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Nominal relation marking in Estonian

– Cases

– Postpositions

– Prepositions

– Bipositions



Nominal relation marking in Estonian

– Cases

• 14 cases
– Grammatical cases (3)

– Locative cases

» Internal (3)

» External (3)

– Other cases (5)

– Postpositions

– Prepositions

– Bipositions



Nominal relation marking in Estonian

– Cases

– Postpositions

laua peal

table.GEN* on

– Prepositions

– Bipositions

*also: partitive, nominative, elative, comitative



Nominal relation marking in Estonian

– Cases

– Postpositions

– Prepositions

enne konverents-i

before conference.PRT*

– Bipositions
*Also: genitive, elative, allative, comitative, abessive, 

terminative



Nominal relation marking in Estonian

– Cases

– Postpositions

– Prepositions

– Bipositions

mööda tee-d tee-d mööda

along way.PRT way.PRT along

‘along the way’ ‘along the way’



Form of Estonian simple adpositions I

Lative maja kõrvale

house beside.LAT

Locative maja kõrval

house beside.LOC

Separative maja kõrvalt

house beside.SEP



Form of Estonian simple adpositions I

Lative maja kõrvale kõrva-le 

house beside.LAT ear-ALL

Locative maja kõrval kõrva-l

house beside.LOC ear-ADE

Separative maja kõrvalt kõrva-lt

house beside.SEP ear-ABL
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Form of Estonian simple adpositions II

Lative ema kätte kät-te 

mom possession.LAT hand-ILL

Locative ema käes käe-s

mom possession.LOC hand-INE

Separative ema käest käe-st

mom possession.SEP hand-ELA
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Grammaticalization of simple Postpositions
ase ‘place’ > asemel ‘in place of’

Iummal istup keicke körgembal assemel

‘Lord is sitting in the highest place’

Jesus Christs Jummala poick meije assemel on tulnud

‘Jesus Christ, Son of God has come in place of us’

Sysz tullewat küll 10 willetsust se vche aszemel

‘Then ten miseries will come instead of one’

(Habicht 2000) 



Transparency of Estonian adpositions

käes ‘in possession’, ‘in state’ < käsi ‘hand’

pärast ‘after’ ‘because’ < pära ‘back side’

juures ‘by’ < juur ‘root’

all ‘under’ < ala ‘field, area’



Complex adpositions in Estonian

Complex preposition-like units (Palmeos 1985)

siinpool soo-d
here+side swamp-PRT

‘on this side of the swamp’

Complex postpositions (Habicht, Penjam 2007; Jürine
&Habicht 2012; Jürine 2016; Veismann & Erelt 2017):

valitsuse seljataga ‘behind the government’

SUPPORT

SECRECY



Development of complex postpositions

SOURCE TARGET

[tema selja] taga > tema [selja taga]

s/he.GEN back.GEN behind s/he.GEN back behind

NOUN NOUN POSTP. NOUN POSTP.

Simple PP Complex PP

‘behind his/her back’ (lit.) ‘after him/her (temp.)’

‘in his/her absence’, 

‘in support of him/her’ etc.



Schema of Estonian CPs

Noun.GEN Noun.GEN Simple Postposition  

firma selja taga

‘company’ ‘back’ ‘behind’

ema käe kõrval

‘mother’ ‘hand’ ‘beside’

unanalysable

analysable: kõrva-l ‘ear’+ADE



Simple vs complex structure

SIMPLE STRUCTURE

Ta istub minu-Ø selja taga

S/he sits I-GEN back.SG.GEN behind.LOC

‘S/he sits behind my back’

COMPLEX STRUCTURE

Otsus tehti teis-te firma-de selja taga

Decision was made other-PL.GEN company-PL.GEN back behind

‘The decision was made without consulting the other companies’

/lit. behind the back of other companies’



Features of complex postpositions

• Unit interpretation & desemanticization 

• Decategorialization

• Extension

• Reduction

Otsus tehti teis-te firma-de seljataga

Decision was made other-PL.GEN company-PL.GEN back.SG.GEN behind

‘The decision was made without consulting the other companies’

lit. ‘behind the back of other companies’



Data

etTenTen Corpus (270,000,000 words)

Estonian web pages

hand

side

back

neck

Complex structure Simple structure

käe all (hand+under) käes (hand+LOC)

külje all (side+under) küljes (side+LOC)

selja taga (back+behind) seljas (back+LOC)

kaela peal (neck+on) kaelas (neck+LOC)







Other Measures of Complex Postpositions

Fixedness as associational strength of components whitin

• Complex postposition

selja taga

‘back’ ‘’behind’

• Postpositional phrase

firma selja+taga

‘company’ ‘back’+‘behind’



Fixedness of complex postposition

Absolute 

frequency

Log-

likelihood 

score

selja taga  (back+behind) 10958 139607

käe all (hand+under) 4523 26167

külje all (side+under) 2993 24770

käe kõrval  (hand+under) 788 3778

kaela peal  (neck+under) 252 864

Absolute 

frequency

Log-

likelihood 

 score

nina kõrval (nose+beside) 19 0,5

pea all (head+under) 338 274,7

kaela all (neck+under) 34 -18,9

selja all (back+under) 46 -37,6

käe kohal (hand+over) 7 -20,0

selja taga ‘back + behind’



Fixedness of complex postpositional phrase

Noun.GEN      selja+taga ‘back+behind’

Weak 

collocates, %

 N 

(lemmas)

Usages with 

weak 

collocates, %

N (usages 

as CPs)

selja taga  (back+behind) 94 625 75 1517

käe all (hand+under) 96 1651 71 4027

külje all (side+under) 90 591 72 2262

käe kõrval  (hand+under) 90 43 63 119

kaela peal  (neck+under) 82 25 43 51



Discussion & Conclusion

– Unique phenomenon in the language family (loss of gen. ending?) 
(but see Arkhangelski & Usacheva 2015)

– Parallels in Indo-European languages (e.g. Hoffmann 2005, 
Moirón Bouma 2003)

– Unit interpretation (lexicalization, fixedness)

– Non-productive process, but not closed class

– Incipient grammaticalization

– Relative transparency of origin of Estonian adpositions 

in general

– Instance of recycling grammar (Jürine & Habicht 2017)



Recycling grammar (see also Jürine, Habicht 2017)

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’



Thank you!

Contact:

anni.jyrine@ut.ee
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