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Sentence periphery 

• Left periphery (LP) and right periphery (RP) –  

initial and final position of the sentence 

outside the main part of the sentence with 

proposition. 

• Words in the periphery link the sentence with 

the preceding and the following context and 

express subjective and intersubjective 

meanings. 
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(Inter)subjectivity 

• Subjectivity  – expression of the attitude of 

the speaker 

• Intersubjectivity – relation to the addressee 

 

• Tendency of function shifts:  

non-subjective > subjective > intersubjective  

(Traugott 2003) 

4 



Hypothesis about the division of 

labour between the peripheries 

• The left periphery tends to include elements 

carrying subjective meanings;  

• The right periphery includes elements 

carrying intersubjective meanings. (Beeching 

et al. 2009)  

• There is some discussion; different 

languages reveal also counterexamples 
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Research questions 

• Which functions are performed by words with coordinative 

source meaning in the left and right peripheries?  

• Does the material show any shifts in meaning (between 

the functions) and position (between the peripheries)?  

• How symmetric or asymmetric is the Estonian sentence 

with regard to its peripheries and their functions?  

 The studied particles (on the basis of coordinative 

conjunctions):  

• disjunctive või ‘or’ 

• copulative ja ‘and’ 

• adversative aga ‘but’ 
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Material for analysis 

 Corpora at the University of Tartu: 

• Corpus of Standard Estonian of the 20th–21st 

centuries; 

• Corpus of Old Written Estonian 16th–19th 

centuries;  

• Corpus of Estonian dialects (20th century). 
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Functions of the particles positioned in 

the periphery 
1) Organization of text or conversation: creation of various 
links with the preceding or following text:  

 (1)  Aga vaatame seda küsimust ka teisest küljest 

       ’But let’s look at this question from the other   
        side too’. 

2) Subjectivization: modal and affective meanings, doubt, 
hesitation. 

 (2) Või ta seda isegi teab. 

      ’Or does he know it himself.’ 

3) Intersubjectivization: questions, commands, reproaces, 
softening of expression and other politeness devices. 

 (3) Ilm läheb külmaks või? 

      ’The weather will turn cold or?’ 
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A special device of text organization – 

afterthought   
Then, which is linked to the preceding sentence / comment is 

initially positioned in the left periphery: 

(4) go and ask Toni where it is 

 then you can (.) ask her and see if she’s suitable 

but can be transferred to the right periphery (5) – the end of 

the sentence is the last possibility to show a link further to the 

left, to the preceding sentence / comment.  

(5) oh he’s fairly happy (.) 

 uhm (.) 

 why do (-) why do you think he doesn’t write then 

(Haselow 2012) 
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Linking the sentence with the 

preceding and following context 
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või ‘or’: disjunctive conjunction 

(6) Eksam on kolmapäeval või neljapäeval. 

     ’The exam is on Wednesday or Thursday’ 
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või ‘or’ as a particle in the left periphery 1 

• Linking the text, suggesting an alternative to 

the preceding: 

(7) „Las ta, sitt, läheb. Oome tuleb tagasi.“ -

„Või saadab vanaisa.“  (FICT1990) 

   ‘Let him, shit, go. He’ll come back 

tomorrow’ - ‘Or will send grandpa.’ 
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või ‘or’ as a particle in the left periphery 2 

• Subjective uses – doubt: 

(8) Või need talupojale kunagi head on soovinud! 
(EKSS) 

 ’I doubt if they ever wished anything good to the        
peasant’ 

• Intersubjective – asking for confirmation (9) or 
recommendation (10) 

(9) Või on eksam hoopis ülehomme? 

  ’Or is the exam actually the day after tomorrow?’ 

(10) Või ma ootan su ära? 

    ’Or shall I wait until you come?’ 
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või ‘or’ in the left periphery in Old 

Written Estonian 

The linking uses prevail in the 16th century; starting 
with the 17th century intersubjective uses appear 
additionally, e.g. in questions:  

(11) Woi mötlete teie Kirja asjata ütlewa: (meie) 
Waim/ ke meie sees ellab/ himmustab 
Kaddedust. (VAKK, 1715-UT, Jk. 4:5)  

‘Or do you suppose it is to no purpose that the 
Scripture says, „He yearns jealously over the 
spirit that he has made to dwell in us“?’ (James 
4:5) (https://biblia.com/books/esv) 
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või ‘or’ in the right periphery 1 

• Text relations: extension, the list of 

alternatives is left open 

 (12) Aga ega sellel kõigel ei olnud siis 

mingisugust    tähtsust. Hõbedal või riietel 

või... (FICT1990) 

 ’But all this did not have any significance 

then. Silver or clothes or…’ 
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või ‘or’ in the right periphery 2 

• Development of the interrogative particle või 

(vä) ‘or’ in the 20th century (see Lindström 

2001).  

 (13) Armunud oled või? (FICT1990) 

  ’Are you in love or?’ 
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või ‘or’ in texts from different periods 

• The material of the written language of earlier 

centuries shows that the shifts started in text-

organization functions and continued in 

subjective and intersubjective functions.  

• The material of the 20th–21st centuries shows 

all three function groups.  

• Use as the interrogative particle started in Old 

Written Estonian in the 18th century; the 

development of the interrogative või  ‘or’ in the 

right periphery started at the end of the 19th 

century. 
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ja ‘and’ as the conjunction 

The principal copulative conjunction: 

(14) Vaasis on lilled ja oksad. 

     ’In the vase are flowers and branches.’  
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ja ‘and’ in the left periphery 1 
• Continuation of the preceding context 

(15) Siin naeratas temale tõesti õnn wastu - noore, ilußa, rikka 

leße näol. Ja Hans haaras õnneßt kinni. (FICT1900) 

     ‘Then fortune really smiled upon him – a new, beautiful, rich   

widow. And Hans seized his fortune’ 

• Malicious comment 

(16) „Onu juures käisin“ wastas sulane ninakalt. - “Ja alles öö 

peale tuleb koju!“ - „Ei saanud ennemalt.“ FICT 1900 

    ‘I visited my uncle’ the farm hand answered pertly. - And 

comes home late at night! - ‘I couldn’t come earlier’ 

• Question 

(17) Laps saab seitsmeaastaseks. − Ja hakkab koolis käima? 

       ‘The child turned seven. – And starts to attend school?’ 
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ja ‘and’ in the right periphery  

• Extension, an unrealized possibility to add 

something (also intersubjective: the 

interlocutor should carry on): 

(15) Lähme maale, teeks sauna ja… 

   ‘Let’s go to the country, we could heat  the  

sauna and…’ 
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ja ‘and’ in texts from different 

periods 

• Extensive use as a conjunction in written 

texts began in the 18th century;  

• As a periphery particle one can find some 

uses of all function groups; 

• The linking function of the text is usually 

perceptible in the background. 

21 



aga ‘but’ as a conjunction 

The principal adversative conjunction 

 

(19)  On jaanuarikuu, aga muru haljendab. 

         ’It’s January, but the grass is green’ 
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aga ‘but’ in the left periphery 1  
 Text organization: topic change 

  (20) „Olen walmis härra käsku täitma,“ rääkis Mihkel 

poolpõiki kumardades ja waatas altkulmu härra otßa. 

„Aga ma tahtßin härrale ka midagi rääkida!“ 

(FICT1900) 

 ’I’m ready to carry out the order of the lord’ Mihkel 

said bowing diagonally and frowned at the lord.’ But I 

wanted to say also something to the lord!’ 
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aga ‘but’ in the left periphery 2 

•  Surprise, reproach 

(21) Aga härra leitnant! (FICT 1930)  

       ‘But mister lieutenant!’ 

 

• Interrogative sentence – asking for 

confirmation:  

(22) Aga sa ju armastad mind? (FICT 1990) 

      ‘But you actually love me?’ 
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aga ‘but’ in Old Written Estonian 

• Only in the left periphery 

• In the 17th–18th c. the text-organizing function 
predominates 

• Occasional examples of subjective emotional 
manifestations: 

(23) Agkas minna lotan Jssand sünno pehl/ 

  Aber ich harre/ HERR/ auff dich/ (1638) 

   ‘But I count on you, Lord’ 

• Intersubjective uses appear since the 18th century, 
e.g. emphatic address: 

 (24) Agga sinna rummal! (1782) 

   ’But you fool!’   
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aga ‘but’ in the right periphery  1 

• Since the end of the 19th century  

• Unfinished adversative continuation, which 

might point to hesitation, delay, seeking 

politeness:  

(25) „Mul oleks weel kirikherrale kõneleda, 

aga... aga…” (FICT1900)  

’I would have some more things to tell the   

pastor, but…but…’ 
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aga ‘but’ in the right periphery  2 

Afterthought – link with the preceding sentence: 

(26) Riiklik õppelaenu määr on 25 000. -, kuid olen 

kuulnud, et on võimalik ka rohkem saada. Nimelt oleks 

vaja kuskil 45 000. - Kuidas aga? (NM) 

‘The rate of the state student loan is 25,000 –, but I’ve 

heard that it’s also possible to get some more. 

Namely, I would need around 45,000. – But how? 
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aga ‘but’ in the right periphery  3 

• Occasional examples from the dialects, 

mostly emphasizing (inter)subjective contrast 

in negative sentences: 

 (27) ega siis oleks midägi old aga (…) lükkas 

kõrvale (NE)  

 ’actually it wouldn’t have been anything but 

(…) pushed aside’ 
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aga ‘but’ in texts from various periods 

• In the left periphery in all periods; in the right 

periphery since the end of the 19th c. 

• Uses of all three function groups 

• Significant semantic shifts: topic change, 

emphatic address, intensification of command 

• Afterthought in the material of the 21st 

century 
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Conclusions 1 
• The Estonian sentence tends to be symmetric with 

regard to the peripheries; all three function groups are 

represented in both peripheries: 

       text organization, subjectivity, intersubjectivity; 

• Old Written Estonian reveals või ‘or’, ja ‘and’, aga ‘but’ 

only in the left periphery; 

• Earlier uses concern the text-organizing function; the 

other functions emerge later; 

• All uses are represented in Standard Estonian in the 

20th–21st c. and in the dialects; 

• The principal direction: non-subjective > subjective > 

intersubjective. 

30 



Conclusions 2 

• The principal difference lies in the first 

organizing function – LP offers an alternative, 

comparison, continuation, contrast in relation 

to the preceding context, RP in relation to the 

following context. 

• Further uses reduce this difference; it is 

especially noteworthy that LP uses have 

shifted to RP. 
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Some comparisons 

• Estonian particles emerge in the left periphery and 

then spread to the right periphery (a tendency in 

European languages?); 

• Particles in Japanese and Korean emerge in the right 

periphery, then spread to the left periphery (areal 

tendency, Izutsu & Izutsu 2013);  

• Salience of the left periphery – tendency of the Circum-

Baltic area; 

• Emergence mechanisms of RP particles: reanalysis of 

traditional RP relations, transitional cases of LP and 

RP, afterthought. 
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