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Estonian

 Finnic branch of Uralic languages

 Predominantly postpositional language

 Simple postpositions

 Uninflected words (käes ‘in possession’)

 Nouns fossilized in locative cases (käe-s
(‘hand’+LOC))

 Complex postpositions (Habicht, Penjam 2007; 
Jürine, Habicht 2013; Jürine 2016)

 Incipient grammaticalization

 Fossilized (simple) postpositional phrases

 Source and target forms both available2



Estonian complex postposition: selja taga 
(back+behind)
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SOURCE

Ta istu-b minu-Ø selja-Ø taga

S/he sit-3SG I-GEN back.SG.GEN behind.LOC

‘S/he sits behind my back’

TARGET

Otsus teht-i teis-te firma-de selja taga

Decision make-PST.IMPS other-PL.GEN company-PL.GEN back behind

‘The decision was made without consulting the other companies’/lit. behind the 
back of other companies’

SOURCE TARGET

[minu-Ø selja-Ø] taga minu-Ø [selja taga]

I-GEN back-GEN behind > I-GEN back behind

NOUN NOUN POSTP. NOUN POSTP.

simple PP Complex PP



The aim & object of study

 Critical review of criteria proposed for CPs (Jürine 
2016)

 By contrast with simple postpositions

 Body part related postpositions

Complex structure Simple structure
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hand

side

back

neck

käe all (hand+under)

külje all (side+under)

selja taga (back+behind) 

kaela peal (neck+on)

käe-s (hand+LOC)

külje-s (side-LOC)

seljas-s (back-LOC)

kaela-s (neck-LOC)



The cycle of postpositions

Noun+LOC
pea+l ‘head’+LOC

Holistic unit
peal ‘on’

Simple PP
kaela peal ‘on one’s head’

Holistic unit
kaela peal ‘burdening’

Complex PP
riigi kaela peal ‘burdening the 
state’

Complex PostP
Noun + postposition

Simple PostP
Noun + suffix



Research questions

 Are the criteria listed for complex postpositions 
observable in simple postpositions?

 To what extent are these criteria found in (more 
grammaticalized) simple postpositions

 To what extent do these criteria distinguish between 
the source and target forms?

 Are there any other criteria observable in the simple 
postpositions to distinguish between the source and 
target forms?
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Data

etTenTen corpus (270,000,000)

Internet corpus

Contemporary Estonian

Data samples:

Complex structure Simple structure

Jürine (2016)

hand 4,401 500 examples 

side 2,957 of each

back 10,958

neck 216
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Criteria for complex adpositions

Complex adpositions

 Semantically whole

 Omitting the article

 ‘Frozen units’

 Restricted modification

 Restricted pluralization

 Association measures

 MI

 chi-square test

 log-likelihood measure

 Frequency

Complex postpositions

 Holistic interpretation

 Extension

 Decategorialization
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Criteria for Estonian CPs (Jürine 2016)

 Holistic interpretation & desemanticization
‘behind one’s back’ > ‘in absence of’, etc.

 Extension
individual > collective, institution PN / (natural) object > region

 Decategorialization
singular > plural PN

Otsus teht-i teis-te firma-de

Decision make-PST.IMPS other-PL.GEN company-PL.GEN

selja-Ø taga 

back.SG.GEN behind.LOC

‘The decision was made without consulting the other companies’/lit. 
behind the back of other companies’
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Criteria for Estonian CPs (Jürine 2016)

 Holistic interpretation & desemanticization
‘behind one’s back’ > ‘in absence of’, etc.

 Extension
individual > collective/institution PN  / (natural) object > region

 Decategorialization
singular > plural PN

Otsus teht-i teis-te firma-de

Decision make-PST.IMPS other-PL.GEN company-PL.GEN

selja-Ø taga 

back.SG.GEN behind.LOC

‘The decision was made without consulting the other companies’/lit. 
behind the back of other companies’
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Criteria for Estonian CPs (Jürine 2016)

 Holistic interpretation & desemanticization
‘behind one’s back’ > ‘in absence of’, etc.

 Extension
individual > collective/institution PN / (natural) object > region

 Decategorialization
singular > plural PN

Otsus teht-i teis-te firma-de

Decision make-PST.IMPS other-PL.GEN company-PL.GEN

selja-Ø taga 

back.SG.GEN behind.LOC

‘The decision was made without consulting the other companies’/lit. 
behind the back of other companies’
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Results

• Semantic change (holistic vs. compositional 
interpretation)

• Extension (non-individual, non-object PNs)

• Decategorialization (non-agreement in number 
between the body part term and the PN)
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Semantic change
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Extension
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Extension (non-individual, non-object PNs)
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Compositional Holistic

Hand Simple 100%

Complex 100%

Side Simple 100%

Complex 100%

Back Simple 100%

Complex 6% 94%

Neck Simple 1% 99%

Complex 100%

Total Simple 0,5% 99,5%

Complex 1% 99%



Decategorialization

16



Non-agreement in number
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Compositional Holistic

Hand Simple 100%

Complex 100%

Side Simple 100%

Complex 25% 75%

Back Simple 7% 93%

Complex 45% 55%

Neck Simple 4% 96%

Complex 5% 95%

Total Simple 2% 98%

Complex 20% 80%



Are there any other criteria observable in the simple postpositions 
to distinguish between the freely combined forms and holistic 
forms?

No.

However, …
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Observations I
 kaela peal (neck+on) ‘burdening’

 kaelas (neck-LOC) ‘burdening’ > ‘at fault’ > ‘thanks to’

 kaelas ‘at fault’

..lapse kõhuvaevusi ei saa stafülokoki kaela ajada.

‘… kid’s digestion issues cannot be blamed on staphylococcus’/lit. blamed 
on staphylococcus’ neck

 kaelas ‘thanks to’

… langeb kogu au ja tänu Kierani kaela.

‘… all the glory  and thanks fall on Kieran/lit. on Kieran’s neck’

 ‘at fault’ expressed by complex structure?

Keegi ei taha sellist pattu enda kaela peale võtta.

’Nobody wants to take such a sin on themselves/lit. on their neck’
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Conclusion
 The criteria listed for complex postpositions are observable in 

simple postpositions

 These criteria are found in simple postpositions to slightly greater 
extent than in the complex structure

 holistic interpretation as defining criterion

 Non-agreement and non-individual PNs attested to lesser extent

 These criteria distinguish between the freely combined form and 
holistic unit:

 Inanimate PNs co-occur with usages with holistic reading > 
EXTENSION 

 Non-agreement mostly co-occurs with usages in holistic reading > 
DECATEGORIALIZATION
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Further research

 Simple postpositions
 diachronic perspective on these criteria

 Other aspects associated with grammaticalization
 Frequency, productivity

 Extension manifested by other sentential context (TRs)

 Complex postpositions
 Contrasting with other complex grammatical words

 Complex prepositions

 Complex conjunctions

 Investigation of phonetic changes and univerbation

 Expand scope from body part related CPs to other 
domains
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Thank you!

Contact:

anni.jyrine@ut.ee
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