3SG easy:NOM;SG up
leida
ja
sellega
saaks
politsei
hakkama. (EPL)
find:INF and that:COM;SG get:COND;3SG police:NOM;SG begin:SUP
‘The end user of pirated software is easy to find and the police could manage it.’
(48) Meil
on
aga müügivõrk
olemas,
meil
1PL:ADE be:PRS;3SG but sales.network:NOM;SG be:SUP:INE 1PL:ADE
on
lihtne
üks
toode
juurde
be:PRS;3SG easy:NOM;SG one:NOM;SG product:NOM;SG additionally
lisada. (EPL)
add:INF
‘But we have a sales network in place, it’s easy for us to add one more product.’
10

The data presented in this table (and in all other tables throughout the article) are
based only on infinitival clauses which, if they were re-phrased as finite clauses, would
necessarily feature total objects. In other words, features that cause the use of the partial
object in any construction – negation, unbounded action, unbounded object nominal –
are not under consideration and do not affect the quantitative data presented here.
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(49) Tegelikult on
selle
peo
jaoks väga
actually
be:PRS;3SG this:GEN;SG party:GEN;SG for
very
lihtne
endale
kostüümi11
muretseda. (ÕL)
easy:NOM;SG self:ALL;SG costume:PART;SG procure:INF
‘It’s actually very easy to find oneself a costume for this party.’
(50) Paralleelselt sellega
on
tema
arvates
in.parallel
that:COM;SG be:PRS;3SG 3SG:GEN think:CON
lihtne
rajada
ka jalakäijate
tunnel. (EPL)
easy:NOM;SG build:INF also pedestrian:GEN;PL tunnel:NOM;SG
‘In parallel to that, he also believes it is easy to build a pedestrian tunnel.’

The same relationship between word order and object case can also be
observed in the da-infinitive object construction, featuring symmetric
object case alternation (data from Ogren 2013: 57).
Table 4. Symmetric case variation (partitive-genitive) in the da-infinitive object
construction with various verb chains, by word order
Verb chain
OVda word order
leida tahtma
‘to want to find’
leida püüdma
‘to try to find’
leida soovima
‘to wish to find’
korraldada tahtma
‘to want to organize’
korraldada soovima
‘to wish to organize’
Total

11

Partial
object

Total object

Total

Partial
object %

4

5

9

44%

12

4

16

75%

7

3

10

70%

9

15

24

38%

8

4

12

67%

40

31

71

56%

The partitive form kostüümi is identical to that of the genitive; however, as this
construction takes nominative total objects rather than genitive, it is clear that the form
used in (49) is the partitive.

302

Verb chain
VdaO word order
leida tahtma
leida püüdma
leida soovima
korraldada tahtma
korraldada soovima
Total
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Partial
object

Total object

Total

Partial
object %

15
24
29
2
4
74

40
19
30
51
21
161

55
43
59
53
25
235

27%
56%
49%
4%
16%
31%

Examples (51–55) illustrate various verb chains in the object construction.
In (51–54), the expected relationship between word order and object case is
observed (total object with VO, partial object with OV), while in (55), the
opposite is found (total object with OV).
(51) Vald
tahab
Gotmansi
sõnul
torni
municipality:NOM;SG want:PRS;3SG Gotmans:GEN according.to tower:GEN;SG
omanik
edasi olla ja torni
investeerijat
leida. (PM)
owner:NOM;SG ahead be:INF and tower:GEN;SG investor:PART;SG find:INF
‘According to Gotmans, the municipality wants to retain ownership of the tower
and find an investor for it.’ (OVda, partitive)
(52) Vedomosti
teatel
tahab
valitsus
Vedomosti:GEN announcement:ADE;SG want:PRS;3SG government:NOM;SG
leida
juuni
jooksul Vjahhirevile
mantlipärija. (EPL)
find:INF june:GEN during Vjahhirev:ALL heir:GEN;SG
‘According to Vedomosti, the government wants to find an heir to Vjahhirev by
the end of June.’ (VdaO, genitive)
(53) Isamaaliit
soovib
rahvahääletust
korraldada
Pro.Patria.Union:NOM wish:PRS;3SG referendum:PART;SG organize:INF
juba
järgmise
aasta
suvel. (EPL)
already following:GEN;SG year:GEN;SG summer:ADE;SG
‘The Pro Patria Union wishes to organize a referendum as early as next summer.’
(OVda, partitive)
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(54) Tegemist
on
poliitiliselt tundliku
teemaga,
doing:PART;SG be:PRS;3SG politically sensitive:GEN;SG topic:COM;SG
seetõttu soovivad
EL-i
juhid
Euroopa
therefore wish:PRS;3PL EU:GEN leader:NOM;PL Europe:GEN
Valuutainstituudi
juhtimisel
korraldada
Monetary.Institute:GEN leading:ADE;SG organize:INF
põhjaliku
uurimuse. (EPL)
thorough:GEN;SG study:GEN;SG
‘It is a politically sensitive topic, therefore EU leaders wish to organize a thorough
study led by the European Monetary Institute.’ (VdaO, genitive)
(55) Ta
avaldas
lootust,
et
ka Eesti
3SG:NOM express:PST;3SG hope:PART;SG that also Estonia:GEN
riik
soovib
ESCO Holdinguga mõistliku
state:NOM;SG wish:PRS;3SG ESCO Holding:COM reasonable:GEN;SG
lahenduse
leida. (EPL)
solution:GEN;SG find:INF
‘He expressed hope that the Estonian government also wishes to find a reasonable
solution with ESCO Holding.’ (OVda, genitive)

The data in Table 4 demonstrate that the relationship between object case
and word order is not specific to either symmetric or asymmetric DO
encoding, but rather to a particular type of construction, namely dainfinitive constructions. While the strength of the relationship may differ
among da-infinitive constructions (as Tables 4 and 5 indicate, it is
considerably stronger in the assessment construction than in the object
construction), the fact that the relationship exists at all serves to distinguish
these constructions from finite clauses (where altering the word order in a
sentence does not affect the choice of object case, see examples 45–46)
with respect to DO encoding.
One further example of construction-specificity in Estonian DO
encoding patterns is that of the plural total object. Whereas in the singular,
the total object may appear in either nominative or genitive, in the plural,
only the nominative is possible. This difference cannot be explained by any
semantic or referential properties, as the meaning differences expressed by
the partial vs. total object distinction are the same in the plural as in the
singular. Furthermore, while the nominative total object in the singular is
tied to the absence of an overt grammatical subject, thus avoiding a
situation where subject and object receive the same case marking, such
situations do arise when a plural subject meets a plural total object:

304

DAVID OGREN

(56) Poisid
kutsusid
tüdrukud teatrisse.
boy:NOM;PL invite:PST;3PL girl:NOM;PL theater:ILL;SG
‘The boys invited the girls to the theater.’

In such situations, the morphological ambiguity is resolved by an appeal to
context, encyclopedic knowledge, the animacy hierarchy (assuming that the
higher-animacy argument is the subject) or, if all else fails, word order; as
SO word order is far more common in Estonian than OS word order, it can
generally be assumed (with the exception of sentences featuring contrastive
stress) that in sentences such as (56) the first argument is the subject and
the second is the object (Lindström 2004: 47). One possible motivation for
the exclusively asymmetric nature of the DO encoding alternation in the
plural (in other words, the absence of an available total object case form
other than the nominative) lies in frequency: as sentences like (56) are
relatively uncommon (far less common than analogous examples in the
singular), the need to morphologically disambiguate between plural subject
and plural total object is fairly minimal. Hakulinen and Karlsson (1975:
356), discussing the same phenomenon in Finnish, make a similar
argument: they point to the use of the partitive plural to mark indefinite
quantities of count nouns as a reason why accusative (i.e. non-partitive)
objects are less common in the plural than in the singular). In any case,
though, this difference between singular and plural object marking cannot
be explained by any difference between the semantic or referential
properties of plural objects as compared to singular objects; rather, it
should be seen as a quirk of the plural total object construction that only
one total object case is available (see Künnap 2008 for a discussion of the
historical development of accusative plural marking in the Finnic
languages).
Finally, total object marking in the Estonian jussive does not follow
the cross-constructional rules outlined in this article. The jussive is used to
express wishes, concession, or evidentiality in the form of commands
referred from sources not present in the given speech situation (Erelt 2012:
30–31). Its present-tense forms are identical to that of the third-person
singular form of the imperative (ending in -gu/-ku). Like the imperative, the
jussive features exclusively nominative total objects; unlike the imperative,
however, jussive sentences contain grammatical subjects, as in (57) below:
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(57) Ütles,
et
võtku
ma
apteeki
kaasa
say:PST;3SG that take:JUSS 1SG:NOM pharmacy:ILL;SG with
isikuttõendav
dokument
ja proovigu,
identifying:NOM;SG document:NOM;SG and try:JUSS
äkki
õnnestub. (ETT)
maybe succeed:PRS;3SG
‘He told me to take an identification document with me to the pharmacy and try,
maybe it will work.’

The jussive

thus represents a syntactic environment in which
DISTINGUISHABILITY could be expected to influence object case marking
(given the presence of a grammatical subject), but does not. The result is
structural ambiguity similar to that observed in conjunction with the plural
total object in (56), but here possible in the singular as well:
(58) Poiss
kutsugu
tüdruk
teatrisse.
boy:NOM;SG invite:JUSS girl:NOM;SG theater:ILL;SG
‘May the boy invite the girl to the theater.’

As in the similar example of (56), such ambiguities are resolved by context,
the animacy hierarchy, and/or word order.
7. A brief comparison with Finnish
While this article has focused on Estonian, it should be noted that the great
majority of the patterns discussed here can be observed in Finnish as well.
The primary meaning differences expressed by the distinction between total
and partial object in Estonian (see section 3) are expressed by the very
same distinction in Finnish. There are some differences in the object
marking of personal pronouns, for which Finnish has distinct accusative
forms, but the total object case assignment rules in the two languages are
nearly identical. As in Estonian, the plural total object in Finnish appears
exclusively in the nominative, while in the singular, the genitive total
object appears in finite clauses in the indicative and conditional, and the
nominative total object appears in the impersonal and the first- and secondperson imperative. The similarities between Estonian and Finnish extend to
non-finite constructions as well, as the nominative total object appears in
Finnish A-infinitive (generally corresponding in both form and function to
the Estonian da-infinitive) constructions typically lacking an overt
grammatical subject, while constructions typically featuring an overt
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grammatical subject take genitive total objects. Accordingly, the closest
Finnish equivalents of all but one of the Estonian da-infinitive
constructions listed in section 4 all feature the same total object case as
found in Estonian:
–

The assessment construction:

(59) On
helppoa
löytää
uusi
työpaikka.
be:PRS;3SG easy:PART;SG find:INF new:NOM;SG workplace:NOM;SG
‘It’s easy to find a new job.’

–

The postposed attribute construction:

(60) Päätös
ostaa asunto
on
tärkeä.
decision:NOM;SG buy:INF apartment:NOM;SG be:PRS;3SG important:NOM;SG
‘The decision to buy an apartment is important.’

–

The essive adverbial construction, corresponding to the Estonian
translative adverbial construction:

(61) Tavoitteena on
löytää
ongelmaan
ratkaisu.
goal:ESS;SG be:PRS;3SG find:INF problem:ILL;SG solution:NOM;SG
‘The goal is to find a solution to the problem.’

–

The necessive construction with the verb täytyä ‘must, have to’ +
logical subject in genitive, corresponding to the Estonian construction
with tulema + logical subject in adessive:

(62) Minun
täytyy
ostaa uusi
jääkaappi.
1SG:GEN must:PRS;3SG buy:INF new:NOM;SG refrigerator:NOM;SG
‘I have to buy a new refrigerator.’

–

The object construction:

(63) Haluan
ostaa
uuden
want:PRS;1SG buy:INF new:GEN;SG
‘I want to buy a new refrigerator.’

jääkaapin.
refrigerator:GEN;SG

The lone exception is the Finnish first infinitive translative purpose
construction, which, unlike the Estonian da-infinitive purpose construction,
takes a genitive total object:
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(64) Katselen
mainoksia
löytääkseni
parhaan
look:PRS;1SG advertisement:PART;PL find:INF:TRANS:POSS;1SG best:GEN;SG
hinnan.
price:GEN;SG
‘I’m looking at the advertisements (in order) to find the best price.’

Even here, while they arrive at different outcomes, the two languages
follow the same principle in determining total object case. The subordinate
clause in (64), while it lacks conventional grammatical subject marking,
does mark the subject by way of the possessive suffix attached to the
infinitive. As such, we need merely expand the notion of ‘grammatical
subject’ to include all subject-marking morphemes affixed to verbs, and
then we can conclude that this Finnish example conforms to the general
rule that the genitive total object appears in constructions featuring overt
grammatical subject marking. The Estonian purpose construction, lacking
any subject-marking morpheme, features the nominative total object as
expected (see example 19):
(65) Vaatan
reklaame,
et leida
parim
hind.
look:PRS;1SG advertisement:PART;PL to find:INF best:NOM;SG price:NOM;SG
‘I’m looking at the advertisements (in order) to find the best price.’

There are, however, some noteworthy differences in object marking
between the two languages. One significant difference is that Finnish lacks
an equivalent of the Estonian enabling-obligating construction in which
both genitive and nominative total objects appear. The Finnish construction
structurally closest to the Estonian enabling-obligating construction
features a logical subject of the non-finite clause in the genitive (where
Estonian uses the adessive), as in (66) below:
(66) Isä
käski
pojan
tuoda
father:NOM;SG order:PST;3SG boy:GEN;SG bring:INF
‘The father ordered the boy to bring the axe.’

kirveen/*kirves.
axe:GEN;SG/axe:NOM;SG

However, as this example illustrates, Finnish differs from Estonian in that
only the genitive total object is possible. What could explain this difference
between the two languages? In section 5, it was postulated that the use of
the nominative total object in the Estonian enabling-obligating and reported
command constructions is motivated by structural parallels between those
constructions and the imperative. These structural parallels, however, are
not shared with Finnish. The structural progression from imperative to
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indicative in Estonian shown in (31–37) depends for its continuity on the
particle-ized verb form palun, which Finnish lacks a formal and functional
equivalent of, as Finnish pyydän ‘I ask, request’ has not been lexicalized in
the same way that Estonian palun has. As such, there is no clear motivation
in Finnish for the use of the nominative, whereas the genitive is clearly
motivated by DISTINGUISHABILITY, as the use of a nominative total object
would result in there being no morphological distinction between the
subject of the sentence and the object of the non-finite clause; as Hakulinen
and Karlsson (1975: 343–346) have shown, total object case in Finnish
infinitival constructions is almost entirely predictable from the need (or
lack thereof) to morphologically distinguish the object from the sentence’s
nominative subject.
Another example of DISTINGUISHABILITY in Finnish, not found in
Estonian, is the use of the genitive total object in third-person imperative
sentences, thereby avoiding structural ambiguity akin to that occurring in
the Estonian jussive in (58):
(67) Poika
kutsukoon
tytön
teatteriin.
boy:NOM;SG invite:IMP;3SG girl:GEN;SG theater:ILL;SG
‘May the boy invite the girl to the theater.’

There are also a number of differences between Estonian and Finnish in the
use of total vs. partial objects in infinitival constructions, a full treatment of
which is outside the scope of this article. However, one significant
difference lies in the fact that unlike in Estonian, the Finnish motion verb +
mA-infinitive construction (technically the mA-infinitive illative) allows
both total and partial objects, meaning that the total object is possible
(although not obligatory) when the action and object are bounded:
(68) Menin
ostamaan uuden
go:PST;1SG buy:SUP:ILL new:GEN;SG
‘I went to buy a new car.’

auton / uutta
autoa.
car:GEN;SG new:PART;SG car:PART;SG

In Estonian, as shown in (13) and (14) earlier, the boundedness criteria do
not apply in this construction, and only the partial object is possible:
(69) Läksin
ostma
uut
autot
/ *uue
go:PST;1SG buy:SUP new:PART;SG car:part;SG new:GEN;SG
‘I went to buy a new car.’

auto.
car:GEN;SG
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Object marking in Finnish, at least in the constructions examined above,
thus adheres more closely to general rules (boundedness for the total/partial
object opposition, and Jahnsson’s Rule, i.e. DISTINGUISHABILITY, for the
nominative/genitive total object opposition) than it does in Estonian.
Finnish not only has less construction-internal object case variation than
does Estonian, but also has fewer construction-specific factors influencing
object case.
8. Conclusion
In this article, I have illustrated the parameters governing DO encoding
alternations in Estonian: the symmetric opposition between genitive and
partitive, the asymmetric opposition between nominative and partitive, and
the opposition between the nominative and genitive as total object cases.
While there are well-established general principles that explain the great
majority of variation in DO encoding, object case in Estonian nevertheless
shows a significant degree of construction-specificity. Furthermore, there is
no relationship between the meaning differences expressed by the DO
encoding alternation in a given construction and the (a)symmetricality of
that opposition; the exact same differences in meaning are expressed in
some constructions by a symmetric DO encoding alternation and in other
constructions by an asymmetric alternation. Only in the da-infinitive
assessment construction do we find meaning differences expressed by an
asymmetric alternation that are not expressed in other constructions by a
symmetric alternation; moreover, these meaning differences are related to
polarity and other semantic properties of the assessment adjective, not to
referential properties of the DO. As such, Estonian represents an exception
to Iemmolo’s (2013) generalization regarding the different parameters
governing symmetric and asymmetric alternations; it falls much more
closely in line with the more general claims of de Hoop and Malchukov
(2008) concerning the two basic motivations of DO encoding alternation,
DISTINGUISHABILITY and IDENTIFY. Even de Hoop and Malchukov’s
generalization, however, proves inadequate to describe the variation in total
object case observed in the Estonian reported command and enablingobligating constructions.
From a typological perspective, the most intriguing aspect of object
case variation in Estonian is the presence of numerous factors – word order,
coordination, the presence/absence of adessive logical subject arguments,
semantic properties of assessment adjectives, imperativity (as a semantic
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rather than grammatical feature) – which play a substantial role in object
case only in non-finite clauses. In this, as well as in the distribution of
nominative and genitive total objects, prototype effects are quite visible, as
even sentences which clearly carry a perfective meaning (or rather
sentences which do not support an imperfective aspectual interpretation)
may feature partial objects, because the construction in question falls into a
gray area between the prototypical total object construction and the
prototypical partial object construction. From a cognitive perspective, this
suggests that the choice of object case is driven more by analogy than by
consideration (whether conscious or sub-conscious) of the temporal
boundedness of the event being described. This in turn leads to substantial
inconsistency in object case usage in these constructions, inconsistency that
does not appear in finite clauses.
Corpus abbreviations
EPL – Eesti Päevaleht
ETT – etTenTen
PM – Postimees
ÕL – Õhtuleht

References
Aarts, Bas (2006) Conceptions of categorization in the history of linguistics. Language
Sciences 28: 361–385.
Aissen, Judith (2003) Differential object marking: Iconicity vs. economy. Natural
Language & Linguistic Theory 21: 435–448.
Arkadiev, Peter M. (2013) Marking of subjects and objects in Lithuanian non-finite
clauses: a typological and diachronic perspective. Linguistic Typology 17 (3):
397–437.
Company, Concepción C. (2002) Grammaticalization and category weakness. In Ilse
Wischer & Gabriele Diewald (eds.), New Reflections on Grammaticalization, pp.
201–216. Amsterdam: John Benjamins B.V.
Comrie, Bernard (1975) The anti-ergative: Finland’s answer to Basque. Chicago
Linguistic Society 11: 112–121.
EKG II = Erelt, Mati; Kasik, Reet; Metslang, Helle; Rajandi, Henno; Ross, Kristiina;
Saari, Henn; Tael, Kaja & Vare, Silvi (1993) Eesti Keele Grammatika. II Osa:
Süntaks. Lisa: Kiri [Estonian Grammar. Part II: Syntax. Appendix: Orthography].
Tallinn: Eesti Teaduste Akadeemia Keele ja Kirjanduse Instituut.
EKK = Erelt, Mati; Erelt, Tiiu & Ross, Kristiina (2007) Eesti Keele Käsiraamat
[Handbook of Estonian]. Tallinn: Eesti Keele Sihtasutus.

DIFFERENTIAL OBJECT MARKING IN ESTONIAN

311

Erelt, Mati (2012) Keeldkõne vormidest [On negative imperative forms]. Emakeele
Seltsi aastaraamat 58 (1): 30–38.
Grünthal, W. (1941) Itämerensuomalaisten Kielten Yksikön Nominatiivi Objektin
Edustajana Aktiivin Yhteydessä: Lauseopillinen Tutkimuskoe [The nominative
singular as an object marker in the active voice in Finnic languages: A syntactic
study], Suomalaisen Kirjallisuuden Seuran Toimituksia 218. Helsinki:
Suomalaisen Kirjallisuuden Seura.
Hakulinen, Auli & Karlsson, Fred (1975) Suomen akkusatiivi – funktionaalinen
näkökulma [The Finnish accusative – a functional perspective]. Virittäjä 79 (4):
339–373.
de Hoop, Helen & Malchukov, Andrej (2008). Case-marking strategies. Linguistic
Inquiry 39: 565–587.
Iemmolo, Giorgio (2013) Symmetric and asymmetric alternations in direct object
encoding. STUF – Language Typology and Universals 66 (4): 378–403.
Jahnsson, A.W. (1871) Finska Språkets Satslära. För Skolornas Behof [Finnish Syntax.
For Schools]. Helsinki.
Kiparsky, Paul (2001) Structural case in Finnish. Lingua 111: 315–376.
Kont, Karl (1963) Käändsõnaline objekt läänemeresoome keeltes [Declinable objects in
Finnic languages]. Keele ja Kirjanduse Instituudi uurimused IX. Tallinn.
Künnap, Ago (2008) On the Finnic and Samoyedic genitive and accusative plural.
Linguistica Uralica 1: 34–40.
Lindström, Liina (2004) Sõnajärg lause tuumargumentide eristajana eesti keeles [Word
order as a distinguisher of core arguments in Estonian]. In Liina Lindström (ed.),
Lauseliikmeist eesti keeles, pp. 40–49. Tartu: University of Tartu.
―— (2006) Infostruktuuri osast eesti keele sõnajärje muutumisel [The role of
information structure in Estonian word order]. Keel ja Kirjandus 11: 875–888.
Ogren, David (2013) Objekti käändevalik da-infinitiiviga konstruktsioonides [The
choice of object case in da-infinitive constructions]. Master’s thesis, University of
Tartu.
―— (2014) Objekti kääne hinnangukonstruktsioonis: kas on võimalik osta auto või
autot? [Object case in the assessment construction: is it possible to buy auto or
autot?] Emakeele Seltsi aastaraamat 59 (1): 171–192.
Penjam, Pille (2008) Eesti kirjakeele da- ja ma-infinitiiviga konstruktsioonid [da- and
ma infinitive constructions in written Estonian]. Doctoral dissertation. University
of Tartu.
Pihlak, Ants (1985) Tähelepanekuid kursiivsusest ja terminatiivsusest eesti keeles
[Observations on coursivity and terminativity in Estonian]. Keel ja Kirjandus 3:
149–158.
Rodríguez-Mondoñedo, Miguel (2007) The Syntax of Objects: Agree and Differential
Object Marking. Doctoral dissertation, University of Connecticut.
Tamm, Anne (2004) Relations between Estonian Verbs, Aspect, and Case. Doctoral
dissertation. Eötvös Loránd University.
Taylor, John R. (2008) Prototypes in cognitive linguistics. In Peter Robinson & Nick C.
Ellis (eds.), Handbook of Cognitive Linguistics and Second Language Acquisition,
pp. 39–65. New York: Routledge.

312

DAVID OGREN

ÕS 2013 = Erelt, Tiiu; Leemets, Tiina; Mäearu, Sirje & Raadik, Maire (2013) Eesti
Õigekeelsussõnaraamat ÕS 2013 [The Dictionary of Standard Estonian ÕS 2013].
Tallinn: Eesti Keele Sihtasutus.

Contact information:
David Ogren
Institute of Estonian and General Linguistics
University of Tartu
Jakobi 2
51014 Tartu
Estonia
e-mail: ogren(at)ut(dot)ee

Helen Plado

The Subject of the Estonian des-converb1

Abstract
The Estonian des-construction is used as both an implicit-subject and an explicit-subject
converb. This article concentrates on the subjects of both and also compares them. In
the case of implicit-subject converbs, it is argued that not only the (semantic) subject of
the superordinate clause can control the implicit subject of the des-converb, but also the
most salient participant (which can sometimes even be the undergoer) of the
superordinate clause. The article also discusses under which conditions the undergoer of
the superordinate clause can control the implicit subject of the converb. In the case of
explicit-subject converbs it is demonstrated which subjects tend to be explicitly present
in the des-converb and which are the main properties of the structure and usage of
explicit-subject des-converbs.

1. Background
A converb is described as a “verb form which depends syntactically on
another verb form, but is not its syntactic actant” (Nedjalkov 1995: 97) and
as “a nonfinite verb form whose main function is to mark adverbial
subordination” (Haspelmath 1995: 3). The Estonian des-form is a nonfinite verb form that cannot be the main verb of a sentence. It acts as an
adjunct and delivers some adverbial meaning. Hence, the Estonian desform is a typical converb.
One of the main questions in the discussion about converbs is the
subject of the converb, consisting of two issues: whether the subject is
explicitly present in the converb and if not, then what controls the (implicit)
1

I thank Marja-Liisa Helasvuo, Liina Lindström, and two anonymous reviewers for
their highly valuable comments and suggestions. The study was supported by the
project “Subject expression in the Finnic languages: Interactional and cognitive
perspectives” (funded by the Academy of Finland) and by the grant PUT90 (funded by
the Estonian Research Council).
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subject. Based on these issues, there are two major distinctions for
converbs. On the one hand, Nedjalkov (1995) and Itkonen (2001) divide
converbs into groups based on the co-referentiality of the subject of the
converb and the subject of the superordinate clause. While Itkonen (2001:
345) distinguishes same-subject and different-subject converbs, Nedjalkov
(1995: 110–111) divides converbs into three groups: same-subject,
different-subject and varying-subject converbs. On the other hand, König
and van der Auwera (1990) and Haspelmath (1995: 9–11) divide converbs
according to the presence or absence of an overt subject in the converb
construction. König and van der Auwera distinguish between two types of
converbs (the reduced clause has or does not have a subject of its own), but
Haspelmath (1995) distinguishes three types: implicit-subject, explicitsubject and free-subject converbs. Kortmann (1991) also takes the presence
or absence of the explicit subject as a starting point and distinguishes two
non-finite constructions that convey adverbial meaning in English: free
adjuncts, which do not have an overt subject NP, and absolutes, which have
an overt subject NP.
Of course, the two aforementioned divisions are not independent of
each other. R i ka (1978: 229) and König and van der Auwera (1990:
338) claim that if there is no overt subject in the non-finite subordinate
clause, the subject is (most often) the same as the subject of the
superordinate clause. Haspelmath (1995: 10–11) argues that there is a
direct and functionally motivated connection between the two divisions:
typically an implicit-subject converb is also a same-subject converb, an
explicit-subject converb has a different subject than the superordinate
clause, and a free-subject converb is a varying-subject converb. The
Estonian examples (1a–b) illustrate the typical cases of implicitsubject/same-subject converbs and explicit-subject/different-subject
converbs2, respectively. In sentence (1a), the subject of the superordinate
clause (Donald) is also the implicit subject of the converb, he is the one
who came back from the lunch break, but in sentence (1b), both clauses
have their own explicit subject that are not the same: ema ‘mother’ in the
2

Subject is used here and hereafter as a semantic notion; the term “grammatical
subject” refers to syntactic notion of a subject. Furthermore, an explicit subject of a
converb is in the genitive case in Estonian. As the genitive is not used to encode
grammatical subjects in Estonian (nominative and partitive are, cf. for example Erelt,
Kasik, Metslang, Rajandi, Ross, Saari, Tael & Vare 1993; Metslang 2013), an explicit
subject of a converb is, according to Estonian grammar (Erelt et al. 1993: 65–66),
analyzed as an adjunct (an agent adverbial).
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superordinate clause and laul ‘song’ in the converb. Haspelmath (1993: 30)
indicates that prescriptive grammarians have also based the rules about
converbs on the connection previously described: they have declared nonsubject-controlled converbal constructions non-normative. This approach
was also seen in Estonian grammar books in the first half of the 20th
century (see 1.2).
(1)

a. Lõunalt
tagasi tulles
avastas
Donald uue
faksi.
lunch.ABL back come.CONV discover.PST.3SG Donald new.GEN fax.GEN
‘Coming back from lunch, Donald discovered a new fax.’
b. Laulu
lõppedes tõstis
ema
silmad.
song.GEN end.CONV raise.PST.3SG mother eye.PL
‘When the song ended, mother raised her eyes.’

As examples (1a–b) demonstrate, both implicit-subject and explicit-subject
des-converbs can be used in Estonian. What are the main differences
between these two types? Are there any constraints in their usage and are
there differences between the entities that tend to appear as subjects either
in implicit or in explicit subject converbs? To answer these questions, I will
follow König and van der Auwera’s (1990) and Haspelmath’s (1995)
division and divide all the des-constructions based on the presence or
absence of the subject of the converb construction.
In the case of implicit-subject des-converb constructions, I am
interested in which participant can control the implicit subject of the
converb construction. Does it have to be the actor3 of the main clause, as
the academic grammar of Estonian (Erelt et al. 1993: 261) claims, or is the
ability of control limited more on pragmatic terms, as Haspelmath’s (1995)
hypothesis claims? Haspelmath (1995: 32–37) poses the hypothesis (see
section 3) that the controller of the converb is often a “pragmatically highly
salient participant […], it is often the participant whose mental perspective
is taken in the sentence”.4 It has been shown earlier (Uuspõld 1972; Erelt et
al. 1993) that in Estonian one cannot connect the ability to control the
implicit subject of the des-converb only to the grammatical subject of the
superordinate clause, i.e. to purely syntactic grounds. In this article, I raise
3

I use the terms actor, which corresponds to semantic subject, and undergoer, which
corresponds to semantic object (see Van Valin 2005).
4
Haspelmath (1995: 36) argues that most often, the grammatical subject is the most
salient participant of a clause.
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the question of whether the control of the implicit subject of the desconverb is limited to the actor of the superordinate clause or not.
In the case of explicit-subject des-converb constructions, I am
interested in determining which entities tend to occur as a subject in this
construction. As neither the academic grammar of Estonian (Erelt et al.
1993) nor the new overview of Estonian complex sentences (Erelt 2014)
address the comparison between implicitly and explicitly expressed
subjects of des-converb constructions, one aim of this article is to find out
whether there are any differences between these. Mainly, do these types
tend to perform different adverbial functions in the sentence, and do the
entities of the subjects of these two types differ? To answer the latter
question I mark in my data all the subject entities either as animate or
inanimate. The group of animate entities contains humans (either
author/speaker, interlocutor, neutral person, generic person, or impersonal
entity) and animals, whereas inanimate entities include objects,
organizations, substances, abstract entities, and also computers and
diseases, which often act in the sentence similarly to humans.
In the next sub-sections I will make some notes about the morphology
and functions of the Estonian des-form and give an overview of the earlier
discussion of the subject of the des-form. Section 2 introduces the data.
Section 3 deals with the implicit subject of the des-converb and
demonstrates which participant controls the subject of the des-converb. It
also answers in which conditions the controller of the des-converb can be
other than the actor of the superordinate clause. Section 4 concentrates on
the explicit-subject des-converbs and shows which are the main differences
between explicit- and implicit-subject des-converbs and what kind of
subjects tend to be explicitly expressed in the construction.
1.1 The Estonian des-form
The Estonian des-form has two tenses: present (2a) and past (2b). The past
tense of the des-form also has two voices: personal (2b) and impersonal
(2c) (Erelt et al. 1993: 260). The past tense form (2b–c) is an analytical
form that consists of the des-form of BE (olles) and participial form of the
main verb. Using the des-form of BE in the past tense is optional and it is
mostly left out and only the participial form acts as a converb.5 Valijärvi
5

Oskar Loorits (1923: 149–150) suggested the use of participial forms as past
converbs at the beginning of the 20th century (see also Erelt 2014).
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(2004) has considered the past participial forms -nud and -tud as
independent converbs.
(2)

a. Fotograaf
kavatseb Eestis
olles
töötada.
photographer plan.3SG Estonia.INE be.CONV work.INF
‘The photographer is planning to work during his/her stay in Estonia.’
b. (Olles) varemgi siin töötanud,
tunneb
ta
hästi
be.CONV earlier
here work.PST.PTCP know.3SG s/he well
meie
inimesi.
our.GEN people.PL.PRT
‘Having worked here before, s/he knows our people well.’
c. (Olles)
üksi
koju
jäetud,
be.CONV alone home.ILL leave.PST.IMPRS.PTCP
oli
ta
algul nukker.
be.PST.3SG s/he at.first sad
‘Having been left home alone, s/he was sad at first.’

The negation of the des-construction mainly uses another non-finite
construction: the abessive case of the ma-infinitive (3a). It is also possible
to mark negation by the negation particle mitte (3b). This kind of negation
is rather rare.
(3)

a. Perele
family.ALL

mõtlemata
ta
nõustus.
think.INF.ABE s/he agree.PST.3SG

b. Perele
mitte mõeldes
ta
nõustus.
family.ALL NEG think.CONV s/he agree.PST.3SG
‘S/He agreed without thinking of his/her family.’

According to Nedjalkov’s (1995: 106–110) semantic division of converbs,
the des-construction belongs to the group of contextual converbs, as this
construction can deliver several different adverbial meanings that are
specified in the context. It can be used in a temporal (4a), causal (4b),
modal6 (4c), conditional (4d), concessive (4e), or purposive (4f) adverbial
meaning. (Cf. Uuspõld 1966: 96–117; Erelt et al. 1993: 264; Valijärvi
2004: 26–27.)
6

Following Kortmann’s (1998) and Valijärvi’s (2004) approach, modal converbs
comprise all the converbs about which it is possible to ask the question how? (e.g. the
converbs with the meaning of manner and instrument).
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a. Etenduse lõppedes püsis
saalis vaikus.
play.GEN end.CONV stay.PST.3SG hall.INE silence
‘When the play ended, there was silence in the hall.’
b. Madson oli
tema
vana armastus, kes lõpetas
temaga
Madson be.PST.3SG s/he.GEN old love
who end.PST.3SG s/he.COM
suhted,
mõistes hukka
noormehe
narkoafääri.
relationship.PL disapprove.CONV young.man.GEN drug.affair.GEN
‘Madson was his old lover, who ended the relationship, disapproving of the
young man’s drug problem.’
c. Paur on
teeninud
oma
autoriteedi
lakkamatult
Paur be.3SG earn.PST.PTCP own.GEN authority.GEN endlessly
seletades.
explain.CONV
‘Paur has earned his authority by talking endlessly.’
d. [Ma ei raatsi talle haiget teha ja jalga lasta,]
aga paigale
jäädes
suren vist
ära.
but place.ALL stay.CONV die.1SG probably PTC
‘[I can’t bear to hurt him/her and go away,] but if I stay, I will probably die.’
e. Kasutades mineviku vormi
ei
pea ma silmas seda,
use.CONV past.GEN form.PRT NEG keep I
eye.INE this.PRT
[et Liz Franzi pole enam elavate kirjas (en vie)].
‘By using the past tense form, I don’t mean [that Liz Franz isn’t among the
living anymore].’
f. Emase
meelitamiseks ja
oma
territooriumist teatades
female.GEN attracting.TRSL and own.GEN territory.ELA
notify.CONV
teeb
elukas konna
krooksumise ja
käo
make.3SG animal frog.GEN croak.GEN
and cuckoo.GEN
kukkumise
vahepealset häält.
cuckooing.GEN between.PRT noise.PRT
‘In order to attract a female and to mark its territory, the animal makes a noise
that is something between a frog’s croaking and cuckoo’s cuckooing.’

In addition to the aforementioned, my data also demonstrated that the desconverb sometimes conveys a consecutive (5a) or explanatory/specifying
meaning (5b).
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a. [Leda oli talust juba lahkunud, kuid]
Siniaas redutas
veel seal, seades ohtu
ka Luige,
Siniaas linger.PST.3SG still there endanger.CONV also Luik.GEN
[kes truu sõbrana ei võinud teda ära ajada]
‘[Leda had already left the farm, but] Siniaas was still lingering there, thus also
endangering Luik, [who, being a good friend, couldn’t drive him away].’
b. Internetipanga
klientide
arv
kasvas
361 000-ni
internet.banking.GEN client.PL.GEN number rise.PST.3SG 361,000-TRM
(290 000), moodustades 56% SEB
klientide
koguarvust.
290,000 make.up.CONV 56% SEB.GEN client.PL.GEN total.number.ELA
‘The number of internet banking clients increased to 361,000 (290,000),
comprising 56% of SEB Estonia Bank’s clients.’

However, a converb construction can also express concomitance. It can
connect two events that simply take place at the same time, without any
additional semantic meaning (6). In these sentences, the subordination of
one clause to another is only formal and these sentences can be paraphrased
with coordinate sentences (Erelt 2014).
(6)

“Olukord on
sürreaalne,” saatis
Fordi
julgeolekunõunik
situation be.3SG surreal
send.PST.3SG Ford.GEN security.adviser
Brent Scowcroft Kissingerile
telegrammi,
lisades: […].
Brent Scowcroft Kissinger.ALL telegram.GEN add.CONV
‘“The situation is surreal,” sent Brent Scowcroft, Ford’s security advisor, in the
telegram to Kissinger, adding: […]’

Although both explicit- and implicit-subject converbs can be used in
Estonian, one cannot talk about a regular free-subject converb in Estonian,
as it is not “free”, whether the subject is explicitly used or not. For example
the use of the explicit subject in sentence (1a) would lead to the
interpretation that Donald came back and someone else discovered the fax
(7).
(7)

Donaldi
lõunalt
tagasi tulles
avastas
ta
Donald.GEN lunch.ABL back
come.CONV discover.PST.3SG s/he
uue
faksi.
new.GEN fax.GEN
‘When Donald came back from lunch, s/he discovered a new fax.’

Sahkai (2011: 96) even claims that implicit- and explicit-subject converbs
are two separate constructions in the sense of construction grammar.
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a. Inimese
vananedes
muutub
kusepõie
talitlus
human.GEN get.older.CONV change.3SG urinary.bladder.GEN functioning
mitmel
viisil.
several.ADE way.ADE
‘As a person gets older, the functioning of his/her urinary bladder changes in
several ways.’
b. Vananedes
muutub
kusepõie
talitlus
get.older.CONV change.3SG urinary.bladder.GEN functioning
mitmel
viisil.
several.ADE way.ADE
‘As one gets older, the functioning of his/her urinary bladder changes in
several ways.’

However, in rare cases the implicit- and explicit-subject converbs are
interchangeable. For example, instead of the explicit-subject converb in
sentence (8a), an implicit-subject converb could be used, as in (8b).
1.2 Earlier discussion about the subject of the des-converb
Up to the 1960s, the des-construction was mostly described from the
prescriptive point of view; after that, a descriptive approach became more
prominent.
In the prescriptive approach, there were discussions about the
subject of the converb. Using Finnish as a model, Aavik (1915) suggested
broadening the usage of the des-construction. He proposed to use the desconstruction productively in the case of different subjects as well, as it had
been used in Estonian earlier (as seen in old Estonian folk songs and in
some more or less lexicalized forms like XGEN nähes ‘in X’s presence; when
X sees’, XGEN teades ‘as far as X knows’, etc.) and as it was used in Finnish.
The subject reference of the implicit-subject converb has also been a
matter of interest. In the grammar books of the first half of the 20th century
(e.g. Põld 1922: 50; Loorits 1923: 149–150; Muuk & Tedre 1930: 124;
Aavik 1936: 151), it was postulated that only the grammatical subject of
the superordinate clause can be the implicit subject of the converb. Loorits
(1923: 149) called the use of sentences like example (9a) a clear logical
mistake and, according to him, example (9a) can only mean that the
message was in the war. If the subject of the converb is not the same as the
grammatical subject of the superordinate clause, the explicit subject in the
genitive case has to be used, as in (9b).
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a. Sõjas olles
tuli
sõnum.
war.INE be.CONV come.PST.3SG message
‘While (being) in the war, the message arrived.’
b. Minu / mehe
sõjas olles
tuli
sõnum.
I.GEN / man.GEN war.INE be.CONV come.PST.3SG message
‘While I/the man was in the war, the message arrived.’

The strict requirement of having the same subject was abandoned by the
1960s.
The descriptive approach. In the 1960s, the des-construction among
other constructions with a non-finite verb form became the focus of the
research of Uuspõld (1966, 1972, 1982). Uuspõld (1966) firstly divided
des-constructions into two groups: the independent and the dependent
construction. The independent construction is more loosely connected to
the superordinate clause than the dependent as the subject of the
independent construction is included in the construction, whereas in the
dependent construction, the subject is implicit in the construction and it is
located in the superordinate clause.
According to Uuspõld (1966), only intransitive verbs can be used in
independent converbs, except the verbs nägema ‘see’ and kuulma ‘hear’, but
even in these cases there cannot be an overt object in the construction (10).
(10) a. *minu
I.GEN

nähes
filmi
see.CONV movie.PRT

b. *lapse
kuuldes
laulu
child.GEN hear.CONV song.PRT

Uuspõld (1982: 41) also points out that in non-temporal des-constructions,
an explicit genitive subject can be present only if there is a part-whole
relationship between the subject of the converb and the subject of the
superordinate clause (11).
(11) Laiade
seelikute
lehvides
mööduvad rahvatantsijad.
wide.PL.GEN skirt.PL.GEN flow.CONV pass.3PL
folk.dancer.PL
‘With their wide skirts flowing, the folk dancers pass by.’

It is also important to note that although the non-finite des-converb inflects
for tense (see examples 2a–b in 1.1), a converb can have an explicit subject
only in the present tense (Arkadiev 2013: 408). If one puts the past tense of
the des-converb in example (11), the example becomes ungrammatical (12).
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(12) *Laiade
seelikute
wide.PL.GEN skirt.PL.GEN
rahvatantsijad.
folk.dancer.PL

lehvinud olles,
flow.PTCP be.CONV

möödusid
pass.PST.3PL

Sahkai (2011: 16–17) has argued that an explicit-subject converb is more
restricted than an implicit-subject converb also on a functional basis: it
cannot be used as a causal, purpose, conditional, or concessive adverbial,
nor in the concomitative function. Unlike implicit subjects of converbs, the
genitive subject refers most often to an inanimate entity.
In the case of dependent des-constructions, Uuspõld (1966, 1972)
demonstrated that the semantic subject7 (not the grammatical subject)
controls the implicit subject of the des-construction. Uuspõld (1966: 73–74)
showed that a participant marked as either an adverbial or a grammatical
object and also a possessor which is a genitive attribute in the superordinate
clause can control the implicit subject of the des-converb (13a–c).
(13) a. Astudes Tartu
Õpetajate
Seminari
polnud
step.CONV Tartu.GEN teacher.PL.GEN seminar.ILL be.NEG.PST.PTCP
J. Tammel
näilisi
kalduvusi
kirjandusele.
J.Tamm.ADE putative.PL.PRT propensity.PL.PRT literature.ALL
‘When joining the Tartu Teachers’ Seminar, J. Tamm didn’t seem to have any
propensity for literature.’
b. Seda
kuuldes
valdas
eidekest
meeleliigutus.
this.PRT hear.CONV pervade.PST.3SG old.lady.PRT emotion
‘When hearing it, the old lady was overcome with emotion.’
c. Raamatut lugedes
oli
ta
nägu mõtlik.
book.PRT read.CONV be.PST.3SG s/he.GEN face thoughtful
‘When reading the book, his/her face was thoughtful.’

Uuspõld (1972) also connects the implicit subject of the converb to the
animate participant of the main clause. If there is an inanimate grammatical
subject in the main clause, then the converb is controlled by another
participant that is animate (14, also 13).
(14) Keskkoolis
õppides
oli
Peetrit
huvitanud
ajalugu.
high.school.INE study.CONV be.PST.3SG Peeter.PRT interest.PST.PTCP history
‘When studying in high school, Peeter was interested in history.’
7

Uuspõld (1966, 1972) did not use this term in her studies.

THE SUBJECT OF THE ESTONIAN DES-CONVERB

323

If there are more than two animate participants in a sentence, then the
converb is controlled by the argument that would be the topic of the clause
given neutral word order (15). In Estonian, in the allative experiencer
construction, the neutral word order would have the adverbial experiencer
in the first position, followed by the verb and the stimulus in the
nominative case (see e.g. Erelt & Metslang 2006: 255; example 15b), hence
Peeter, the adverbial in the main clause, controls the implicit subject of the
converb, not grandmother, which is the grammatical subject of the
sentence.
(15) a. Lapsepõlvele mõeldes
meenus
Peetrile
vanaema.
childhood.ALL think.CONV come.to.mind.PST.3SG Peeter.ALL grandmother
‘When thinking of his childhood, his grandmother came to Peeter’s mind.’
b. Peetrile
meenus
vanaema.
Peeter.ALL come.to.mind.PST.3SG grandmother
‘Grandmother came to Peeter’s mind.’

The academic grammar of Estonian (Erelt et al. 1993: 261–263) also
describes converb constructions mostly based on Uuspõld’s (1966, 1972)
studies. In Erelt et al. (1993) converbs are also divided into two groups:
converbs can be either referentially dependent on or independent of the
superordinate clause. In the case of referentially dependent clauses the
subject of the converb is mostly co-referential with the actor of the
superordinate clause (13, 14, 15a). In rare cases, if the sentential
counterpart of the converb is an impersonal sentence, the object (not the
subject) of the converb is co-referential with the actor of the main clause.
In example (16), kartulid ‘potatoes’, the actor of the superordinate clause,
is the undergoer of the converb (the actor of the converb is not specified).
(16) Kartulid lähevad
keetes
pehmeks.
potato.PL go.3PL
boil.CONV tender.TRSL
‘Potatoes become tender when boiled.’

As the last detailed studies date back to a time when it was not possible to
use language corpora, the present study delivers a corpus-based overview
of the subject of the des-converb and the comparison of implicit- and
explicit-subject converbs.
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2. Data
The data were obtained from the Balanced Corpus of Written Estonian at
the University of Tartu.8 The corpus comprises fiction, newspapers and
scientific texts (5 million text words of each kind). Thus, the study is based
on written and mostly language-edited texts. However, among the scientific
texts, there are also dissertations, which are usually not edited.
The search of the corpus was done based on morphology (I searched
for all des-forms). The total number of sentences that contained at least one
des-form was 49,300. Firstly, I excluded all the cases of highly
grammaticalized or lexicalized des-forms that are still analyzed as desforms in the corpus (adpositions alates + NELA ‘since’, NELA + arvates
‘since’, NGEN + kestes ‘during the N’; NGEN + arvates ‘in N’s opinion’;
elades ‘never’), but that cannot be paraphrased with a simple sentence.
As converbs with an explicit subject are rarer than implicit-subject
converbs, I included all cases of explicit-subject converbs and after that I
randomly took the same amount of implicit-subject converbs. At the same
time, I did not take more than six occurrences of the implicit-subject desconverb written by the same author. Altogether, I have analyzed 3,426
sentences with a des-converb clause: 1,713 implicit-subject converb clauses
and the same number of explicit-subject converb clauses.
The search was morphology-based and because of the reasons
described in sub-section 1.1, the data consist mostly of affirmative sentences
with the present tense des-form (only 3 sentences with the negation word
mitte and 9 sentences with the analytical past tense of the des-form).
3. Implicit-subject des-converbs
Although the implicit subject of a converbal construction is often
referentially controlled by the subject of the superordinate clause, it has also
been shown that the ability to control the implicit subject of a converb is not
restricted to the subject of the superordinate clause. Kortmann (1991: 47–53)
demonstrates that in some cases the controller of the implicit subject of a
free adjunct is either the speaker or generic subject that is explicitly present
neither in the superordinate clause nor in the (nearby) context. Haspelmath
(1995: 32–36) also shows that the implicit subject of the converb can be
controlled by both an implicit generic agent and a speaker as well as a non8

<http://www.cl.ut.ee/korpused/grammatikakorpus/>
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nominative experiencer and a possessor of the participant. Haspelmath
(1995: 36) even poses the hypothesis that it is a pragmatically salient
participant (not the subject) that controls the implicit subject of the converb
construction. In this section I will show, based on the corpus data, which
participant of the sentence or the situation can control the implicit subject of
the Estonian des-converb and whether the Estonian implicit-subject desconverb supports Haspelmath’s hypothesis. Following the approach of
Kortmann (1991), I do not constrain the ability to control (or be a controller)
to intrasentential phenomena. In this article, the term ‘controller’ comprises
the participant which the subject of the converb is co-referential with; it can
be the participant of the superordinate clause, previous context as well as a
participant in the situation who is not mentioned explicitly at all.
Although I did not take highly grammaticalized and lexicalized desforms into account when I gathered my data (see section 2), I included
võrreldes ‘comparing’. As it has been shown (see e.g. Uuspõld 2001) that
this form is undergoing the grammaticalization path to adposition, I
additionally eliminated the more grammaticalized cases of võrreldes. I
decided on the degree of grammaticalization based on the simple sentence
paraphrase: if the des-construction of võrreldes could not be paraphrased
with a simple sentence, I did not take it into account. Altogether, I
eliminated 62 implicit-subject sentences; hence, I have 1651 implicitsubject des-constructions in my data.
I firstly divided the data into three groups, based on whether the
implicit subject of the converb is co-referential with the actor of the
superordinate clause or not (see table 1). The biggest group (82.2% of all
sentences with the implicit-subject des-converb) consists of sentences where
the implicit subject is co-referential with the actor of the superordinate
clause. The other two groups are far smaller, but still not marginal: the
implicit subject of the des-construction is not co-referential with the actor of
the superordinate clause in 14.5% of the sentences, and partly the same as
the actor of the superordinate clause in 3.3% of the sentences. In the
following sub-section all three groups will be described in detail.
Table 1. The controller of the implicit subject of the des-converb
The implicit subject of the des-converb is …
… co-referential with the actor of the superordinate clause
1357
… partly co-referential with the actor of the superordinate clause 54
… not co-referential with the actor of the superordinate clause
240
1651

82.2%
3.3%
14.5%
100%
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It is important to note that in the vast majority of cases (88.8%), the
reference of the implicit subject of the des-construction is animate.
(17) Arvuti
teisendab
teksti
osalausete
kaupa,
computer translate.3SG text.PRT/GEN clause.PL.GEN by
grammatikat ja
kakskeelset sõnastikku
kasutades.
grammar.PRT and bilingual.PRT dictionary.PRT use.CONV
‘The computer translates the text by clauses, using grammar and bilingual
dictionaries.’

Even among the sentences with an inanimate implicit subject, especially
computers, programs and everything else connected to technology (17), the
subjects can be described as if they were acting like animate entities.
3.1 The implicit subject of the converb is co-referential with the actor
of the superordinate clause
Cases where the grammatical subject of the superordinate clause controls
the implicit subject of the converb are regarded as the typical ones. In the
corpus data, the grammatical subject controls the implicit subject of the
converb in 1,023 sentences (example 18). This forms 75.4% of all sameactor converbs and 62% of all implicit-subject converbs.
(18) Kanada
koondis sai
kolmanda võidu,
Canada.GEN team
get.PST.3SG third.GEN victory.GEN
alistades Šveitsi
6:2.
beat.CONV Switzerland.GEN 6:2
‘The Canadian team got its third victory, beating Switzerland 6:2.’

There are two groups of sentences where the controller of the same-actor
converb is not the grammatical subject of the superordinate clause
(altogether 335 sentences): 1) the controller is marked as either an
adverbial or grammatical object (37 sentences), or 2) the controller is not
explicitly present in the superordinate clause (298 sentences). Additionally,
in one sentence, it is ambiguous whether the controller is marked as an
adverbial or if it is not in the superordinate clause at all.
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3.1.1 The controller is an adverbial or the grammatical object of the
superordinate clause
If the controller is not marked as the grammatical subject, but is still
present in the superordinate clause, it can be either an adverbial (in 31
sentences) or the grammatical object (in 6 sentences). In majority of these
sentences (in 36 sentences out of 37) the controller is either the possessor
(19a) or the experiencer (19b). It has been shown that these kinds of
adverbials and objects have some subject properties (see e.g. Lindström
2012, 2013; Metslang 2013).
(19) a. Võidab see, kel
on
surres
rohkem asju.
win.3SG this who.ADE be.3SG die.CONV more thing.PL.PRT
‘The winner is the person who has the most things when s/he dies.’
b. Kristjanil
on
mõnda asja
näidates
väheke ebamugav.
Kristjan.AD E be.3SG some.PRT thing.PRT show.CONV little
uncomfortable
‘Kristjan feels a little uncomfortable (when) showing some things.’

These are the cases that Haspelmath (1995) has brought out as the possible
non-subject-controlled implicit subjects of the converbs. These cases also
correspond to Uuspõld’s (1972) claim that the adverbial/object placed in
the topical position controls the implicit subject in des-constructions.
The idea that the implicit subject of the des-converb is controlled by
the actor rather than the grammatical subject of the superordinate clause is
also supported by the only passive sentence in this group. In example (20a)
the handymen who used the nut-based varnish are marked as an adverbial
(by the poolt ‘by’ construction). In this example there is only one animate
argument (parimad meistrimehed ‘best craftsmen’), and as Uuspõld (1972)
connects the implicit subject of the converb to the animate participant of
the main clause, one can say, that the animacy of the adverbial participant
elicits the control. However, in the made-up sentence (20b) the
grammatical subject is also animate (modellid ‘models’), and hence,
animacy can not be the factor that determines the controller. However, the
implicit subject of the des-form is still controlled by an actor that is marked
as an adverbial, not by the grammatical subject.
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(20) a. Kõik need esemed on
käsitsi lakitud
all these thing.PL be.3SG by.hand varnish.PST.IMPRS.PTCP
Vietnamis
parimate
meistrimeeste
poolt, kasutades ajaloolise
Vietnam.INE best.PL.GEN handyman.PL.GEN by,
use.CONV historical.GEN
retsepti
järgi
pähklitest valmistatud
lakki.
recipe.GEN based.on nut.PL.ELA make.PST.IMPRS.PTCP varnish.PRT
‘All these products are hand-varnished in Vietnam by the best craftsmen, using
a nut-based varnish that has been made using a historical recipe.’
b. Modellid on
meigitud
parimate
model.PL be.3SG make.up.PST.IMPRS.PTCP best.PL.GEN
kosmeetikute
poolt, kasutades vaid käsitsi tehtud kosmeetikat.
make-up.artist.PL.GEN by
use.CONV only handmade
cosmetics.PRT
‘The models were made up by the best make-up artists, using only handmade
cosmetics.’

Thus, Estonian offers a counterexample to the Haspelmath’s (1995: 36)
claim that he has made according to Mohanan (1983). Haspelmath (1995:
36) shows based on Mohanan (1983) that in passive sentences, syntax
clearly plays a role.
(21) a. Lying idly in the sun, John watched Mary. (John is lying in the sun)
b. Lying idly in the sun, Mary was watched by John. (Mary is lying in the sun)

In (21b), the grammatical subject rather than the agent controls the implicit
subject of the converb. However, as (20b) demonstrates, this is not the case
in Estonian; the agent marked as adverbial controls the implicit subject 9 in
the passive sentence as well.
3.1.2 The controller is not present in the superordinate clause
In the data, there are 298 sentences in which the implicit subject is
controlled by the actor of the superordinate clause, but the actor is not
explicitly present in the sentence. In 91 sentences the impersonal voice is
used in the main clause. In these sentences the actor of the superordinate
clause is hidden and/or it is not important who the actor is, but it is

9

It should be noted that the fundamental voice opposition in Estonian is between
personal and impersonal voice, passive is used in addition to impersonal voice (TornLeesik 2009).
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unambiguously understandable that the actor of the des-converb and the
actor of the superordinate clause are co-referential (22).
(22) Õpiti
kõige enam just
tavatutes
olukordades
study.PST.IMPRS most
much.COMP unusual.PL.INE situation.PL.INE
ja
tavatuid
meetodeid
kasutades.
and unusual.PL.PRT method.PL.PRT use.CONV
‘Studying was mostly done in unusual circumstances and using unusual methods.’

In 114 sentences, the reference of the implicit subject of the des-converb is
generic (23), i.e. it applies to anyone (in a group). In the superordinate
clause, the actor is left open10 and as the des-converb is not marked for
subject, it seems to be appropriate to confirm the generic reference.
However, in these 114 sentences it is clear that the subject of the desconverb is co-referential with the actor of the superordinate clause. In
example (23), anyone who uses a low-cost airline has to take into
consideration landing at an airport that is located farther from the city
center.
(23) Odavlennufirmaga
sõites
tuleb
aga
low.cost.airline.COM drive.CONV must.3SG but
arvestada,
et
päriselt Londonisse ei
saa.
take.into.consideration.INF that really London.ILL NEG get
‘When using a low-cost airline, one has to take into consideration that s/he won’t
really get into London.’

Using the des-converb without the explicit co-referential actor also seems
to be a convenient means of generalizing the situation or somebody’s
experience (24) or hiding the specific actor if it is not important who the
actual actor is or when concealing the actor follows from the (older)
tradition of Estonian science texts where first person singular forms were
not used. There were 51 of these kinds of sentences in the data. In example
(24) a specific past situation is described, but the claim in the sentence with
the des-form that delivers the thoughts of Varblane applies to Varblane
and, at the same time, also generically to everybody. The generic
interpretation is formed by turning from past to present tense, using the
generic 3SG form of the modal verb and by using the generic second person
pronoun in the coordinated clause.

10

Regarding open reference in Estonian (and Finnish) see e.g. Jokela and Plado (2015).
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(24) [Hakkas pimedaks minema. Varblane võdistas õlgu, kuid tuppa veel ei läinud.]
Õues
olles
saab
vähemasti põgeneda,
outside be.CONV can.3SG at.least
escape.INF
toas
oled
sa raudselt lõksus.
inside be.2SG you surely
trap.INE
‘[It started to get dark. Varblane shook his shoulders, but he didn’t go inside yet.]
When staying outside, escape is at least possible, in the room you are trapped for
sure.’

In 40 sentences, the subject of the des-converb is controlled by the implicit
participant who refers to some specific person(s). However, although the
actor is not explicitly present in the superordinate clause, it is mentioned in
the near context, or if the controller is the author/speaker, it can also be
inferred from the situation. The vast majority of implicit controllers in this
group are the experiencer by their semantic role. In both examples in (25)
the controller is the implicit author/speaker. In (25a) the reference to the
implicit controller is in the previous sentence (saan ‘get.1SG’, võtsin
‘take.PST.1SG’). Uuspõld (1966) refers to controllers of this kind as the
dominant subject; this is the subject that is present outside the sentence
with the des-converb, but to whom some word in the superordinate clause
refers (tunne ‘feeling’ in (25a)). But this is not the case in sentence (25b),
in that the subject is not given explicitly either in the previous or following
sentences.
(25) a. [Õnnelikuna, et lõpuks valust lahti saan, võtsin kaks tabletti Tramadoli
korraga.]
Mõnekümne
minuti
pärast autosse istudes
oli
couple.dozen.GEN minute.GEN after
car.ILL sit.CONV be.PST.3SG
tunne juba
parem.
feeling already better
‘[Glad that I could finally get rid of the pain, I took two pills of Tramadol at
once.] Sitting in the car after a couple of dozen minutes, I felt better already.’
b. Esiti
teeb
lugu nalja,
edasi mõeldes
kurbust.
at.first make.3SG story joke.PRT forth
think.CONV sadness.PRT
‘At first, it seems funny, but when thinking more about it, it makes one sad.’

Hence, the data demonstrate that the actor of the superordinate clause can
control the implicit subject of the converb, even if it is not explicitly
present in the superordinate clause or even in the text.
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3.2 The implicit subject of the converb is partly co-referential with
the actor of the superordinate clause
In the data, there are 54 sentences where the implicit subject of the desconverb is partly the same as the actor of the superordinate clause. Two
kinds of sentences belong to this category: 1) sentences where the desconverb is controlled by the genitive attribute of the subject of the
superordinate clause (35 sentences), and 2) sentences where the subject of
the des-converb is the same as the actor of the other infinitival construction
of the superordinate clause (19 sentences).
The former, i.e. the genitive attribute, corresponds to Haspelmath’s
(1995) possessor of the participant. The subject of the superordinate clause
is an NP, but the controller of the implicit subject of the converb is not the
main noun, but an attribute of the NP. The possessor can be either an
animate (26a) or an inanimate (26b) entity. The possessor that controls the
implicit subject of the des-converb can also be implicit, as in (26c), where
the person who came from outside is the same whose hair is frizzy, but
his/her identity is not specified.
(26) a. Lahkudes
on
aga Rehe
väärtus väga kõrge,
leave.CONV be.3SG but Rehe.GEN value very high
[sest maksuameti juht teab tõesti väga palju.]
‘At the moment of leaving, Rehe’s value was really high, [because the chief of
the Tax Board really knows a lot].’
b. Olles
surma
põhjustavate
haiguste
nimistus 4.
be.CONV death.PRT cause.PTCP.PL.GEN desease.PL.GEN list.INE 4th
kohal,
ulatub
Alzheimeri
tõve
esinemissagedus
place.ADE reach.3SG Alzheimer.GEN desease.GEN frequency.of.occurrence
maailmas 20 miljonini.
world.INE 20 million.TRM
‘Occupying 4th place on the list of terminal illnesses, the frequency of
occurrence for Alzheimer’s disease reaches 20 million worldwide.’
c. Juuksed olid
õuest
niiske
õhu
käest
hair.PL be.PST.3PL outside.ELA humid.GEN air.GEN from
tulles
krussis.
come.CONV frizzy
‘The hair was frizzy coming in from the humid air outside.’
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If the des-converb is subordinated to another infinitival construction, then
the actor of the infinitival construction controls the des-converb, even if the
actor of the superordinate infinitival construction is the undergoer of the
main clause as in example (27a). In the example, the audience is the
undergoer of the main clause (the organizer cannot forbid the audience);
yet, the audience is also the actor of dancing and enjoying the concert (in
the sentence marked by infinitive forms). Example (27b) demonstrates that
here also the controller of the implicit subject of the des-converb can be
implicit in the superordinate clause. It is not stated in the sentence to whom
the industrialists’ demand of finding and opening new markets was
addressed.
(27) a. Korraldaja ei
tohi keelata
publikul
püsti seistes
organizer
NEG
may forbid.INF audience.ADE stand.CONV
kaasa elada ja
tantsida.
with
live.INF and dance.INF
‘The organizer must not forbid the audience from standing up and dancing to
enjoy the concert.’
b. [Hiljem käitasid sõjamasinat suurtöösturid,]
kes nõudsid
uute
turgude
leidmist
ja
who demand.PST.3PL new.PL.GEN market.PL.GEN finding.PRT and
avamist
kas või jõuga
ähvardades.
opening.PRT Q
or
power.COM threaten.CONV
‘[Later the war-machine was exploited by the big industrialists;] they
demanded that new markets be found and opened, even by threat of force if
necessary.’

The ability to control the des-converb is not strictly limited to the actor of
infinitival forms; it is also possible in the case of deverbal nouns, as in
example (27b).
3.3 The implicit subject of the converb is not co-referential with the
actor of the superordinate clause
In the data, there are 240 sentences where the subject of the des-converb is
not the same as the actor of the superordinate clause. In the majority of the
sentences (227), the subject of the des-form is not present in the
superordinate clause, and only in 13 sentences the implicit subject of the
des-converb is coreferential with the undergoer of the superordinate clause.
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3.3.1 The subject of the des-converb is not a participant in the
superordinate clause
The biggest sub-group of sentences where the controller of the des-converb
is not the same as the actor of the superordinate clause and is not present in
the superordinate clause (166 sentences) consists of converb-clauses that
comment on what is said in the superordinate clause and/or the converbs that
make either the speech act or the content of the superordinate clause
active/relevant in the situation. According to Dancygier (1990) and Plado
(2008, 2014) I name these type of clauses conversational clauses. Also,
Haspelmath (1995: 36) claims that this is a group of sentences in which the
control by the speaker is commonly found. In example (28a) the des-converb
activates the subject of earlier discussion again (the properties and behavior
of humans) and suggests that the following speech act belongs to that.
(28) a. Tulles
tagasi inimese
juurde – kas me oleme=gi
come.CONV back
human.GEN to
Q
we be.1PL=PTC
ettearvamatud?
unpredictable.PL
‘Coming back to the human – are we really so unpredictable?’

nii
so

b. Kalurite
pikaajalisele
praktikale
toetudes
fisherman.PL.GEN long-time.ALL practice.ALL rely.CONV
lestavarusid
ei
esine.
reserve.of.flounders.PL.PRT NEG be
‘Relying on the fishermen’s long-time practice, there is no reserve of flounders.’

Kortmann (1991: 50–53) claims, based on English data, that all -ing forms
of the corresponding group have undergone a shift from open-class to
closed-class items, and some of them are now analyzed as conjunctions or
prepositions. Of course, not all items have completed the shift, but have
undergone it to varying degrees. My data also shows the same tendency.
There are only 22 different verbs used in des-forms in conversational
clauses (~7.5 clauses per every verb), compared to 480 verbs used for all
implicit-subject des-converbs (~3.4 clauses per every verb). Also the
majority of the des-constructions with võrdlema ‘compare’ that can still be
paraphrased with a simple clause and that I included in the research belong
to that group (29a). Although most of the verbs are used in more or less set
phrases (see 29a–b), one can also form conversational constructions
regularly from other verbs, as in (28b).
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(29) a. Saksamaa
ja
Roomaga võrreldes
Germany.GEN and Rome.COM compare.CONV
paikneb
Rootsi Euroopa
ääremaal.
locate.3SG Sweden Europe.GEN periphery.ADE
‘Compared to Germany and Rome, Sweden is located in the periphery of
Europe.’
b. Viimane kontsert oli
ausalt öeldes
üpris
last
concert be.PST.3SG honest say.CONV pretty
‘To be honest, the last concert was rather boring.’

igav.
boring

In conversational clauses, the subject of the des-converb is mostly either
the author of the text or the speaker (see e.g. 28 and 29b). In the sentence
(28a), the implicit subject of the converb is not co-referential with the
subject of the main clause; me ‘we’ refers generically to all humans,
whereas the actor of the converb is the author (and possibly also the
reader). However, in conversational clauses, the implicit subject of the desconverb can also be a generic person (or ambiguous between a generic
person and the author/speaker), as in example (30), where anyone who
watches fashion television shows or reads magazines notices that there is a
strong trend towards skinniness.
(30) [Lauljanna Karen Carpenter surigi lahtistite üleannustamise tagajärjel –
kinnisideest säilitada saledust. Kui palju naisi on tegelikult nii hukka saanud.]
Aga moesaateid
või ajakirju
vaadates,
but fashion.show.PL.PRT or magazine.PL.PRT watch.CONV
see trend võtab
aina
drakoonilisemaid
vorme.
this trend take.3SG increasingly draconian.COMP.PL.PRT form.PL.PRT
‘[Singer Karen Carpenter actually did die because of taking too many laxatives –
because of the obsession with staying slim. How many women have actually died
that way?] But watching fashion-shows or magazines, this trend is taking more
and more draconian forms.’

The reference to a generic person (and also the ambiguity between the
author/speaker and a generic person) is common with more
grammaticalized des-constructions, especially with võrreldes ‘compare.
CONV’. In sentence (29a), anyone (not only the author of the text) who
compares the location of Sweden to the location of Rome or Germany
understands that Sweden is located in the periphery of Europe.
A generic person can be the implicit subject of the des-converb also in
non-conversational clauses (32 sentences in the data). In those cases the
whole sentence conveys a generic state of affairs. In (31) there is no clue as
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to the subject-reference of the des-converb in the superordinate clause or in
the close context, but the subject is a generic person: anyone who speeds up
brings about the growling of the engine.
(31) Põhjagaasiga
kiirendades
uriseb
V6-mootor
down.gas.COM speed.up.CONV growl.3SG V6-engine
paljutõotava
sportlikkusega.
promising.GEN sportiness.COM
‘Speeding up, the V6-engine growls with promising sportiness.’

In this group, there is a small sub-group of sentences where the subject of the
superordinate clause is the same as the undergoer of the des-converb (not the
actor of the des-converb). Based on the limited number of examples in my
data, the converb bears a conditional function and conveys the situation
under which the state of affairs of the superordinate clause holds. These are
generic sentences, in that the actor of the converb is a non-specified generic
person without a controller. These converbs are close to impersonal clauses;
Erelt et al. (1993) and Erelt (2014) have connected these converbs to
impersonal sentences and have claimed that the sentential counterpart of the
converb is an impersonal sentence. The situation described in sentence (32)
is generic: it applies to anyone who blows onto the soup.
(32) Supp=ki jahtub
puhudes
rutem.
soup=PTC cool.3SG blow.CONV quick.COMP
‘Even soup cools down quicker if you blow on it.’

Hence, there exists co-referentiality between the implicit element of the
converb and the actor of the superordinate clause, but exceptionally, the
actor of the superordinate clause is co-referential with the undergoer of the
converb. At the same time, the actor of the converb is left unspecified.
In 28 sentences, the implicit actor of the des-converb that is not
present in the superordinate clause is, in a given situation, the most
important person that can be mentioned before in the earlier context; or, if
the controller of the implicit-subject des-converb is the author/speaker, it
does not have to be mentioned before, it can be inferred only from the
situation. The controllers of this group coincide partly with the dominant
subject highlighted by Uuspõld (1966). Based on the data, the
author/speaker is left out of the superordinate clause (and even from the
context) more often than other participants: 26 (example 33a–b) and 2
(example 33c) sentences, respectively.
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(33) a. [Ma mäletan, kui ma olin veel väike ja jooksin lehmadega heinamaal võidu.]
Koju
tulles
oli
laual
värske piim,
home.ILL come.CONV be.PST.3SG table.ADE fresh
milk
pehme sai
ja
arvuti.
soft
bread and computer
‘[I remember when I was little and used to run around with the cows in the
pasture.] Coming home, there was fresh milk, soft bread, and the computer on
the table.’
b. See erinevus ei
kadunud
ka mitmesuguseid
this difference NEG disappear.PTCP also various.PL.PRT
standardimismeetodeid
kasutades.
method.of.standardization.PL.PRT use.CONV
‘This difference did not disappear even when using various methods of
standardization.’
c. [Anne Adams väidab, et kaubakeskuses oleks ta peaaegu arreteeritud, sest]
kaardiga makstes oli
arvutiekraanile löönud kiri:
card.COM pay.CONV be.PST.3SG screen.ALL
hit.PTCP text
‘[Anne Adams claims that she was nearly arrested in the supermarket, because]
when paying by bank card, this text appeared on the screen:’

In addition to the previous groups, there are 2 sentences in the data where
the implicit subject of the des-converb is not a generic person, but a nonspecified group.
(34) Rakendades
vähem
hõivatud ajal
kaks korda väiksemat
employ.CONV few.COMP busy
time.ADE double
small.COMP.PRT
arvu
kiirabibrigaade,
jääks
töökoormus
number.PRT ambulance.crew.PL.PRT stay.COND work.load
keskmiselt samaks.
average
same.TRSL
‘By employing half the number of ambulance crews during less busy times, the
work load would stay the same on average.’

For example, in (34), it is not specified who should make the decision to
use fewer ambulance crews during less busy times. Similarly to examples
(31–32) the actor of the converb is left open and uncontrolled, but unlike
(31–32), the actor is not a generic person.
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3.3.2 The subject of the des-converb is same as the undergoer of the
superordinate clause
Sentences where the undergoer of the superordinate clause controls the
implicit subject of the des-converb are very rare: there are only 13 such
sentences in my data. Although the data is extremely limited, I will next
describe in which conditions (based on the data) the undergoer of the
superordinate clause can control the implicit subject of the des-converb.
The undergoer of the superordinate clause as the controller of the
implicit subject of the des-converb is allowed in the case of manner converbs
that typically deliver the sound that the undergoer makes in a given situation
(35a). Erelt et al. (1993: 261) call this type of converbs half-adverbized.
(35) a. Adjuntant lõi
kannused kilksatades kokku.
adjutant
hit.PST.3SG spur.PL
clink.CONV together
‘The adjutant clicked his spurs with a clink.’
b. Adjuntant lõi
kannused kukkudes kokku.
adjutant
hit.PST.3SG spur.PL
fall.CONV together
‘The adjutant clicked his spurs when he fell.’

As a human being typically cannot clink, then the undergoer that can clink
is the controller. If the sentence had a verb that was not so clearly
connected to the undergoer, then the actor of the superordinate clause
would control the des-converb, as in example (35b), where both the actor
(adjutant) and the undergoer (spurs) can fall.11
The undergoer of the superordinate clause can also control the implicit
subject in cases where the undergoer is the participant who has been
foregrounded in the earlier context (36a) or who is foregrounded in the
sentence as more important than the actor. In the latter, the impersonal
voice can be used to background the actor (36b). In example (36a) the
controller of the converb is the undergoer of the superordinate clause (teda
‘s/he.PRT‘). However, as the same participant is strongly foregrounded in
the previous text, it can be the controller of the implicit subject of the

11

However, it seems that the word order where the des-form follows the object of the
superordinate clause also makes possible the interpretation that spurs fell. If the adjutant
fell, then in the neutral word order the des-form would precede the object of the
superordinate clause.
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converb. Also the semantics supports the interpretation that the undergoer
controls the converb, as a father typically does not grow up.
(36) a. [Jacques Brel sündis 1929. aastal Brüsselis pakenditehase direktori
perekonnas. Jacques sai karmi kasvatuse, õppides katoliiklikus kolledžis.]
Suureks saades
sundis
isa
teda
oma
big.TRSL become.CONV force.PST.3SG father s/he.PRT own.GEN
firmas
tööle.
company.INE work.ALL
‘[Jacques Brel was born in 1929 in Brussels in the family of a packing factory
director. Studying in a catholic college, Jacques had a strict upbringing.] When
he grew up, his father forced him to work in his company.’
b. Haiglast
lahkudes
teostati
audiomeetriline
hospital.ELA leave.CONV carry.out.PST.IMPRS audiometric
uuring vaid 5%-l
lastest.
test
only 5%.ADE child.PL.ELA
‘When leaving the hospital, the audiometric test was carried out only on 5% of
children.’

The converbs analyzed and described in sub-section 3.3 demonstrate
clearly that the control of the subject of the Estonian des-converb should
not be restricted to the actor of the superordinate clause, but rather the most
salient participant of the superordinate clause, context or even speech
situation. However, in some cases the subject-reference is left open and
non-specified.
4. The explicit subject of the des-converb
Explicit-subject des-converbs are patently less frequent than implicitsubject des-converbs. They are also more restricted in their use, as they
cannot be used in the past tense. As described in sub-section 1.2, in the
1920s this construction was recommended to be used productively, both
with intransitive and transitive verbs. However, according to Erelt et al.
(1993: 262), nowadays, this construction can regularly be formed only with
intransitive verbs. Additionally, there are some lexicalized converbs with
some transitive verbs. Next I will briefly describe, based on the data, the
structure of the construction and then the explicit actor of the converb.
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4.1 The structure and usage of the explicit-subject des-converb
My data confirms that explicit-subject des-converbs are more restricted in
their use than implicit-subject des-converbs. They also seem to be used
often in fixed expressions: in the data there are only 218 different verbs in
the explicit-subject des-construction (~7.9 clauses per verb, compared to
~3.4 clauses per verb in the case of the implicit-subject des-construction).
The most frequently used explicit-subject converbs are möödudes (used in
249 instances; example 37a) and lõppedes (208 instances; 37b), followed
by saabudes ‘arriving, coming’, suurenedes ‘enlarging, increasing’, and
kasvades ‘growing’.
(37) a. Ta lahkus
juba
mõne
kuu
möödudes.
s/he leave.PST.3SG already some.GEN month.GEN pass.CONV
‘S/he left after a few months.’
b. Päeva
lõppedes otsustas
Toivo koju
day.GEN end.CONV decide.PST.3SG Toivo home.ILL
‘When the day ended, Toivo decided to go home.’

minna.
go.INF

In addition to the number of different verbs, the explicit-subject desconverb also conveys fewer (adverbial) meanings than the implicit-subject
des-converb. However, based on my data, their use is not as restricted as
claimed by Sahkai (2011: 17; see sub-section 1.2): in addition to a temporal
and modal meaning, an explicit-subject converb can also convey causal
(38a), conditional (38b), or concessive adverbial meaning, and it can be
used in the concomitative function. In addition to these, it is also used in a
specific way, ambiguously expressing time and quantity (38c).
(38) a. Vaba ajakirjanduse puududes tõusis
tähelepanu
free
press.GEN
miss.CONV rise.PST.3SG attention.GEN
fookusse pool- või veerandvaba teater.
focus.ILL half or
quarter.free theater
‘As free press was missing, the half- or quarter-free theater rose into focus.’
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b. Praeguse
tempo
jätkudes
peaks
vanade
present.GEN tempo.GEN continue.CONV should.COND old.PL.GEN
trahvinõuete
probleem olema lahendatud
penalty.demand.PL.GEN problem be.INF solve.PST.IMPRS.PTCP
südasuveks.
midsummer.TRSL
‘If the present tempo continues, the problem of the old demands of penalties
should be solved by midsummer.’
c. Haigestumine sageneb
vanuse suurenedes.
getting.sick
become.frequent.3SG age.GEN increase.CONV
‘Getting sick becomes more frequent as age increases.’ / ‘The older a person is,
the more often s/he gets sick.’

Although explicit-subject converbs with transitive verbs that also include
the object in the construction are extremely rare, they are not impossible.
Among the 1713 explicit-subject converbs examined, there are two
sentences with an explicit object: one from fiction (39) and one from an
academic text.
(39) Kapelli
mängides Valgre
kaheksa
aasta
eest
orchestra.GEN play.CONV Valgre.GEN eight.GEN years.GEN ago
komponeeritud valssi,
küsisin […].
compose.PTCP waltz.PRT ask.PST.1SG
‘While the orchestra was playing the waltz that Valgre had composed eight years
ago, I asked […]’

It is claimed (see e.g Uuspõld 1966: 60; Erelt et al. 1993: 263) that the
explicit-subject des-converb construction can be formed with the transitive
verbs kuulma ‘hear’, nägema ‘see’, teadma ‘know’, but there cannot be an
overt object in the construction. Erelt et al. (1993: 263) call these
constructions lexicalized. In my data, there are altogether 99 converb
constructions of this type. There are examples with all of the named verbs
(40a–c), and with the verb teadma there is also one example that is not as
strongly lexicalized as the other examples: in example 40d, the desconstruction meie teades does not carry the lexicalized meaning ‘as far as
we know’.
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(40) a. Aga kunagi ei
laulnud
ta
ema
või vanaema
but ever
NEG sing.PTCP s/he mother.GEN
or
grandmother.GEN
kuuldes.
hear.CONV
‘But never did s/he sing so that mother or grandmother would hear.’ / ‘But s/he
never sang within earshot of mother or grandmother.’
b. Mõnikord ta
isegi nuttis
omaette, aga mitte kunagi
sometimes s/he even cry.PST.3SG in.privacy but NEG ever
teiste
nähes.
other.PL.GEN see.CONV
‘Sometimes s/he cried alone, but never so that other people could see / in the
presence of other people.’
c. Minu teades
saadeti
nad ju
tagasi.
I.GEN know.CONV send.PST.IMPRS they PTC back
‘As far as I know, they were sent back.’
d. Surnud on
aga teinud
seda
meie
teades.
dead.PL be.3SG but do.PST.PTCP this.PRT we.GEN know.CONV
‘But the dead have done it with us knowing about it.’

In addition to these verbs, in the data there is one corresponding sentence
with the verb aimama ‘intuit, sense’ (41), but the usage of the explicitsubject converb with this verb makes the sentence stylistically non-neutral.
Also, in this example, there is no overt object in the sentence.
(41) Beriti
silmades oli
uudishimu
ja
Berit.GEN eye.PL.INE be.PST.3SG curiosity.PRT and
Andrease
aimates
ka kutset.
Andreas.GEN sense.CONV also invitation.PRT
‘In Berit’s eyes there was curiosity, and Andreas also sensed an invitation.’

However, although these constructions do not contain an overt grammatical
object, they still contain a semantic object that is present in the
superordinate clause. In example (40a) the semantic object of the des-form
is his/her singing, similarly, in (40b) it is his/her crying. In addition to
lacking an overt object, in these lexicalized constructions, there cannot be
modifiers other than objects either. For example, one cannot insert an
adverbial of time, place or manner even into the less lexicalized sentence
(40d) without the sentence becoming ungrammatical (42).

342

HELEN PLADO

(42) *Surnud
dead.PL
eile
yesterday

on
aga teinud seda
meie
be.3SG but do.PTCP this.PRT we.GEN
/ kindlalt teades.
/ for.sure know.CONV

Erelt (2014) also claims that although there can be other modifiers of the
verb in the construction, the construction mostly consists of two parts: the
actor in the genitive case and the verb. This claim is supported by my data.
(43) a. Meremehed kulutavad laeva
sadamas seistes
sailor.PL
spend.3PL ship.GEN harbor.INE stand.CONV
üsna palju raha
iseenda
vajadusteks.
quite much money.PRT own.GEN need.PL.TRSL
‘When the ship stays in the harbour, sailors spend quite a lot of money on their
own needs.’
b. Aga ei
tõestanud,
ütlesin
hääle
kergelt tõustes.
but NEG prove.PST.PTCP say.PST.1SG voice.GEN little
rise.CONV
‘But you didn’t prove it, I said with my voice rising a little bit.’

In the construction, modifiers with intransitive verbs are rather rare: in the
data, there are only 95 des-clauses with modifiers (out of 1,612 des-clauses
with an intransitive verb). The most common modifier is the adverbial of
place (43a), but there are also other adverbials (43b).
4.2 The subject of the explicit-subject des-converb
The explicit subjects of the des-converb differ from the implicit subjects of
the des-converb in animacy: the majority of explicit subjects are inanimate,
whereas the majority of implicit subjects are animate (16.6% and 88.8%
animate subjects respectively). Sahkai (2011: 16–17) explains the
differences as the result of the different functions of explicit-subject and
implicit-subject converbs. According to her, the fact that explicit-subject
converbs are mostly time or manner adverbials cause the result that the
explicit-subject converb does not express events with an intentional agent.
As in my data, 40.4% of all animate-subject converbs are used as time
adverbials (compared to 59.9% of inanimate-subject converbs) and since
38.9% of animate subjects are agents (mostly with motion verbs), the
function of the converb does not explain the whole difference. I offer the
explanation that in addition to function, the extremely restricted use with
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transitive verbs12 and the tendency to appear in more fixed expressions also
plays a role.
In 285 explicit-subject des-converbs the subject is animate: either a
person (or persons) (258 sentences; example 44a), an organization (14;
44b), or an animal (13; 44c).
(44) a. Tema
tagasi tulles
istus
Aune ikka oma
tugitoolis.
s/he.GEN back come.CONV sit.PST.3SG Aune still own.GEN armchair.INE
‘When s/he came back, Aune was still sitting in her armchair.’
b. Meeskoori
men’s.choir.GEN
teisi=gi
other.PL.GEN=PTC
‘When the men’s
follow.’

püünele
tulles
lisandub
stage.ALL come.CONV come.along.3SG
akustilisi
pille.
acoustic.PL.PRT instrument.PL.PRT
choir comes to the stage, other acoustic instruments will

c. Ta säilitab
oma
asendi
ka looma
vananedes.
s/he keep.3SG own.GEN position.GEN also animal.GEN get.older.CONV
‘It keeps its shape even as the animal gets older.’

It is also important to note that all examples with a transitive verb have an
animate implicit subject (see examples 39–41).
In my data, there are 1,428 inanimate explicit-subject des-converbs.
The most frequent subject is some abstract entity (45): in 1,216 (~85.2% of
all inanimate explicit subjects) des-converbs there is an abstract subject.
(45) a. 19. sajandi
edenedes
oli
Vene
avalikkuses
19th century.GEN advance.CONV be.PST.3SG Russian.GEN public.INE
järjest
enam vene
natsionalismi.
increasingly more Russian.GEN nationalism.PRT
‘As the 19th century advanced, there was more and more Russian nationalism
among the Russian public.’

12

The restricted use of explicit-subject converb possibly derives from its history: it is
partly artificially revivified (see sub-section 1.2).
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b. Eluaegne rinnavähirisk
väheneb
lifetime
risk.of.breast.cancer decrease.3SG
sünnituste
arvu
suurenedes.
childbirth.PL.GEN number.GEN increase.CONV
‘The lifetime risk of breast cancer decreases as the number of childbirths
increases.’

In addition to an abstract entity, the explicit subject of the des-converb can
also be a concrete entity (in 188 sentences; example 46a), in rarer cases a
substance (in 19 sentences; 46b) or an organization (5; 46c).
(46) a. Ja vahtis
meid
kollaste
hammaste
särades.
and gaze.PST.3SG we.PRT yellow.PL.GEN tooth.PL.GEN shine.CONV
‘And s/he gazed at us with her/his yellow teeth shining.’
b. Juhib
paadi
vee
vahutades kivi
juurde.
drive.3SG boat.GEN water.GEN foam.CONV stone.GEN next
‘S/he drives the boat to the stone with the water foaming.’
c. Ülikooli
laienedes
kasvas
ka
university.GEN expand.CONV grow.PST.3SG also
abitööliste
arv.
help.worker.PL.GEN number
‘As the university expanded, the number of non-academic workers also grew.’

The corpus data did not confirm Uuspõld’s (1982: 41) claim that in nontemporal des-constructions the explicit genitive subject has to be in a partwhole relationship with the subject of the superordinate clause. Although
this is often the case (as in example 46a), there are also counterexamples,
like 43b. In this example, the converb expresses a modal meaning
(answering the question how?), but there is no part-whole relationship
between s/he and water.
5. Conclusion
In Estonian, there are both implicit-subject and explicit-subject desconverbs. The explicit subject of the converb is marked by the genitive
case, which is not a grammatical subject case in Estonian. The explicitsubject converb is more restricted in its use: nowadays, it is formed mostly
from intransitive verbs. However, based on the data, explicit-subject desconverbs with transitive verbs are not completely impossible. In addition to
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lexicalized explicit-subject des-converbs with transitive verbs (where there
is no overt object in the construction), explicit-subject des-converbs with an
overt object in the construction are also regularly formed. However, these
kinds of sentences are rather rare.
The explicit subject of the des-converb is overwhelmingly inanimate
and typically some abstract entity, although in the data, there are also
explicit subjects that refer to people, animals, or organizations. By contrast,
the implicit subject of the des-converb is usually animate (most often
human).
The implicit subject of the des-converb can be 1) the same as the actor
of the superordinate clause, 2) partly the same as the actor of the
superordinate clause, and 3) not the same as the actor of the superordinate
clause. Most often, the implicit subject of the des-converb is controlled by
the actor of the superordinate clause. The actor that controls the implicit
subject does not have to be the grammatical subject of the superordinate
clause, but can alternatively be an adverbial or a grammatical object.
Additionally, the actor does not have to be explicitly present in the
superordinate clause (especially in impersonal sentences and if the subject
is generic, but also if the subject is the author/speaker, or if the subject is
present in the nearby context).
The controller of the implicit subject is partly the same as the actor of
the superordinate clause in sentences where the controller is the possessor
of the participant and in sentences where the subject of the des-converb is
the same as the actor of the other infinitival construction of the
superordinate clause.
In most of the sentences where the controller of the implicit subject of
the des-converb is not the same as the actor of the superordinate clause, the
controller is not present in the superordinate clause at all. Mostly, the
controller is left out in the case of converb clauses that comment on what is
said in the superordinate clause and/or the converbs that make either the
speech act or the content of the superordinate clause active/relevant in the
situation. In these cases the controller is present in the speech situation; it is
typically the speaker/author. However, in rather rare cases, the controller of
the implicit subject is the undergoer of the superordinate clause. It is
allowed in the case of manner converbs that typically express the sound
that the undergoer makes in the given situation, and also if the undergoer is
a strongly foregrounded participant in the text or the most salient
participant of the speech situation. Furthermore, the controller is not
present at all if the implicit subject of the converb is a generic person or a
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non-specified person or group. Hence one should not restrict the implicit
subject of the Estonian des-converb to the actor of the superordinate clause.
In the case of foregrounded participants, generic persons, conversational
clauses and some manner adverbials, the implicit subject of the desconverb need not be co-referential with the actors of the superordinate
clause. Thus, the Estonian data support Haspelmath’s (1995) hypothesis
and demonstrate that the implicit subject is controlled by the most
pragmatically salient participant, not only by the actor of the superordinate
clause, as the academic grammar of Estonian (Erelt et al. 1993) claims.
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Łukasz Stolarski

Further Analysis of the Articulation of /r/ in Polish –
the Postconsonantal Position

Abstract
The present paper constitutes an extension of the research presented in Stolarski (2013),
where the articulation of the Polish /r/ was tested in the intervocalic position. It
investigates the postconsonantal articulation of the rhotic, the second context in which,
according to Biedrzycki (1978: 83–84), the segment may be articulated as a tap instead
of the trill. In order to accomplish this task, 10 respondents from different parts of
Poland were instructed to read into a microphone 26 natural Polish words in which /r/
was located after consonants. All these articulations were analysed acoustically in terms
of the number of constricted intervals in the pronunciation of the consonant under
discussion and the data obtained were assessed statistically. In addition, some other
measurements, such as the length and relative strength of the intervals, were taken. They
provide further information on the nature of the articulation of /r/ in Polish.

1. Introduction
This section briefly summarises the universal characteristics of rhotics and
common assumptions regarding the articulation of the Polish /r/. Moreover,
the results of the articulation of the rhotic in the intervocalic position
presented in Stolarski (2013) are summarised and the aims of the present
study are clearly defined.
1.1 Rhotics as a diverse group
Rhotics, or “r-sounds”, as they are referred to by Maddieson (1984),
constitute a highly diverse group of sounds. The International Phonetic
SKY Journal of Linguistics 28 (2015), 349–379
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Alphabet1 lists at least 8 symbols which belong to this class, but the
possible phonetic realisations of rhotics lie on a phonetic continuum
involving many manners and places of articulation. Ladefoged and
Maddieson (1996: 217) mention that rhotics are realised as trills, taps,
fricatives, approximants or even “r-coloured” vowels. Additionally, their
articulation may combine features of several of these groups. Nevertheless,
Maddieson (1984) observes that in the descriptions of rhotics in various
languages the category which is most frequently used is “trill” (47.5%),
followed by “tap” or “flap” (38.3%). Other realisations involving
approximants or fricatives constitute only 13.5% of the cases.
As far as the place of articulation is concerned, Maddieson (1984)
claims that in the descriptions of rhotics the dental/alveolar region is
mentioned most frequently; however, it is rarely defined precisely. He
additionally suggests that other phonetic realisations involve retroflexes
(12%), dentals (3.2%), uvulars (0.9%) and palatao-alveolars (0.6%).
These general statistics should be treated with caution. Reports on the
phonetic realisation of rhotics in various languages differ in their level of
detail and, in some cases, the assumption that a segment is realised in a
given way does not fully correspond to the actual articulation. A good
example of this is the extensive discussion on the production of the Spanish
phonemic trill. Standard descriptions indicate that the segment is realised
with two to five constricted intervals (Recasens & Pallarès 1999).
Nonetheless, the rhotic has been reported not to be articulated in the
“intended” way which involves two or more closures in a number of
dialects (Rissel 1989; Diez-Canseco 1997; Hammond 1999; Adams 2002;
Hualde 2005; Bradley, Colantoni & Willis 2006; Díaz-Campos 2008). In
fact, production of the phoneme has been used in the categorisation of
Spanish dialects (Resnick 1975; Lipski 1994).
A possible common acoustic feature present in all rhotic articulations
was proposed by Ladefoged (1975) and Lindau (1978). They suggested that
in approximant realisations, as well as in vowel-like segments separating
strictures in trills, the third formant is lowered. A similar tendency can also
be observed in transitions to and from rhotic consonants. Nevertheless,
Ladefoged and Maddieson also provide many counterexamples and
conclude that “the overall unity of the group seems to rest mostly on the

1

<http://www.internationalphoneticalphabet.org/ipa-charts/ipa-symbols-chartcomplete/>
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historical connections between these subgroups, and on the choice of the
letter ‘r’ to represent them all” (Ladefoged & Maddieson 1996: 245).
Since trilling and tapping are assumed to be the two major phonetic
realisations of rhotics, it is worth mentioning that there is an important
inconsistency in the way the two manners of articulation are defined. On
the one hand, a clear distinction is made by the number of the constricted
intervals: one in the case of taps and more than one in trills (Lindau 1985;
Gimson & Cruttenden 2001; Dhananjaya, Yegnanarayana & Bhaskararao
2012). On the other hand, authors such as Ladefoged and Maddieson
(1996) and Laver (1994) propose an alternative interpretation, according to
which trilling does not necessarily have to involve actual constrictions. In
the production of these sounds it is the position of the articulators in a
configuration which potentially allows vibrations which is crucial, rather
than the actual presence of the vibrations. Ladefoged and Maddieson
(1996: 217–218) refer to this interpretation as “an articulatory definition”,
in contrast to “an acoustic definition” which takes into account the actual
realisation of a sound. In the current paper, Ladefoged and Maddieson’s
interpretation is accepted. Nevertheless, an additional discussion on the
problems resulting from such disparate definitions will be presented in
Section 4.
1.2 Assumptions about the articulation of the Polish /r/
In the literature on Polish phonetics the consonant /r/ is consistently
referred to as an alveolar trill. As summarised in Stolarski (2013), its other
allophones include the palatalised [rj] (Benni 1959: 28; Wierzchowska
1967: 157, 1971: 138, 1980: 119; Dłuska 1983: 122; Strutyński 1987: 21;
Dukiewicz 1995: 40; Wiśniewski 1997: 63; Gussman 2 7: 4), the
voiceless r] (Benni 1959: 29; Wierzchowska 1971: 122, 1967: 105;
Rocławski 1976: 132; Strutyński 1987: 24; Dukiewicz 1995: 40), the
uvular /ʀ/ (Wierzchowska 1971: 122; Pilich 1975: 51; Rocławski 1976:
132; Dukiewicz 1995: 40; Gussman 2007: 27), the devoiced and palatalised
rj] (Benni 1959: 29), and also the uvular fricative [ʁ], or even the dental
approximant [ɹ] (Gussman 2007: 27). Additionally, some authors mention a
possible tapped realisation of the consonant (Wierzchowka 1967: 122,
1980: 73; Jassem 1973: 246–248; Rocławski 1976: 132; Dłuska 1983: 119;
Szczepankowski 1985: 47; Dukiewicz 1995: 40), but such an articulation is
supposed to be less typical than trilling.
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Among the factors which may lead to a tapped pronunciation of the
Polish /r/, some authors propose the tempo of speech (Rocławski 1976;
Jassem 1981). It is presumed that in slow speech the consonant tends to be
articulated as a trill; however, the faster the speech becomes, the more
likely it is for the phoneme to be realised as a tap. Moreover,
Wierzchowska (1967: 122) and Dłuska (1983: 122) suggest that the tapping
is frequently encountered when /r/ follows /i/ or /j/ and the consonant is
palatalised (although full palatalisation of the rhotic is, generally, a
questionable claim and slight palatalisation of the Polish /r/ is more
realistic). Dukiewicz (1995: 40) and Jassem (1974: 60), on the other hand,
contend that in casual, non-emphatic speech the tapped [ɾ] may be
encountered in any phonetic context. Finally, Biedrzycki (1978: 83–84)
suggests that even though the Polish /r/ is basically a trill, especially before
consonants and in the coda position, as in kartka (‘sheet of paper’) and dar
(‘gift’), the tapped articulation may be encountered between vowels and
after consonants, e.g. in zaraz (‘in a moment’) and strój (‘outfit’)
(Biedrzycki 1978: 83).2 The experiment described in Stolarski (2013) was
based on Biedrzycki’s assumptions and it explored the articulation of the
consonant in the intervocalic position as one of the contexts in which
tapping could be expected. This paper is an extension of the previous
analysis and focuses on the second context suggested by Biedrzycki – the
postconsonantal position. Here, again, some articulations of /r/ may involve
tapping rather than trilling, but no research has ever been done to verify
this assumption.
It is worth mentioning that from the acoustic point of view, /r/,
regardless of whether it is realised as a tap or a trill, involves vocoidal
elements which are interrupted by one, in the case of tapping, or more, in
the case of trilling, constricted intervals. Jassem (1973) calls these vocoidal
elements “vowel-like segments” and Ladefoged and Maddieson (1996)
refer to them as “open phases”, “vowel-like sounds” or even “approximant
phases”. They are inherent in the articulation of tapped and trilled rhotics
and they appear before and after each constricted interval (Pilich 1975;
Wierzchowska 1980). Dłuska (1983: 118–122) underlines the fact that the
“vowel-like segments” are obligatory in the production of the Polish rhotic
even though the speaker is usually unaware of their presence during
2

As far as the posconsonantal position of /r/ is concerned, Biedrzycki (1978) does not
specify whether or not the rhotic must be tautosyllabic with the preceding consonant for
tapping to occur, but the results presented in Section 3.3 do not indicate that such a
condition is necessary.
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articulation. One of the reasons why they appear in the production of trills
and taps could be that voiceless constrictions may be more effectively
distinguished in contrast to these vocoidal elements.
It has been assumed that the “vowel-like segments” last longer than
the constricted intervals, but their precise duration may depend on
particular characteristics of rhotics in a given language. For example, they
are estimated to last approximately 50 milliseconds in Italian (Ladefoged &
Maddieson 1996: 219), but only 20–30 milliseconds in Polish (Jassem
1973: 245–246). Furthermore, they have clearly a discernible formant
structure which closely resembles the acoustic configuration found in the
central vowel /ə/ (Wierzchowska 1967: 105; Jassem 1973: 245–246;
Szczepankowski 1985: 47).
It must be stressed that the acoustic characteristics measured in the
experiment described in Section 3 concern the nature of constricted
intervals. They are central to the current paper because their behaviour is
decisive in the classification of rhotics. Nevertheless, a detailed description
of the “vowel-like sounds” in the articulation of the Polish /r/ is another
important task which could be undertaken in future research.
1.3 Results of the preceding study
The major aim of the experiment reported in Stolarski (2013) was to
investigate the most typical phonetic realisation of the Polish /r/ in the
intervocalic position in terms of the number of constricted intervals. In
order to achieve this goal an acoustic analysis of the articulation of the
rhotic was conducted. The test materials involved 18 natural Polish words
in which the consonant was pronounced between vowels. The words
represented all the possible intervocalic contexts in Polish. The articulation
of the consonant was measured between high, low, front, central and back
vowels.
There were five men and five women taking part in the experiment.
All of them were native speakers of Polish and they came from different
parts of Poland. The participants were asked to read into a microphone the
18 words in the most natural way. In order to avoid any possible bias
resulting from the conscious articulation of the consonant, the participants
were not informed as to what was being investigated and the examples
were mixed with random Polish words.
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All the recordings were analysed in Praat (Boersma & Weenink 2011)
and each articulation of /r/ was evaluated in terms of the number of
constricted intervals. The final results of the experiment are quoted below:
Table 1. Final results of the experiment reported in Stolarski (2013)
Trilled stop

Tapped stop

Sum in all VrV contexts

5

171

Weak tap
with friction
4

Percentage

2.8%

95%

2.2%

Margin of error

2.4%

3.2%

2.2%

Surprisingly, trilled articulation was encountered in less than 3% of the
cases. The tapped allophone [ɾ] was expected to be found in the
intervocalic context, but the frequency of its occurrence was astounding,
nevertheless. Indeed, the results of the experiment proved that in the
investigated phonetic context the Polish /r/ is realised almost exclusively as
a tap. This questioned the predominant opinion expressed in the literature
on Polish phonetics that the consonant is basically a trill. Obviously, the
conclusion reached in Stolarski (2013) concerns only the intervocalic
position and more research needs to be done in order to fully explore the
actual nature of the consonant under discussion. The present publication
examines the articulation of the Polish /r/ in the postconsonantal position,
which is the next necessary step.
Other conclusions reached in Stolarski (2013) include:
1. No relationship between any of the phonetic characteristics of the vowels
surrounding the tested consonant and the manner in which it is articulated was
observed. Tapping was equally frequent between high, low, front, central and
back vowels.
2. The average length of the (first) constricted interval seemed to depend on both
the vertical and horizontal articulatory dimensions of the surrounding vowels. It
was the longest between front vowels (x = 25.9 ms, sd = 7.9 ms, n = 40), shorter
between central vowels (x = 21.8 ms, sd = 5.5 ms, n = 40) and the shortest
between back vowels (x = 19.2 ms, sd = 3.7 ms, n = 40). The results for the
contrast high versus low were x = 23.9 ms, sd = 7.8 ms, n = 50 and x = 20.4 ms,
sd = 4.6 ms, n = 70, respectively.
3. The vocoidal element preceding the (first) constricted interval was, on average,
louder than the one following it. (The vocoidal elements were measured only in
terms of voice intensity in order to establish the strength of the (first) stricture;
they were distinguished from the preceding and following vowels by transitions in
formant structure.)
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4. The strength of the closure depended on the horizontal articulatory dimension
of the surrounding vowels – it was the weakest between back vowels and the
strongest between front vowels.
5. There was a tendency for the tapped articulation to be slightly less frequent
among female participants than among male participants. Still, the difference was
not large and the sample used in the experiment was too small to prove this
observation.
6. Men tended to pronounce /r/ with, relatively speaking, weaker contact between
the tongue blade and the alveolar ridge than women.3 Again, the sample was too
small to statistically prove this observation.

1.4 Aims of the present study
This study aims at examining the most typical realisation of the Polish /r/ in
the postconsonantal position. The prime objective is to establish the typical
number of periods of reduced acoustic energy present in the articulation of
the consonant. In other words, this paper aims at answering the question
whether the Polish /r/ is realised as a trill or a tap when it is pronounced
after other consonants. The choice of this particular phonetic environment
is based on Biedrzycki’s (1978) suggestions summarised in Section 1.2.
Since his claim that the Polish /r/ happens to be realised as a tap in the
intervocalic position has been validated in Stolarski (2013), examining the
postconsonantal articulation of the consonant is a natural follow-up.
Analogously to the sub-aims pursued in Stolarski (2013), in the
present experiment the approximate average length of the constricted
intervals will also be estimated. Even though the results obtained in
Stolarski (2013) supported the assumption made by Dłuska (1983: 119)
that the “consonant-like segments” last between 1 and 3 milliseconds, it
is still important to measure the length in another phonetic environment.
Additionally, the relative strength with which the contacts between the
tongue blade and the alveolar ridge is made will be measured, but the
method applied is slightly different from the one used in Stolarski (2013).
The new phonetic context examined in this paper necessitates changes in
estimating the statistic (see the antepenultimate paragraph in Section 2.3).

3

The relative strength with which the contact was made was established on the basis
of the differences between the maximum intensity in the vocoidal phases surrounding
the (first) constriction and the minimum intensity during the (first) constriction.
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2. Methods
This section describes the participants and the materials used. Furthermore,
the procedures employed in designing and performing the experiment are
presented and a detailed discussion on the types of articulation found in the
data, as well as the criteria for their differentiation, is provided.
2.1 Participants
The informants taking part in the experiment are the same native speakers
of Polish who were selected in Stolarski (2013). Out of the total ten
respondents, five are male and five are female and their ages vary from 20
to 33 years old. Three men and three women come from the area around the
city of Kielce in central-eastern Poland. Additionally, one female
respondent comes from Koszalin, another from Poznań and one male from
the eastern part of Poland around Lublin. The only difference between the
current group of participants and the one recorded in the previous
experiment is that instead of the second person who lives in the Lublin
region, a 23-year-old man from Warsaw was asked to take part in the test.
It is worth adding that in Stolarski (2013) no correlation between any
measured statistics and the place of origin of individual participants was
found. Nevertheless, it is still important to analyse recordings of
respondents coming from different regions of Poland in case any
differences in their articulation of /r/ happen to emerge in the current
experiment.
2.2 Selection of materials
The selection of materials was based on the principle that the articulation of
/r/ should be tested after various consonants. In fact, the most viable
solution seemed to be to find examples with /r/ following every single
Polish consonant. This would enable the testing of the possible articulatory
influence of the place and manner of articulation of neighbouring segments.
It is plausible that there may be variations in the phonetic realisation of /r/
within the postconsonantal context itself.
There are many proposals on the exact number of consonantal
phonemes in Polish, but entering this considerable debate is beyond the
scope of the present article. The set which has finally been chosen is based
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on Rocławski (1976). It includes the segments which are present in almost
all other accounts and their phonemic status is rarely questioned. The
inventory is summarised below:
– stops: bilabial /p, b/, post-dental /t, d/, velar /k, g/, velo-palatal /c, ɟ/
– affricates: alveolar /ts, dz/, post-alveolar /t , d /, alveolo-palatal / tɕ, dʑ/
– fricatives: labio-dental /f, v/, post-dental /s, z/, post-alveolar / , /, palatal /ɕ, ʑ/,
velar /x/
– trills: alveolar /r/
– approximants: labio-velar /w/, palatal /j/
– nasals: bilabial /m/, post-dental /n/, palatal /ɲ/
– laterals: alveolar /l/

Among the consonants which have been excluded from the analysis are /c,
ɟ/. They have highly limited distribution and appear only before /i, j/ and
/ɛ/, so the segment under discussion never follows any of them. In addition,
the articulation of /r/ will not be tested after another /r/, since trilling in
such a context is the only predicted phonetic realisation.
It is worth mentioning that in most studies on the consonant system of
Polish the additional “zero” (or “juncture”) /#/ is proposed. Still, from the
phonetic point of view, testing the pronunciation of /r/ after such a
phoneme would be equivalent to testing it in the word-initial environment,
and this is not the aim of the present publication.
All in all, the test materials involved 27 examples (see below). Most
of them are common in everyday Polish. In two cases (Czrezpienianie,
wadźrajana) rare proper names were chosen because the intended sound
combinations /t r/ and /dʑr/ could not be found in any popular words.
Moreover, the examples differ in terms of the position of the rhotic within
the syllable. According to the criteria for syllable division proposed by
Gimson and Cruttenden (2001: 51–52) seventeen involve /r/ which is
tautosyllabic with the preceding consonant (examples 1–7, 13 and 17–25)
and in the remaining ten cases the rhotic is in a different syllable than the
preceding segment (examples 8–12, 14–16, 26–27). One of the possible
influences of these differences will be discussed in Section 3.3.
It should be noted that the vowels which follow the rhotic in the
examples are random. No particular pattern was chosen because the results
of the previous experiment described in Stolarski (2013) indicated that the
phonetic characteristics of vowels surrounding /r/ do not affect its
articulation type; they only influence additional attributes, such as the
relative strength and length of the (first) closure (see Section 1.3), which
are of secondary importance to the present study.
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The words used in the experiment:
(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)
(5)
(6)
(7)
(8)
(9)
(10)
(11)
(12)
(13)
(14)
(15)
(16)
(17)
(18)
(19)
(20)
(21)
(22)
(23)
(24)
(25)
(26)
(27)

prawy (‘right’)
brat (‘brother’)
trawa (‘grass’)
drogo (‘expensively’)
Kraków (‘Cracow’)
grono (‘circle of people’)
Czrezpienianie (the name of a medieval Slavic tribe)
brydż rodzinny (‘family bridge’, here the second /r/ was analysed)
lubić rowery (‘to like bicycles’)
wadźrajana (a Buddhist movement)
socrealizm (‘socialist realism’)
telewidz rozbawiony (‘amused viewer’)
mrówka (‘ant’)
Konrad (‘Conrad’)
koń rasowy (‘thoroughbred horse’)
bal roku (‘ball of the year’)
fragment (‘fragment’)
wrona (‘crow’)
srebro (‘silver’)
zranić (‘to hurt’)
szrama (‘scar’)
żrący (‘caustic’)
środa (‘Wednesday’)
źródło (‘source’)
chrapka (‘willingness’)
półroczny (‘half-yearly’)
chojrak (ironically about a ‘tough guy’)

As in the experiment described in Stolarski (2013), in order to avoid
potential bias resulting from respondents’ conscious articulation of /r/, the
examples have been mixed with other words. To be more precise, half of
the items on the list presented to the participants were the examples quoted
above and the other half were random words used in modern Polish.
Consequently, it was very difficult for the informants to guess the aim of
the test.
2.3 Procedure
The participants were presented with a list of words. It is important to
stress that the words (or, in some cases, pairs of words) were written in
isolation. If they were to be produced within a sentence frame, the phonetic
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processes occurring in connected speech could reduce the chance of the
trilled articulation appearing. Producing the forms in isolation was most
likely to result in “citation forms”, preferable to various reduced forms
typical of connected speech.
The instructions were to read the list into a microphone in the most
natural way.
As in the experiment reported in Stolarski (2013), the recordings were
analysed in Praat (Boersma & Weenink 2011) and the following
measurements of /r/ were taken:
– the type of articulation
– the duration of the (first) closure
– the drop in intensity during the (first) closure

The first property was measured in order to establish the type of
articulation of the Polish /r/ in the postconsonantal position (see Section
1.4). The two additional acoustic characteristics were included in this study
because they provide supplementary data on the way in which trilling and
tapping is realised and allow additional conclusions to be drawn. Moreover,
they were also discussed in the previous study on the intervocalic
articulation of the Polish /r/ and a comparison between current and the
former results referring to the two attributes could help to provide
additional explanation regarding the nature of the constrictions in the
rhotic.
In the present analysis four types of articulation could be observed.
The first three were also encountered in the intervocalic position discussed
in Stolarski (2013). Definitions and examples of the four types are provided
below:
1. A trilled stop – in this case the production of /r/ involves more than
one closure, visible as lighter areas in spectrograms and periods of smaller
acoustic activity in oscillograms. It is interesting to note that in the present
experiment more than two constricted intervals were only observed in one
articulation out of 270. Namely, the word mrówka (‘ant’) was pronounced
with three taps by Informant 3. In all other cases of trilling there were only
two closures detected. An example of such an articulation is given in
Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Articulation of wrona (‘crow’) by Informant 3 as an example of the trilled /r/
(the two closures are marked by arrows)

2. A tapped stop – in this case the production of /r/ involves one definite
closure. An example is provided in Figure 2.
Figure 2. Articulation of chrapka (‘willingness’) by Informant 8 as an example of
tapped /r/ (the closure is marked by an arrow)

3. One (weak) closure with an immediate intensification in higher
frequencies – in Stolarski (2013) such an articulation was treated as a
special sub-type of the tapped stop. According to the definition adopted
there, simultaneously with the tap is an intensification of acoustic energy in
the higher regions of the spectrum. It is useful to treat this type of
articulation separate because it is rather different from a prototypical tap
and its constricted interval is less distinct (see Figure 3).4 Consequently,
4

The interval indicated by the arrow in Figure 3 could also be interpreted as a very
short approximant because the formant structure of the surrounding vocoidal elements is
partially retained. However, the short length of this approximation and the

FURTHER ANALYSIS OF THE ARTICULATION OF /r/ IN POLISH

361

measuring the duration of the stricture in such cases involved not only the
visual inspection of spectrograms and oscillograms, but also judgements
based on auditory information.
Figure 3. Articulation of źródło (‘spring’) by Informant 1 as an example of Type 3.
The “weak” closure is indicated by an arrow

4. A trilled fricative / a fricative / an approximant – this type involves
various articulations in which no definite closure could be detected. In
some cases minor fluctuations in intensity combined with intensification of
acoustic energy in higher regions of the spectrum were observed, which
suggests slight, rapid movements of the tongue tip combined with friction.
Consequently, such phonetic realisation of /r/ may be referred to as a trilled
fricative, or a fricative trill (Laver 1994: 264; Trask 1996: 151). In other
cases articulation lacking any discernible closure involved only friction. An
example of this is presented in Figure 4. Additionally, the constricted
interval was occasionally substituted by approximation which was open
enough for the friction not to occur. What makes all these articulations
distinct from the other categories described above is complete lack of the
constricted interval. Consequently, the segmentation of the elements in the
articulations which were classified as Type 5 included detailed auditory
analysis.

intensification of acoustic energy in higher frequencies make such articulations distinct
from prototypical approximants.
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Figure 4. Articulation of socrealizm (‘socialist realism’) by Informant 6 as an example
of Type 4. The “friction” is indicated by an arrow

The classification of the recorded articulations of /r/ was primarily based on
spectrographic analysis. Each pronunciation was compared with the four
prototypical types described above and categorised accordingly. It must be
stressed, however, that this classification has been established solely for
statistical evaluation. In order to prepare a statistical summary of the
problem, the continuum of possible phonetic realisations had to be
converted into countable, categorical data. As can easily be predicted, some
of the analysed recordings were not easy to classify, as they did not fall
neatly into any of the four categories. Problems with the distinction
between Type 3 and Type 4 were especially frequent, as the two kinds of
articulation are substantially similar. The only essential difference between
them is the presence of relatively weak constriction in the former, and lack
of any detectable closure in the latter. The decision to classify a given case
involved a very detailed analysis of visual data as well as auditory
judgements.
It should be noted that in the case of trilled articulation the
measurements of the approximate duration of closures concern only the
first period of reduced acoustic energy. The second (and third in the
pronunciation of mrówka by Informant 3) “consonant-like segment” was
not analysed, because it was always less distinct and measuring its length
would yield inaccurate results. The duration of the first constriction,
nonetheless, was relatively easy to establish. As mentioned previously,
such constricted intervals are visible as lighter areas in spectrograms and an
additional inspection of oscillograms allows relatively precise
segmentation.
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As far as the relative strength of the closure(s) in individual
articulations of /r/ are concerned, they may be estimated on the bases of
intensity shifts. The “consonant-like segments” involve reductions of the
exhaled volume of air. The firmer the contact between the blade of the
tongue and the alveolar ridge, the greater the drop in intensity. This was
shown in Stolarski (2 13) on the basis of the author’s pronunciation of the
sequences [aɾa] and [aɹa]. In the former case, where /r/ was realised as a
tap, the drop in intensity was significant, but not in the latter, which
involved an approximant articulation. The method which has been adopted
in the present paper is similar to the one used previously, but certain
changes were necessary. In Stolarski (2013) the intensity shifts were
calculated as the difference between the minimum intensity value measured
in the articulation of the closures and the maximum value found in the
neighbouring vocoidal elements. In the present study, however, the
“consonant-like segments” are articulated in a different environment. They
are preceded by vocoidal components which belong solely to /r/. These
“vowel-like segments” are not associated with any preceding vowels. In the
examples used in the present experiment /r/ follows only consonants.
Therefore, the drop in intensity will be established on the basis of the
difference between the maximum intensity value in the vocoidal
component preceding the closure, and the minimum intensity value
measured in the closure (see Figure 5). The vocoidal articulation following
the “consonant-like segments” will not be taken into consideration, because
in this case there is no clear-cut boundary between the vocoidal element
typical for the articulation of /r/ and the vowel.
Figure 5. Articulation of trawa (‘grass’) by Informant 5. The intensity contour is
depicted as a thin line in the middle of the spectrogram. The maximum intensity in the
vocoidal component preceding the closure and the minimum intensity in the closure are
marked by arrows
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It should be pointed out that the intensity shifts which have been measured
in this experiment seem to be strongly influenced by the voicing of the
preceding consonants (for a detailed explanation, see the penultimate
paragraph in Section 3.2). As a result, the shifts are not a good point of
reference for comparing the strength of constricted intervals in different
groups of examples arranged according to the place and manner of
articulation of segments preceding /r/. While in some groups both voiced
and voiceless consonants are included, in other cases only voiced segments
precede the rhotic. For this reason, direct comparisons are not possible.
Nevertheless, the intensity shifts measured in the experiment are useful in
the discussion regarding the influence of the informants’ gender on the
articulation of the consonant (see Section 3.4).
As far as the statistical methods used in Section 3 are concerned, ztests were applied for the comparisons involving categorical data. In the
case of numerical data, t-tests were performed where the sample size was
smaller than 30, and z-tests were applied for samples larger than 30.
3. Data analysis
The analysis of the results includes general observations which refer
directly to the major aims of the paper (Section 3.1) as well as a detailed
discussion on the effects of the place of articulation, manner of articulation,
and voicing of the consonants preceding /r/ in the articulation of the rhotic
(Section 3.2). Furthermore, in Section 3.3 the problem of a possible
influence of the position of /r/ within the syllable is analysed and Section
3.4 examines additional, extralinguistic factors which may have influenced
the results.
3.1 Results
The overall results of the present test are reported in Table 2. They show
that trilling, referred to as Type 1 (see Section 2.3), is extremely rare in the
pronunciation of /r/ in the postconsonantal position in Polish. It was
encountered in only 4 out of 270 articulations and the 95% confidence
interval for its occurrence in the population of speakers of standard Polish
is 1.48% ± 1.44%. It is interesting to note that the four observed cases of
trilled /r/ ware pronounced by only one participant. Her articulation of the
consonant in the words wrona (‘crow’), szrama (‘scar’) and chrapka
(‘willingness’) involved two constricted intervals and in the example
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mrówka (‘ant’) she articulated /r/ with three closures. On the whole, such a
result is very similar to the one obtained in the former experiment designed
to study the intervocalic context (see Table 1), where the consonant under
discussion was trilled in 2.8% of the cases. As a consequence, the claim
made in most studies on Polish phonetics that the typical articulation of the
Polish /r/ involves trilling needs to be reconsidered. It has been thoroughly
refuted in the present paper as well as in Stolarski (2013). Studying the
preconsonantal and word-final articulation of /r/ is the natural next step. As
summarised in Section 1.2, Biedrzycki (1978: 83–84) predicted that the
consonant may happen to be realised as a tap in both intervocalic and
postconsonantal positions, but the fact that trilling was found to be so
infrequent is astonishing. His other assumptions suggest that in the
preconsonantal and word-final phonetic environments /r/ should be realised
as a trill, but in the light of the evidence gathered so far other phonetic
realisations seem to be possible even in these contexts.
The present experiment reveals that the most typical articulation of /r/
in Polish in the postconsonantal environment is tapping (Type 2). It was
observed in almost 80% of the cases, and the 95% confidence interval for
such an articulation among the population of speakers of standard Polish is
79.63% ± 4.8%. A tapped stop may be regarded as the basic allophone of
/r/ in the postconsonantal position as well as in the formerly studied
intervocalic environment. The corresponding result obtained in Stolarski
(2013) revealed that [ɾ] was produced in 95% of the recorded articulations.
Type 3, which involves a single weak closure with an immediate
intensification of acoustic energy in higher frequencies, was found in
12.22% of the cases, which is more frequent than in the intervocalic
environment investigated in the former experiment. As it was mentioned in
Section 2.3, however, this manner of articulation could also be regarded as
a special kind of tapping. If its occurrence was calculated together with
Type 3, tapped articulation would constitute over 90% of all the cases
analysed in the present experiment.
Phonetic realisations which do not involve any definite closure,
referred to as Type 4, were observed 18 times, which constitutes 6.67% of
the cases. They are less common than the ones grouped under Type 3 (and,
obviously, Type 2), but still more frequent than instances of trilling, which
are exceedingly rare.
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Table 2. General test results
Sum in all Cr contexts
Percentage
Margin of error

Average in all Cr
contexts
Standard deviation
Margin of error

Type 1
4
1.48%
1.44%
Duration of
the (first)
closure

Type 3
33
12.22%
3.91%
Minimum
intensity
during the
(first) closure

Type 4
18
6.67%
3.03%
Intensity drop
during the
(first) closure

20.7 ms

Type 2
215
79.63%
4.8%
Maximum
intensity in
the vocalic
element
preceding the
(first) closure
76.2428 dB

72.6999 dB

3.5428 dB

7.4 ms
0.878 ms

4.1159 dB
0.490957 dB

4.1201 dB
0.491458 dB

2.7893 dB
0.332716 dB

The average duration of the closures (or various kinds of approximations in
Type 4) amounts to 20.7 milliseconds. It is slightly shorter than the mean
length 21.9 milliseconds observed in Stolarski (2013), but on the bases of
the samples analysed in the two experiments this difference is statistically
non-significant (p = 0.0651). It is interesting to note that although the
distribution of individual measurements here is approximately normal, it
involves some outliers which drive the average upward. This is readily
visible in Graph 1 which presents the histogram of individual closure
durations with 30 intervals spaced 2 milliseconds apart ranging from 3.2
milliseconds to 62.5 milliseconds. Because the distribution is slightly
skewed to the right, the median, which is 19.3 milliseconds, probably better
reflects the average duration of the closures.
The average intensity drop in the production of /r/ in the intervocalic
position reported in Stolarski (2013) was greater than the one observed in
the current experiment. The difference which amounts to 2.3963 ± 0.4414
dB is highly statistically significant (p < 0.0001); however, it should be
borne in mind that the methods of measuring the intensity shifts in the two
experiments differed (see Section 2.3). Therefore, the discrepancy between
the two results does not necessarily prove that the contact between the
blade of the tongue and the alveolar ridge in the production of /r/ tends to
be firmer between vowels than after consonants, although such a tendency
is possible.
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Graph 1. Histogram of individual closure durations with 30 intervals spaced every 2
milliseconds

3.2 Influence of the place of articulation, manner of articulation and
the voicing of the preceding consonants
The summary of the articulation of /r/ after different groups of consonants
divided according to the manner of articulation (see Table 3) suggests that
trilling is encountered almost exclusively after fricatives, but it must be
stressed that the relative frequency of Type 1 is still very low (3.33%).
More importantly, the trilled /r/ occurred in the pronunciation of only one
participant (see Section 3.1), so the conclusion that trilling is more frequent
after fricatives cannot be statistically substantiated by the results of the
present experiment. The fact that Types 3 and 4 are more common after
fricatives and affricates is, however, evident. The articulatory
characteristics of these two groups of consonants cause the following /r/ to
frequently be produced with either a weak closure accompanied by
immediate intensification in higher frequencies or friction substituting any
definite constricted interval. In other phonetic contexts /r/ was produced
almost exclusively as a prototypical tap.
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Table 3. Articulation of /r/ after different classes of consonants grouped according to
the manner of articulation
Type 1

Type 2

Type 3

Type 4

Duration of
the (first)
closure or
approximation

Intensity
drop
during the
(first)
closure

After stops (on the basis of 60 articulations)
Sum
Percentage

0
0%

60
100%

0
0%

0
0%

Average
Standard
deviation

20 ms
5.5 ms

3.6916 dB
2.3854 dB

11
18.33%

Average
Standard
deviation

23.3 ms
10.5 ms

3.7132 dB
3.1940 dB

0
0%

Average
Standard
deviation

20.5 ms
5.4 ms

4.1571 dB
2.5546 dB

0
0%

Average
Standard
deviation

20.5 ms
4.7 ms

3.8419 dB
2.8634 dB

Affricates (on the basis of 60 articulations)
Sum
Percentage

0
0%

34
56.67%

15
25%

After nasals (on the basis of 30 articulations)
Sum
Percentage

1
3.33%

27
90%

2
6.67%

After laterals (on the basis of 10 articulations)
Sum
Percentage

0
0%

10
100%

0
0%

After fricatives (on the basis of 90 articulations)
Sum

3

66

15

6

Average

19.5 ms

2.9704 dB

Percentage

3.33%

73.33%

16.67%

6.67%

Standard
deviation

5.9 ms

2.7779 dB

Average
Standard
deviation

22.8 ms
8.4 ms

4.8396 dB
2.5050 dB

After approximants (on the basis of 20 articulations)
Sum
Percentage

0
0%

18
90%

1
5%

1
5%

The average duration of the (first) closure was slightly longer after
affricates and approximants than in other phonetic contexts and these
differences are in most cases statistically significant. For instance, the twotailed p-value for the difference between 20 milliseconds after stops and
23.3 milliseconds after affricates is 0.031. Nonetheless, it must be pointed
out that the articulation of /r/ after affricates was tested on either fairly rare
Polish words or on the border between two words. These factors might
have had an influence on the prolonged articulation of the “consonant-like
element” of /r/ (for a discussion on the role of the position of the rhotic in
syllable structure, see Section 3.3).
The differences between the values of intensity drop during the (first)
closure summarised in Table 3 are not statistically significant in most
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cases. The p-values are below 0.05 only when we compare the result
obtained after fricatives (2.9704 dB) to the ones after nasals (4.1571 dB)
and approximants (4.8396 dB). In these cases the two tailed p-values are
0.0312 and 0.0031, respectively.
Table 4. Articulation of /r/ after different classes of consonants grouped according to
the place of articulation
Type 1

Type 2

Type 3

Type 4

Duration of
the (first)
closure

Intensity
drop during
the (first)
closure

Average
Standard
deviation

18.2 ms
5.1 ms

3.1222 dB
2.0719 dB

Average
Standard
deviation

16.5 ms
3.9 ms

1.1549 dB
2.2007 dB

After bilabial (on the basis of 40 articulations)
Sum
Percentage

1
3%

39
98%

0
0%

0
0%

After labio-dental (on the basis of 20 articulations)
Sum
Percentage

1
5%

17
85%

1
5%

1
5%

After post-dental (on the basis of 60 articulations)
Sum

0

58

2

0

Average

20.4 ms

3.9907 dB

Percentage

0%

97%

3%

0%

Standard
deviation

4.7 ms

2.3081 dB

2
10%

Average
Standard
deviation

21.2 ms
11.4 ms

2.7411 dB
2.7964 dB

After alveolar (on the basis of 20 articulations)
Sum
Percentage

0
0%

11
55%

7
35%

After post-alveolar (on the basis of 40 articulations)
Sum

1

18

9

12

Average

23.6 ms

3.7899 dB

Percentage

3%

45%

23%

30%

Standard
deviation

9.1 ms

3.1132 dB

1
5%

Average
Standard
deviation

23.1 ms
9.4 ms

4.6900 dB
3.3798 dB

2
5%

Average
Standard
deviation

22.5 ms
7.3 ms

4.4900 dB
3.0441 dB

0
0%

Average
Standard
deviation

20.7 ms
6.1 ms

3.4770 dB
2.5967 dB

After alveolo-palatal (on the basis of 20 articulations)
Sum
Percentage

0
0%

16
80%

3
15%

After palatal (on the basis of 40 articulations)
Sum
Percentage

0
0%

27
68%

11
28%

After velar (on the basis of 30 articulations)
Sum
Percentage

1
3%

29
97%

0
0%
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Table 4 presents the results of the experiment arranged according to the
place of articulation of the consonants preceding /r/. It is readily apparent
that Types 3 and 4 tend to be more frequent after segments which are
alveolar, post-alveolar, alveolo-palatal and palatal. Type 3 and Type 4 were
found in 25% and 14.17% of these cases, respectively. Examples in which
the rhotic is preceded by consonants with other places of articulation
comprise 2% for Type 3 and 0.67% for Type 4. These large differences are
highly statistically significant (in both cases the p-values are smaller than
0.0001).
There are two possible explanations for such a tendency. Firstly, the
Polish /r/ is an alveolar consonant. If it is preceded by a segment which has
the same or similar place of articulation, its production will naturally
become more strenuous than in cases when it is preceded by consonants
articulated at some other location in the mouth. For example, it is obvious
that the sequence /t r/ is harder to pronounce than /kr/ or /pr/. In the former
case the speaker needs to place the tongue on the alveolar ridge and make a
complete closure, behind which the air pressure builds up. Then she needs
to release the air with an accompanying friction typical for affricates and
immediately after that, with the same part of the tongue, perform the action
of tapping (or trilling). In the latter cases the blade of the tongue is not
involved in the articulation of the preceding consonants and the production
of /r/ is easier. The speaker has more control over the movements of the
blade of the tongue and the closure stage is performed with more precision.
This interpretation is substantiated by the differences in the mean duration
of the closures. The constricted intervals were comparatively longer when
/r/ was pronounced after alveolar, post-alveolar, alveolo-palatal and palatal
consonants than in other cases. It is probably also the result of the
articulatory positions allowing less control over the movements of the
blade of the tongue. After consonants with a place of articulation around
the alveolar region, the constricted intervals are pronounced with less
precision.
The second explanation is that it may be not the place but rather the
manner of articulation which triggers the phonetic realisations of Type 3
and 4. In fact, all Polish alveolar, post-alveolar and alveolo-palatal
consonants are either affricates of fricatives (see Section 2.2). In addition,
two out of the four palatal phonemes are fricatives (/ɕ/ and /ʑ/). Such a
convergence of phonetic characteristics makes it difficult to decide on the
conditioning of the tendency. One possible conclusion would be just to
state that /r/ is more frequently articulated with friction or approximation
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after affricates and fricatives which are pronounced around the area of the
alveolar ridge.
Table 4 suggests that intensity drops during the (first) closure may be
correlated with the duration of the stricture. The longer the period of
reduced acoustic energy, the greater the drop in intensity. Nonetheless, this
tendency is much less evident in Table 3. Consequently, in order to
establish the strength of the correlation all measurements of the durations
of individual closures have been compared with the corresponding drops in
intensity and the correlation coefficient obtained is 0.53. This indicates that
the positive linear relationship is not very strong. A scatterplot of all the
durations of individual closures against the corresponding shifts in intensity
is shown in Graph 2.
Graph 2. Scatterplot of the durations of individual closures against the corresponding
shifts in intensity (r = 0.53)

Table 5. Articulation of /r/ after different classes of consonants grouped according to
voicing
Type 1

Type 2

After voiceless (on the basis of 110 articulations)
Sum
2
85
Percentage 1.82%
77.27%
After voiced (on the basis of 160 articulations)
Sum
2
130
Percentage 1.25%
81.25%

Type 3

Type 4

10
9.09%

13
11.82%

23
14.38%

5
3.13%

ŁUKASZ STOLARSKI

372

Duration of
the (first)
closure

Maximum
intensity in
the vocalic
element
preceding the
(first) closure
After voiceless (on the basis of 110 articulations)
Average
20.4 ms
74.8133 dB
Standard
7.9 ms
4.1204 dB
deviation
After voiced (on the basis of 160 articulations)
Average
21.4 ms
77.0927 dB
Standard
6.9 ms
3.8375 dB
deviation

Minimum
intensity
during the
(first) closure

Intensity drop
during the
(first) closure

72.1864 dB

2.6270 dB

4.0628 dB

2.7317 dB

72.7794 dB

4.3133 dB

4.1768 dB

2.5973 dB

Another factor which influences the values of intensity shifts is the voicing
of the consonants preceding /r/ (see Table 5). In this context the
relationship is rather close. The difference between the mean values of
intensity drops after voiceless consonants and after voiced consonants is
1.6863 ± 0.65 dB (p < 0.0001). It must be stressed, though, that the mean
minimum intensity values during the closure are very similar in the two
contexts. The difference results mainly from the dissimilar values of the
average maximum intensity in the vocoidal element preceding the
constricted interval. They differ by 2.2794 ± 0.9729 dB and the observation
is, again, highly statistically significant (p < 0.0001). The natural
conclusion is that the type of voicing of the preceding consonants has a
direct effect on the level of intensity of the vocoidal element articulated
before the closure. When /r/ is pronounced after voiced segments, the
vocoidal element tends to be louder than when /r/ is articulated after
voiceless segments. All this points to the fact mentioned in Section 2.3 that
intensity shifts measured in this experiment should not be treated as a
reliable point of reference for comparing the strength of constricted
intervals in the different groups summarised in Tables 3 and 4. The values
which have been obtained are biased by the unequal duration of the
closures and by the type of voicing of the preceding consonants.
The data reported in Table 5 do not reveal any important differences
in the frequency of occurrence of the types of articulation of /r/ defined in
Section 2.3. Trilling is equally rare after voiceless and voiced segments and
other kinds of phonetic production do not seem to vary substantially. Only
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Type 4 should be treated as slightly more frequent after voiceless
consonants than after voiced consonants (p = 0.0049).
3.3 Tautosyllabic versus heterosyllabic /Cr/ sequences
The /Cr/ sequences in seventeen examples analysed in the present
experiment are tautosyllabic (examples 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 13, 17, 18, 19, 20,
21, 22, 23, 24 and 25). In the other ten cases the rhotic and the directly
preceding consonant are heterosyllabic. The two groups are compared in
Table 6.
The differences in the type of realisation of the rhotic in the two
groups are very small. Type 2 and Type 4 are distributed in an almost
identical manner. The largest difference concerns Type 3, but even in this
case it is too small to be statistically relevant (4.4% ± 8.39%, p = 0.2846).
These results suggest that the type of articulation of the rhotic does not
depend on whether or not the consonant preceding /r/ and /r/ are
tautosyllabic. Consequently, Biedrzycki’s (1978) assumption that the
tapped realisation of the rhotic may be encoutered in the postconsonantal
position (see Section 1.2) may be extended to heterosyllabic sequences.
As far as the length of the stricture is concerned, it tends to be longer
in heterosyllabic sequences. The average difference between the two
groups amounts to 2.6 ms ± 1.74 ms and should be treated as statistically
significant (p = 0.0035). Additionally, in heterosyllabic clusters the mean
intensity drop during the (first) closure is larger than in tautosyllabic ones.
Again, this difference is statistically significant (0.9276 dB ± 0.6352 dB, p
= 0.0042).
Table 6. Articulation of /r/ according to whether or not the preceding consonant belongs
to the same syllable as the rhotic
Type 1

Type 2

Tautosyllabic (on the basis of 170 articulations)
Sum
4
136
Percentage 2.35%
80%
Heterosyllabic (on the basis of 100 articulations)
Sum
0
79
Percentage 0.00%
79.00%9

Type 3

18
10.59%
15
15.00%
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Duration of
the (first)
closure

Maximum
intensity in
the vocalic
element
preceding the
(first) closure
Tautosyllabic (on the basis of 170 articulations)
Average
19.9 ms
76.2459 dB
Standard
5.8 ms
3.6096 dB
deviation
Heterosyllabic (on the basis of 100 articulations)
Average
22.5 ms
76.2394 dB
Standard
7.7 ms
3.9694 dB
deviation

Minimum
intensity
during the
(first) closure

72.9911 dB
3.8946 dB
72.0570 dB
4.1624 dB

3.4 Influence of the informants’ characteristics: gender and place of
origin
The statistical summary of the results arranged according to the gender of
the respondents (see Table 7) suggests that men tend to articulate the Polish
/r/ slightly less clearly. In their pronunciation, Types 3 and 4 occur more
frequently, although on the basis of the sample used in the current
experiment these differences cannot be proven statistically. It is also
noticeable that the average duration of the (first) closure is somewhat
longer in male pronunciation. Even though the difference is statistically
significant (p = 0.0174), the corresponding result in Stolarski (2013) casts
doubt on its relevance. Namely, in the preceding experiment the average
duration of the closure was longer in women’s pronunciation.
In the case of the results concerning shifts in intensity the tendency is
the same as in Stolarski (2013). The drop is greater in female speech.
Again, the sample is too small to prove that the difference is statistically
significant (p = 0.0912). Nonetheless, when we calculate the two-tailed pvalue on the basis of the data from both experiments the difference
becomes relevant (p = 0.0297). Therefore, it may be concluded that women
tend to articulate /r/ with stronger contact between the tongue blade and the
alveolar ridge than men.
The results of the present study do not reveal any crucial differences
which would depend on the place of origin of the participants. The same
observation was reported in Stolarski (2013).
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Table 7. Results of the test arranged according to the gender of the participants
Type 1
Type 2
Type 3
Results for female participants (on the basis of 135 articulations)
Sum
4
112
13
Percentage 2.96%
82.96%
9.63%
Results for male participants (on the basis of 135 articulations)
Sum
0
103
20
Percentage 0.00%
76.30%
14.81%
Duration of
Maximum
Minimum
the (first)
intensity in
intensity
closure
the vocalic
during the
element
(first) closure
preceding the
(first) closure
Results for female participants (on the basis of 135 articulations)
Average
19.8 ms
75.3541 dB
71.4706 dB
Standard
7.4 ms
3.7660 dB
3.6178 dB
deviation
Results for male participants (on the basis of 135 articulations)
Average
21.9 ms
77.1328 dB
73.8196 dB
Standard
7.1 ms
4.2930 dB
4.3015 dB
deviation

Type 4
6
4.44%
12
8.89%
Intensity drop
during the
(first) closure

3.8835 dB
2.8374 dB
3.3132 dB
2.7092 dB

4. Discussion and conclusions
The overall results of the experiment (see Section 3.1) indicate that the
trilling of /r/ is extremely uncommon in Polish. Amongst the 270 analysed
articulations trilling was observed no more than 4 times and only in the
pronunciation of one informant. The most typical phonetic realisation of
the consonant is a tapped stop, which was articulated in 79.6% of the cases.
Such a result is similar to the one reported in Stolarski (2013), where the
production of /r/ was examined in the intervocalic context. All this data
leads to the conclusion that the widely accepted view that the consonant is
a trill needs a fundamental revision.
It is useful to focus at this point on the two definitions of trilling
mentioned in Section 1.1. If the problem is considered from the “acoustic
definition” point of view, the common view on the articulation of the
Polish rhotic is most probably incorrect. Its basic allophone in the two
analysed phonetic environments is a tap and trilled articulation in these
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contexts is extremely rare. However, the final answer is less
straightforward if we consider the “phonetic definition”, according to
which trills are “sounds made with an articulatory configuration
appropriate for vibration, regardless of whether vibration actually occurs”
(Ladefoged & Maddieson 1996: 217–218). In such a case the claim that the
Polish rhotic is actually a trill is harder to dismiss. Nevertheless, the data
obtained in the experiment suggest that even according to the gestural
account the realisation of this consonant does not normally involve trilling.
Namely, the average duration of the closures reported in Table 2 (20.7 ms)
is shorter than the duration of trills in other languages. Taking into account
the statistics mentioned in Dhananjaya et al. (2012), Ladefoged and
Maddieson (1996) or Lever (1994), for the lingual gesture to be trill-like in
a one contact rhotic, the duration of the closed phase should be about 50 ms
or more.
A possible reason for the rhotic rarely being trilled might be a narrow
range of allowable variation of the aerodynamic conditions suitable for
trills (Ladefoged & Maddieson 1996; Solé, Ohala & Ying 1998; Solé
2002). If such small variations occur, the resulting articulation involves
various kinds of fricatives, approximants and, possibly, taps. In the
discussion on the production of the Spanish rhotics, briefly summarised in
Section 1.1, this factor is frequently quoted as an explanation for a number
of common deviations from trilling in numerous dialects.
Another aspect which is worth mentioning in the current discussion is
a frequent lack of phonemic contrasts between rhotics in a given language.
Maddieson (1984) suggests that the most typical distribution of liquids in
languages of the world involves one lateral and one r-sound. In the case of
languages with a larger number of liquids than two, there are usually more
laterals than r-sounds. This relatively small diversity of rhotics in a single
language has also been observed by Ladefoged and Maddieson (1996: 239)
who discuss Australian languages which usually have only two rhotics,
even though the contrasts among stops, nasals, and laterals involves four
members. Moreover, they claim that “the great majority of the world's
languages have only a single type of rhotic sound in their inventory” (1996:
237). All this suggests that any claims that a rhotic in a given language is
realised as a trill should be interpreted with caution, especially if a
language involves only one phonemic r-sound. If there is no contrast
between trilling and tapping then the very force of “ease of articulation”
makes trilling very unlikely, as seems to be the case in Polish. Saleh et al.
(2015) reach a similar conclusion in their analysis of the Egyptian Cairene
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/r/: although it may be realised either as a trill or a tap, the latter articulation
is more frequent. Finally, it must be stressed that even a phonemic contrast
between trilling and tapping in a language does not guarantee that trilling
will actually be phonetically realised, as has been found in many dialects of
Spanish (see the discussion in Section 1.1).
Examining the other contexts mentioned by Biedrzycki (1978: 83–84)
– the preconsonantal and word-final positions – is the next step. Even
though Biedrzycki states that in these two environments the Polish /r/
should be trilled, in the light of the current findings there is reason to
suspect that tapping will be observed in these contexts as well.
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Development and Use of Computational Morphology of
Finnish in the Open Source and Open Science Era: Notes on
Experiences with Omorfi Development

Abstract
This article describes a contemporary system for the computational modelling of the
morphology of Finnish word-forms called Omorfi. The purpose of this article is to
present new developments and an open development model of the morphological
analysis of Finnish to the linguistic audience. The article shows Omorfi as a fullfledged, stable system for real-world usage in linguistic research and computational
linguistics applications. Omorfi is free and open-source project, and crowd-sourcing and
successful use of the community-driven development model is one of the key aspects of
the system we want to present. We evaluated our analyser to give a rough idea of its
usefulness and applications in linguistic work: around 95 % of the word-forms are
known to the system and the analyses match the FinnTreeBank 3.1 standard analyses at
93 % faithfulness per token count.

1. Introduction
Computational morphological models and management of lexicographical
data are a central component for most of the computational applications of
linguistic analysis. Computational morphology of the Finnish language was
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first described some 30 years ago (Koskenniemi 1983). The aim of this
article is to present Omorfi1 as a matured scientific project involving
contributions from scientific community as well as crowd-sourced
lexicographical additions, as a full-fledged project for managing
lexicographical database on one hand and its natural language parser on the
other hand. We will discuss our approach to lexicography and parser
building in collaboration with crowds and experts. On technical side, we
highlight some of the new features in the parser, especially from the point
of view of linguists and end-users. The new features of the system at large
that we bring to focus in this article consist of two items: the interoperation of statistical and rule-based parsing methods and the open
development model.
This article records a state of the state-of-the-art morphological
analysis of Finnish. For a system overview in the article to be interesting
and usable, we only highlight the long-term design goals of the system
instead of transitional and volatile features of a fast-moving computer
software that is developed by a base of open-source and language
enthusiasts.2
The scientific advances within the development of the various features
of Omorfi have been documented in scientific publications in various fora.
The main advance to previous systems is the introduction of statistical
language parsing component (cf. Manning & Schutze 1999), including its
combination with a traditional rule-based model. The novelty in this article
is not in singular experiments gone into Omorfi but a large-coverage
system composed of all the state-of-the-art results in the field of
computational morphology in weighted finite-state and relate technologies.
This is, to our knowledge, one of the only on-going, mature, high-coverage
statistical-rule based finite-state natural language parser, developed and
used jointly by scientists, engineers and open source contributors via
crowd-sourcing.
One notable practical distinction in our system is its licensing policy.
Omorfi analyser is a free and open source product. In contemporary
computational linguistics, freeness of systems and data is rightly seen as a
cornerstone of properly conducted science, as it fulfils the requirement of
repeatability by not setting unnecessary fences for the repetition of the
1

<https://github.com/flammie/omorfi/>
For up-to-date documentation for implementation details and rapidly changing
features, the project web site is the place to go: <https://github.com/flammie/omorfi
/wiki>.
2
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scientific results. There is a large base of recent research supporting this,
specifically for Finnish the latest is by Koskenniemi (2008). For computerliterate end users this means that the tools necessary to perform linguistic
analysis with Omorfi can be downloaded to and used on any average PC.
There is an installation hosted and maintained by CSC – IT Center for
Sciences3 available for researchers.
2. Prior and related work
Omorfi is based on the tradition of finite-state morphologies, a theoretical
framework laid out by Koskenniemi (1983). While our implementation is
not directly related and it was written from the scratch, Omorfi was created
in the context of University of Helsinki, parallel to a project to update,
open-source and maintain the software necessary to build systems akin
original two-level morphology (Lindén et al. 2011).4 Omorfi roots are in a
Master’s thesis project (Pirinen 2008) based on the newly released open
source word list from the Institute for the Languages of Finland at the
time.5 From a typical single-author project of that time, Omorfi has become
a large coverage multi-author project with crowd-sourced lexical data
sources.
Many of the scientific advances made by research groups in the
Language technology department of the University of Helsinki have
directly or indirectly affected Omorfi. The research on sub-word n-gram
models (Lindén & Pirinen 2009a, 2009b) has been transferred to Omorfi
compound disambiguation schemes. The methodology for semi-automatic
lexical data harvesting, e.g. by Lindén (2008), has been largely influential
on the gathering of the huge lexical database in Omorfi. Finally, the work
on coupling statistical and rule-based approaches for disambiguation
(Pirinen 2015), based on a grammar and a parsing approach by Karlsson et
al. (1995), is included in the recent versions of Omorfi.
There have been competing and complementary approaches to
computational parsing of Finnish. For example, in machine learning,
Durrett and DeNero (2013)6 show that unsupervised learning from
Wiktionary data will create an analyser with recall in prediction of inflected
3
4
5
6

<http://www.csc.fi/english/research/sciences/linguistics>
<http://hfst.sf.net>
Nykysuomen sanalista <http://kaino.kotus.fi/sanat/nykysuomi>
We thank the anonymous reviewer for bringing this recent research to our attention.
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word-forms in the ballpark of 83–87 %. However, their goal was to learn to
predict Wiktionary’s example inflection table’s 28 forms per noun and 53
forms per verb, and they only performed intrinsic evaluation on held-out
Wiktionary pages. Our approach to the usage of Wiktionary data is to
collect the lexemes and their inflectional patterns already confirmed and
written down by human language users7, and use hand-written rules to
inflect, which yields to a recall of virtually 100 % (bar bugs in our code)
for the full paradigms. For this reason, it is hard to directly compare these
two approaches. On the other hand, statistical language parsing systems
have been built on top of Omorfi that go far and beyond the language
parsing capabilities of a morphological parser, such as the Universal
dependency parser of Finnish (“UD Finnish”, Pyysalo et al. 2015).
One source of development in related works is the applications,
Omorfi has been used in many real-world scientific applications to handle
the Finnish language. For example spell-checking (Pirinen 2014), language
generation (Toivanen et al. 2012), machine translation (Clifton & Sarkar
2011; Rubino et al. 2015), and statistical language modelling (Haverinen et
al. 2013; Bohnet et al. 2013). On top of adding lexical data and statistical
models, the vast array of applications has necessitated for Omorfi to take
strong software engineering best common practices in use, in order to keep
different end-applications usable. This is one of the key developments we
wish to highlight in this article. The concept of continuous development by
cooperation with computer scientists, linguists and common crowds via
crowd-sourcing is as far as we know unique and under-documented for
such a long-term free and open-source project as Omorfi is. The
development by linguists and language technologists has been studied, e.g.
by Maxwell (2008), and we have done our best to adapt and extend it to
large open source development setting described in this article.
3. Methods
The implementation of our analyser follows the traditional works on Finite
State Morphology by Beesley and Karttunen (2003). On top of that we have
applied recent extensions from the research of finite-state morphology,
such as weighted finite-state methods (Allauzen et al. 2008; Lindén et al.
2012). What this means in practice is basic unigram probabilities of word7

In our opinion, trying to machine learn data, that is already available and verified by
humans, is not largely useful.
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forms composed8 over the analyser from a corpus. Finally, probabilities are
used in conjunction with constraint grammar rules (Karlsson et al. 1995) to
disambiguate. This brings the traditional rule-based language analyser
towards the statistical language analysers that are widely popular in the
handling of morphologically less complex languages. A diagram of the
combination is shown in Figure 1. The figure is a simplified version of the
real implementation, just to show how few forms of select words interact in
the system. The statistical component also omits the existence of known
compounds to simplify the presentation. The flow of the system is the
following: from database we generate a rule based analyser. The statistical
data is counted from the corpora, and applied over the automaton using the
formula by Lindén and Pirinen (2009a). The resulting automaton is used to
analyse word-forms and the sentence context is used by constraint grammar
to further select the best analyses.
Figure 1. Diagram of Omorfi technology showing a few example words (vesi ‘water,’
and käsi ‘hand’) and forms in the database, analyser and statistical training. Not shown
in the automaton but used are also words putous ‘fall’ and jakaja ‘divider’ used to
demonstrate compound formation and probablity calculations for vesiputous ‘waterfall’
and vedenjakaja ‘watershed’. In finite-state representation, the double circle marks the
end state, and the arrow leading away from the figure is cropped out of the example.
The sub-strings in automaton drawing were compacted to single transitions where
possible.

8

Composition as defined in the standard finite-state algebra is well-defined for
weighted automata.
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The implementation of finite-state morphology in Omorfi is based on the
arrangement of stems, stem variations and suffix morphs, without
intermediate morphographemic processing. This relies on word
classification to include data about stem patterns and vowel harmony for
example. The classified dictionary words are stripped of their varying stem
parts, and then concatenated with the variations and then stems, followed
by all suffixes and optionally extended by compounding. This is done using
standard finite-state morphology approach. E.g. in Figure 1, we have
dictionary words vesi ‘water’ and käsi ‘hand’ with stem invariants ve- and
kä- resp., and stem variation in -si ~ -de- ~ ..., and respectively suffixes 0
(nominative) ~ -n (genitive, ‘water’s’) ~ -ssä (inessive, ‘in water’) ~ -stä
(elative, ‘from water’) and so forth. This simple concatenation forms
altogether some thousands of word-forms per dictionary word, as well as
returns back to new words for compounding where applicable.
The baseline statistical methods for morphological models are applied
over the finite-state formulation within the same framework, as is shown in
the example in Figure 1. The formulation we use is the schoolbook unigram
training (cf. Manning & Schutze 1999): get the likelihood P(w) for the
surface form w, by counting the amount of word-forms f(w) in a corpus and
divide it by the number of word-forms in the whole corpus CS: P(w) =
f(w)/CS. To get around the problems with the probability of 0 for unseen
word-forms, we use additive smoothing (Chen & Goodman 1999), which
estimates frequency of each type as 1 larger than it is and the size of corpus
as number of types larger P(ŵ) = (f(w) + 1)/(CS + TC), where TC is a type
count. The acquired likelihoods are combined to the finite-state
morphological analyser by producing a weighted finite-state automaton for
language model and composing it over the analyser to create a
morphological analyser capable of producing both analyses and their
likelihoods as shown in the last frame of Figure 1.9 The probabilityweighted analysis can be combined with rule-based probability-aware
constraint grammars to produce robust disambiguating analysers (Pirinen
2015).

9

The availability of accurate probabilistic data in the analyser is dependent on the
acquisition of a suitable corpus, the default system builds “toy” weights based on
linguistic insight.
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4. Data
There are a few freely available open resources for lexicographical data of
Finnish. The first one we used is based on lexicographical data of the
dictionary from Institute for Languages of Finland, which has been
available under free software licence GNU LGPL since 2007. The second
source of lexical data we acquired from the internet is a free, open source
database named Joukahainen10. For another source of lexical data we used
the popular crowd-sourced Wiktionary project. We have used data from
FinnWordNet (Lindén & Carlson 2010), as well as gathered data from
students and various yet unpublished projects of University of Helsinki,
and finally a number of contributors within project have added word-forms
and attributes specifically for Omorfi using semi-automatic and manual
approaches. The current dictionary includes 424,259 lexemes, classified in
over 17 categories, including semantic features like biological gender,
proper noun categories as well as morphosyntactic features like argument
structures and defective paradigms.11.
5. Experimental set-up and evaluation
In this section we evaluate Omorfi to give an impression of its usefulness in
various tasks and potential caveats when using for linguistic research. For
evaluation we use only freely available corpora. The sizes of the corpora
are detailed in Table 1. They include the following: ebooks of project
Gutenberg12, the data of Finnish Wikipedia13, and the JRC Acquis corpus14.
For downloading and pre-processing these corpora we use freely available
scripts15. The scripts retain most of the punctuation and white-space as-is.
The resulting token counts are given in Table 1. Some further tests were
made with fully tokenised and analysed FinnTreeBank (Voutilainen et al.
2012) version 3.1. The scripts used for this evaluation are part of Omorfi
source code and are usable for anyone.
10

<http://joukahainen.puimula.org/>
Figures change nearly weekly, up-to-date information is available on the project web
site.
12
<http://gutenberg.org>
13
<http://fi.wikipedia.org>
14
<http://ipsc.jrc.ec.europa.eu/index.php?id=198>
15
<https://githb.com/flammie/bash-corpora/>
11
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Table 1. Corpora used for evaluations. Tokens are all strings extracted from corpus and
types are unique strings, both include punctuation and some codified expressions like
URLs, addresses etc.
Corpus
Gutenberg
Wikipedia
JRC Acquis
FTB 3.1

Tokens
36,743,872
55,435,341
42,265,615
76,369,439

Types
1,590,642
3,223,985
1,425,532
1,648,420

First we measure the proportion of out-of-vocabulary items in the data.
This gives us a naive coverage, formally defined as Coverage = Analysed /
Corpus size. The results are presented in Table 2 for all the corpora we
have.
Table 2. Naive coverages when analysing common corpora
Corpus
Gutenberg Wiki
Coverage (tokens) 97.2 %
93.3 %
Coverage (types) 90.9 %
87.6 %

JRC Acquis FTB 3.1
92.2 %
96.8 %
82.9 %
87.6 %

Faithfulness is measured as a proportion of equal analyses, formally
Faithfulness = Matched / (Correct + Missing). In Table 3 we show the
results for the FTB3.1 corpus and analyses, first by proportion of all tokens
in data then by unique tokens.
Table 3. The proportion of FTB3.1 analyses Omorfi can analyse with exact match in
results.
Corpus
FTB 3.1 (tokens)
FTB 3.1 (types)

Faithfulness
93.3 %
77.0 %

The sizes and processing speeds for the automata built from the data
described in section 4 using Debian packaged HFST software version
3.8.316on a Dell XPS 13 laptop are given in Table 4. The speed was
averaged over three runs using 1 million first tokens from Europarl.
Table 4. Size of Omorfi analyser as measured by ls -lh, speed of analysis using hfstlookup in words per second averaged over three runs
Feature
Size
Speed
16

Value
22 megabytes
11,099 words per second

<http://wiki.apertium.org/wiki/Prerequisites_for_Debian>
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This result is in line with previous research on speed of optimised finite-state
automata in natural language processing by Silfverberg and Lindén (2009).
6. Discussion and future work
We have presented a mature, jointly developed open source natural
language analyser using both rule-based and statistical analysis approaches,
and crowd-sourced lexicography development. The techniques of statistical
language parsing in Omorfi are quite modest at modern standards. While
the successful combination of statistical parsing and rule-based
disambiguation is shown to be usable for a range of NLP applications, it
would be interesting to see how the inclusion of more representative
corpora applied with different methods would effect the parsing quality of
Omorfi. In particular, it would be interesting to see an end-user application
that would necessitate the use of high-quality disambiguated morphological
analyses. We expect that the development towards universally recognised
and comparable linguistic resources by projects like Universal
dependencies will be crucial to the future development of Omorfi to the
direction of state-of-the-art language processing.
One of the key components in the recent success of Omorfi is its
adaptability and usefulness for various end uses. While it seems from the
number of end users that it is in fact possible for independent researchers to
use and develop Omorfi, it would be interesting to see more how linguists
and lexicographers using Omorfi might improve the description as well as
the end application quality.
6.1 Error Analysis
The coverage of the analyser is systematically around 98 %. This is
virtually at the upper limits of reasonable results with the given corpora.
This can be noticed by analysing the errors or the out-of-vocabulary wordforms left in the current corpora. For Wikipedia, we get codes, like Lä,
amp, English, like of, The, and so forth. In the Gutenberg corpus, we get,
among some missing proper nouns, archaic and dialectal forms like: nämät
‘these’, kauvan ‘long’, sitte ‘then’. While these can be added to the
analyser quite easily, the examples will show what is known as Zipfian
distribution of language data: rare word-forms and phenomena get
exponentially rarer, thus the effect of collecting and classifying further
lexemes will become insignificantly small (compare to Manning 2011). For

390

TOMMI A. PIRINEN

applications requiring higher, potentially 100 % coverage, using guessing
techniques, e.g. Mikheev (1997), should be investigated.
The FTB3.1 evaluation (Table 3) is presented here as an example of
customising Omorfi for an end user, and the faithfulness evaluations are
based on comparison against an unknown closed source commercial tagger
of FTB3.1. While we have mostly done our best to match the reference
analyses, we have not degraded the analyser quality to match analyses what
we view as bugs in the corpus. As an example of mismatched analyses
right now: top wrong word-forms oli ‘was’, olivat ‘were’ are analysed as
present tense in their annotations. We feel this is incorrect and does not
warrant such analysis. In the near future we will use a free and open source,
human-verified reference corpora instead, such as UD Finnish (Pyysalo,
2015), to gain stable high-quality analysis.
7. Conclusion
In this article we present a new fully open source Finnish morphological
lexicon. We confirm that it is a full-fledged and mature lexical database
that can be used as a baseline morphological analyser with large coverage,
suitable for linguistic research, as well as in external applications such as
spelling correction and machine translation. We have shown some
approaches that make available use of modern natural language processing
techniques like statistics in conjunction with analysers built from our data
and paved a way forward for researchers interested in those topics. We also
provide some easy-to-access ways for linguists and researchers to use and
extend our database via publicly maintained servers and crowd-sourced
web-based services.
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Marja Järventausta & Marko Pantermöller (Eds.) Finnische Sprache,
Literatur und Kultur im deutschsprachigen Raum – Suomen kieli,
kirjallisuus ja kulttuuri saksankielisellä alueella. Veröffentlichungen der
Societas Uralo-Altaica, Band 85. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz 2013. Pp. 370.
Reviewed by Johanna Domokos
Introduction
This extensive collection of material, edited and published by Marja
Järventausta and Marko Pantermöller in 2013, gives us a thorough
summary of the major research avenues and educational challenges of
Finnish Studies in German-speaking academia. The field has a wellgrounded tradition going back more than 90 years, and Järventausta and
Pantermöller’s volume gives the impression that the field has reached new
heights. The book, whose title translates into English as Finnish Language,
Literature and Culture in the German-speaking context, is a joint
publication of two related projects, resulting in eighteen papers in German
and Finnish, and two in English.
The studies of the book resulted partly by the SuoSa project (Suomi
Saksassa – Finnish/Finland in Germany), a collaboration of Finnish
instructors and researchers at universities in the German-speaking world.
Their works draw awareness to the pedagogical and methodological
challenges of teaching Finnish in a foreign-language context. Hailing from
a field whose history is twice as long in Germany as it is in Finland, the
papers form a valuable contribution to the national discourse on this topic.1
The remainder of the papers are a result of the international conference
“Finnish Language and Literature in the European Context – Historical
Perspectives and Current Challenges”, held at the University of Greifswald
in 2011. The studies offer a brilliant overview of contemporary
developments in Finnish Studies in Central Europe, as well as of studies on
relevant intercultural phenomena in linguistics and literature (loanwords,
1

Presently the most important database on Finnish as a second or as a foreign language
(S2-Suomi kakkonen, ‘Finnish second’) is run by the Finnish Department at the
University of Jyväskylä. See:
<https://www.jyu.fi/hum/laitokset/kielet/oppiaineet_kls/fennicum/s2> (3rd December
2014), parts under construction.
SKY Journal of Linguistics 28 (2015), 395–401
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bilingual dictionaries, literary reception, etc.). Due to a well-thought-out
editorial decision, all of the papers are followed by an abstract in the
“partner” language (Finnish papers with German abstracts, and vice versa).
Only the two papers in English are lacking an abstract, though a short
summary would have been useful for these as well.
The nearly 350-page publication begins with a preface introducing the
two projects, and ends with a short list of the names and institutional
affiliations of the contributors. The papers themselves are arranged into six
chapters, which I will present one by one in the following.
Chapter one
The first chapter, “Perspectives on (language) history and language policy”,
begins with a study by Kaisa Häkkinen, a highly acclaimed Finnish linguist
and language historian from the University of Turku. By offering valuable
insights into studies of Germanic-Finnish language contact since the 17th
century, Häkkinen illustrates how changes in ideological premises, along
with the growth of linguistic knowledge and the improvement of research
methods, have contributed to a better assessment of various layers of
Germanic loanwords. Historic Baltic cultural exchange provides the
overarching framework for a study by Finnish classical philologist and
Romanist Outi Merisalo from the University of Jyväskylä. By
concentrating on book printing and the circulation of texts in the 15th–17th
centuries, Merisalo uncovers a highly functional infrastructure for cultural
exchange between Finland and the Holy Roman Empire.
Finnish nation building and mid-19th-century cultural developments
come into focus in the next paper by Carola Häntsch, a researcher from the
University of Greifswald. Reflecting on the role of J. V. Snellman in
establishing Finnish as a national language, Häntsch shows the implications
of Snellman’s linguo-philosophical views on his language policy decisions.
By thematizing “multilingual literature”, a concept Snellman vehemently
opposed, Häntsch forges a link to the next study by Pirjo Hiidenmaa, a
scientific language expert from the University of Helsinki. After some
general considerations on the various aspects of multilingualism in the
current era of migration, Hiidenmaa lists the benefits and drawbacks of
using the English language in scientific education and research in Finland.
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Chapter two
A study by Marko Pantermöller, Professor of Finnish language and culture
at the University of Greifswald, opens the book’s second chapter,
“Historical Perspectives of Finnish Studies Abroad”. Though the chapters
are not given separate title pages, each new chapter is marked in the table
of contents. Pantermöller’s first study in the book concentrates on
important developments in establishing Finnish language teaching and
Finnish Studies in the German-speaking academic world. His focus
includes the history and challenges of eighteen active (and six defunct)
academic centers in Germany, as well as another two in Swizerland (active
now only in Basel), one in the Netherlands (University of Groningen), and
one in Austria (University of Vienna).
In her first study in this book, the University of Cologne linguist
Marja Järventausta concentrates on the conditions surrounding the 1925
publication of the innovative Finnish language textbook Lehr- und
Lesebuch der finnischen Sprache (The Teaching and Learning Book of the
Finnish Language). Järventausta illuminates why the book’s author, Arvid
Rosenqvist, the first-ever Finnish instructor in the German context, refused
to use the two other language textbooks available to him at the time (M.
Wellewill 1890; J. Neuhaus 1908). She presents Rosenqvist’s work in
terms of the eight conceptual marks defined in his prologue. The next
study, by linguist Mikko Bentlin of the University of Greifswald, continues
to deepen the historical grammar descriptions of Finnish. Bentlin analyzes
thirty-one works dated between 1649 and 1898, focusing specifically on
terms related to gradation and vowel harmony.
Chapter three
The third chapter, “Grammatical Perspectives”, concentrates on certain
grammatical phenomena relevant in teaching Finnish as a foreign and/or
second language. Like several studies in subsequent chapters, this study is
written by a Finnish instructor at a German-speaking university. The study
by Kari Hiltula (previously an instructor at the University of Greifswald,
now at the University of Tampere) discusses the different interpretations of
dual nominal and verbal forms (kaksihahmotteisuus), based on the ways
they are presented in several significant works on Finnish grammar, paying
particular attention to Iso suomen kielioppi (The Big Finnish Grammar,
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2004) by Auli Hakulinen, Maria Vilkuna, Riitta Korhonen, Vesa Koivisto,
Tarja Riitta Heinonen and Irja Alho.
In her study Eva Buchholz, a Finnish instructor at the Humboldt
University of Berlin, gives a clear and concise summary of the major
differences between Finnish and German morphosyntax. Buchholz, who is
the author of Grammatik der finnischen Sprache (Grammar of Finnish
Language, 2004), a good Finnish grammar written for German students,
underlines the major differences between teaching Finnish as a second
language in Finland and as a foreign language abroad, while also
summarizing the major challenges of teaching the language in either case.
The following article by Mikko Kajander, a Finnish instructor at the
University of Vienna, responds well to certain questions formulated in
Buchholz’s study. Both authors considering different teaching strategies,
Kajander advocates giving priority to a top-down approach, in which
students move from sentences and idioms to their constituent
morphological units—rather than a bottom-up approach, where forms and
rules take precedence over speaking. The top-down approach enables
students to gain command of longer linguistic units, and it motivates them
to discover for themselves the structure and paradigms of the language. The
final study of this chapter, provided by Maisa Martin, a professor of
Finnish language at the University of Jyväskylä, reflects on the accuracy of
the Common European Framework of Reference for Language Learning,
Teaching and Assesment (CEFR) for measuring writing skills in Finnish
L2 teaching. This study serves as a bridge between the mostly
introspective, analytical view of Finnish Studies Abroad (and of the book)
to more common concerns about the theory and methodology of language
teaching.
Chapter four
The fourth chapter of the book, “Didactic Perspectives”, exemplifies
various concerns relevant to teaching methodologies. Tiina Savolainen, a
Finnish instructor from the University of Göttingen, developed over a
dozen criteria and eight major categories for comparing the eight Finnish
language textbooks most often used at local universities and adult evening
education programs. Though Hyvin menee ‘It’s going allright’ and
Kuulostaa hyvältä ‘Sounds good’ received fairly high rankings, Savolainen
concludes that a more efficient book for university teaching remains to be
written. Focusing on the uses of music in language teaching, Katri Annika
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Wessel, a Finnish instructor at the Ludwig Maximilian University of
Munich, introduces the term “audio literacy” and gives a detailed example
of how a textual and performance analysis of a video clip by a Finnish band
(Ultra Bra: Jäätelöauto, ‘Ice Cream Truck’) can enhance students’
language proficiency. Since a high number of Finnish learners at German
universities come to Finnish classes because of the contemporary global
success of several Finnish rock and pop bands, this method should be
considered more thoroughly.
In the following study receptive and productive Finnish competencies
are considered in two different learning environments by Lili Ahonen, a
Finnish instructor at Groningen. Contrasting Finnish language learners in
Finland, this article demonstrates other challenges facing Finnish language
learners abroad. Ahonen’s thorough demonstration of the Groningen
Model, which aims to enhance listening comprehension and oral skills in
the BA curriculum, sets an example that is worth implementing at other
institutions as well.
Chapter five
The fifth chapter of the book, “Contrastive Perspectives”, contains three
studies dealing with further comparative aspects of Finnish language
teaching. These studies could have been included in the previous two
chapters as well. The first part of the paper by Marja Järventausta, the
Finnish language professor at the University of Cologne, demonstrates why
the existing Finnish-German or German-Finnish dictionaries do not suit the
needs of German students learning Finnish. In both printed and electronic
forms, passive and active bilingual dictionaries are made for Finnish
speakers who want to either understand a German text or produce one.
Monolingual dictionaries are more appropriate for Finnish language
learners, although they are rarely used and their content is much less
accessible in the first phase of language learning. The second part of
Järventausta’s article demonstrates different strategies for using
dictionaries in the translation process. For that purpose, she evaluates the
work of twelve students in translating one sentence from German into
Finnish.
The following paper of Paula Jääsalmi-Krüger, a Finnish instructor
from the University of Hamburg, assesses the results of a survey given to
her thirty-four students. The students were given fifteen questions
regarding their parallel learning of Finnish and Estonian, and their answers
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reveal an interesting mapping of the ways in which closely related
languages like Finnish and Estonian, as well as the historically relevant
contact language of German, intermingle in the process of language
learning.
The final contribution to this chapter is a study by Finnish language
professor Pirkko Muikku-Werner, from the University of Eastern Finland,
on the history and present developments of idiomatic expressions in
Finnish. Muikku-Werner examines “how Finnish-ness is reflected in the
idioms, how Finns produce them, and what on one side, the national, and
on the other side, the borrowed idioms look like” (p. 311). Even if, as the
author agrees, we cannot arrive at a clear answer to these questions, which
themselves might even need reformulation, the study provides many
interesting insights—for example, the very high rate of Finnish idioms
connected to the consumption of alcohol.
Chapter six
The three studies of the final chapter, “Perspectives on Finnish language,
literature and culture from abroad”, symbolically reflect the place granted
to literary and cultural studies in this field. Around two-thirds of the space
in this volume is devoted to linguistic studies, and a third to cultural and
literary studies—and in his thorough overview of the curricula and Ph.D.
research of Finnish Departments of Central and Eastern European
Universities, Marko Pantermöller finds a similar ratio in the field in
general. This has much more to do with the traditions of the field than with
a conscious effort on the part of the volume’s editors.
Taking a departure from previous studies, which usually focus on the
market dynamics of Finnish literature abroad, the article of Päivi
Lappalainen, Professor of Finnish literature at the University of Turku,
concentrates on the reception of Sofi Oksanen’s novels in Western Europe.
Special attention is given to the German and Estonian reception of her
successful novel Puhdistus (2008, Engl. Purge).
The closing paper of this chapter and also of the book, by Thekla
Musäus, research assistant at the University of Greifswald, offers a
statistical and analytical overview of works translated from Finnish and
Finland Sámi authors into German, with special attention to the latest
publications from 2009–2011. The range of these works is well
summarized in the title of her article, which also coincides with the
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historically changing interest of the reading audience: “‘Poetic Poems’ or
from ‘Crime to South’”.
Conclusions
All of the studies included in this volume attest to the fact that
Auslandfennistik (Finnish Studies Abroad) does excellent work in both
teaching and research. As Pantermöller’s overview of the field accurately
demonstrates, Finnish Studies are well connected abroad, and the necessary
infrastructure is already in place for the field to take a further step in its
articulation. The field could develop more of its own vision, based on a
clearer self-confidence, just as intercultural German Studies (Interkulturelle
Germanistik, <http://www.germanistik.unibe.ch/gig/seiten/meaning.htm>)
became a fully developed, complementary field to Germanic Studies within
the span of a decade. With a clearer focus on intercultural contacts between
Finnish culture, language, and literature, as well as theoretical,
methodological, and pedagogical goals, the field could truly reach new
heights. The foundational work has been done, and no matter what path it
takes in the near future, Finnish Studies Abroad will provide a valuable
contribution to Finnish Studies as a whole.
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Laura Tyysteri & Kaisa Lehtosalo, eds. (2013) Hyvä sanakirja: Tieteellisiä,
käytännöllisiä ja eettisiä näkökulmia leksikografiaan [A good dictionary:
Scientific, practical and ethical points of view on lexicography]. Turku:
University of Turku. Pp. 212.
Reviewed by Kimmo Granqvist
(Meta)lexicography is rarely brought up in Finnish academic discourse.
Not much theoretical research is conducted in Finland nor is there
university-level lexicographical training. Commercial publishing houses
employ no specialized dictionary editors. Thus, the book reviewed here,
whose title translates to “A good dictionary: Scientific, practical and ethical
perspectives in lexicography” in English, is the first account to introduce
basic insights into lexicography in Finland. Written in Finnish, the book is
intended for professional lexicographers and language students as well as
everyone interested in lexicography. The volume consists of ten peerreviewed articles dealing with principles of lexicography and the choices
made in undertaking practical dictionary work. The articles, authored by
lexicographers and researchers of lexicography, concentrate on ethical
questions, including professional ethics, responsibility for quality, and
societal issues.
The book is organized as follows: the first contribution, by the editors
Kaisa Lehtosalo and Laura Tyysteri (pp. 8–20), discusses the different
choices a lexicographer needs to make in the practical work as well as
questions of professional ethics. It also outlines the topics to be taken up in
the book. This introductory contribution is followed by three pieces
discussing the planning of dictionaries, normativity, and prescriptivity, as
well as special issues related to compiling historical dictionaries and the
history of dictionaries in Finland. The following three contributions discuss
dictionaries of minority languages. The last three deal with dictionaries in
Finnish society and ethical questions.
In his piece, Igor Kudashev (pp. 21–34) examines the planning of
dictionaries and related issues. He demonstrates the importance of thorough
preparation and the need to have an ability to make compromises. The
findings are based on his Ph.D. thesis (Kudashev 2007) and the experiences
of different dictionary projects. The themes cover the structure of
dictionaries (both micro and macrostructure) as described in several recent
SKY Journal of Linguistics 28 (2015), 403–407
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accounts on lexicography (e.g. Svensén (2009), Béjoint (2010), and Atkins
& Rundell (2008)), and various lexicographical and external factors that
affect how a dictionary is planned. Although the author’s point of view is
predominantly Russian, the observations are of general significance and
noteworthy for anyone planning to compile a dictionary.
In the next article (pp. 35–52), Eija-Riitta Grönros discusses the
choices and the demarcation between normativity and prescriptivity in
dictionaries. Central to her discussion are dictionaries of standard Finnish
and, in particular, Kielitoimiston sanakirja [Dictionary of the Language
Office], a publication of the Institute for the Languages of Finland of which
Grönros is the editor-in-chief. Yet, her contribution also provides more
general discussion of normativity and prescriptivity and of the solutions
adopted in other monolingual dictionaries. She takes up the broad issue of
stylistic dictionary definitions and their possible normalizing effects. The
normalizing nature of dictionaries is even more pronounced in minority
languages with a late and limited functional expansion than in majority
languages with a long established written usage (Halwachs 2012; Granqvist
2014).
Kaisa Lehtosalo and Pirkko Kuutti (pp. 53–76) discuss issues of
compiling historical dictionaries as well as the history of Finnish
lexicography. Most of their examples come from Vanhan kirjasuomen
sanakirja [Dictionary of old literary Finnish], which has been underway
since 1985 at the Institute for the Languages of Finland, and Mikael
Agricolan sanakirja [Mikael Agricola’s Dictionary], in preparation at the
University of Turku during the years 2008–2010, but subsequently
suspended. Both dictionaries describe the same period of time (1540–
1810), and both have in common the exclusive use of written sources. The
article also deals with special ethical questions encountered by
lexicographers in compiling historical dictionaries, such as the effect on the
editorial work of the lexicographer’s personal attitudes and values and the
image of past generations as mediated by the lexicographer.
The following three articles discuss dictionaries of minority languages
used in Finland and outside the country. Kimmo Granqvist (pp. 77–93)
deals with dictionaries of Finnish Romani from various ethical points of
view, including language ownership, linguistic communality, the status of
Finnish Romani as a secret language, the role of dictionaries in
standardizing the language, and, finally, handling linguistic taboos of the
Roma people in compiling a dictionary. Some of the issues addressed are
culturally embedded; some are related to the role of non-Roma scholars.
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All are ethically sensitive and trigger strong opinions within the Roma
community. Klaas Ruppel (pp. 94–112) discusses dictionaries of migrant
languages based on a related project launched at the Institute for the
Languages of Finland in 2011, which is intended to support the integration
of migrant populations in Finnish society, thereby sharing goals with the
Scandinavian LEXIN projects.1 The languages to be described as part of
the Finnish project were selected on the basis of the availability of
dictionaries of those languages in Finland and the size of the immigrant
populations. The first such dictionary was for the language pair Finnish and
Somali. Not many bilingual dictionaries of Somali have been published. In
Finland, Somali has a large speech community: 14,769 speakers in 2012.
Owing to politically determined practical goals, dictionaries of migrant
languages are primarily descriptive and attempt to cover issues in Finnish
society. They are also subject to various ethical issues more often than
other types of dictionaries, such as when it comes to selection of lemmata,
for instance. Differences in religious and moral taboos between the Finnish
and Somali communities play a significant role here. Ruppel also brings up
the importance of the ethics of grammar, i.e., the relevant comparative
issues of language structure between Finnish and the migrant languages, in
facilitating Somalis’ learning and use of Finnish.
Sirkka Saarinen’s article (pp. 113–153) discusses four dictionaries of
Finno-Ugric languages used outside Finland. Of these, Tscheremissisches
Wörterbuch (2008) is based on old lexical material; there are two bilingual
dictionaries of Udmurt and Finnish (2008 and 2013), and a Reverse
Dictionary of Mari (Cheremis) (2002). These volumes exemplify both the
problems and the solutions involved in compiling dictionaries of FinnoUgric languages used in Russia. A few of Saarinen’s methodological
observations are particularly important (p. 130): First, in the compilation of
a historical dictionary, the importance of advance planning is accentuated,
owing to the length of the work and the scarcity of resources. Second, in
the compilation of a bilingual dictionary, the selection of lemmata is a key
stage of the work. An ethical problem is how much information is provided
to the user of the dictionary and in what form.
The last three contributions deal with dictionaries in Finnish society
and ethical questions. Laura Tyysteri’s (pp. 131–153) article takes up
value-connected words in synchronic explanatory dictionaries, thereby
problematizing the choices made by lexicographers in their attempt to
1
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provide an objective and neutral image. She raises three main questions
essential for both lexicographers and users of dictionaries: 1) What kind of
vocabulary is value-connected? 2) How is this lexicon described in
dictionaries? and 3) What reasons and consequences can different
methodological choices have? Her examples of value-connected lexicons
are mostly political or ideological; as she aptly points out (p. 138), the line
between a value-connected lexicon and a neutral lexicon is drawn in water,
and it is not easy to recognize a vocabulary related to other people’s
political, religious, and equivalent experiences. Nor do dictionaries
represent ultimate truth (p. 153).
Nina Pilke and Jaana Puskala’s article (pp. 154–173) discusses
dictionary users’ ethics as part of language expertise. They point out how
wide is the spectrum of dictionary users, from novices to professionals.
Their emphasis is on central meta-lexicographical concepts such as
“example” and “definition.” In my view, this kind of discourse is highly
welcome. In addition, the authors point out the collective responsibility of
the research community for the future of lexicography.
In the volume’s last article, Raimo Jussila (pp. 174–187) takes up
copyright issues from the point of view of dictionaries. The focus is on
correct quotation, with attention given to such questions as to what extent
dictionaries should be based on previous ones, how sources are reported,
what copyright regulations have to say about archival materials, how much
and what can be copied. In addition, Jussila discusses the rights of
dictionary editors, all of which have ethical dimensions. He gives a timely
reminder (p. 187) that copyright laws do not provide dictionaries any kind
of privileged or special status; the laws, in fact, do not even mention
dictionaries, nor do they distinguish between different types of dictionary
content or quality, whether a volume be hoax, propaganda, or research.
Issues related to the quality and production of information belong to the
domain of research ethics.
In sum, Hyvä sanakirja: Tieteellisiä, käytännöllisiä ja eettisiä
näkökulmia leksikografiaan is a valuable resource for lexicographers, other
scholars and anyone interested in lexicography. It undoubtedly constitutes a
significant step in the study of Finnish lexicography.
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Jackson, Howard (ed.) (2013) The Bloomsbury
Lexicography. London: Bloomsbury. Pp. xiii + 420.

Companion

to

Reviewed by Mark Kaunisto
Dictionaries have a long history, but the scholarly, analytical interest in
them has notably increased in the last fifty years or so. The developments
in mass communication in the twentieth century brought about new needs
for different types of dictionaries, and new practices and methods in
dictionary-making, both in terms of compilation and presentation of
information, have been introduced. In the last thirty years, the digital
revolution and the Internet have only increased the calls for innovations in
the field. Today, even a layperson may be able to appreciate the rapid
developments in lexicography: we can now have dictionary or translation
tool applications in our smart phones and other specialized gadgets, and
accuracy and user-friendliness are key elements in launching successful
new lexicographic products. Publishers have become better aware of how
dictionaries are typically used, who use them, what kinds of new target
groups have emerged, and how to determine the cost-efficiency of different
types of potential dictionary projects.
The changing face of lexicography is also reflected in the scholarly
books with the aim to describe how lexicography has evolved, what the
current challenges are, and where lexicography is likely to be headed in the
future. Collections of articles observing the various facets involved in
lexicography include books edited by, e.g., van Sterkenburg (2003) and
Fontenelle (2008). The notable difference between these works and The
Bloomsbury Companion to Lexicography, edited by Howard Jackson, is
that the very concept of lexicography can be seen as having two different
kinds of points of focus: the practical side of dictionary-making, on the one
hand, and the study of dictionaries, on the other. As Jackson observes in the
introductory chapter of the volume, the terms practical lexicography and
metalexicography could also be used to distinguish between the two
approaches (p. 1). The Bloomsbury Companion to Lexicography focuses
explicitly on the latter approach, i.e., the study of dictionaries, involving
not only observations on their history, typology, compilation, and design,
but also questions such as feedback and criticism of dictionaries,
pedagogical interests in lexicography, and the use of dictionaries. However,
SKY Journal of Linguistics 28 (2015), 409–413
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it does seem that even though the two main approaches into lexicography
can be distinguished, there is inevitable and understandable overlap
between the two, as questions such as macrostructure and microstructure of
dictionaries and headword selection are considered in both approaches. It
may be simpler to observe that books on practical lexicography are
generally more instructive as regards their overall character, and their
readership contains more people involved or looking to be involved in
actual dictionary-making. One wonders whether metalexicography as a
term will become more firmly established in the future, or whether the
more general term lexicography will tend to be used even when referring to
the study of dictionaries.
The Bloomsbury Companion to Lexicography includes contributions
from 23 authors, and the range of topics covered aptly reflects the different
viewpoints that are involved in the study of dictionaries. In the introductory
chapter (Chapter 1), in addition to discussing the term lexicography,
Jackson presents a thoughtful and unbiased overview of how lexicography
has been described as regards how it stands in relation to other disciplines,
mainly (but not exclusively) linguistics and information sciences. Jackson
follows this with a description of the structure of the Companion, and
summaries of each contribution. Instead of presenting only brief
summaries, the main points, problems and conclusions of each contribution
are described, which will be very useful for readers wanting to find out
whether they might be interested in reading the individual contributions in
greater detail or not.
The contributions are organized into chapters according to themes.
The number of subchapters varies considerably: Paul Bogaards’ overview
of the history of lexicographic research stands alone as Chapter 2, followed
by three subchapters on “Research Methods and Problems” in Chapter 3, as
many as ten different contributions on “Current Research and Issues” in
Chapter 4, and three contributions on “New Directions in Lexicography” in
Chapter 5, before an overview on lexicographic resources, a glossary of
terms, and an annotated bibliography (Chapters 6–8). However, the
structure serves the overall purpose of the volume well, and it is not to be
understood that the number of contributions under each chapter would
correspond with the thoroughness of coverage of each main theme.
Bogaards’ discussion of the history of research into lexicography functions
as a useful background for the chapters that follow.
In Chapter 3, Lars Trap-Jensen, Kaoru Akasu and Hilary Nesi discuss
in their individual subchapters different viewpoints in the general research
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of dictionaries. As regards dictionary criticism (Chapter 3.2), Akasu asks
an interesting question: considering the wide variety of purposes that
dictionaries have, is it possible to come up with a rigid set of criteria for
evaluating them? Although dictionary criticism in general is very likely an
area which is clearly outside the realm of practical lexicography, Akasu
observes that “a reviewer of dictionaries should have had at least some
experience of writing a dictionary before doing a review” (p. 55). While it
is noted that the evaluation of dictionaries suffers from a lack of a set of
common principles which would promote a more objective methodology in
assessing them, Akasu remains rather cautious about the prospects of
creating what he terms “a Common Yardstick”. Other interesting questions
that ultimately also serve the purposes of dictionary-makers are who
actually uses dictionaries and for what purposes – and in Chapter 3.3, Nesi
provides an overview on the different research methods (questionnaires,
interviews, log files, etc.) used to explore the topic.
Chapter 4 presents a set of ten contributions representing current
issues in lexicographic research. The range of topics and general character
of the subchapters vary considerably. This has its advantages, but also
some drawbacks. On a positive note, one cannot but appreciate the sheer
variety of viewpoints covered, from the use of corpora in dictionarymaking by Adam Kilgarriff in Chapter 4.1 to the question of whether one
can perceive a “theory of lexicography” (by Tadeusz Pietrowski in Chapter
4.10). What is also to be lauded is the avoidance of anglocentrism: in
addition to subchapters on bilingual dictionaries, the reader is introduced to
the challenges observed in the compilation of dictionaries of African
languages (Chapter 4.7 by Danie J. Prinsloo) and sign languages (Chapter
4.8 by Inge Zwitserlood, Jette Hedegaard Kristoffersen and Thomas
Troelsgård). For a reader without much previous knowledge in these
special fields in lexicography, the variety of concerns as discussed in detail
in these chapters is eye-opening and fascinating. On the other hand, one
thing that is arguably hard to avoid in edited collections on a common
theme in general, but perhaps particularly in collections on lexicology, is
the frequent repetition of certain points and themes. For example, the
practical difficulties in headword selection, the role of electronic corpora in
lexicographic work, and the opportunities with online dictionaries are
mentioned in more than one (sub)chapter. However, as noted, some overlap
is inevitable. The topics of some contributions are quite close to each other,
but because of different viewpoints they tend to complement each other;
good cases in point are Chapters 4.4 (by Amy Chi) and 4.5 (by Shigeru
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Yamada), both discussing issues involved in the compilation and design of
monolingual learners’ dictionaries.
One can also perceive some structural and stylistic variation between
the contributions, which in general is to be expected and which should not
necessarily be regarded in a negative light. Some of the contributions
involve in-depth empirical research and presentation of results of data
analysis (e.g., the detailed study on the use of electronic dictionaries in
Chapter 4.2 by Verónica Pastor and Amparo Alcina), while some other
contributions consist of a combination of an overview and critical
discussion, as in the case of John Considine’s paper on historical
lexicography and etymology in Chapter 4.3. Differences between
individual styles of writing can also be observed, with some authors not
shying away from using the first-person pronoun while others prefer the
use of passive constructions. However, the occasional shift in style from
one contribution to another does not have a drastic effect on the overall
reading experience. If anything, the stylistic variety is refreshing when
observed.
The future of lexicography is considered from different viewpoints in
Chapter 5. Not surprisingly, the emphasis is on electronic and online
dictionaries, the production of which involves a whole new set of
challenges. In Chapter 5.2, Charlotte Brewer brings us up to date about the
development of the Online OED. As Brewer observes, the earlier history of
the Oxford English Dictionary is still very much present in the OED today
as the creation of the third edition of the dictionary is an ongoing project,
with revisions and new entries being added every three months. The
frequent updates understandably have an effect on the actual use of the
online version of the dictionary, and these practical considerations are
described clearly and in detail. Sandro Nielsen finally wraps up the
discussion on the future of lexicography in Chapter 5.3. It is observed that
there are a number of things that are about to change as regards the form,
size, and scope of dictionaries, but more importantly, significant changes
will probably be seen in how people will view them, and Nielsen outlines
ways in which lexicographers could respond to the changing requirements
from dictionary users in the future.
To further strengthen the idea of providing a comprehensive picture of
the current state of lexicography, Chapter 6 (by Reinhard Hartmann)
includes useful listings of the most important lexicographic resources
today, including lexicographic associations, the major corpora and
databases available, lexicographic journals and publishers. Appropriately
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placed towards the end of the book and followed by a glossary by Barbara
Ann Kipfer (Chapter 7) and an annotated bibliography by Howard Jackson
(Chapter 8), the final chapters help to make the Companion a useful book
to refer back to.
All in all, the wealth of different perspectives that the Companion
offers to its readers is impressive. Although many of the state-of-the-art
observations and presentations made in the volume will undoubtedly at
some point in time seem outdated because of the great state of flux that we
find lexicography currently in, the picture that the collection presents of the
overall situation of lexicography today appears comprehensive and
accurate. The volume is generally beautifully edited and organized. Each
(sub)chapter begins with a neat and helpful table presenting the structure of
the contribution, with page numbers directing the reader to different
sections of the chapter. One point of criticism that can be mentioned is that
in some chapters some of the figures with computer screen shots can be a
little difficult to read.
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Janda, Laura A. (ed.) (2013) Cognitive linguistics. The quantitative turn.
The essential reader. Berlin: De Gruyter Mouton (Mouton Reader). Pp.
321.
Reviewed by Emmerich Kelih
This volume comprises a number of studies which have previously been
published in the journal Cognitive Linguistics. The articles, appearing from
2008 to 2012, were selected by editor Laura A. Janda to give a
representative overview of the recent growing trend of using statistical
methods within cognitive linguistics and related branches of linguistics.
The omnibus selection, subtitled “The Essential Reader”, consists of ten
selected papers by 19 authors and one extensive introductory chapter by the
editor herself. It should be pointed out right away that the intent of my
book review is not to present a comprehensive overview and review of the
selected papers in detail, but rather to highlight some fundamental
theoretical and methodological assumptions regarding the use of
quantitative methods in cognitive linguistics and general linguistics as well.
The avowed purpose of the collection, as stated in the introduction, is
twofold: (a) to present papers and statistical methods that have played a
leading role in defining the current state of the art in cognitive linguistics,
focusing on statistical methods, and (b) to give the reader an essential
overview of different but widely used statistical methods.
The introductory chapter by Laura A. Janda (pp. 1–32) gives an
essential motivation and some background information on recent trends
within particular branches of cognitive linguistics, which extensively make
use of statistical and quantitative methods. The main reason for the
suggested quantitative turn in cognitive linguistics according to the author
is a combination of theoretical and historical factors. First of all cognitive
linguistics utilizes a usage-based model of language structure and thus no
fundamental distinction between “performance” and “competence” is
posited. This position opens cognitive linguistics to systematic
observations, empirical analysis and the measurement and quantitative
interpretation of linguistics events and entities. Accepting introspection as
an acceptable “method” of linguistics (p. 6) Laura A. Janda nonetheless
highlights the absolute scientific necessity of claiming hypotheses which
can be operationalized and falsified. In this respect recent developments in
SKY Journal of Linguistics 28 (2015), 415–419
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some branches of linguistics seem to facilitate the use of statistical
methods: namely a remarkable progress in computational linguistics
(especially technological applications), the extensive technical and
methodological progress in corpus linguistics and the development of
multi-purpose corpora for many languages. Finally the availability of free
statistical software (in particular R) and of relevant and highly accessible
handbooks of statistical methods in linguistics accelerates the use and
application of statistical methods in cognitive linguistics as well as in
general linguistics. Furthermore, the introductory chapter gives a
comprehensive overview of different statistical methods used by the
authors of the selected papers in the main part of the omnibus volume. The
range of presented methods stretches from descriptive and analytical
statistics to elaborated multivariate statistical methods. It includes the very
common and popular chi-square test (which is largely used in general and
cognitive linguistics), the Fisher test, the exact binomial test, the t-test and
ANOVA (analysis of variance), general correlation and regression models,
mixed effects models and cluster analysis. Finally Laura A. Janda (p. 26)
mentions some alternatives to particular regression models, such as
methods of multidimensional scaling and correspondence analysis, which
are quite common in linguistics but not represented in the omnibus volume.
Thus it appears that the volume under review gives a representative and
sophisticated overview of widely and commonly used statistical methods in
linguistics.
1. Language acquisition
Let us now turn to the individual chapters of the volume. The emphasis of
the review is not on the methods used (they are mentioned above in detail),
but rather on the linguistic hypotheses and problems which are analysed by
means of quantitative methods. There are two studies dealing with
preemption in child language acquisition. A. Stefanowitsch (pp. 33–55)
gives corpus-based data for alternating verbs which can appear in both
ditransitive and prepositional constructions. Furthermore he tests whether
factors which are relevant for the information structure of these verbs (for
instance “giveness” is understood as referential distance, “syntactic weight”
is measured by the number of orthographic words and “animacy” within
one nominal phrase) play a role in the choice between the prepositional
dative and the ditransitive. Subsequent to this contribution A. E. Goldberg
(pp. 57–79) argues in favour of taking into consideration the probability of
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these constructions and analysing whether they are actually in competition
or not. The main result (again based on corpus data) shows that nonalternating verbs more likely occur in prepositional constructions, whereas
the probability for alternating verbs is much lower.
Problems of the developmental processes in child language acquisition
are discussed by A.L. Theakston, R. Maslen, E. Lieven and M. Tomasello
(pp. 103–140), who present data of the usage (12-month sample from age
2.0 to 3.0) of transitive subject–verb–object (SVO) constructions of a child.
These data are partly compared with the input of his mother. It is shown
that the acquisition of these constructions seems to be a complex process,
one which involves different stages of acquisition and a significant
development within 12 months. Methodologically the study mainly relies
on relative and absolute frequencies and the use of the chi-square test.
There is no statistical modelling of the developmental data of the
successive acquiring of SVO constructions, which would give further
information about a law-like increase of the usage of these constructions.
E. Dąbrowska, C. Rowland and A. Theakston (pp. 197–223) address a
different kind of issue, namely the acquisition of questions and
constructions with long-distance dependencies in child language
acquisition. It appears that in addition to a rather late acquisition of these
complex constructions (after age six) it can be shown that (a) prototypical
declaratives are for children the easiest construction type to imitate, (b)
prototypical sentences are easier to repeat for children because they contain
higher-frequency verbs and (c) adults show the prototypicality effect for
questions only. The application of ANOVA (analysis of variance) seems to
be appropriate, since the authors are comparing the means and variance of a
group of variables.
2. Psycholinguistics and corpus linguistics
In the article by M. Johansson Falck and R.W. Gibbs (pp. 81–102),
differences between the use of the English lexemes path and road are
explored in detail. Based on experimental data, participants are required to
answer specific questions about the mental image of the mentioned
lexemes. In addition to these psycholinguistic surveys corpus data are
represented that confirm a higher degree for metaphorical uses of path than
of road. The analysis is accompanied by the use of the chi-square test.
The paper by B. Hampe (pp. 141–175) is devoted to problems of the
transitive argument structure in English. Based on the concept of
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“collostruction” she measures the strength of the co-occurrence of selected
lexemes in transitive constructions. The analysis, which is
methodologically based on a Fisher/Yates exact test, uses collostruction
patterns taken from the International Corpus of English and focuses in
particular on NP complements in transitive constructions. In this respect
this approach can be understood as a suitable way for discovering new
syntactical patterns.
The phonological similarity in multi-word units is the focus of the
paper by S. Th. Gries (pp. 177–196). The idea behind it is to explore the
number of phonologically similar elements in particular positions of multiword units which have a different degree of idiomaticity. Particularly it is
shown that alliterations generally play a significant role in forming
idiomatic expressions. The occurrence of alliterations (explored in slightly
different settings) is thus generally higher (attested by using the exact
binomial test) than expected by chance.
H. Diessel (pp. 225–250) discusses general problems of iconicity as a
governing principle of forming syntactical constructions. The constituent
order of adverbial clauses is explored in detail. By using logistic regression
analysis, the author investigates step by step the effects of various factors
(length of clauses, complexity and pragmatic import) of the structuring of
syntactical constructions. Generally H. Diessel’s investigations (samples
are taken from the International Corpus of English) are convincing
examples of the determining function of iconicity in the positioning of
temporal adverbial clauses.
Problems of sociolinguistics and quantitative loanword research are
tackled by E. Zenner, D. Speelman and D. Geeraerts (pp. 251–294), who
rely heavily on corpus data to explore the empirical extent of Anglicisms
within particular languages. The study introduces new methods and
concepts of measuring the variation, the use and the success of English
loanwords in Dutch. Methodologically this approach is of a general
interest, since the authors use mixed effect models (recently becoming
more and more common in linguistics), which can be useful for the
extraction of fixed and random effects. As factors which can determine the
success rate of loanwords the authors propose (a) the relative length of
loanwords, (b) the affiliation to a particular lexical field, (c) the time-age of
borrowing, (d) the kind of loanwords (luxury vs. necessary borrowing) and
(e) the concept frequency. Generally the proposed way of thinking and the
seeking of interrelations of linguistic properties reminds one of synergetic
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linguistics approaches (cf. Köhler 2005), which unfortunately are not
mentioned by the authors.
Finally, with L. A. Janda and V. D. Solovyev’s chapter (pp. 295–321)
on constructional profiles of near-synonymy lexemes in Russian we meet
the application of the chi-square test and hierarchical cluster analysis. The
similarity of lexemes is explored by the means of the frequency of
constructions in which particular lexemes (such as Russian nouns for
sadness and their synonyms pečal’, toska, chandra, melancholija, grust’
and unynie) appear. In this respect the similarity of near-synonyms can be
tested mathematically, which in turn allows for a comparison between the
constructional profiles and the grouping in synonymy dictionaries.
Although some of the articles in the reviewed omnibus volume will
appeal more to the specialist of particular problems in cognitive linguistics,
others will evoke a broader interest in linguistics. Above and beyond this,
the volume presents a useful overview and picture of the varied kinds of
application of quantitative methods in cognitive linguistics, psycholinguistics and corpus linguistics. Thus, all in all, this volume does fulfil its
intention, and will give the interested reader easy access to the state of the
art of quantitative methods in cognitive linguistics.
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Aikhenvald, Alexandra Y. & Dixon, R. M. W. (eds.) (2014) The Grammar
of Knowledge. A Cross-Linguistic Typology. Explorations in Linguistic
Typology 7. Oxford: Oxford University Press. Pp. 284.
Reviewed by Erika Sandman
Evidentiality refers to grammatical marking of information source
(Aikhenvald, p. 1). The source of information can be, for example, direct
sensory evidence, inference or hearsay and it is often expressed by means
of verbal suffixes or independent particles. In addition to grammaticalized
evidentials that have the information source as their primary meaning, nonevidential categories (such as conditionals and other non-declarative
moods, perfective aspect, complement clauses and nominalizations) can
acquire evidential overtones; these are referred as evidential strategies
(Aikhenvald, p. 19). Evidential meanings are also expressed by means of
open lexical classes, such as verbs, adverbs and adjectives (Aikhenvald, p.
22). The Grammar of Knowledge is a collection of articles that explores
linguistic encoding of information source in a number of genealogically
and typologically diverse languages from all around the world. The articles
of the book are based on presentations given in the International Workshop
‘The grammar of knowledge’ held at the Language and Culture Research
Center, James Cook University, 16–21 July 2012. The book continues the
series of books on evidentiality (Chafe & Nichols 1986; Guentchéva 1996;
Johanson & Utas 2000; Aikhenvald & Dixon 2003; Aikhenvald 2004;
Diewald & Smirnova 2010; Peterson & Sauerland 2010) published during
the last four decades.
As the title suggests, The Grammar of Knowledge takes a holistic
perspective to the expression of information source. The articles of the
book not only deal with grammaticalized evidentials, but special emphasis
is also put on the description of evidential strategies and open lexical
classes that express evidential meanings. In addition to chapters on
languages that have grammaticalized evidentials, there are several chapters
on languages that lack grammatical evidentials altogether, but have rich
systems of evidential strategies and lexical expressions of evidentiality. In
this respect, the current volume differs from several other volumes on the
topic (e.g. Aikhenvald & Dixon 2003), whose main focus is on
grammaticalized evidentiality. The languages considered in The Grammar
SKY Journal of Linguistics 28 (2015), 421–427
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of Knowledge are relatively little documented and in most cases
endangered, and every contribution is based on the author's long-term
fieldwork among the speech community. The data considered in the
chapters is drawn primarily from participant observation and a variety of
text genres, and supplemented by careful elicitation based on similar
examples found in the naturally occurring data. This approach is essential
for the study of subtle category like evidentiality that can be fully
understood only by observing its use in different text genres and
conversational contexts.
The volume starts with Alexandra Aikhenvald’s (pp. 1–51)
typological introduction to the marking of information source. Aikhenvald
discusses several aspects relevant to the study of the topic, such as types of
evidentiality systems in world’s languages, other ways of marking the
information source, geographical distribution of evidentials, relationship to
non-evidential grammatical categories, evidentials and cultural conventions
and the use of evidentials in discourse. The introductory chapter provides a
typological framework for other chapters of the book that deal with
evidentiality in individual languages. A small deficit in the introductory
chapter is that it does not mention the concept of egophoricity, which refers
to a grammatical marking of the speaker’s personal involvement in the
event or privileged access to the instigation of the event. Egophoricity is an
essential part of the knowledge system in many Tibeto-Burman languages,
e.g. Kurtöp discussed by Gwendolyn Hyslop in the present volume, and a
brief introduction to the concept would have made some of the chapters in
the volume more accessible for a reader not familiar with the concept.
Nevertheless, the introductory chapter is very useful because it provides the
reader with a greater context for the rest of the chapters in the book and
elaborates most of the key concepts. The introduction also contains brief
summaries of other contributions.
After the introductory chapter the volume first turns into languages
with grammaticalized evidentials and then proceeds to the languages that
lack grammaticalized evidentials, but have rich systems of evidentiality
strategies and lexical expressions of evidentiality instead. The first three
chapters all focus on languages with small evidentiality systems. Diana
Forker (pp. 52–68) discusses evidentiality in Hinuq, a Nakh-Daghestanian
language of Daghestan, Russia. Hinuq distinguishes unwitnessed past
(‘non-firsthand’) from neutral past (‘everything else’). In addition, there is
a reportative and a quotative enclitic. Teija Greed’s contribution (pp. 69–
88) deals with evidentiality in a Turkic language Tatar. Like Hinuq, Tatar
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has past tense suffixes that distinguish witnessed events from nonwitnessed events. In addition, there are three evidential particles for
reported, quotative and assumed information. Both Forker and Greed
discuss the relationship between evidentials and cultural conventions, such
as the use of evidentials in new media and evidentials as tokens of genre.
For example, Tatar non-firsthand evidential is used for information
acquired through radio, television or Internet because the speaker did not
witness the event directly (Greed, p. 81). Chia-jung Pan (pp. 89–107)
describes the use of reported evidential, reported speech constructions and
verbal markers expressing evidential-like meanings in Saaroa, a moribund
Austronesian language spoken in Taiwan. His paper contains important
insights to the study of evidentiality in a highly endangered language. The
paper also highlights the division of labor between the reported evidential
and reported speech: While the reported evidential only shows that the
source of information is based on someone else’s report, reported speech
constructions specify the exact author of the information (Pan, p. 102). By
examining the interplay between grammaticalized evidentiality and
evidential strategies, the author shows that both grammaticalized
evidentials and other ways of expressing evidential meanings must be taken
into account to get a full understanding on how the expression of
information source in an individual language works.
The contributions of Gwendolyn Hyslop (pp. 108–131), Sihon Zhang
(pp. 132–147) and Elena Skribnik and Olga Seesing (pp. 148–170) look at
languages with large evidentiality systems. Hyslop analyzes the
evidentiality system of Kurtöp, a Tibeto-Burman language of Bhutan. The
Kurtöp system comprises a complex set of knowledge-related grammatical
forms that interact with tense-aspect and encode various evidential,
epistemic, egophoric and mirative meanings. Zhang’s theme is the
expression of information source in Ersu, a Tibeto-Burman language
spoken in south-west China. Ersu makes a grammatical distinction between
visual, inferred and reported evidentials. In addition, information source
can be conveyed by other means, including the experiental aspect marker
and various open lexical classes and idioms. A very interesting type of
evidentiality strategy that has not received much attention in typological
literature is the system of demonstratives and directional terms, which
combines reference to both spatial distance and visibility of the noun they
modify (Zhang, pp. 143–144). Ersu demonstrative system, for example, has
three terms that express the meanings ‘this’, visible and near the speaker,
‘that’, visible or invisible and not near the speaker and ‘that remote’,
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invisible and often in speaker’s memory. Skribnik’s and Seesing’s
contribution focuses on evidentiality in Kalmyk, an endangered Mongolic
language spoken in lower Volga region of Russia. Kalmyk has a rich
system of evidentials that interact with tense-aspect system. In addition to
their primary meaning as markers of information source, they can express
various epistemic overtones, such as uncertainty and mirativity. An
interesting detail in Kalmyk evidentiality system is that the language has a
special evidential construction for common knowledge, which is not very
commonly attested information source from a cross-linguistic perspective
(Skribnik & Seesing, p. 163).
In most of the earlier literature, evidentiality has been described as
primarily verbal category. The fascinating contribution by R.M.W. Dixon
(pp. 171–189) discusses a much less documented phenomenon, namely the
coding of information source just within a noun phrase. A Dyirbal language
of north-east Australia has a set of grammatical markers accompanying
nouns that express whether the referent of a noun is ‘there and visible’,
‘here and visible’ or ‘not visible’. The Dyirbal system resembles the
demonstrative system in Ersu described by Sihong Zhang. The reader may
conclude that demonstrative and directional terms expressing both spatial
and evidential meanings might be more common in world’s languages than
previously thought and that the topic needs further study from a crosslinguistic perspective.
Anne Storch and Jules Jacques Coly (pp. 190–208) focus on the rich
system of knowledge-related morphology in Maaka, a Western Chadic
(Afroasiatic) language of north-eastern Nigeria. Maaka knowledge system
comprises a complex set of noun and verb suffixes, complementizers,
independent verbs as well as a reported speech marker and an adverbial,
which all express meanings related to information source, speaker’s
certainty in truth and control over knowledge. For example, the
complementizer kóŋ expresses that while other participants of the speech
act have some knowledge about the discussed event or referent, only the
speaker knows that their information is outdated (Storch & Coly, p. 200).
In their insightful discussion, Storch and Coly show how the constructions
coding knowledge and truth in Maaka are related to group identity and
conceptualization of power. This explains why the language has retained its
unique knowledge system in a multilingual setting where the Maaka people
are under a constant social and economic pressure from dominant groups.
The protection of their unique knowledge system guarantees their identity
as Maaka and it is perceived as an advantage over possible competitors.

BOOK REVIEWS

425

A common theme in contributions by Elena Mihas (pp. 209–226) and
Simon E. Overall (pp. 227–244) are languages that lack grammaticalized
evidentials, but make an extensive use of evidential strategies in the
expression of information source. Mihas discusses evidential extensions of
modality markers, as well as independent lexical classes expressing
evidentiality in Ashéninka Perené, an endangered South Arawak language
of Peru. Overall analyzes the use of nominalization as an evidential
strategy in Aguaruna, a Jivaroan language that is also spoken in Peru.
Gerrit J. Dimmendaal (pp. 245–259) discusses the coding of
information source in Tima, a Niger-Congo language of Sudan. In Tima,
there are four grammatical subsystems that are related to the grammar of
knowledge: TAM marking, locative constructions, logophoric pronouns
and ideophones. For example, locative markers express whether the
speaker was the witness of the event described (Dimmendaal, p. 251) and
ideophonic adverbs used with perception verbs indicate that the speaker
shares his or her experiental knowledge with the hearer (Dimmendaal, p.
257). The article describes a somewhat non-canonical evidentiality system
with respect to Aikhenvald’s (2004, 2014) typology of evidentiality. It
illustrates how a complex, grammaticalized evidentiality system can be
construction-based rather than being coded morphologically by verbal
paradigms.
Finally, the volume concludes with Borut Telban’s (pp. 260–277)
brilliant discussion on the verbs of saying, hearing, seeing and knowing in
a Papuan language Karawari. Based on more than twenty years of
experience on working with the language community, the author shows
how ways of speaking and perception are related to creation of knowledge
in the community. For example, speaking in Karawari society is considered
as a creative act, not just communication. Gossiping is conceptualized as
something that ‘touches’ one’s name and therefore a rumor attached to
one’s name makes people angry. The concept of talking behind someone’s
back as a creative act that ‘touches’ people is reflected in the creation of
serial verb constructions so that the verb ‘gossip’ is used together with the
verb ‘beat, strike, hit’ (Telban, p. 264).
The Grammar of Knowledge offers many novel perspectives to the
study of evidential meanings in language. In addition to discussion of
grammaticalized evidentials, the current volume offers detailed
descriptions of evidential strategies and open lexical classes expressing
evidential meanings in all the languages studied, and it emphasizes the
interplay between the different strategies in grammar. Several contributions
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in the volume (notably Zhang, Dixon, Storch & Coly and Dimmendaal)
discuss grammatical means of expressing knowledge-related functions that
have not received much attention in typological literature, including
demonstratives, directional and locational terms, noun suffixes, logophoric
pronouns and ideophones. Many of these strategies are found in the two
African languages (Maaka and Tima) described in the volume. While
evidentiality has been thought to be a very rare phenomenon in Africa, it
might be the case that evidentiality in African languages is expressed by
means of constructions that are somewhat non-canonical in the light of
previous studies on the topic and evidential systems in the region might be
more common than previously expected. In addition to focusing on
grammatical and lexical means by which evidentiality is expressed, the
book also offers new insights into the relationship between knowledgerelated grammar, cultural conventions and social structures of the speech
communities. The rich data on little documented and endangered languages
based on first-hand fieldwork is of high value in its own right.
Written in an engaging and accessible manner, The Grammar of
Knowledge is essential reading for anyone interested in knowledge-related
grammatical categories, linguistic typology and the study of lesserdocumented languages.
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