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1. INTRODUCTION 

Variation is an inherent part of language. All languages can vary among speakers, 
registers, situations, locations, demographic attributes, etc., and this variation can 
be found on all linguistic levels. Simply put, variation in language exists every-
where. A popular field in variationist linguistics is the study of variation in dia-
lects. It is well known that certain lexical and phonological phenomena are 
expressed in a variety of ways in geographically different areas: a person from 
northern Estonia might say koer ‘dog’, while a southern Estonian might say peni 
‘dog’; a dialect speaker from Saaremaa might use ö in words where most of 
Estonia uses õ. These kinds of features are easily noticed and recognisable even 
to non-linguists. 

Syntactic variation, on the other hand, is not as easy to spot or even to define. 
The line between spoken language variation and dialect variation is thin and 
sometimes it might be difficult to associate certain syntactic phenomena with a 
dialect background at all. Some syntactic constructions that go against the norms 
of current Standard Estonian might actually be used so systematically in certain 
dialects that they have become characteristic of that dialect. These phenomena 
are often probabilistic, not categorical in nature, and their variation patterns can 
only be identifed by analysing frequency data. 

This dissertation is a study of dialectology, the aim of which is to analyse two 
instances of such syntactic variation in Estonian dialects. Three pronouns are at 
the central focus of this dissertation: the interrogative-relative pronouns kes ‘who’ 
and mis ‘what’, and the indefinite pronoun keegi ‘someone, no one’. Morpho-
syntactically, these pronouns can vary in a multitude of ways in spoken language. 
Here I have approached their variation from two perspectives: the variation in 
their selectivity between animate and inanimate referents and the variation in case 
marking in partial object position. 

Firstly, the interrogative-relative pronouns mis and kes and the indefinite pro-
nouns keegi and miski ‘something, nothing’ are differentiated by what they can 
refer to in Standard Estonian: kes and keegi are only used to refer to animate 
entities, while mis and miski are reserved for inanimate entities (Veski 1958: 31; 
Erelt 2017: 743). However, in some Estonian dialects, the animacy distinction of 
these pronouns is not as strict and kes, mis and keegi (although not miski) can also 
refer to the entities of the opposite animacy (see examples 1–3). 

 
(1) Western (Tor)1 

 minu  ämmal  ollid  seoksed  rohud 
 I:GEN  mother-in-law:ADE  be:PST:3PL  this_kind:PL  medicine:PL  

kellega  tema  parandas  oma  kopsu 
who:COM  she  fix:PST:3SG  own  lung:PRT 
‘My mother-in-law had this medicine with which she healed her lungs.’

 
1  All the examples in this and the following sections come from the Corpus of Estonian 
Dialects. Each example is preceded by the dialect and subdialect in parentheses. An overview 
of the corpus is given in Section 4.1. 
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(2) Insular (Krj) 
ma  oli  söukse inimene  mis  tahtsi tantsida 
I  be:PST:1SG  that_kind  human what  want:PST:3SG  dance:INF 
‘I was the kind of person who wanted to dance.’ 

 
(3) Mulgi (Pst) 

nüid  ei  ole  kedägi seast asja mitte 
now  not  be:CNG  someone:PRT  that_kind:PRT  thing:PRT not 
‘Now there is nothing like that.’ 

 
Secondly, both Standard Estonian and Estonian dialects exhibit a phenomenon 
called differential object marking, which means that the distinction between total 
and partial objects is made on the basis of certain semantic and syntactic features 
(Aissen 2003; Witzlack-Makarevich & Seržant 2018). In order to use a total 
object, the situation has to be perfective, the referent quantitatively bounded and 
the polarity of the clause affirmative. If any of these conditions are not met, a 
partial object is used. Total objects occur in nominative or genitive, partial objects 
in partitive (Erelt et al. 1993b: 51–52; Metslang 2017: 264–267; see also Kont 
1963; Ogren 2015). Nonetheless, there are a few exceptions to object case 
variation (see Metslang 2017: 272–273) and the interrogative-relative pronoun 
mis is one of these: in a position where a partial object is expected to occur, parti-
tive mida can be replaced with nominative mis (see examples 4–5). This variation 
occurs in written, spoken, dialectal and even old literary Estonian. Interestingly, 
the pronoun kes does not allow such object case variation. 

 
In this dissertation, Standard Estonian is defined as the official register of Estonian, 
the norms of which have been constructed based on language planning and 
prescriptive grammars. However, since the receding of the dialects during the 20th 
and 21st century, this standard language has increasingly affected other registers 
of Estonian, meaning that contemporary spoken language is more or less uniform 
and, in many aspects, very similar to Standard Estonian. For that reason, the 
norms of the standard language can, in the case of variation in animacy reference, 
be extended also to contemporary spoken and written language (standardised or 
not), as this variation is not prevalent in modern speech. 
 
 

 
(4) Võru (Krl) 

 tuud ei  võiq kõnõlda  midä ei  tiijä 
 that:PRT  not  can:CNG  speak:INF  what:PRT  not  know:CNG 

‘One cannot speak of what one does not know.’ 
 

(5) Eastern (Kod) 
mis ma  tiin  tämäga 
what:NOM  I  do:1SG  s/he:COM 
‘What will I do with them?’ 
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The syntactic variations in selectivity between animate and inanimate referents 
and in case marking in partial object position are the main objects of research in 
this dissertation. In earlier literature, linguists have briefly mentioned the 
possibility of both variations in either Estonian, Estonian dialects or other cognate 
languages. For the animacy reference of kes, mis and keegi, see, e.g., Alvre (1977: 
19, 23, 1987a: 32), Kask and Palmeos (1985: 59), Lonn and Niit (2002: 55), Must 
and Univere (2002: 271), Tanning (2004: 112) and Viikberg (2020: 174), among 
others. For the partial object case variation of both the pronoun mis and other 
nouns, see, e.g., Kont (1963: 115), Juhkam (1983: 122–123), Alvre (1986: 7), Must 
(1987: 287), Viitso and Ernštreits (2012), Metslang (2017: 273), and Winkler and 
Pajusalu (2018: 96). None of these studies, however, have elaborated on or 
analysed this use of the pronouns.  

Moreover, there have been few studies on the interrogative-relative and in-
definite pronouns overall, as they have been often overshadowed by the much 
more researched personal and demonstrative pronouns. For example, the loss of 
distinction in animacy that has happened to kes, mis and keegi is not an isolated 
case, but has occurred also for the personal pronoun tema ‘s/he’ and the demon-
strative pronoun see ‘it’ (see more in Section 2.4), a phenomenon on which a 
number of studies and articles have been published. This dissertation, therefore, 
is an important contribution to the study of syntactic properties of the interroga-
tive-relative and indefinite pronouns, broadening the understanding of topics that 
have not been comprehensively analysed before. 

In addition, this dissertation contributes to the field of dialect syntax and 
corpus-based dialectology, both of which have gained more interest and research 
possibilities in Estonia only in the last couple of decades. Dialectology has, for a 
long time, been a field of qualitative or categorical research, but as syntactic 
variation in dialects is better described as a continuum (rather than categories) of 
variants, using complex statistical methods in order to obtain graded frequency 
information allows us to represent the reality of the language in a much better 
way. 

The goal of this dissertation is to study the syntactic variation of kes, mis and 
keegi in Estonian dialects in order to shed light on their syntactic behaviour and 
variations from a previously undescribed perspective, as in certain regions or 
registers these variations can occur very systematically. The dissertation aims to 
answer the following six research questions: 

R1. Which Estonian dialects and subdialects typically permit reference to 
inanimate entities with kes and keegi, and to animate entities with mis? 

R2. Which of the studied variables (clause type, case, polarity, function, posi-
tion) affect the animacy reference of kes, mis and keegi? Under what con-
ditions does reference to the opposite animacy occur? 

R3. How do the geographic and morphosyntactic variables that affect the animacy 
reference of kes, mis and keegi compare across these pronouns?  
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R4. Which of the studied variables (clause type, polarity, tense, use of imper-
sonal voice, verb type, length of the following word) correlate with the 
speakers’ choice to use either nominative mis or partitive mida in partial 
object position in Estonian dialects and contemporary speech? Under what 
conditions does this object case variation happen? 

R5. How do archaic dialects and contemporary speech differ in terms of the 
variation of mis and mida in partial object position? 

R6. What are the possible motivations or reasons behind the variation of animacy 
reference and object case for the pronouns kes, mis and keegi? 

 
This dissertation is comprised of three articles and an overview article. The first 
and second article (P1 and P2) are concerned with the animacy reference of the 
interrogative-relative pronoun kes and the indefinite pronoun keegi in Estonian 
dialects, answering R1, R2, R3 and R6. The third study (P3) focuses on the object 
case variation of the pronoun mis, both in the dialects and in contemporary speech, 
adding a comparative angle to the dissertation. P3 answers R4, R5 and R6. 

The overview article consists of six chapters, the first of which is this intro-
ductory chapter. In Chapter 2, I address the research object of this dissertation: 
the pronouns. Section 2.1 describes the Estonian pronoun system and gives an 
overview of previous research. Sections 2.2, 2.3, 2.4 and 2.5 focus specifically 
on the pronouns of interest in this dissertation – kes, mis and keegi – and discuss 
their historical development, possible dialect forms, their animacy reference and 
their grammaticalisation, respectively. 

In Chapter 3, I lay out the theoretical approaches for the dissertation. This 
dissertation is a corpus-based dialectology study, so in Section 3.1, I introduce 
the history and framework of (corpus-based) dialectology and dialect syntax, both 
worldwide and in Estonia. As the dissertation examines the syntactic variation in 
the use of the pronouns kes, mis and keegi, Section 3.2 describes the history of 
variation studies and their development into modern corpus-based variationist 
linguistics. 

Chapter 4 presents the data and methods. In Section 4.1, I give an overview 
the Corpus of Estonian Dialects, which is the basis for analysis in all the publi-
cations. Section 4.2 describes the various statistical methods used both in the 
publications and in this overview article. 

Chapter 5 contains the results and discussion of the dissertation. Section 5.1 
introduces the three published articles and their results. In Section 5.2, I analyse 
the animacy reference of the interrogative-relative pronoun mis, as this variation 
is not addressed in the published articles. In Section 5.3, I combined the datasets 
of all three pronouns to conduct a comprehensive statistical analysis of the 
variation in animacy reference in all the Estonian dialects. Sections 5.2 and 5.3 
also address R1, R2, R3 and R6.  

Finally, Chapter 6 sums up the major results and most important outcomes of 
the dissertation. 
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2. PRONOUNS 

Pronouns are a closed set of words that can be used to substitute for a noun 
phrase. The exact reference or semantic interpretation of pronouns becomes 
evident only in context, as pronouns can be interpreted as picking out the same 
kinds of objects as full lexical nominals, but on their own, they lack descriptive 
content. When identifying the referent to which the pronoun is referring, one can 
rely on both discourse-pragmatic strategies and morphosemantic features. These 
features can tell us whether the referent is one vs. many, male vs. female, human 
vs. non-human, animate vs. inanimate, known vs. unknown, etc., and these can 
be linked to the referent by agreement in person, number, gender, etc. (Wiese & 
Simon 2002: 2–4, 9; Kroeger 2005: 136; Crystal 2008: 391). 

There are many types of pronouns in the world’s languages, with categories 
and terminology varying across grammars and languages. The most common 
ones, however, are personal pronouns, possessive pronouns, demonstrative pro-
nouns, interrogative pronouns, reflexive pronouns, indefinite pronouns and rela-
tive pronouns (Crystal 2008: 391–392). 

It is argued that the traditional definition of pronouns as words that stand for 
nouns is problematic, as many words that are typically categorised as pronouns 
can also substitute for adjective phrases, verb phrases and adverbs, sometimes 
even whole clauses or sentences. Instead, it has been suggested to divide the pro-
nouns into personal pronouns and proforms, which encompass all words that 
substitute for other words or constructions (Bhat 2004: 272–273). 

 
 

2.1. Estonian pronouns 

In Estonian, pronouns morphologically resemble nouns, adjectives and numerals, 
using the same cases and numbers. Syntactically, they have the same grammatical 
relations as nouns (Alvre 1977: 18; Erelt et al. 1993a: 26). There are a few dif-
ferent ways to categorise Estonian pronouns, but most commonly they are sepa-
rated into six types (Erelt 2000: 7): 
1. personal pronouns, 
2. demonstrative pronouns, 
3. reflexive pronouns, 
4. reciprocal pronouns, 
5. interrogative-relative pronouns, 
6. indefinite pronouns. 

This dissertation deals with the syntactic variation in the use of three pronouns: 
kes, mis and keegi. In this section, I give an overview of the background and use 
of all Estonian pronouns as well as more specifically the three pronouns that are 
the main object of this research. Section 2.1 describes the Estonian pronoun 
system and lists studies that have been done on these pronouns. Sections 2.2, 2.3, 
2.4 and 2.5 address the historical development, the possible dialect forms, the 
animacy reference and the grammaticalisation of kes, mis and keegi, respectively. 
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Personal pronouns represent the speaker, the listener or a third party. They are 
mina ~ ma ‘I’, sina ~ sa ‘you’, tema ~ ta ‘s/he’, meie ~ me ‘we’, teie ~ te ‘you:PL’, 
nemad ~ nad ‘they’ (Erelt et al. 1993a: 27). Estonian personal pronouns are not-
able for having both long and short forms, and many researchers have described 
and compared those forms or analysed their variation in both spoken and written 
language (see, e.g., Ariste 1956; Pajusalu 1997a, 1997b, 2005; Pool 1999; Kaiser 
2003, 2010; Kaiser & Hiietam 2003). According to Standard Estonian, tema ~ ta 
is used to refer to animate entities, but in spoken Estonian, in the case of a very 
familiar entity or in some idiomatic expressions, the short form ta is often used 
to refer to inanimates (R. Pajusalu 2005: 132–133). Many studies have examined 
the way speakers alternate between informal sina and formal, polite teie, both in 
Estonian and in comparison with other languages (Keevallik 1999; Pajusalu 
2010, 2014, 2019; Pajusalu et al. 2010a, 2010b, 2017). Vija (2007) has focused 
on the acquisition the 1st and 2nd person pronouns by children and Kivik (2010) 
has examined the variation of personal pronouns in the speech of Estonians living 
in the United States. Several studies have been done on the ellipsis of the personal 
pronouns, showing that the ellipsis of different pronouns occurs on different 
terms (Keevallik 2003; Lindström, Kalmus, et al. 2009; Hint 2015; see also 
Lindström 2000, 2001a). 

Demonstrative pronouns refer to a context-derived thing, characteristic or 
activity. Many demonstrative pronouns can be used both as prosubstantives and 
proadjectives. Demonstrative pronouns include see ‘it, this’, too ‘it, that’, sama 
‘same’, seesama ‘exact same’, teine ‘another’, muu ‘other’, niisugune ‘this kind’, 
samasugune ‘same kind’, selline ‘this kind’, taoline ‘that kind’, etc. (Erelt et al. 
1993a: 29). The demonstratives see, too, the dialect equivalent taa ‘it, that’ and 
their complex use has been studied extensively both in contemporary Estonian 
and in the southern Estonian dialects (Pajusalu 1996, 1997a, 1997b, 1998, 2005, 
2006a, 2009, 2015; Reile 2016; Plado & Reile 2020; Reile et al. 2020, 2022). 
Although prototypically see refers to inanimate entities, Pajusalu (2005: 132–
133) has shown that see can be used to refer to animate entities in a presentational 
clause, when there are two different animate referents involved or for emphasis 
in the case of a relatively new referent. Keevalik (2010) has described the func-
tions of the pronoun see as a placeholder and Sahkai (2003) analyses the demon-
strative-lexical phrases containing see as doubling constructions, which function 
as an important highlighting device in spoken Estonian. The use of demonstrative 
pronouns as (article-like) determiners is described and analysed in Pajusalu 
(1997c, 2009), Hint, Nahkola and Pajusalu (2017) and Hint et al. (2021). Many 
studies have addressed the referential properties of both personal and demon-
strative pronouns (Tirkkonen 2007; Pajusalu 2009; Kaiser & Vihman 2010; Hint, 
Reile & Pajusalu 2013; Pajusalu et al. 2018; Reile et al. 2019; Hint, Nahkola & 
Pajusalu 2020; Hint 2021). 

The aim of reflexive pronouns is to either emphasise that the activity is 
directed towards the actor themselves or that the possessor is co-referential with 
the subject. Reflexive pronouns are ise ‘oneself’, oma ‘one’s own’, (ise)enese ~ 
(ise)enda ‘one’s own’, omaenese ~ omaenda ‘one’s own’. Reciprocal pronouns 
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express a mutual relationship between two or more subjects, showing that they 
are acting in a similar way towards each other. There are two reciprocal pronouns: 
üksteise ‘one another’ and teineteise ‘each other’ (Erelt et al. 1993a: 28). Reflexive 
and reciprocal pronouns have been little researched in Estonian. Viks (1973), 
Erelt (1997), Õim (2001), and Lindström and Vihman (2010) have analysed the 
use of the pronouns oma, ise and enese ~ enda. In addition, Hint, Nahkola and 
Pajusalu (2017: 94–95) briefly describe the use of oma in possessive NPs.  

Interrogative-relative pronouns have two main functions in discourse. One is 
to act as question words in (indirect) questions; the other is to function as a 
connecting word in relative clauses, where they substitute a NP. Interrogative-
relative words include kes ‘who’, mis ‘what’, kumb ‘which’, missugune ‘what 
kind’, milline ‘what kind’, mitu ‘how many’, etc. (Erelt et al. 1993a: 29). In his 
articles, Alvre (1977, 1987a) has thoroughly described the various forms of kes 
and mis, both in contemporary Estonian and in Estonian dialects. Erelt (1996, 
2004) has given an overview of relative clauses and the use of relative pronouns 
in those clauses in terms of animacy and agreement in number and person. 
Laanesoo (2013) has studied mis- and mida-initial questions in spoken language, 
while Pajusalu (2006b) has discussed the elative wh-constructions in written 
Estonian. The current dissertation is also an important contribution to the study 
of interrogative-relative pronouns. 

Indefinite pronouns are a very diverse and large group of pronouns, sharing 
the characteristic of referring to something or someone unknown (Erelt et al. 
1993a: 31). One of the most productive affixes in deriving indefinite pronouns in 
Estonian is -gi/ki, which functions in a similar way to discourse particles and has 
various meanings related to information structuring, quantification, etc. (Mets-
lang 2003). Pronouns derived with this affix are keegi ‘someone’, miski ‘some-
thing’, mingi ‘some kind’, ükski ‘anyone’, kumbki ‘(n)either’, etc. In contemporary 
language, the affix -gi/ki has both additive (‘also’) and scalar (‘even’) meanings, 
but the original meaning of it is unclear. In negative contexts it behaves as a 
negative polarity item, as many words with this affix are used only with negative 
polarity (Sang 1983: 121–122; Paldre 1998: 49–51). Other indefinite pronouns 
include, but are not limited to, iga ‘every’, igaüks ‘everyone’, kõik ‘all’, mõlemad 
‘both’, kogu ‘whole’, terve ‘whole’, mitu ‘several’, mõni ‘some’, paljud ‘many’, 
üks ‘one’, teine ‘another’, etc (Erelt et al. 1993a: 31). Alvre (1995) has described 
etymology and the use of the pronoun mõni in both contemporary Estonian and 
in dialects. The use of the pronouns mingi, üks and kõik has been more thoroughly 
examined by Pajusalu (2000, 2001, 2004, 2008). For example, she has shown that 
while both mingi and üks express vagueness in spoken language, mingi is more 
likely to be used when the referenced entity is unfamiliar to both the speaker and 
the listener, and sometimes has a negative or an evaluative connotation, while üks 
conveys the meaning that in a given context the referent is unknown only to the 
listener (Pajusalu 2000). üks can also function as an article-like determiner (Hint, 
Nahkola & Pajusalu 2017). The variation of case forms in the pronouns keegi, 
miski and kumbki has been studied by Pant (2018, 2020). 
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2.2. The pronouns kes, mis and keegi from  
a historical perspective 

In studying the history of the Finno-Ugric languages, it has been found that per-
sonal, interrogative and demonstrative pronouns are the oldest pronoun types in 
the Finno-Ugric languages, with many stems of these pronouns being shared even 
with the Samoyed languages. The relative and indefinite pronouns developed 
later, although in many Finno-Ugric languages the words used for interrogative 
and relative pronouns overlap (Alvre 1980: 539, 1986: 5, 1987b: 23). 

The old pronoun stems consisted of one syllable: the interrogative kes devel-
oped from *ke, the interrogative mis from *mi. These pronouns have remained 
monosyllabic in all Finnic languages, but not always throughout of the entire 
paradigm. Both mis and kes most likely emerged from the Finnic proto-language, 
as Estonian shares these forms with Livonian. The source of the s-element in 
these pronouns has been theorised to be se(e) ‘it’, sa ‘you’ or es ‘not’, of which 
the first seems to be the most likely candidate (mi-see > mi-s) (Alvre 1977: 19, 
1986: 6, 1987a: 28; Metsmägi, Sedrik & Soosaar 2012). 

Initially, the basis for the oblique case forms of mis and kes were the unsuf-
fixed nominative stems, i.e., ke- and mi-. This means that the paradigms for the 
other cases used to be ke-da, ke-l, ke-lle, ke-lt, etc. and mi-da, mi-l, mi-lle, mi-lt, 
etc. The newer, reanalysed stem originated first from the allative case, to which 
another case ending was added (ke-lle > ke-lle-le, mi-lle > mi-lle-le). Later, the  
-lle- syllable began to be perceived as a part of the new stem and it spread to the 
entire paradigm (with the exception of the nominative and partitive). Old literary 
Estonian shows that this new stem evolved during the 17th–18th century (Ariste 
1958: 687; Alvre 1977: 25, 1987a: 30–34; Prillop & Saar 2020: 303). 

The late development of the indefinite pronouns is evidenced by their varied 
backgrounds and the existence of compound forms. The indefinite keegi derived 
from adding the *kin ~ *kik suffix to the interrogative stem. Deriving indefinites 
from interrogatives is typologically very common and it is characteristic of all the 
Uralic languages. In addition, the gi-suffix is one of the most productive affixes 
for deriving indefinite pronouns in the Finnic languages (Alvre 1980: 539, 1986: 
10; Haspelmath 2013; Van Alsenoy & van der Auwera 2015). 

The late development of the interrogative keegi can also be seen from the 
position of -gi/ki. As an enclitic particle, it is attached to the very end of the word 
after the number and case markers (ilusa-te-le-gi ‘beautiful-PL-ALL-CLI’), but as 
an affix on indefinites its position can vary, e.g., kelle-le-gi ~ kelle-gi-le. This 
positional variation is an indicator of the lexicalisation process, whereby the -gi/ki 
clitic has been recategorised as belonging to the stem and, therefore, its natural 
position is before the case and number suffixes (kellegi-le) (Alvre 1980: 540; 
Nevis 1984: 142–143). 

Language planning has always suggested the placement of -gi/ki after other 
suffixes for gi-final pronouns, just as with other substantives. However, in dia-
lects, spoken language and sometimes even written language, it is not uncommon 
to find -gi/ki before the case ending (Saareste 1933; see also Pant 2018, 2020). 
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For many dialects, the typical position of -gi/ki is before the case marker, at least 
in the allative form (Saareste 1955: 16). Moreover, gi-suffixed pronouns are not 
the only part of speech where -gi/-ki has ended up in the middle of the word: 
adverbs like kusagil ~ kuskil ‘somewhere’, kuskile ‘to somewhere’, kusagilt ~ 
kuskilt ‘from somewhere’ all exhibit the same phenomenon (Alvre 1980: 539–540). 
 
 

2.3. The dialect forms of kes, mis and keegi 

The articles in this dissertation have focused on the (morpho)syntactic variation 
of kes, mis and keegi, but attention was not given to the diverse variation of their 
forms in the dialects. Therefore, here I provide a brief summary of the various 
ways kes, mis and keegi are used in the dialects, based on different dialect over-
views and dictionaries.  

Tables 1, 2 and 3 illustrate the different nominative forms of kes, mis and keegi 
in all the Estonian dialects. These tables have been compiled based on many over-
views of the pronouns and the dialects: Tanning (1961, 2004), Keem (1970), Alvre 
(1977, 1987a), Must (1987), Juhkam and Sepp (2000), Keem and Käsi (2002), 
Lonn and Niit (2002), Must and Univere (2002), Juhkam (2012) and Viikberg 
(2020). In addition, I have consulted the Estonian Dialect Dictionary (EMS II; 
EMS IIIa; EMS IIIb; EMS VI). 

As can be seen from these tables, the possible forms for these pronouns are 
varied and diverse. Oftentimes, there are several different forms used in parallel 
in the same (sub)dialect. Some of these are used with similar frequency, while 
others represent older and newer forms of the same pronoun. 
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Next, I will briefly describe the possible genitive and partitive forms of kes, mis 
and keegi in all the dialects. All the oblique cases are derived from the genitive 
stem, which is the reason I do not present the other case forms here. For easy 
comparison of the dialect forms to the contemporary language, the paradigms of 
these three pronouns in Standard Estonian are given in Table 4. 
 
Table 4. The full paradigms of kes, mis and keegi in Standard Estonian 

nominative kes mis keegi
genitive kelle mille kellegi
partitive keda mida kedagi
illative kellesse millesse kellessegi
inessive kelles milles kelleski
elative kellest millest kellestki
allative kellele millele kellelegi
adessive kellel millel kellelgi
ablative kellelt millelt kelleltki
translative kelleks milleks kellekski
terminative kelleni milleni kellenigi
essive kellena millena kellenagi
abessive kelleta milleta kelletagi
comitative kellega millega kellegagi

 
In both the Northeastern and Coastal dialects, the typical genitive stem for KES is 
kene, with kelle being a newer addition to the dialects. The partitive form is keda ~ 
kedä or kenne (Alvre 1977; Must 1987: 229; EMS II: 893, 989, 1036; Viikberg 
2020: 171–172). For MIS, the genitive stem is either min(n)e ~ mene or mi(i), but 
mille and mise are also sporadically used. The partitive is mida ~ midä (Alvre 
1987a; Must 1987: 229–230; EMS VI: 50, 86). Genitive stems of KEEGI include 
kellegi and ken(n)egi (and kengi for the Kuusalu subdialect), the partitive is 
kedagi ~ kedägi (Must 1987: 230; EMS II: 897, 994–995; Viikberg 2020: 173). 

In the Insular dialect, the genitive stem of KES is generally kelle ~ kille, but 
older forms like ken(n)e ~ kin(n)e and kesse are also used. The partitive is typi-
cally keda or kida, while s(t)-final forms like kedas(t) and kidast are not unusual 
either (Alvre 1977; EMS II: 989, 1036, 1060; Lonn & Niit 2002: 51; Viikberg 
2020: 171–173). For MIS, the genitive stem is typically either mille or mis(s)e ~ 
mes(s)e, more seldom minne or mee. The subdialects on the island of Hiiumaa 
also use mike ~ meke. The partitive is mida ~ meda (Alvre 1987a; Lonn & Niit 
2002: 51; EMS VI: 50, 86; Viikberg 2020: 171–173). The genitive of KEEGI is 
either kellegi(d) or ken(n)egi(d), the partitive is kedagi(d) ~ kedägi, kedaged or 
kedad, less often kidagid (EMS II: 897, 994; Lonn & Niit 2002: 51; Viikberg 
2020: 173). 
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The genitive of KES in the Western dialect is mainly kelle, but sporadically the 
kene stem is used for declination. The partitive form is generally keda, more 
seldom kedäst (Alvre 1977; EMS II: 1036; Viikberg 2020: 171–173). The geni-
tive stem of MIS is mainly mille (and melle in the Hanila subdialect), although 
misse stem is not unusual either. The partitive is mida (Alvre 1987a; EMS VI: 86; 
Viikberg 2020: 171–173). The genitive of KEEGI is kellegi, the partitive form is 
kedagi ~ kedäge, sporadically kedagist or kedagid (Juhkam & Sepp 2000: 23; 
EMS II: 897; Viikberg 2020: 174). 

The Mid dialect mainly uses kelle ~ kille for the genitive stem of KES, while 
sometimes ken(n)e occurs as well. The partitive form is keda, rarely kedä 
(EMS II: 1036; Must & Univere 2002: 271; Juhkam 2012: 468–469; Viikberg 
2020: 171–173). For MIS, the genitive is mille and the partitive is mida, rarely 
midä (Must & Univere 2002: 271; Juhkam 2012: 468–469; EMS VI: 86; Viikberg 
2020: 171–173). The genitive of KEEGI is mostly kellegi, although kenegi is also 
used in certain areas. The partitive is kedagi ~ kedägi, sometimes also kedagid and 
kedagist. Rarer partitive forms include kedagitki and kenegit (EMS II: 897, 994; 
Must & Univere 2002: 274; Juhkam 2012: 469; Viikberg 2020: 174). 

In the Eastern dialect, the genitive stem of KES is kelle and the partitive is keda ~ 
kedä (EMS II: 1036). The genitive stem of MIS is mille, while the partitive is 
mida, rarely medä (EMS VI: 86). The genitive of KEEGI is kellegi, the partitive 
kedagi ~ kedägi (EMS II: 897). 

In the Mulgi dialect, the typical genitive stem of KES is kelle. The partitive 
form is kedä, sporadically kedäs can also be used (Tanning 1961: 45, 2004: 110; 
Alvre 1977; EMS II: 989, 1036). For MIS, the genitive is mille, minne or mike. In 
some places, the mi-stem is also used in oblique case forms. The partitive is midä 
or miket (Tanning 1961: 45, 2004: 110; Alvre 1987a; EMS VI: 50, 86). The geni-
tive stem of KEEGI is kellegi ~ kelleki, sometimes kennegi/kennigi, the partitive is 
kedägi(t) (Tanning 1961: 45, 2004: 111; EMS II: 897, 995; EMS IIIb: 302). 

The typical genitive stem of KES in the Tartu dialect is kelle, but kenka is used 
as well. The partitive is keda, rarely also kidä(d) (Keem 1970: 40; Alvre 1977; 
EMS II: 1036; EMS IIIb 301). For MIS, the genitive stem is mainly mille, with 
some subdialects using melle, mika or me stems in oblique case forms. The parti-
tive is midä or medä, rarely midäd (Keem 1970: 40; Alvre 1987a; Keem & Käsi 
2002; EMS VI: 45, 86). The genitive of KEEGI is kellegi ~ kelleki, the partitive is 
kedägi or kidägi (EMS II: 897; EMS IIIb: 302). 

The Võru dialect uses mainly kink(a) stem for the genitive of KES, more sel-
domly kinga, kenne, kenka or kii. Genitive kelle is a newer addition to the dialect. 
The partitive is kedä or kidä (Alvre 1977; EMS II: 1036; EMS IIIb: 301; Keem & 
Käsi 2002: 44). For MIS, the genitive stem is mink(a) or minga, sometimes mii ~ 
mee, with mille being a new form. The partitive is midä, sometimes midäs, rarely 
medä or mitä (Alvre 1987a; Keem & Käsi 2002: 44; EMS VI: 45, 86). The forms 
of KEEGI can overlap with those of KES, however, genitive kellegi ~ kelleki and 
partitive kedägi are also used (EMS IIIb: 302; Keem & Käsi 2002: 44). 

In the Seto dialect, the genitive stem for KES is kink(a) or kinkõ, recently also 
kelle. The partitive forms are kedä, kettä or kinkõt, sporadically also kedäs (Alvre 
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1977; EMS II: 1036; EMS IIIb: 301). The genitive stem for MIS is mink(õ), the 
partitive is midä or midäs (EMS VI: 45, 86). Similarly to the Võru dialect, the 
forms for KES and KEEGI sometimes overlap, but genitive kinkõgi and partitive 
kedägi are also used (EMS IIIb: 302). 

In the Tartu, Võru and Seto dialects, it is not uncommon that while speakers 
use the nominative forms kiä and kiägi, for the rest of the cases the Standard 
Estonian declination of kes and keegi is used instead (EMS IIIb: 301). 

As a comparison, I have compiled similar pronoun tables for the data from the 
Corpus of Estonian Dialects, i.e., the datasets that have been used in this disser-
tation. Corpus data do not, however, represent very archaic dialect speech, but 
rather a more levelled version of the dialects, since the data have been collected 
when the dialects were already under heavy influence from the standard language. 
This can immediately be seen in Tables 5, 6 and 7. Many forms that are con-
sidered to be new in certain dialects by the dialect overviews actually appear 
regularly in those dialects in the corpus dataset.  

By the time of the data collection, all dialects frequently used the Standard 
Estonian kes and mis. kis, mes, and for the southern dialects kiä, miä, are also 
common, while other forms tend to be rarely or never used. There is also signi-
ficantly less variation in the possible forms in the corpus data for these two 
pronouns. keegi has more variety and many of the forms described in the dialect 
overviews also appear in the corpus datasets. However, the same tendencies as 
with kes and mis can be seen: the use of the Standard Estonian keegi has spread 
into all the northern dialects, but is still rare or non-existent in the southern dia-
lects. kiegi, kiigi, keski and kiä(gi) are frequently used as well, most other forms 
are rare. 
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Table 5. Nominative forms of the pronoun kes in the Corpus of Estonian Dialects 

 kes kis ken kie(s) ke(e) kiä(s) kea/keä kesse kessi kisse kissi 
Northeastern + rare + + rare   
Coastal + rare rare rare   
Insular + + rare rare rare rare rare  
Western + +  rare rare rare 
Mid + +  rare rare 
Eastern + +  rare   
Mulgi + rare  rare   
Tartu + rare  rare   
Võru + +  + +   
Seto + rare  +   

 
 
Table 6. Nominative forms of the pronoun mis in the Corpus of Estonian Dialects 

 mis mes mäs mih meh mi(i) mia/miä(s) meä migä(s) misse 
Northeastern + rare    
Coastal + +  + rare 
Insular + + rare rare   
Western + +  rare   
Mid + +   + 
Eastern + +    
Mulgi + +  rare rare rare   
Tartu + +  + rare   
Võru + rare  rare rare + rare   
Seto + rare  +   
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2.4. Animacy in language and the animacy reference  
of kes, mis and keegi 

Animacy often plays an important role in syntactic variation. Indeed, it is a central 
concept also in this dissertation, as one of the main goals of the dissertation has 
been to analyse the animacy reference of the pronouns kes, mis and keegi. 
Therefore, in this section, I give an overview of the complexity of animacy in 
language and describe the ways that animacy determines the use of the studied 
pronouns kes, mis and keegi. 

In language, animacy is rarely regarded as a binary variable, but rather as a 
continuum that extends from human through animal to inanimate and that is not 
necessarily always aligned with biological animacy (Yamamoto 1999: 1; Bayanati 
& Toivonen 2019: 158–159). The first modern description of this continuum was 
presented by Silverstein with regard to ergative languages (Silverstein 1976), but 
the most common representation of it, called the animacy hierarchy, is found in 
Dixon (1979: 85): 

 
1st, 2nd person pronoun > 3rd person pronoun > proper names > human common 
noun > non-human animate common noun > inanimate common noun 
 

The existence of some kind of animacy hierarchy has been claimed to be linguisti-
cally universal, however, not all languages or grammatical structures associated 
with animacy distinguish between all the levels of the hierarchy. Some languages 
and/or phenomena use less fine distinctions, e.g., just distinguishing humans from 
non-humans or animate beings from inanimate beings. Others can have inter-
mediate categories between the levels of the base hierarchy, e.g., separating higher 
animals from lower animals or having 1st and 2nd person as separate categories 
(Dixon 1979: 85; Comrie 1989: 185; Croft 1990: 113; Bayanati & Toivonen 2019: 
157). 

It has been shown cross-linguistically that the categories higher in the hierarchy 
are often grammatically distinguished from those that are lower, are treated as 
more central to clause structure and are more likely to act as an agent in events. 
Linguistic animacy can condition a wide range of phenomena, e.g., case, agree-
ment, number, word order, voice selection, form of reference, argument structure 
patterns, classifiers, etc. (Whaley 1996: 172; Kittilä, Västi & Ylikoski 2011: 6; 
Vihman & Nelson 2019: 261). Nevertheless, this hierarchy is not really an 
ordering of discrete categories, but rather a continuum ranging from most to least 
animate (Croft 1990: 113). 

In addition to animacy, there are other important parameters reflected in this 
hierarchy like empathy, individuation, definiteness, focus, grammatical relations, 
semantic roles, etc. For example, the hierarchy considers the NPs with which the 
speaker is familiar or toward which the speaker has empathy to be more domi-
nant. Likewise, a stronger sense of animacy is attributed to the entities that are seen 
as individuals rather than a part of a group or an indeterminate mass. Therefore, 
singular NPs can be considered higher on the animacy hierarchy than plural NPs, 
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but there are also several examples of groups that lie on the boundary between 
animacy and inanimacy, e.g., human organisations, geographic entities or com-
munities. Most of these are usually treated as inanimate, but they still show certain 
animate-like features (Comrie 1989: 189; Whaley 1996: 172–173; Yamamoto 
1999: 131, 138–139; Dahl 2008: 142). 

Some authors prefer to avoid the term animacy altogether and speak rather of 
empathy hierarchies, since there is technically no difference in literal animacy 
between the 1st person and a proper noun or a human common noun (Kittilä, Västi 
& Ylikoski 2011: 6; see also Langacker 1991: 306–307). All in all, determining 
whether something in language is animate or inanimate is not always clear. Not 
even all animate beings are equally animate to human cognition, since animacy 
is on a gradient from centrally animate beings to peripherally animate beings 
(Yamamoto 1999: 14). 

Recent decades have seen a surge of interest in animacy and its role in the 
world’s languages, and consequently several volumes and special issues on ani-
macy in language have been published (see, e.g., de Swart, Lamers & Lestrade 
2008; Lamers & de Swart 2012; Gardelle & Sorlin 2018; Vihman & Nelson 
2019). All these and other studies have shown that the role of animacy in the 
grammars of the world’s languages is extremely diverse and there exist a wide 
variety of ways animacy can affect the syntax and semantics of a language.  

The research objects of this dissertation – the pronouns kes, mis and keegi – 
are an interesting example of how animacy can determine the way that speakers 
use certain syntactic constructions. In most Finno-Ugric languages, the distinc-
tion between animate and inanimate is made with contrasting pronoun stems, as 
opposed to many Indo-European languages, which typically use suffixes to dis-
tinguish between singular and plural or animate and inanimate pronouns (Alvre 
1977: 18). The choice between the Estonian interrogative-relative pronouns kes 
‘who’ and mis ‘what’, and the indefinite pronouns keegi ‘someone, no one’ and 
miski ‘something, nothing’ in Standard Estonian is determined by the animacy 
hierarchy and the individuation scale (Erelt 2017: 743): 
  

humans > higher animals > lower animals > inanimates 
an individual > a distributive group > a collective 

 
With these hierarchies, the probability of using kes and keegi decreases and the 
probability of using mis and miski increases from left to right. In Standard Estonian, 
the relative pronoun kes is always used for a single human referent and the rela-
tive pronoun mis is always used to refer to an inanimate entity. In the case of 
multiple referents, kes is preferred for a distributive group (wherein for a group 
of humans, only the use of kes is possible) and mis is preferred for a collective 
group. The choice of the pronoun also depends on whether the collective or insti-
tution is in the role of agent or patient – in the first case, kes is preferred, while in 
the second case, mis is preferred. In general, the more active the role of the 
referenced entity, the more likely that the pronoun kes will be used (Erelt 2014: 
743; see also Veski 1958: 31). 
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Animate non-human entities can be referred to using both kes and mis. The 
pronoun mis can even be used to refer to a single animal: with higher animals, the 
use of mis is justified if the animal is not the agent in the sentence, for lower 
animals the choice of the pronoun is freer and it is always possible to use the 
pronoun mis (Erelt, Erelt & Ross 2007: 561). If either kes or mis can be used 
according to the hierarchies, then the choice of the pronoun is determined by other 
factors, mostly the meaning of the verb and the semantic function of the argument 
(Erelt 1996: 13). 

However, in some Estonian dialects the pronouns kes and keegi can be used 
to refer to inanimate entities and the pronoun mis (although not miski) can refer 
to animate entities. Several linguists have brought up this possibility in their 
dialect overviews. Kask and Palmeos (1985: 59) mention that in some areas of 
Estonia the relative pronouns kes and mis can be used opposite to the way they 
are used in Standard Estonian. Alvre (1977: 19, 23, 1987a: 32) points out that 
using kes in the meaning of ‘what’ is quite common in the northern dialects, and 
that the meaning ‘who’ is sometimes attributed to both mida in the northeastern 
dialects and to koa ~ kua ‘which’ in the southern dialects. Tanning (2004: 112) 
and Viikberg (2020: 174) state that midägi – the partitive form of the inanimate 
miski – is extremely rare in the Mulgi dialect and that the animate kedägi is used 
instead. 

Wiedemann (2011 [1875]: 470–471) notes in his Estonian grammar that in 
central Estonia only the interrogative pronoun kes (referring to animates) was 
carefully kept apart from the interrogative pronoun mis (referring to inanimates), 
but while using these pronouns in a relative clause, a similar distinction was often 
not made. However, in some dialects, this distinction was not made for in-
terrogative pronouns either. In addition, he mentions that if the declension system 
was missing a certain case for the pronoun mis, it was replaced by the pronoun 
kes in the respective case. This phenomenon of using animate pronouns to refer 
to inanimate entities and vice versa is also noted in a few descriptions of certain 
Estonian (sub)dialects (see, e.g., Niklus 1957: 139; Tekko 1958: 110; Pung 1968: 
134; Lonn & Niit 2002: 55; Must & Univere 2002: 271; Juhkam 2012: 468). 
Nevertheless, all of these previous works only mention the existence of this 
possibility, but do not elaborate on how or why kes, mis and keegi are used in this 
way. 

Examples that run contrary to the principles of Standard Estonian have not 
only been found in Estonian dialects, but are also apparent in old literary Esto-
nian. While in those texts kes usually refers to animate entities, there are certain 
relative clauses where the relative pronoun kes refers to inanimate referents, such 
as usk ‘belief’, puu ‘tree’, kiri ‘letter’, etc. (Kõpp 2001: 41–42). There are also 
cases where the relative pronoun mis is used to refer to animate referents, e.g., 
laps ‘child’, mina ‘I’, loomad ‘animals’, but those are less frequent (Kõpp 2001: 
67–68). A similar phenomenon can be seen in many 17th and 18th century texts, 
and this kind of opposite use of the pronouns has extended to even some written 
texts from the 19th and early 20th century (Alvre 1977: 19; Erelt 1996: 11–12). 
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All this shows that the choice between the pronouns kes and mis and keegi and 
miski has not always functioned according to contemporary norms of Standard 
Estonian. Interestingly enough, the clear distinction of animacy between kes and 
mis was designated in a language planning meeting in 1911, making it one of the 
first language planning decisions made for the Estonian language (Veski 1958: 31). 

kes, mis and keegi are not the only Estonian pronouns that have lost some of 
their distinction in animacy in spoken language; a similar phenomenon can be 
observed for the pronouns tema ‘s/he’ and see ‘it’. Typically the demonstrative 
pronoun see is used to refer to inanimate entities and the personal pronoun tema 
is used to refer to animate entities. However, in spoken Estonian, in the case of a 
very familiar entity or in some idiomatic expressions, ta (the short form of the 
pronoun tema) is often used to refer to inanimates. Similarly, the demonstrative 
see is used to refer to animate entities either in a presentational clause, when there 
are two different animate referents involved or for emphasis in the case of a 
relatively new referent. This kind of use can also indicate a negative attitude 
towards the referent. Nevertheless, if there are two referents, one of which is 
animate and the other inanimate, the two pronouns are used in their prototypical 
way to distinguish between the referents (Pajusalu 2005: 110, 132–133, 2017: 576). 

In some dialects, the choice of some demonstrative pronouns is also based on 
the animacy of their referent. For example, in the Võru dialect the pronouns timä 
or ta ‘s/he’ are used to refer to animate referents, but the pronoun tuu ‘that’ 
typically refers to an inanimate or even abstract entity. However, distinguishing 
between these two pronouns is not always clear-cut (Pajusalu 2015: 173). 

In addition to affecting pronouns, animacy can determine the use of many 
other morphosyntactic constructions in Estonian (a few examples are given in 
Pook (2018: 12–13)), all of which show that animacy in language is complex and 
often scalar in character. Nevertheless, in this dissertation I have chosen to follow 
Fowler’s (1977: 16–17) distinction for animacy, which divides all entities into 
two groups: animate and inanimate. Animate beings are those that are capable of 
movement (which is why plants are typically perceived as inanimate) and of 
initiating actions and change, either through conscious or unconscious action 
(whereas inanimate beings lack the ability to cause the world to change). There-
fore, all humans (and human collectives) as well as animals are marked as 
animate and everything else as inanimate. The choice to view animacy as binary 
in my dissertation stems from the data used: due to the everyday topics of the 
dialect corpus recordings, there are rarely any borderline cases for animacy and 
all NPs can easily be categorised according to their biological animacy. More-
over, since this dissertation studies the animacy of pronouns, many of the finer 
categories on the animacy hierarchy cannot be applied to them at all. 
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2.5. The grammaticalisation of kes, mis and keegi 

Grammaticalisation can be an important factor behind language change. It is pro-
posed in this dissertation that grammaticalisation might also be one of the driving 
forces in the development of the variation in the animacy reference of the pro-
nouns kes, mis and keegi. Therefore, in this section, I give an overview of gram-
maticalisation as a theory and explain how grammaticalisation is connected to the 
use of the three studied pronouns. 

Grammaticalisation is a process where certain language forms develop from 
lexical to grammatical or from grammatical to more grammatical. This process 
can include phonemes and words, but also constructions and larger discourse 
units (Lehmann 1985: 303; Heine & Kuteva 2002: 2). The change does not take 
place abruptly, but instead the forms gradually go through a series of small trans-
formations. This is called a cline of grammaticality and the following is a general 
representation of it (Hopper & Traugott 2003: 6–7; see also Lichtenberk 1991): 

 
content item > grammatical word > clitic > inflectional affix. 

 
Probably the most known example of grammaticalisation in Estonian (and also in 
several other Finnic languages) is the development of the comitative case. The 
function of co-existence and co-occurrence was originally filled with the noun 
kansa ‘with, together’. The lative form of this noun, *kansak, began to be used 
as a postposition, and, in turn, went through a number of phonetic changes, re-
sulting in the form kaas, which is already present in old literary Estonian. Going 
forward, after the loss of the genitive ending -n, it became easier to attach the 
postposition to head nouns. This unstressed position gave rise to multiple irregu-
lar changes: the postposition lost the word-final s, the intervocalic fortis stop k 
was replaced by the lenis stop g and thus the modern comitative ending was born. 
The entire cline of grammaticalisation for the comitative case is as follows (Tauli 
1966: 112–113; Rätsep 1979: 77–78; see also Campbell 1991): 

 
*kansak > *kaasak > *kaasa > kaas > ka(a) > -ga 
 

Grammaticalisation is typically viewed as a unidirectional process, with very few 
contradictory examples. However, there is no fixed end for grammaticalisation, 
as the process can stop at any point of development, and even in the final stage, 
a form might still be in variation and earlier forms may coexist with newer ones 
(Lichtenberk 1991: 37; Heine & Kuteva 2002: 4–5; Hopper & Traugott 2003: 16, 
67, 127, 138). 

Over time, linguists have proposed many principles and parameters for de-
scribing and identifying grammaticalisation (see, e.g., Hopper 1991). Heine and 
Kuteva (2002: 2) suggest the following four (interrelated) parameters of gram-
maticalisation: 

• desemanticisation or semantic bleaching (i.e., the forms lose some of their 
meaning), 
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• extension or context generalisation (i.e., the forms are used in new contexts), 

• decategorialisation (i.e., the forms lose morphosyntactic properties that are 
characteristic of either lexical or less grammaticalised forms), 

• erosion or phonetic reduction (i.e., the forms lose phonetic substance). 
 
Frequency also plays an important role in grammaticalisation. Some authors 
believe that a high frequency of occurrence is what makes a form eligible for 
grammaticalisation in the first place, while some consider a (sudden) increase in 
the (proportional) discourse frequency a sign that grammaticalisation has already 
occurred. Many changes characteristic of grammaticalisation (like semantic 
bleaching, erosion, positional fixing, erasure of word boundaries) are directly 
related to the absolute frequency of the forms; for example, as lexical forms 
acquire new grammatical meanings, they tend to be used more frequently, which 
directly contributes to their phonetic reduction (Heine, Claudi & Hünnemeyer 
1991: 38–39; Heine & Kuteva 2002: 3; 2005: 45–46; Hopper & Traugott 2003: 
127; Mair 2004: 125). Nevertheless, frequency alone cannot be considered to be 
the driving force behind the grammaticalised changes (Heine, Claudi & Hünne-
meyer 1991: 39; Hoffmann 2004: 189). 

It is proposed in this dissertation that grammaticalisation has, at least in part, 
influenced the use of the pronouns kes, mis and keegi studied in this dissertation. 
According to Heine and Kuteva (2006: 209), interrogative markers have four 
possible stages of grammaticalisation, from being just an interrogative marker to 
introducing headed relative clauses: 

1. Only an interrogative marker (Who came?). 

2. The interrogative marker is extended to introduce indefinite complements or 
adverbial clauses (I don’t know who came.). 

3. In addition to indefinite clauses, the interrogative marker can introduce a 
definite complement or adverbial clauses, which can also be interpreted as 
headless relative clauses (You also know who came.). 

4. In addition to definite non-headed relative clauses, the interrogative marker 
can introduce headed relative clauses (Do you know the woman who came?). 

 
It has been noted for many languages that going through these stages decreases 
distinctions in gender, animacy, number and case, and that the marker assumes a 
more general (grammatical) meaning (Heine & Kuteva 2006: 227). Lindström 
(2006) has proposed that this cline of grammaticalisation has also played a role 
in the change of word order in subordinate clauses, since grammaticalised relative 
pronouns are typically not focused anymore.  

The Estonian interrogative markers kes and mis have gone through all of these 
grammaticalisation stages (Erelt 2017: 683), and indeed, it is shown also in this 
dissertation that kes is most likely to refer to an inanimate entity and mis is most 
likely to refer to an animate entity precisely in their most grammaticalised position 
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(the relative clause), while the least grammaticalised position (the interrogative 
clause) allows for considerably less variation in terms of the animacy reference 
of these two pronouns. This indicates that grammaticalisation has played an 
important in the development of non-selectivity of kes and mis. 

In addition, it is proposed that the pronoun keegi might also be in the process 
of grammaticalisation, as the loss of semantic distinctions and semantic bleaching 
in general can be an indication of an early stage of grammaticalisation. This is 
further supported by the results of P2, where it was found that keegi is most likely 
to refer to an inanimate entity in its most grammaticalised function: the negative 
polarity item. This grammaticalisation, however, seems to be occurring mostly in 
the scope of negation and the animacy distinction of keegi is not that much 
affected in those syntactic positions for which differentiating between animate 
and inanimate referents is still relevant to understanding the content of the clause 
(e.g., nominative subjects). Further discussion about the effect of grammati-
calisation on the use of kes, mis and keegi can be found in P1 and P2. 
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3. DIALECTOLOGY AND SYNTACTIC VARIATION 

This dissertation is a study of dialectology, the aim of which is to examine the 
syntactic variation of the pronouns kes, mis and keegi in Estonian dialects. In 
Section 3.1, I give an overview of dialectology and its development into an aca-
demic linguistic field, both in the world and in Estonia. In addition, I explain the 
concept and benefits of corpus-based dialectology, which is the approach used in 
this dissertation, and introduce the framework of dialect syntax. Section 3.2 
describes the study of (syntactic) variation and its methods. 
 
 

3.1. Dialectology 

Dialectology, the study of dialects, started its modern tradition in Europe in the 
19th century. The earliest dialect collectors were parish priests and schoolteachers, 
many of whom were motivated by their concern to record as much traditional 
rural speech as possible before it was altered or lost to industrialisation and urba-
nisation. Over time, however, the study of dialects started to develop a more 
academic side (Boberg, Nerbonne & Watt 2018: 5–6). 

The first survey that could be interpreted as belonging to academic dialecto-
logy was conducted during 1876–1887 by Georg Wenker, who asked teachers all 
over Germany to translate a set of 40 sentences into their local dialect. The French 
linguist Jules Gilliéron soon followed with his own dialect survey. In order to 
collect his data, however, Gilliéron used trained fieldworkers, who were sent to 
different regions to conduct interviews and record data in a consistent phonetic 
notation (Chambers & Trudgill 1998: 15–16; Boberg, Nerbonne & Watt 2018: 6). 

The goal of these two projects (and the many that followed them) was to pro-
duce dialect atlases: collections of maps showing the regional variation of dif-
ferent linguistic phenomena. Mostly these maps demonstrated the use of alternate 
words, pronunciations and grammatical forms. Based on their surveys, Wenker 
and Gilliéron published two of the first dialect atlases, Deutscher Sprachatlas and 
Atlas linguistique de la France (Chambers & Trudgill 1998: 15; Boberg, 
Nerbonne & Watt 2018: 6). 

Out of the first dialect surveys grew the traditional method of collecting dialect 
data via questionnaire-based fieldwork with native-speaker informants. This 
fieldwork was typically distributed evenly across all dialect areas with a large 
number of measurement points. Up until the end of the last century, the question-
naires focused on lexical and phonetic variation, sometimes including a few 
morphological phenomena, but syntactic information was not yet gathered (Kort-
mann 2010: 843). 

A newer method in dialectology for collection data is the typology-style 
analytic questionnaire, which is completed by specialist for individual dialects or, 
if possible, native speakers themselves. These questionnaires collect information 
on whether particular phenomena are prevalent or at least observed in the dialects, 
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or whether they are not part of certain dialects at all. They can also shed light on 
features that have otherwise been overlooked in studies on individual dialects, 
either because they are not used frequently enough, they are not distinctive 
(enough) or they have been considered a part of spontaneous spoken language in 
general. Such questionnaires help to specify the areal spread of the analysed fea-
tures (Kortmann 2010: 843–844). 

In recent decades dialectometry has become an increasingly popular approach 
in dialectology. Dialectometry is a method that assesses the linguistic distance 
between selected dialect areas or points. While traditional dialectology often 
focuses on one phenomenon, either in one specific dialect area or in all dialects 
of a particular language, dialectometry aims to identify more general structures 
from a large amount of features, in order not to characterise a single feature, but 
rather the dialects themselves and the relations between them (Nerbonne & 
Kleiweg 2007: 148; Szmrecsanyi 2013: 2–3). Dialectometry is considered to be 
established by Séguy (1971; 1973) and was later much developed by Goebl (see, 
e.g., 1982, 2006, 2011). The most common fields of research in dialectometry are 
phonetics and lexis, although a few (morpho)syntactic studies have been con-
ducted as well (Szmrecsanyi 2013: 2). 
 

3.1.1. Corpus-based dialectology 

The introduction of different speech recorders and the subsequent emergence of 
many dialect corpora in the 20th century have paved way for variety of new 
directions in dialectology, one of them being corpus-based dialectology. Corpus 
linguistics is a methodology that uses systematic collections of texts (corpora) to 
analyse and make claims about linguistic phenomena and linguistic variation. 
Corpora can contain very different material: written and spoken language, modern 
and historical language, standard and non-standard language, adult or child lan-
guage, native or learner language, etc. (Szmrecsanyi & Anderwald 2018: 300). 

Large amounts of computerised material in corpora allow for conducting solid 
quantitative and qualitative analyses, especially for high-frequency phenomena. 
By analysing texts in a corpus, corpus linguists are first and foremost interested 
in what the speakers do with the language and not what they know (or think they 
know) about the language or their own language use (Kortmann 2010: 844–845; 
Szmrecsanyi & Anderwald 2018: 300). 

Corpus linguistics can be divided into two approaches: corpus-based and 
corpus-driven. Corpus-based studies use the corpus data in order to explore an 
existing hypothesis or to analyse patterns of variations of those linguistic forms 
and structures that are already pre-defined. A corpus-driven approach, however, 
makes no prior assumptions about the data and claims that the corpus itself should 
be the only source of hypotheses about language (Biber 2009: 162; McEnery & 
Hardie 2011: 6). In this dissertation, I follow the corpus-based approach to con-
duct my research. 

Dialect corpora contain natural (transcribed) discourse, which is based on 
interviews and/or free speech by dialect speakers. These transcriptions can be 
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either monologues or conversations between the informants or between the 
informant and the interviewer (Kortmann 2010: 844; Szmrecsanyi & Anderwald 
2018: 301). 

There are many advantages to using dialect corpora over linguistic atlases in 
order to study the dialects. The data in dialect atlases rely on elicitation and 
questionnaires, which makes it twice removed from the reality of language: firstly 
via fieldworkers, secondly via the atlas compilers. The answers by the speakers 
might also represent the conscious use of language rather than their real language 
use. Corpora allow us to access a more direct, spontaneous form of language, 
which, in turn, yields a more realistic and reliable result (Szmrecsanyi 2013:  
3–4; Lindström & Pilvik 2018: 649). 

As atlases include categorical data, they might omit borderline cases, while 
corpora provide graded frequency information that is more suitable for analysing 
continuous linguistic variation. Frequencies, in turn, represent the reality of lan-
guage much better than the discrete data of the atlases (Szmrecsanyi 2013: 3–4). 
In addition, a corpus allows the researcher to analyse all structural levels of a 
language. Corpora not only include the use of a specific phenomenon, but also 
the immediate context, and this provides the option of researching the semantic, 
pragmatic, textual, etc. features as well. In practise, the actual research possibili-
ties of course depend on how the particular corpus has been compiled and anno-
tated (Lindström & Pilvik 2018: 649). Lastly, corpora typically include infor-
mation about the informants (their age, birthplace, education, field of work, etc.), 
which allows researchers to include social parameters in their variation analysis 
(Lindström & Pilvik 2018: 649).  

Certainly there are drawbacks to corpus-based research as well. A major short-
coming of corpora is the possible absence of rare phenomena. Some rare features 
might not be present in the corpus not because of their rarity in the dialect, but 
because of the rarity of the specific discourse contexts in the corpus. Similarly, 
even relatively frequent phenomena might not show up in the corpus in the parti-
cular contexts that the linguist would like to examine. This drawback especially 
affects syntax studies, as syntactic phenomena tend to be rarer than, for example, 
phonetic phenomena. Thus, in order to analyse dialect syntax, a linguist needs a 
lot more text than for other research fields, since only features that are frequent 
enough can be analysed. However, it has also been argued that if a phenomenon 
or a specific context is so rare it is not possible to describe it based on large text 
corpora, then it might not need an in-depth analysis at all (Anderwald & Szmrec-
sanyi 2009: 1136; Kortmann 2010: 845; Szmrecsanyi 2013: 4; Szmrecsanyi & 
Anderwald 2018: 308–309). 

It is also clear that the material included in the corpus puts a range on the 
possible research questions that are answerable on the basis of it (Szmrecsanyi & 
Anderwald 2018: 300). Lastly, dialect corpora often have a smaller areal cover-
age than dialect atlases, as corpora tend to gather more material but from fewer 
locations (Szmrecsanyi 2013: 3). 

All in all, questionnaire-based and corpus-based methods complement each 
other, allowing the linguist to collect data in different degrees of granularity. 
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Although the (analytic) questionnaires primarily give a crude picture of (syn-
tactic) variation in particular regions, they can be very helpful in determining 
which phenomena are worth investigating further. Similarly, elicitation tasks and 
questionnaires are sometimes needed in addition to corpus data to determine the 
exact syntactic and pragmatic circumstances in which the rarer features in corpora 
are used in (Anderwald & Szmrecsanyi 2009: 1137; Kortmann 2010: 846; see 
also Rosenbach 2013). In this dissertation, however, additional data collection 
methods have not been used, as the dialects have severely levelled by the time 
this dissertation was written, compared to the 1960s and 1970s when the original 
material was collected. Fortunately, corpus data alone have been enough to 
conduct a comprehensive syntactic analysis. 
 

3.1.2. Dialect syntax  

Dialect variation in the field of syntax has until the recent decades been mostly 
neglected – the focus had either been on standard languages and their syntax or 
on phonological and morphological variation in dialects. The few early syntax 
studies focused mostly on single features in smaller dialect areas, while at the 
same time the research done in phonology and lexis often already included much 
larger areas and/or multiple features (Szmrecsanyi 2013: 1). 

There are many reasons why dialect syntax was sidelined for a long time. For 
example, it was once thought in some dialectological communities that (morpho)-
syntactic variation in dialects is not connected to geographic location at all 
(Szmrecsanyi 2013: 1). Of course, in reality, syntactic variation does not, in prin-
ciple, differ from variation, for example, in accent or dialect lexis. It is possible 
to find rare syntactic phenomena that are restricted to only one or very few 
dialects, just like it is possible to find almost universal features represented in all 
dialect areas (Auer 2004: 75–78; Kortmann 2010: 846). 

Another significant reason behind the lack of dialect syntax studies is defi-
nitely the methodological difficulties that acquiring syntactic data during field-
work raises. If a linguist is collecting data with dialectological interviews and 
questionnaires, it is often difficult or nearly impossible to formulate the right 
questions that elicit the specific constructions needed from the speaker (Carrilho 
2010: 57–58). So while syntax-oriented questionnaires have been compiled for, 
e.g., Dutch, German and the Nordic dialects (see, e.g., Vangsnes 2007; Berger, 
Glaser & Seiler 2012), this is uncommon for many languages, including Estonian. 

In addition, syntactic variation is typically more subtle than other types of 
linguistic variation and shows up more as a statistical frequency rather than as a 
presence or an absence of a variant. When considering dialect isoglosses, it has 
been shown that dialect syntax phenomena have transitional zones between dif-
ferent variation areas rather than sharp isogloss lines. In the transition zones the 
frequencies of the morphosyntactic phenomena are lower than in the clearly 
distinguishable syntactic areas, but the phenomena still occur to some extent. This 
means that dialect syntax phenomena have a wider areal reach and they are not 
stereotypically restricted to small areas or individual dialects. In order to study 
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syntactic variation, the researcher needs significantly more data than other 
linguistic fields might need: according to some estimates, analysing syntax needs 
about 40 times as much data as phonetic analysis (Anderwald & Szmrecsanyi 
2009: 1136; Kortmann 2010: 842, 844–845, 853). 

Starting from the 1990s, dialect syntax began to generate wider interest 
(Carrilho 2010: 58; Kortmann 2010: 837). This was heavily influenced by the 
emergence of dialect corpora in many languages, but it was also due to methodo-
logical advances that it became possible to study much larger databases than 
traditional dialectological research had before, and due to dialectology starting to 
derive methods from sociolinguistics and variation studies (Filppula et al. 
2005: vii).  

All things considered, in recent years, dialect syntax studies have shifted away 
from studying isolated syntactic phenomena in isolated dialects toward larger 
comparative studies of broader regions (if possible, of all dialects of a language) 
and of complex range of syntactic phenomena, and they have done so in large 
part thanks to dialect corpora and the emergence of new statistical methods 
(Kortmann 2010: 842). 
 

3.1.3. Dialectology in Estonia 

Differences in Estonian dialects have already been noted since the 17–18th cen-
tury, as grammarians of the time (e.g., Heinrich Stahl, Anton Thor Helle, Johann 
Gutslaff, August Wilhelm Hupel) started showing more interest in dialects in 
general. They included descriptions of Estonian dialects in their publications and 
divided them into main dialect groups. 19th century writers (e.g., Johann Heinrich 
Rosenplänter, Otto Wilhelm Masing, Friedrich Robert Faehlmann, etc.) started 
publishing dialect texts and discussing the characteristics of and phenomena 
found in the different dialects (Kask 1984: 29–32; Pajusalu et al. 2020: 35–36; 
Viikberg 2020: 15). 

However, the proper founder of Estonian dialectology is considered to be 
Ferdinand Johann Wiedemann: during the second half of the 1800s, he collected 
extensive amounts of dialect data, gave the first comprehensive descriptive over-
view of the main features of all Estonian dialects and published many studies 
about the dialects, most of which are still held in high regard today (Kask 1984: 
33–34; Pajusalu et al. 2020: 36; Viikberg 2020: 16–17, 24). 

Wiedemann was followed by a number of significant researchers in Estonian 
dialectology, like Jakob Hurt, Mihkel Veske, Heiki Ojansuu, Lauri Kettunen and 
Jaan Jõgever, among others, who continued to hold lectures and publish studies 
on dialects, emphasised the importance of dialect research and encouraged the 
further collection of dialect data, gave instructions on how to phonetically record 
the data, etc. Kettunen’s works from that time are especially noteworthy, as his 
studies on the Kodavere subdialect were one of the first to thoroughly analyse a 
subdialect’s language and, in addition, novel in their method, combining experi-
mental phonetic analysis with historical-comparative dialectology, juxtaposing 
the results with other Estonian dialects and closer cognate languages (Kask 1984: 
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34–38; Pajusalu et al. 2020: 36–37; Viikberg 2020: 17; see also Kettunen 1913a, 
1913b). 

The 1920s are considered the start of a new period in Estonian dialectology, 
as the Mother Tongue Society (Emakeele Selts) was founded and systematic 
research of Estonian dialects began. Compiling dialect atlases had gained ground 
in Europe in the beginning of the 20th century and this practice began in Estonia 
as well. However, unlike in the rest of Europe, using questionnaires as a method 
for data collection was less common here. More often, the necessary input for 
atlases and other studies was acquired by dialect interviews instead (Kask 1984: 
40; Pajusalu et al. 2020: 38; Uiboaed & Lindström 2014: 14; Lindström & Uibo-
aed 2017: 6; Lindström & Pilvik 2018: 645). 

The Mother Tongue Society was one of the first to send a group of researchers 
to gather data in order to compile exhaustive vocabulary collections, dialect 
atlases, text selections and phonetic overviews. Lexical information was first 
collected mostly according to Wiedemann’s dictionary, later by thematic fields, 
in an attempt not to miss any specific dialect words (Pajusalu et al. 2020: 38). 

The main representative in the dialect data collection and the dialect atlas field 
was Andrus Saareste: his life work amounted to several collections of maps about 
different features in Estonian dialects (Lindström & Pilvik 2018: 645; see Saareste 
1938, 1941, 1955). Another important contribution of his was the four volumes 
of his thesaurus (Saareste 1958–1968), the aim of which was to help corres-
pondents record even the rarest dialect vocabulary. In addition, he presented his 
own dialect division in his publications, developed the criteria to distinguish the 
dialects from each other and determine the borders between (sub)dialects, and 
gave a detailed account about each dialect’s characteristics. All these have been 
the foundation of many subsequent dialect studies in Estonia (Pall 1994: 5; Viik-
berg 2020: 18–19). 

An important milestone in Estonian dialectology was the introduction of 
battery-powered recorders in 1957. Although sound recordings on wax cylinders 
had been made before, the new recorders brought a new era with them and conti-
nuous dialect expeditions to different areas of Estonia were organised every 
summer from the 1960s up until the 1990s. This enabled the compilation of 
massive collections of dialect data at the Archives of Estonian Dialects and 
Kindred Languages at the University of Tartu2 and the Archive of Estonian 
Dialects and Finno-Ugric Languages at the Institute of the Estonian Language3 
(Pajusalu et al. 2020: 40; Lindström, Lippus & Tuisk 2019: 328–329).  

It is very fortunate that such efforts were made in the last century to collect 
and preserve dialect data, as, due to the levelling of most dialects in Estonia, it 
would be impossible to get an accurate representation of them nowadays. Re-
cording and analysing dialect speech continued to be considered important even 
throughout the Soviet times. As it is, modern researchers have a plethora of dialect 
overviews, records, voice recordings, etc. at their disposal, allowing researchers to 

 
2  https://murdearhiiv.ut.ee/ (Accessed: January 23, 2023) 
3  http://emsuka.eki.ee/ (Accessed: January 23, 2023) 
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use this material in many different ways beyond the scope of traditional his-
torical-comparative linguistics (Lindström & Pilvik 2018: 644–645, 648).  

During the last decade of the last century, dialectology became increasingly 
corpus-based. In 1998, the Institute of the Estonian Language and the University 
of Tartu started compiling the Corpus of Estonian Dialects based on the large 
dialect collections at both institutions. This corpus mostly reflects the spoken 
language of speakers born between 1870 and 1890. Conversations and interviews 
with local speakers have been systematically recorded since the 1950s, then tran-
scribed and morphologically (and at times syntactically) annotated. It is available 
for use by everyone online4. This corpus is also the basis for the research of this 
dissertation (a further overview of the corpus is given in Section 4.1).  

It must be noted that in terms of corpus-based research, Estonian dialects are 
better off than many other larger languages due to the extensive dialect data 
collection carried out during the last century. For example, as of November 2022, 
the Corpus of Estonian Dialects contained 1.24 million morphologically anno-
tated words. In comparison, the Finnish dialect corpus (Lauseopin arkisto5) 
currently contains 1.19 million words, with 887,000 of them annotated (Pajusalu 
et al. 2020: 40; Uiboaed & Lindström 2014: 16; Lindström & Pilvik 2018: 648). 

Overall, the 1980–90s can be said to be revolutionary in Estonian dialecto-
logy, as new (computerised) methods emerged, opening the way for dialecto-
metry and other research directions (Pajusalu et al. 2020: 40). The first dialecto-
metric studies of Estonian dialects were conducted by Murumets (1982, 1983, 
1984) and later continued by Krikmann and Pajusalu (2000) and Pajusalu, Krik-
mann and Winkler (2009), all focusing mostly on the lexical relations between 
subdialects. In recent years, dialectometry has been applied to the study of verb 
constructions (Uiboaed 2010a; 2013; Uiboaed et al. 2013). In addition to new 
research directions, new linguistic theories have been increasingly taken into 
account when studying dialects, with methods from sociolinguistics, spoken 
language research and other fields being incorporated into dialectology studies 
(Pajusalu et al. 2020: 40). 

The interest in dialectology in Estonia has kept growing over the years and 
thus there have been a wide range and number of works focusing on many dif-
ferent aspects of dialects. Here I give a short overview of some of the research that 
has been published, but this list is in no way exhaustive and there are countless 
more studies that have been conducted in dialectology.  

In terms of dialect vocabulary, studies have focused on the distinctive vocabu-
lary of particular dialects, sometimes in comparison with the vocabulary of other 
dialects (Saareste 1924; Norvik 1985, 2000; Sedrik 1994; Söderman 1996; 
Koponen 1998; Lindström et al. 2001; Lindström, Velsker, et al. 2009; Pajusalu, 
Krikmann & Winkler 2009), on different thematic lexis fields like words for 
birds, plants, fish or colours (Mäger 1967; Vilbaste 1993; Oja 1996; 2001; Kendla 
1997, 1999, 2005), on loanwords in Estonian dialects (Vaba 1989a, 1989b, 1997; 

 
4  https://www.murre.ut.ee/mkweb/ (Accessed: January 23, 2023) 
5  https://www.kielipankki.fi/aineistot/la-murre/ (Accessed: January 28, 2023) 
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Juhkam 2000; Must 2000; Björklöf 2012, 2019; Metsmägi, Sedrik & Oja 
2014), etc. 

Concerning the morphology of dialects, researchers have studied noun 
morphology (Rosenberg 2000, 2002; Must & Univere 2002; Iva 2007; Metslang 
& Lindström 2017), verb morphology (Tanning 1965; Pajusalu 1989, 1996, 2005; 
Toomsalu 1995; Pihelgas 1999; Must & Univere 2002; Iva 2007), plural forms 
(Neetar 1973), the influences of contact languages on grammar and morphology 
(Vaba 2010), etc. The South Estonian dialects have been the focus of much 
research, with studies on the variation of inessive n- and h-endings (Pajusalu, 
Velsker & Org 1999; Velsker 2000; Mets 2010, 2011), nud- and tud-participles 
(Pihelgas 2000; Mets 2007, 2010, 2013), the quotative (Iva 2002), evidentiality 
(Metslang & Pajusalu 2002a, 2002b), adjective suffixes (Käsi 2000), etc.  

In terms of the phonetic and phonological approach, studies have been done 
on the vowel system of the dialects (Lindström & Pajusalu 2003), prevocalisation 
and palatalisation (Org 2003, 2005, 2016; Pajusalu & Teras 2012; Põld 2019), 
quantity alternation (Parve 2003; Kalvik 2005; Iva 2010), different speech sounds 
in the southern dialects (K. Pajusalu 1998; Teras 1998, 2003; Parve 2000; Iva 
2003; Lippus 2003), vowels, intonation and other phonetic features in the Insular 
dialect (Asu 2004, 2005; Niit 2005, 2007; Asu et al. 2012; Asu & Salveste 2012; 
Türk et al. 2016), pronunciation in the Leivu subdialect (Teras 2007), etc. 
Viikberg (2020) has compiled a comprehensive overview of the traditional 
approaches to phonetics and morphology in all the Estonian dialects. 

Studies of dialect syntax are addressed in the following section. 
 

3.1.4. Dialect syntax in Estonia 

As in the rest of the world, dialect syntax is also a relatively new field in Estonian 
dialectology. While dialect syntax was somewhat researched before the 21st cen-
tury, the studies were few (compared to dialect lexis, morphology or phonology), 
mostly descriptive and dealt with one or a few features in concise dialect areas 
(Uiboaed & Lindström 2014: 19).  

To give a few examples, Keem (1961) described archaic object case govern-
ment in the Nõo subdialect (Tartu dialect). She pointed out that for certain verbs 
and constructions, the total object is more likely to be in the nominative case, as 
opposed to the genitive case that is the norm in Standard Estonian and used by 
younger dialect speakers. Juhkam (1983), in turn, studied the object in the Risti 
subdialect (Western dialect), where similarly to the Nõo subdialect, the nomi-
native case for objects is preferred over the genitive or partitive. Juhkam proposes 
that this is due to the influence of Swedish in these dialect areas. Many re-
searchers have examined negation in different Estonian (sub)dialects, e.g., Koit 
(1963) in the Insular dialect, Sang (1974, 1975) in the Kihnu subdialect and 
Lindström (1997) in the Võru dialect. Some dialect overviews have also included 
a section on syntax (see Must 1987: 284–306, 1995: 38–41; Juhkam & Sepp 2000: 
27–30, 55–57; Keem & Käsi 2002: 38–53; Lonn & Niit 2002: 53–57; Pajusalu et al. 
2020: 112–121). While many of these studies can give a comprehensive overview 
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of a phenomenon in a particular dialect area, it is difficult based on these to form 
a complete picture of all Estonian dialects in general (Uiboaed & Lindström 
2014: 19).  

However, there have also been a few large-scale dialect studies encompassing 
all the dialects in the 20th century. For example, Kask (1984: 251–285) described 
all the ways in which the quotative mood can be formed, which dialects use which 
constructions and illustrated the results on a comprehensive map of all Estonian 
dialects. Among many other syntax studies, Neetar published several articles on 
the agreement of subject and verb (Neetar 1963, 1964, 1965a, 1965b). She showed 
that while typically subject-verb agreement exists both for number and person in 
dialects (similarly to the norm of Standard Estonian), there are many contexts 
where disagreement can happen, depending on the differences in morphology and 
the multitude of ways of expressing number and person in different dialects (Neetar 
1965b). Nurkse (1937: 31–50) dedicated a chapter of his book on adjective 
attribute agreement to Estonian dialects, demonstrating, for example, that the 
disagreement between an allative noun and its adjective modifier is prevalent in 
the northern, eastern and western dialects, while adjectives typically agree with 
their noun in southern Estonia. In addition, he showed that syllable economy 
plays an important part in number agreement, as adjectives that do not have an 
increase in syllables between singular genitive and plural genitive are over-
whelmingly in agreement with their noun. Saareste’s (1955) dialect atlas also 
contains a few syntactic features, like the variation of quotative mood and the 
distribution of participle versus infinitival constructions. 

As the compiling of the Corpus of Estonian Dialects started in 1998, studing 
dialect syntax in a much more comprehensive manner became possible for many 
researchers and interest in that branch of dialectology grew. Since then, numerous 
works have employed the corpus in order to address various syntactic phenomena 
in the dialects, e.g., Lindström (2001b), Lindström et al. (2006), Kalmus (2009), 
Lindström, Kalmus, et al. (2009), Lindström, Velsker, et al. (2009), Uiboaed 
(2010a, 2010b), etc. 

In 2013, the Estonian Dialect Syntax6 project began, with the aim of studying 
morphosyntactic variation of Estonian dialects using the data from the Corpus of 
Estonian Dialects. Studies in this project focused on the geographic distribution 
and variation of frequent morphosyntactic phenomena, using modern statistical 
methods and putting an emphasis on visualising the data, all in order to provide 
a more comprehensive picture of Estonian dialect syntax than linguists have ever 
had before (Uiboaed & Lindström 2014: 21).  

So far, there have been over 40 articles published and several conferences held 
as part of this project. Studies have been done on deverbal suffixes (Pilvik 2016, 
2017, 2019, 2021), negation (Lindström, Pilvik & Plado 2021; Pilvik, Plado & 
Lindström 2021), need-constructions (Lindström, Uiboaed & Vihman 2014; 
Lindström & Uiboaed 2017), verb+verb constructions (Uiboaed 2013; Uiboaed 
et al. 2013), the distribution of pre- and postpositions (Ruutma 2016, 2019; 

 
6  https://estdiasyn.ut.ee/project (Accessed: December 22, 2022) 
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Ruutma et al. 2016), compound tenses (Lindström et al. 2015, 2019), partitive 
subjects (Lindström 2017), and clause formation (Plado 2015; Lindström, Pilvik 
& Plado 2018), among many others. All the papers in this dissertation have also 
been part of the continuation of the Estonian Dialect Syntax project under the 
Centre of Excellence in Estonian Studies. 

All of these studies have vastly improved our understanding of the complex 
world of Estonian dialect syntax. To give one example, it has been found that 
although Estonian dialects are typically divided into southern and northern 
dialects (which differ the most in phonology, morphology, and lexis), on a 
(morpho)syntactic level, an imaginary line can instead be drawn between eastern 
and western dialects, with the Coastal and Mulgi dialects fitting in with either 
group depending on the studied phenomenon (see Lindström, Kalmus, et al. 2009; 
Uiboaed 2013; Uiboaed et al. 2013; Lindström, Uiboaed & Vihman 2014; 
Lindström et al. 2015; Ruutma et al. 2016; Lindström & Uiboaed 2017; Lind-
ström, Pilvik & Plado 2018). This result is also seen in P3. 
 
 

3.2. Variation 

Over the past few decades, the study of language variation (and change) has be-
come one of the most productive and successful fields of linguistic research 
(Krug, Schlüter & Rosenbach 2013: 1). As this dissertation also studies syntactic 
variation of pronouns in Estonian dialects and employs the methods of variation 
analysis, in this section I describe the main principles of studying variation in 
language and give a brief overview of the history of the field. 

Variation analysis begins with the statement that there are two or more ways 
of saying the same thing, i.e., there exists a linguistic variable whose different 
variants cannot be clearly distinguished from each other in either meaning or in 
function. However, the different forms of a variable can vary in terms of social, 
stylistic and/or linguistic parameters (Labov 2004: 7; Feagin 2008: 23; Walker 
2013: 440–441). This variation can be found on all linguistic levels, in all lan-
guages and their varieties, in all registers and dialects, in every person’s speech, 
sometimes even in the same discourse and in the same sentence. Simply put, 
language variation exists everywhere (Tagliamonte 2013: 383). 

The concept of a (socio)linguistic variable comes from the early works of 
William Labov (1963, see also 1966), where he made a connection between the 
phonetic shift in certain diphthongs and the speakers’ (subsconscious) attitudes 
towards their place of residence. His studies were one of the first in the field 
where the central focus was on the variable itself; before Labov, linguistic varia-
tion was mostly considered to be unstructured, unimportant and random. It was 
not only thought to be not worth researching, but linguists of the time often even 
used invented or “cleaned-up” data in order to avoid the variation in naturally 
occurring data (Milroy & Milroy 1997: 47–48). Of course, by now the study of 
variation has shown that variation on any level of linguistics is not random or 
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free, but is most likely influenced by social and/or linguistic factors (Chambers 
& Trudgill 1998: 49–50; Bayley 2008: 117, 122). 

This is exactly what matters the most for a variationist linguist: not that a 
linguistic variation is happening, but that the variation is correlated with other 
social and/or linguistic factors (Chambers & Trudgill 1998: 70). Based on the 
choice of one variant over the other we can interpret a lot about the processing of 
the variable, about the constraints on using that particular variable and producing 
it in real time, about the characteristics of the speaker, about its social value and 
also about the general tendencies in language. It is interesting that people are 
often unaware that they are using particular linguistic variables at all. For many 
variables it has been shown that a majority of the speakers use both (or more) of 
the studied variants, but the proportions of the use of one or the other are corre-
lated with social variables (Chambers & Trudgill 1998: 50; Tagliamonte 2012: 6; 
Krug, Schlüter & Rosenbach 2013: 1). In addition, morphosyntactic variables are 
considered to mark social differences more dramatically than phonetic ones 
(Tagliamonte 2012: 206).  

For obvious reasons, studying variation in phonetics or morphology is more 
straightforward, as it is fairly simple to determine the different variants. For these 
fields, a form-based approach is often used: the researcher determines a set of 
variables that occur in the same context or have an identical meaning. In syntax, 
lexis and discourse, however, variation is often more difficult to define. The 
equivalence and synonymy of two variants is much vaguer and it is often im-
possible to confidently know whether the two forms are really saying the same 
thing or whether each variant is distinguished from others by miniscule semantic 
nuances. For syntactic or textual analysis, a function-based approach is more 
suitable: first, one defines a particular linguistic function, and then, finds all the 
possible forms that fill that function (Cameron & Schwenter 2013: 468; Walker 
2013: 440–443). 

Recent decades have brought a quantitative turn to linguistics and, therefore, 
to variation research, and the amount of corpus-based and probabilistic grammar 
studies has exponentially increased. While probabilistic grammar analysis has 
been around for a while, it is only in recent years that it has begun to be explored 
in a more systematic way. Probabilistic variation implies that the speakers’ 
implicit knowledge of language is always to some extent probabilistic, as the 
likelihood of using a linguistic variant in a certain context tends to correspond 
with the speakers’ intuition about the acceptability of the variants. In a sense, it 
says that variation is dependent on many constraints, which sometimes overlap 
and compete with each other and which all influence the speakers’ linguistic 
choices in probabilistic ways, leading, in turn, to the statistical variability in the 
distribution of different forms and variants (Szmrecsanyi 2017: 694; Grafmiller 
et al. 2018: 1–4; see also Bod, Hay & Jannedy 2003; Bresnan et al. 2007). 

A probabilistic grammar approach to variation is inherently usage-based, as, 
unlike sociolinguistic variation studies, which focus on demographic factors like 
age, gender, education, etc., it also associates the variation patterns with language-
internal factors, like lexical items or forms, linguistic context, abstract constraints 
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(like animacy in this dissertation), register, speakers’ cognitive abilities, etc., in 
order to figure out what all these factors can reveal about the speakers’ implicit 
linguistic knowledge (Szmrecsanyi 2017: 688, 693; Grafmiller et al. 2018: 3). 

Corpus-based probabilistic grammar research differs from traditional socio-
linguistic variation research in many ways. For example, its focus is shifted from 
phonology to lexical and grammatical variation. In addition, while typical varia-
tionist linguistics has not been interested in written material and has preferred 
analysing spoken data, corpus-based variation studies have started to include 
other styles and registers, already showing that the variation patterns of verna-
cular speech can be generalised to written text as well. Furthermore, corpus-based 
studies can include more than one variable (although many works are still based 
on a single feature) in order to get more reliable results through investigating how 
the different variables are interacting with each other. Corpus-based probabilistic 
variation has been the driving force behind the development of new statistical 
methods and techniques, broadening the analysis possibilities from the traditional 
binary logistic regression of variationist sociolinguistics (Schneider 2008: 67; 
Szmrecsanyi 2017: 689–690, 695; see also Guy 2005). 

In Estonia, the study of variation began in the 1990s, led by Karl Pajusalu, and 
at first, as in the rest of the world, the emphasis was more on sociolinguistic 
variation (Lindström & Pilvik 2018: 647). Examples of sociolinguistic studies 
include 1st person pronoun ellipsis in all Estonian dialects (Lindström, Kalmus, 
et al. 2009), the variation of word-final [e] in the Karksi subdialect (K. Pajusalu 
1996), and the variation of the inessive case ending (Pajusalu, Velsker & Org 
1999; Velsker 2000) and vernacular speech variation and changes (Mets 2010) in 
the Võru dialect, among others. 

Later dialect variation studies, many of which have been based on corpus 
material, have focused instead on explaining variation through language-internal 
factors and probabilistic linguistics. This is partly also due to the nature of the 
dialect corpus, the speakers of which have all been chosen on a similar basis: 
older people, often women, who have not moved much around during their life 
and have not received much education (see more in Section 4.1). This means that 
there is not enough variability in the background of the speakers to conduct a 
reliable sociolinguistic analysis. As examples, dialect studies have been done on 
the variation of synthetic adessive and analytic adpositional constructions (Klavan, 
Pilvik & Uiboaed 2015), need-constructions (Lindström & Uiboaed 2017), 
naming constructions (Lindström, Pilvik & Plado 2018), negation in the Võru and 
Seto dialects (Lindström, Pilvik & Plado 2021; Pilvik, Plado & Lindström 2021), 
etc. All the papers in this dissertation also contribute to the probabilistic study of 
variation in Estonian dialects. 
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4. DATA AND METHODS 

4.1. Data 

The articles in this dissertation used two corpora as their data source: the Corpus 
of Estonian Dialects (CED) and the Phonetic Corpus of Estonian Spontaneous 
Speech (PCESS). As this dissertation is first and foremost a study of dialectology, 
the aim of which has been to examine the syntactic variation of pronouns in 
Estonian dialects, the CED was the most important source material: it is used in 
all the publications of the dissertation and in the additional combined analysis of 
all three studied pronouns (see Sections 5.2 and 5.3).  

This section gives a thorough overview of the CED and the process of 
obtaining data from the corpus. In P3, the PCESS has been included in order to 
compare the variation in the dialects with the variation in contemporary speech. 
An overview of the PCESS and its numerical parameters during the data analysis 
can be found in P3. 

The Corpus of Estonian Dialects7 is an electronic collection of authentic 
spoken texts, in which all Estonian dialects are represented. The language re-
corded in these texts is as archaic as possible, with most of it having been re-
corded in the 1960s and 1970s, and the earliest recordings dating back to 1938. 
All of the original recordings are stored at the Institute of the Estonian Language 
and at the University of Tartu Archives of Estonian Dialects and Kindred Lan-
guages. Since 1998, the CED has been developed by the Institute of Estonian and 
General Linguistics at the University of Tartu in cooperation with the Institute of 
the Estonian Language (Lindström, Lippus & Tuisk 2019: 337). 

 
The CED consists of the following (Lindström, Lippus & Tuisk 2019: 337): 

1. dialect recordings; 

2. phonetically transcribed texts; 

3. texts in simplified transcriptions; 

4. morphologically annotated texts; 

5. a separate database for information about the informants, recordings and tran-
scriptions. 

 
The recordings are traditional dialect recordings, where the informant is usually 
interviewed at their home. Informants are typically older people (about 70–90 years 
old) and mostly women. The topics covered in the recordings are similar through-
out the corpus, concerning the informant’s personal life, their lifestyle, past 
events and working methods (Lindström, Lippus & Tuisk 2019: 338). In a sense, 
the CED can be considered to be a corpus of a historical language, as it does not 

 
7  https://datadoi.ee/handle/33/492 (Accessed: January 26, 2023) 
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represent modern dialects, which in many areas of Estonia have unfortunately 
disappeared or been severely levelled due to urbanisation and the influence of 
Standard Estonian. 

There are several different ways that the Estonian dialects can be and have 
been divided (a thorough overview of dialect division in the past and the present 
can be found in Antso (2018) and Pajusalu et al. (2020: 48–54)). In the CED, 
dialects have been divided into ten areas: the Mid, Western, Insular and Eastern 
dialects make up the North Estonian dialect group, the Coastal and Northeastern 
(or Alutaguse) dialects make up the Northeastern-Coastal dialect group, and the 
Tartu, Võru, Mulgi and Seto dialects make up the South Estonian dialect group. 
This division differs from the traditional dialect grouping, where the Northeastern 
and Coastal dialects have been regarded as one dialect and the Seto dialect has 
been considered a subdialect of Võru (see Kask 1984). The dialect areas of the 
CED are shown in Figure 1. 

  
Figure 1. The dialect division of the CED 
 

All the dialects in the corpus have been divided into subdialects (the borders of 
which are based on former administrative units – parishes). The subdialects 
represented in the corpus data used in this dissertation are shown in Figure 2. It 
is clear that the representation of subdialects differs between dialects, e.g., the 
data contain all of the subdialects of the Northeastern and Võru dialects, but only 
about half of the subdialects of the Mid dialect are represented (mostly due to it 
being the largest dialect area). However, although it should be noted that the data 
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do not contain all the subdialects, there are still enough subdialects represented 
for each dialect to draw general conclusions about the characteristics of all the 
dialects. 

 
Figure 2. Subdialects in the analysed data: red indicates subdialects that are represented 
in the data, white indicates the subdialects not represented in the data 
 
Table 8 gives an overview of the numerical data of the corpus separated by 
dialects. At the time of the data collection the CED contained 1,229,084 morpho-
logically annotated tokens, which are divided across 413 texts. The Western, Mid, 
Insular and Võru dialects are best represented in the CED, while the Mulgi, 
Northeastern and Eastern dialects have considerably fewer tokens and texts. The 
amount of material from each dialect is, on one hand, dependent on the size of 
the dialect area, but, on the other hand, also directly related to the number of 
recordings made in each specific region during the data collection period. 

The corpus material comes from 344 informants, of whom about two thirds 
are women and one third are men. They were born between 1864 and 1922 and 
range in age from 45 to 100 years old. The recordings can also feature other 
people, who either join the conversation for a brief period or who say something 
from afar, i.e., from the other room. Those people are not included in the statistics 
in Table 8, but their language is still analysed in the dissertation if it contains 
relevant features.  
 

  

do not contain all the subdialects, there are still enough subdialects represented 
for each dialect to draw general conclusions about the characteristics of all the 
dialects. 
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Table 8. The number of morphologically annotated tokens, texts, informants and sub-
dialects in the CED in January 2019 

Dialect Total tokens Texts Informants (m/f) Subdialects 
Western 251,031 82 63 (21/42) 14 
Mid 246,167 83 72 (24/48) 19 
Insular 202,325 69 55 (10/45) 15 
Võru 111,503 41 34 (8/26) 8 
Coastal 97,152 29 24 (10/14) 4 
Tartu 80,343 28 24 (6/18) 7 
Seto 68,414 19 20 (4/16) 3 
Mulgi 63,759 20 18 (6/12) 4 
Northeastern 60,037 19 14 (7/7) 4 
Eastern 48,353 23 20 (8/12) 4 
Σ 1,229,084 413 344 (104/240) 82 

 
In this dissertation I have used the (manually) morphologically annotated dialect 
texts, which are in XML-format and where each token in the texts has been 
annotated with its lemma, word class and word form. In all the examples in this 
dissertation, all transcription markings (palatalisation, stress, quantity degrees, 
compound word borders, etc.) have been removed, as they are not relevant to the 
studies. However, the orthography of the examples is presented exactly as it is in 
the corpus. 

In order to acquire the necessary info from the XML-files, I have used a 
Python script by Kristel Uiboaed8: inserting the lemma and context window, the 
script extracts all the cases of that lemma from all the texts and combines them 
into an Excel file. Every keyword in that Excel file is accompanied by the 
preceding and following context (up to 20 words), case marking and information 
about the informant (dialect, subdialect, village, age, gender, date of birth and 
place of birth). In this dissertation I have mostly compared the language of the 
dialects and not the subdialects, as typically only a few speakers represent a 
subdialect, which is not enough for a comprehensive analysis. 
 
 

4.2. Methods 

This section gives an overview of all the statistical methods used in this disser-
tation: conditional inference trees and random forests (P1, P2, P3), mixed-effects 
logistic regression (P3) and multiple correspondence analysis (P2). In addition to 
the published articles, conditional inference trees and multiple correspondence 

 
8  https://github.com/kristel-/RuRaKe/blob/master/Scripts/CedConcordancer.py (Accessed: 
February 3, 2023) 
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analysis are employed in Sections 5.2 and 5.3 of this overview article. These 
methods are briefly described in the following sections. 

Each of these methods analyses the data in their own unique way, yet can be 
complimentary to each other when used together. Logistic regression has been 
used in quantitative variation studies for a while, but it is a more recent approach 
to apply mixed-effects models, random forests and conditional inference trees to 
the variation data. Furthermore, studies like Tagliamonte and Baayen (2012) and 
Baayen et al. (2013) have shown that it is beneficial to use all of these comple-
mentary techniques together. Mixed-effects models provide a way to account for 
random-effect factors (e.g., characteristics of the speakers in the data). Random 
forests, in turn, provide information about the importance of predictors. Finally, 
conditional inference trees and correspondence analysis visualise how different 
predictors operate in association with each other. 

Studying (dialect) syntax poses a problem where, on one hand, it is necessary 
to have a large amount of natural language recordings (as it is often difficult to 
reproduce syntactic phenomena in a controlled environment), but, on the other 
hand, this kind of data collection can result in an unpredictably unbalanced dataset. 
That means that the phenomenon of interest can be represented many times in 
one dialect area or construction and hardly ever in another due to arbitrary and 
uncontrollable factors during data collection, rather than due to the actual distri-
bution of the phenomenon. However, as conditional inference trees, random forests 
and multiple correspondence analysis place no particular requirements upon the 
data, they are highly suitable to use as statistical methods in case of an unbalanced 
dataset with mostly categorical variables. 

All these methods have also been successfully used in other studies of Estonian, 
Estonian dialects and (dialect) syntax (see, e.g., Uiboaed 2013; Klavan, Pilvik & 
Uiboaed 2015; Reile 2015; Ruutma et al. 2016; Lindström & Uiboaed 2017; 
Taremaa 2017; Lindström, Pilvik & Plado 2018; Proos 2020; Tragel & Klavan 
2021; Hint et al. 2021; Lindström, Pilvik & Plado 2021; Pilvik, Plado & 
Lindström 2021). 

All the calculations were performed using the statistical software R (R Core 
Team 2018). The conditional inference trees and random forests were computed 
using the functions ctree() and cforest() from the package party (Hothorn, Hornik 
& Zeileis 2006). The binomial mixed-effects logistic regression was computed 
using the function glmer() from the package lme4 (Bates et al. 2015). The multiple 
correspondence analysis was computed using the function mjca() from the ca 
package (Nenadic & Greenacre 2007). 

 

4.2.1. Conditional inference trees and random forests 

Conditional inference trees and random forests are methods based on binary re-
cursive partitioning. At each stage of the analysis, the tree model’s algorithm tests 
the association between the independent variables and the given response vari-
able. The variable most strongly associated with the response variable is the one 
used to split the data into two subsets. The two subsets are then tested again for 
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the association between the variables and if possible, split into two. This kind of 
partitioning continues until no variable is associated with the response at a level 
of statistical significance. The result of this process is presented as a tree structure 
with binary splits (Hothorn, Hornik & Zeileis 2006; Strobl, Malley & Tutz 2009).  

For random forests, the model outputs a measure of importance for each vari-
able, averaged over many conditional inference trees. These (permutation) variable 
importance measures, in turn, reflect the impact value each variable has on the 
response. The conditional importance scheme has been used for the computation 
of these measures in order to take into account the possible correlations between 
the variables and to help identify the truly relevant predictor variables (see Strobl 
et al. 2008). The goal of both conditional inference trees and random forests is to 
predict the chances of the dependent variable occurring in a given context, 
specified by the independent variables (Breiman 2001). 
 

4.2.2. Binomial mixed-effects logistic regression 

Binomial mixed-effect logistic regression is a method suitable for explaining and 
predicting speakers’ choice between two variants on the basis of geographic, social, 
syntactic, pragmatic, and other factors. A mixed-effects model includes fixed 
effects, which are known as normal explanatory variables and the effect of which 
is measured, and random effects, which are sampled randomly from the popu-
lation (e.g., individual speakers, lexical stimuli, individual lemmas, etc.) and that 
are useful in filtering out “noise” from the model. Logistic regression takes a pre-
determined configuration of predictors as a reference and compares the change in 
effect on the response for each predictor value, while keeping the other predictors 
constant (Fielding & Goldstein 2006; Tagliamonte & Baayen 2012; see also 
Baayen, Davidson & Bates 2008). 

Logistic regression models are more particular about the distribution of the 
datasets and set certain requirements for the data. One of those requirements con-
cerns observed values: if a variable’s value occurs fewer times than 5–10 (the 
exact threshold is under debate by researchers), the model’s estimation can be 
wrong (Walker & Smith 2020). This kind of sparseness of data, however, is a 
common problem when studying dialects and especially dialect syntax. Thus 
logistic regression is only used in P3, where combining the data from the Corpus 
of Estonian Dialects and the Phonetic Corpus of Estonian Spontaneous Speech 
fits the necessary requirements that the dialect data on their own could not. 

 

4.2.3. Multiple correspondence analysis 

Correspondence analysis (CA) is an exploratory technique designed specifically 
for the analysis of categorical variables. CA takes the frequency of co-occurring 
features and converts them into distances, which are then plotted on a two- or 
three-dimensional graph to visualise how the variable values are associated with 
each other (Glynn 2014: 445). Multiple correspondence analysis (MCA) is an 
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extension of CA and has the ability of analysing more than two variables 
simultaneously (Hill & Lewicki 2006: 136). 

For most data, the combination of the first two dimensions of MCA offers the 
most accurate and easily interpretable visualisation of how the variables and their 
values are associated with each other (Glynn 2014: 447). The further a value on 
a plot is from the origin (the point where the x-axis and y-axis intersect), the more 
discriminating it is. Inversely, the closer a value is to the origin, the less discrimi-
nating it is, but only in the context of the chosen variables. This means that a 
variable or a value might still contribute to the studied variation, but not in the 
visualised dimensions (Alberti 2015: 27; see also Greenacre 2017: 97–104). 

To analyse the relationship between one variable’s value with another vari-
able’s value, one should look at the angle connecting the two values via the origin: 
the smaller the angle, the stronger the positive association probably is. If the angle 
is 90 degrees, the values are most likely not associated at all and if the angle is 
180 degrees, the values are probably negatively associated with each other 
(Yelland 2010: 102; Glynn 2014: 455–459; Greenacre 2017: 86). 

However, MCA does not show whether the associations between the variable 
values are significant or relevant at all, since the primary purpose of this tech-
nique is just to produce a simplified representation of the data. Therefore, one 
must check all conclusions made with MCA using raw data and other statistical 
methods (Greenacre 1984: 10; Hill & Lewicki 2006: 134; Glynn 2014: 444). 
 
  



52 

5. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

In this chapter, I first summarise the results of the published articles of this 
dissertation in Section 5.1. As the animacy reference of the pronoun mis was not 
addressed in any of the publications, Section 5.2 contains a brief analysis of how 
mis behaves in terms of referring to animate and inanimate entities and which 
variables significantly affect its use. In Section 5.3, I combine the datasets of kes, 
mis and keegi and conduct a comprehensive analysis of their animacy reference, 
comparing the use of the three pronouns in Estonian dialects. 
 
 

5.1. Overview of the publications 

P1. The pronoun kes ‘who’ and its referent’s animacy in Estonian dialects 
The first article of the dissertation concerns the use of the interrogative-relative 
pronoun kes ‘who’ in Estonian dialects. There is a clear distinction between the 
pronouns kes and mis ʻwhat’ in Standard Estonian: kes refers to animate entities 
and mis refers to inanimate entities. However, in Estonian dialects it is not always 
so and kes can sometimes refer to inanimate entities and mis to animate entities. 
The aim of this article was to determine which Estonian dialects typically use kes 
to refer to inanimate entities and which variables most affect this use. The data 
used came from the Corpus of Estonian Dialects and in order to ascertain the 
relevance and effect of the chosen variables, the conditional inference tree method 
was applied to the data. 

The analysis showed that kes was most likely used to refer to inanimate 
entities in the entire North Estonian dialect group (except on the island of Saare-
maa) and in the Coastal dialect. Southern dialects could be excluded from the 
typical area of this variation, but elsewhere in Estonia there were many isolated 
subdialect groups where kes was frequently used to refer to inanimates. 

Out of all construction types, relative clauses showed the highest percentage 
of non-selectivity, while there were hardly any instances of kes referring to in-
animate entities in other construction types. This is most likely due to the gram-
maticalisation of the interrogative marker into a relative marker: during the 
grammaticalisation process, its semantics have bleached and it has lost some of 
its semantic distinctions, one of them being the distinction in animacy. When 
referring to inanimates, the case of the pronoun was mostly elative or comitative, 
at times also genitive, while the use of other cases was rare. 

In the case of inanimate entities, only postnominal relative clauses were used, 
while relative clauses that modified a noun referring to an animate entity were 
both pre- and postnominal. This could, once again, be due to the grammaticali-
sation of the interrogative marker into a relative marker, the purpose of which in 
postnominal relative clauses (where the pronoun immediately or closely follows 
the referenced entity) is not to add any semantic value, but to function only as a 
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connective relative marker, and therefore its clear distinction in animacy is not as 
relevant as it would be in prenominal relative clauses. 

While the studied variables had complex interactions with each other, the choice 
to use the pronoun kes to refer to inanimate referents was mainly associated with 
the case of the pronoun (and the relations those cases represented), with dialect 
and construction type also being significant in determining the speakers’ choice 
in referring to animate or inanimate entities. This all shows that although the pro-
noun kes is still mainly used to refer to animate entities in the dialects, there is 
significant variation in its use and animacy as a category is not as semantically 
significant in the dialects as it is in Standard Estonian.  
 

P2. The use of the indefinite pronoun keegi ‘someone’ in Estonian dialects 
Furthering the analysis of P1, I continued the study of animacy reference with the 
indefinite pronoun keegi ‘someone, no one’ in P2. Similarly to kes and mis, the 
indefinite pronouns keegi and miski ‘something, nothing’ are also used to refer to 
animate and inanimate entities, respectively, in Standard Estonian. Yet in Estonian 
dialects, keegi is frequently used to refer to inanimate objects as well. In addition 
to determining which variables affect the choice to refer to either animate or in-
animate entities with keegi, this paper aimed to describe the functions in which 
keegi can be used in Estonian dialects. The research was based on the data in the 
Corpus of Estonian Dialects, with conditional inference trees, random forests and 
multiple correspondence analysis as the chosen statistical methods.  

In Estonian dialects, the pronoun keegi was used in the following functions: 
as a nominative and a partitive subject, an object, an adverbial, a genitive and a 
postnominal attribute, a determiner, a negative polarity item and a generalising 
alternative. Almost half of all the uses were subjects, but objects, adverbials and 
negative polarity items were also very frequent. 

keegi was most often used to refer to inanimate entities in the Western, Mid 
and Eastern dialects, where over half of the uses of keegi referred to inanimates. 
At the same time, it did not seem to be possible to use keegi to refer to inanimate 
entities in the Võru and Seto dialects. In terms of animacy reference, the distri-
bution of the dialects was similar to the results of P1, showing us that such 
developments are probably not coincidental, but rather in those particular areas 
the animate-inanimate distinction has for some reason started to fade.  

The indefinite pronoun was most often used to refer to inanimate entities when 
keegi was an object, a partitive subject or a negative polarity item, when it was in 
the partitive case and positioned at the end of a negative clause. When keegi 
referred to an animate being, it was most likely a nominative subject at the 
beginning of an affirmative clause. As shown in P1, the distinction in animacy 
for the pronoun kes was most prevalent when kes was used as a relative pronoun 
(as opposed to an interrogative pronoun), i.e., in the most grammaticalised posi-
tion. A similar connection can be made for keegi, as using it in the most grammati-
calised function – as a negative polarity item – has also increased its non-selec-
tivity in animacy. 
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The results showed how tightly indefinite pronouns and partitive case marking 
are interrelated in the scope of negation, as well as how the animate-inanimate 
distinction has become irrelevant in this specific context. The inanimate use of 
keegi in Estonian dialects seems to be following the path of grammaticalisation, 
as the loss of semantic distinctions can be an early stage in the grammaticalisation 
process. This can, in turn, potentially result in the pronoun developing into a 
negation word or a polarity item. However, this grammaticalisation does not seem 
to affect the animacy distinction very much in syntactic positions which are 
outside of the scope of negation and for which differentiating between animate 
and inanimate referents is still relevant for understanding the content of the 
clause, such as for nominative (canonical) subjects or attributes. 
 

P3. Object case variation of the pronoun mis ‘what’ in spontaneous spoken 
Estonian and Estonian dialects 

P3 examined the object case variation of the pronoun mis ‘what’ in the position 
where partitive marking of the object is expected. While nouns in partial object 
position are characteristically in the partitive, the pronoun mis acts irregularly in 
this position: partitive mida can be replaced with nominative mis (the case typi-
cally used for total objects). This variation occurs in both spoken and written 
Estonian as well as in Estonian dialects and is characteristic only of the pronoun 
mis. 

The aim of this paper was to determine which variables affect this object case 
variation most significantly, how the variation differs between contemporary 
speech and antiquated dialects and what might possibly have caused or influenced 
this variation. The analysis was based on the data from the Corpus of Estonian 
Dialects and the Phonetic Corpus of Estonian Spontaneous Speech. 

While the two corpora differ in their range of variation of mis and mida in 
partial object position (in the contemporary data, the division of mis and mida is 
more or less equal, but in the dialects, mida occurs in less than 10% of the sen-
tences), there are several morphosyntactic and geographical variables that contri-
bute to the variation in both corpora. The conducted analyses showed that verb 
type, construction type, linguistic context, polarity and dialect are the most 
significant variables affecting this particular variation: the use of partitive mida 
was more likely to occur in the case of a negative partitive verb and in the eastern-
most dialects, while its use was less likely when followed by a short (personal) 
pronoun and with (rhetorical) questions. In this study, the variation of mis and 
mida was examined from a morphosyntactic perspective; however, it is likely that 
some prosodic variables, like intonation and sentence stress, might also contribute 
to this variation. A further prosodic study, therefore, would be necessary for a 
comprehensive understanding of this object case alternation. 

I proposed that there could be (at least) three possible motivations for the use 
of mis instead of mida in partial object position – language contact, high usage 
frequency and language standardisation – and it is likely that all three may have 
had an influence of this variation in association with each other. Firstly, while it 
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is difficult to determine whether any local contacts have been responsible for the 
increase in prevalence of nominative mis, the lack of general Indo-European or 
specifically Germanic contacts in the eastern dialects (which have retained the 
use of partitive mida) could explain why the Coastal, Northeastern and Seto dia-
lects differ from the other dialects. Secondly, frequent (fixed) constructions showed 
a higher percentage of nominative mis than low-frequency constructions, indi-
cating that high usage frequency could be the motivation behind the choice to use 
the shorter nominative in partial object position. Finally, the distinct differences 
in the range of variation in contemporary speech and antiquated dialects could be 
explained with the effects of language standardisation, which has surely had an 
influence on the contemporary speech of Estonia, but less so on the dialects of 
primarily oral tradition. 
 
 

5.2. The animacy reference of mis 

The articles included in this dissertation focused on the animacy reference of the 
interrogative-relative pronoun kes and the indefinite pronoun keegi, as well as the 
object case variation of the interrogative-relative pronoun mis. However, another 
topic must be discussed in order to obtain a full picture of the animacy-related 
variation of the interrogative-relative and indefinite pronouns: the animacy refe-
rence of the pronoun mis. In a similar fashion to kes, while mis is used only to 
refer to inanimate entities in Standard Estonian, in some Estonian dialects a such 
restriction does not exist and mis can refer to both animate and inanimate referents9. 

In this section, I intend to give a brief overview of the way mis functions in 
terms of its animacy reference and which variables affect the speaker’s choice of 
referring to animate or inanimate entities with this pronoun. 

As with kes and keegi, the data come from the Corpus of Estonian Dialects 
(see Section 4.1). Each instance of the pronoun mis in the dataset has been col-
lected from the morphologically annotated corpus texts, accompanied by the 
preceding and following context (up to 20 words), case marking and metadata 
about the informants.  

In total, there were 7,558 in instances of mis in the corpus, 6,111 of which 
were included in the dataset (excluding incomplete sentences and repetitions). In 
addition to the variables of case and dialect, which were acquired from the corpus, 
I have manually added the following variables to each instance: the animacy of 
the referent, construction type and the polarity of the clause. 

Similarly to P1 and P2 of this dissertation, the variable of animacy has two 
levels: animate and inanimate. As mentioned in Section 2.4, this distinction 
follows Fowler (1977: 16–17) and categorises all humans and animals as animate, 

 
9  keegi also has an inanimate counterpart miski ‘something’, but based on the data in the 
Corpus of Estonian Dialects, it seems that miski has not lost any of its animacy distinction in 
the dialects and is only used to refer to inanimate referents. Therefore, it is not analysed in this 
dissertation. 
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and everything else as inanimate. Although animacy in language should be re-
garded as a continuum rather than a binary variable, the decision to use a binary 
approach is partly due to the nature of the dialect texts, which rarely have any 
borderline cases of animacy, and partly due to the nature of the studied pronouns, 
which often do not have a counterpart on the extended animacy hierarchy. 

The construction type variable has seven levels, some of which are very com-
mon constructions like relative and interrogative clauses, fixed constructions, and 
rhetorical and indirect questions, while others are rather characteristic of spoken 
language, like relative clauses that lack a main clause that they are supposed to 
be modifying (these typically either introduce a new topic or lack a main clause 
simply because the speaker’s train of thought changed mid-sentence). The seventh 
type is other constructions that do not fit under any of the previous types. As the 
clauses containing the pronoun mis were divided into construction types exactly 
as was done for the pronoun kes, a more detailed overview of this categorisation 
can be found in P1. 

The polarity of the clause can be either affirmative or negative. 
Out of the 6,111 mis pronouns in the dataset, 5,688 (93%) refer to inanimate 

entities and 431 (7%) refer to animate entities. The frequency of the animate and 
inanimate referents in all the dialects is presented in Table 9. 
 
Table 9. The frequency of animate and inanimate referents of the pronoun mis by dialect 

Dialect Inanimate Animate Σ 
Northeastern 216 22 (9.2%) 238
Mid 1,127 111 (9.0%) 1,238
Western 1,094 98 (8.2%) 1,192
Mulgi 343 28 (7.6%) 371
Insular 1,125 82 (6.8%) 1,207
Tartu 400 25 (5.9%) 425
Võru 476 27 (5.4%) 503
Seto 250 11 (4.2%) 261
Eastern 258 11 (4.1%) 269
Coastal 391 16 (3.9%) 407
Σ 5,680 431 (7.0%) 6,111

 
As we can see from Table 9, it is possible to refer to both animate and inanimate 
referents with mis in all Estonian dialects. Animate reference is most common in 
the Northeastern (example 6), Mid, Western and Mulgi dialects, while it is rarer 
in the Seto, Eastern and Coastal dialects. Nevertheless, it is clear that mis is 
predominantly used to refer to inanimate referents, as in Standard Estonian, and 
even in those dialects where reference to animate beings is more common, it does 
not occur more than 10% of the time. 
 
 



57 

(6) Northeastern (Lüg) 
sie  õte  mitä saunasse  vie suoja pani 
that  sister  what:PRT  sauna:ILL  water:GEN  warm:ILL put:PST:3SG 
‘The sister who set the water to warm in the sauna.’ 

 
Of all construction types, mis appears most often in relative clauses (example 7), 
rhetorical questions and indirect questions (see Table 10). mis is most likely to 
refer to animate entities in relative clauses, with 13.3% of the relative pronouns 
referring to animate beings. In interrogative clauses, fixed constructions and other 
constructions, the speakers do not use mis to refer to animate entities. Very similar 
results were obtained in P1 for the use of the pronoun kes. 

 
(7) Insular (Jäm) 

kui  ma  laps  oli siis  oli söuksed  
when  I  child  be.PST:1SG  then  be:PST:3PL this_kind:PL   
missel  olid pisikkesed  körvad 
what:ADE  be:PST:3PL  tiny:PL ear:PL 
‘When I was a child, there were the kind [of sheep] that had tiny ears.’ 

 
Table 10. The frequency of animate and inanimate referents of the pronoun mis by 
construction type 

Construction type Inanimate Animate Σ 
relative clause 2,430 373 (13.3%) 2,803 
rel. clause w/o a main clause 147 5 (3.3%) 152 
rhetorical question 1,753 40 (2.2%) 1,793 
indirect question 1,044 13 (1.2%) 1,057 
interrogative clause 184 0 (0.0%) 184 
fixed construction 50 0 (0.0%) 50 
other 72 0 (0.0%) 72 
Σ 5,680 431 (7.0%) 6,111 

 
Heine & Kuteva (2006: 227) have proposed that as interrogative markers 
developed through four possible stages of grammaticalisation (from being just an 
interrogative marker to introducing headed relative clauses), their distinctions in 
gender, animacy, number and case also decreased down through the stages (see 
Section 2.4). This corresponds well with these results, as in relative clauses, mis 
is the least systematically distinguished by animacy and its non-selectivity has 
increased, while in interrogative clauses the distinction in animacy is clear-cut 
and mis can only refer to animate entities. 

Of the 14 Estonian cases, the data include nine: the nominative, genitive, parti-
tive, inessive, elative, allative, adessive, translative and comitative. Almost all of 
the instances of mis are in the nominative (92.8%), with the partitive (4.6%) and 
comitative (1.5%) following at much smaller percentages. Table 11 shows that 
the case most likely to refer to an animate entity is the adessive; however, as there 
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are only eight instances of adessive mis in the data, no solid conclusions can be 
made about this. It is more reasonable to conclude that the nominative (example 
8) is the case that most probably refers to an animate entity (7.3%), followed by 
the partitive (4.3%). 

 
(8) Western (Tõs) 

 nüid  oo  see  eit miss  sinna  
 now  be.3SG  this  old_lady  what  there:ILL  

minijas  tuli koa  seäl  üksi 
daughter-in-law:TRL  come:PST:3SG  also  there  alone 
‘Now that old lady, who went there as a daughter-in-law, is also alone there.’  

 
Table 11. The frequency of animate and inanimate referents of the pronoun mis by case 

Case Inanimate Animate Σ 
adessive 5 3 (37.5%) 8
nominative 5,255 415 (7.3%) 5,670
partitive 266 12 (4.3%) 278
comitative 92 1 (1.1%) 93
allative 1 0 (0.0%) 1
elative 32 0 (0.0%) 32
genitive 17 0 (0.0%) 17
inessive 1 0 (0.0%) 1
translative 11 0 (0.0%) 11
Σ 5,680 431 (7.0%) 6,111

 
In the data, 98.1% of all the clauses containing mis are affirmative. When looking 
at the division of affirmative and negative clauses in terms of animacy, we can 
see from Table 12 that while it is possible for mis to refer to both animate and 
inanimate entities in clauses with both polarities, neither affirmative nor negative 
clauses stand out as more likely to refer to animate beings. So it is most probable 
that polarity does not affect the speaker’s choice in referring to animate or 
inanimate entities with the pronoun mis. 
 
Table 12. The frequency of animate and inanimate referents of the pronoun mis by polarity 

Polarity Inanimate Animate Σ 
negative 108 10 (8.5%) 115
affirmative 5,572 421 (7.0%) 5,984
Σ 5,680 431 (7.0%) 6,111

 
Figure 3 shows the conditional inference tree for the animacy of the referent of 
the pronoun mis. The variables included in this model are dialect, construction 
type, case and polarity. The response variable in the model is the animacy of the 



59 

pronoun. The figure displays all possible splits significant at the level of 0.05 or 
less. The bar plots at the bottom of the figure show the proportion of inanimate 
(dark grey) and animate (light grey) observations with the given combination of 
variable values. 
 

 
Figure 3. Conditional inference tree for the animacy of the entity to which mis refers 
 
According to this model, construction type and case are the variables significantly 
affecting the speaker’s choice for using mis to refer to either animate or inanimate 
entities. The variable of construction type first splits the data into two: using mis 
to refer to animate entities is quite unlikely for all of the construction types (Node 2) 
except for relative clauses. 

The relative clauses are split by the variable of case: it is less likely to refer to 
animate entities if mis is in the allative, comitative, elative, genitive, partitive or 
translative (Node 4), and more likely if mis is either in the nominative or adessive 
(Node 5). Recall that the previous analysis showed that there were very few 
instances of the adessive in our dataset, so no fundamental conclusions can be 
made concering this case; however, the conditional inference tree supports the 
previous conclusion that the nominative encourages the speakers’ choice to refer 
to animate entities with mis. 

Overall, it can be said that mis is most likely to refer to an animate being in 
the Insular, Mid, Mulgi, Northeastern and Western dialects, when mis is in the 
nominative or partitive and in a relative clause (example 9). 
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(9) Western (Mar) 
see  on  minu  mehe vennatüttar  mis  sii  paergu  on 
it  be:3SG  my  husband:GEN  niece what  here  now  be:3SG 
‘This is my husband’s niece, who is here right now.’ 

 
 

5.3. Results from the combined dataset 

In this section, I have combined all three datasets for the animacy reference of 
kes, mis and keegi into one dataset. Table 13 gives the frequencies of the studied 
pronouns in the CED, separated by dialect. mis is best represented in the corpus 
with 7,558 instances, kes follows with 3,709 instances and keegi with 1,983 
instances. Of all the dialects, these three pronouns appear most frequently in the 
Mid, Western and Insular dialects. However, as shown in Section 4.1, the total 
number of tokens from the dialects varies between 48,000 and 251,000, which is, 
therefore, also reflected in the frequency of the studied pronouns. 
 
Table 13. The frequencies of the pronouns kes, mis and keegi in the CED 

Dialect kes mis keegi Σ 
Mid 680 1,503 638 2,821
Western 741 1,458 511 2,710
Insular 621 1,552 149 2,322
Võru 389 632 128 1,149
Coastal 329 506 114 949
Tartu 191 511 56 758
Mulgi 187 451 119 757
Eastern 205 323 131 659
Seto 195 338 69 602
Northeastern 171 284 68 523
Σ 3,709 7,558 1,983 13,250 

 
Since the CED consists of spoken texts, a significant number of sentences in the 
dataset are incomplete or contain repetition of the pronouns. Excluding all the 
sentences that were impossible or irrelevant to analyse, the final dataset consisted 
of 3,324 instances of kes, 6,111 instances of mis and 1,857 instances of keegi. 
Each instance was then annotated with the variables of animacy and polarity 
(annotation was done according to the same principles as described in Section 5.2). 
In addition, the variables of case and dialect were acquired from the corpus data. 

Table 14 shows the frequency of all the instances of these three pronouns, 
separated by dialect and their animacy reference. 
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Table 14. The frequencies of the pronouns kes, mis and keegi in the final dataset, 
separated by dialect and their animacy reference 

Dialect 
kes mis keegi 

Animate Inanimate Animate Inanimate Animate Inanimate 
Mid 526 87 111 1,127 251 344 
Western 588 88 98 1,094 176 300 
Insular 515 36 82 1,125 77 61 
Võru 328 8 27 476 122 – 
Coastal 256 41 16 391 86 21 
Tartu 163 10 25 400 43 9 
Mulgi 145 16 28 343 67 43 
Eastern 166 28 11 258 56 72 
Seto 164 – 11 250 63 – 
Northeastern 150 9 22 216 46 20 

Σ 
3,001 323 431 5,680 987 870 

3,324 6,111 1,857 
 

 
Figure 4. The percentages of the animate and inanimate referents of the pronouns kes, 
mis and keegi in the final dataset, separated by dialect
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Figures 5, 6 and 7 allow us to easily compare the dialects in this variation. We 
can see that the distinction in animacy has lessened in similar (sub)dialects for all 
three pronouns. It seems that in the Eastern, Western and Mid dialects, it is much 
more likely for kes and keegi to be used to refer to inanimate entities and mis to 
animate entities. The Coastal dialect for kes and the Mulgi dialect for mis also 
show an increase in this non-selectivity. 

As the percentage scale for all three figures is the same, it is immediately clear 
that keegi has lost much more of its animacy distinction than kes or mis. However, 
while the percentage of inanimate entities is much higher for keegi than for kes, 
the overall tendencies in their use are remarkably similar. For example, the Võru 
and Seto dialects rarely or never use kes or keegi to refer to inanimate entities. In 
addition, the Insular dialect is divided in a comparable manner – kes and keegi 
can be used to refer to animates frequently on the island of Hiiumaa, but rarely 
on the island of Saaremaa. Neither of these tendencies, however, can be seen in 
the use of mis. 

Figure 5. The percentage of the pronoun kes used to refer to inanimate referents in the 
represented subdialects 
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Figure 6. The percentage of the pronoun mis used to refer to animate referents in the 
represented subdialects 

Figure 7. The percentage of the pronoun keegi used to refer to inanimate referents in the 
represented subdialects 
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Table 15 and Figure 8 show the use of the pronouns according to their case 
marking. Here, interestingly, the three pronouns all behave in a different manner. 
The comitative and elative increase the non-selectivity for kes, the nominative for 
mis and the partitive for keegi. It is also interesting to note that more than half of 
the comitative and elative forms for kes and the partitive forms for keegi refer to 
inanimate entities, but in the case of mis, only 7% of the nominative pronouns 
refer to animate beings. This might indicate that for dialect speakers, the animate 
use of mis is not confined to certain functions or cases and is, instead, used in a 
varied array of positions. 
 
Table 15. The frequencies of the pronouns kes, mis and keegi in the final dataset, 
separated by case and animacy reference 

Case 
kes mis keegi 

Animate Inanimate Animate Inanimate Animate Inanimate 
ablative – – – – 1 – 
adessive 453 15 3 5 156 1 
allative 33 1 – 1 35 – 
comitative 44 164 1 92 4 2 
elative 3 29 – 32 – 6 
genitive 88 32 – 17 39 3 
inessive – – – 1 – – 
nominative 2,322 76 415 5,255 587 10 
partitive 57 6 12 266 165 848 
translative 1 – – 11 – – 

Σ 
3,001 323 431 5,680 987 870 

3,324 6,111 1,857 
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Figure 8. The percentages of the animate and inanimate referents of the pronouns kes, 
mis and keegi in the final dataset, separated by case 
 
It can be seen from Table 16 and Figure 9 that polarity plays an important role in 
the use of the pronoun keegi, as in 59% of all negative clauses keegi refers to an 
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negative clauses (2.6%). It is interesting to see here how the loss of animacy 
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the animacy reference of mis, as the percentage of animate referents is very 
similar in both affirmative (7%) and negative (8.5%) clauses.  
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Table 16. The frequencies of the pronouns kes, mis and keegi in the final dataset, sepa-
rated by polarity and their animacy reference 

Polarity 
kes mis keegi 

Animate Inanimate Animate Inanimate Animate Inanimate 
affirmative 2,775 317 421 5,572 448 95 
negative 226 6 10 108 539 775 

Σ 
3,001 323 431 5,680 987 870 

3,324 6,111 1,857 
 

 
Figure 9. The percentages of the animate and inanimate referents of the pronouns kes, 
mis and keegi in the final dataset, separated by the polarity of the clause 
 
In order to assess how the chosen variables behave in association with each other, 
I used multiple correspondence analysis (MCA, see Section 4.2.3), which is 
displayed in Figure 10. In this model, animacy is not categorised as either animate 
and inanimate, but rather according to the expected animacy value (animacy_yes) 
and the unexpected animacy value (animacy_no) according to Standard Estonian. 
This means that for kes and keegi, the expected animacy value is animate and the 
unexpected animacy value is inanimate. For mis, the expected animacy value is 
inanimate and the unexpected animacy value is animate. 
 

Figure 10. Multiple correspondence analysis for all the variables included in the 
combined dataset. 
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The figure shows that the vertical dimension of the graph represents the animacy 
and polarity scale. The unexpected animacy is strongly associated with negative 
polarity and the partitive case. The Eastern, Mid, Western and Northeastern 
dialect are also slightly biased towards the non-selectivity of these three pro-
nouns. It seems that in this context of variables, the partitive case and negative 
polarity are the most discriminating for this variation, as they are furthest from 
the origin (the point where the x-axis and y-axis intersect). 

Looking at the three pronouns at the focus of this dissertation, we see that the 
pronouns kes and mis are more likely to be used to refer to entities of the expected 
animacy, as the angle connecting them to the expected animacy (animacy_yes) 
via the origin is quite small. The pronoun keegi, by contrast, is very strongly 
associated with the unexpected animacy. This difference could also be seen in the 
previous analysis, where the percentage of unexpected animacy was below 10% 
for both mis and kes, while keegi could be used almost equally to refer to animate 
and inanimate entities. It is clear that keegi has lost much more of its distinction 
in animacy than either of the interrogative-relative pronouns. 

The expected animacy is most associated with affirmative polarity, the nomi-
native case and the southern dialects. However, all these variable levels are rather 
close to the origin, showing that they might not contribute as strongly to this 
variation. The huge cluster of variable levels near the origin shows us clearly that 
the expected animacy (and the variable levels associated with it) is the proto-
typical and preferred use of the pronouns, as the centre of the plot displays the 
average use, and, therefore, these variable levels are not as distinct on the figure. 

The first dimension of MCA, which represents the animacy and polarity scale, 
describes 94.2% of the variance in the data. The second dimension describes 
4.38% of the variance, so in combination, this MCA analysis describes 98.6% of 
all the variance in the data. This means that only 1.4% of this particular variation 
is left unrepresented by this analysis, showing that it is very likely that the most 
important variables for describing this variation have been included in this analysis. 

We can say conclusively that there definitely are similarities in the use of the 
three pronouns in terms of animacy reference, but they do not behave in identical 
ways. As for these similarities, we can see that all three pronouns have lost their 
animacy distinction mostly in the same dialect area: the Eastern, Western and 
Mid dialects in particular use all the pronouns less selectively than other dialects. 
The pronouns mis and kes, which appear in comparable construction types, are 
also both most likely to reference an entity with an unexpected animacy when 
they are used in relative clauses. 

As for the differences, polarity and case set the pronouns apart. It is clear that 
the scope of negation is an important factor for the increase of the non-selectivity 
of keegi, as in negated clauses, this pronoun was much more likely to refer to 
inanimate entities, but the same cannot be said for kes and mis, for which the 
polarity of the clause is less or not at all significant. The cases in which the pro-
nouns referred to the entity of an unexpected animacy were different for all three 
pronouns, indicating that non-selectivity is perhaps tied to certain functions or 
positions of each pronoun rather than to particular case forms. 
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One thing that certainly unites all the unexpected uses of the pronouns is 
grammaticalisation. When either mis, kes or keegi is used in the most grammati-
calised position for that particular pronoun, it tends not to distinguish between 
the animacy of the referent as strictly as it would in a less grammaticalised posi-
tion. Thus, the speakers most likely use the unexpected pronoun (the one that goes 
against Standard Estonian norms) when kes or mis are in the position of a relative 
pronoun and when keegi functions as a negative polarity item. It has been shown 
for many languages that the further a form moves down the cline of grammati-
cality, the more it loses its distinction in gender, animacy, number, case, etc. (see 
Heine & Kuteva 2006: 227). Thus, it can be hypothesised that this increase in non-
selectivity for these three pronouns has, at least in part, stemmed from grammati-
calisation. 

This dissertation has given valuable insight into these previously unexplored 
variations, but the topic of pronoun animacy reference is by no means exhausted. 
For example, while it was reasonable in this study to distinguish only two levels 
of animacy (animate and inanimate), it is possible that dividing animacy into 
more categories (e.g., whether the referent is a human or an animal, a concrete 
object or an abstract concept, or whether the referent is expressed in the sentence 
with a noun, a proper noun or another pronoun) could uncover even clearer pat-
terns of variation. 

Another interesting phenomenon apparent in the data is the instances where 
the speaker uses both kes and mis in the same or subsequent clause in order to 
refer to the same referent (examples 10–11). Sometimes the speakers switch to 
another pronoun in a self-repair clause, but sometimes they use the two pronouns 
interchangeably without indicating that they have made a mistake. This shows 
that although there are definitely certain regions, functions and constructions 
where the variation in animacy reference is more likely to occur, the choice of 
the pronoun is not always clear even in the speech of a particular speaker. Alth-
ough the aim of this dissertation was to study this variation from a quantitative 
perspective, the analysis could potentially benefit from a qualitative approach that 
takes into account a larger context window than is possible for quantitative 
analysis. 

 
(10) Western (Kul) 

arst  jälle  määris neid mis  kis  olid    
doctor  again  rub:PST:3SG  those:PRT  what who be:PST:3PL  
peksa saand 
beating:PRT  get:PST:PRCL 
‘The doctor rubbed those again [with medicine] who had been beaten.’ 

 
(11) Coastal (Jõe) 

 teine  mies  miss  siit oli kellega  
 other  man  what  from_here  be:PST:3SG  who:COM 
 läksime 
 go:PST:1PL 

‘The other man who was from here [is] who we went with.’ 
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6. CONCLUSION 

This dissertation examined the variation in the use of the interrogative-relative 
pronouns kes ‘who’ and mis ‘what’ and the indefinite pronoun keegi ‘someone, 
no one’ in Estonian dialects from two syntactic perspectives. 

The first variation concerned the animacy reference of the pronouns kes, mis 
and keegi. In Standard Estonian, kes and mis and their counterparts keegi and 
miski ‘something, nothing’ are distinguished by what they can reference: kes and 
keegi are used to refer to animate entities, while mis and miski are used to refer to 
inanimate entities. Certain Estonian dialects, however, do not have this restriction 
and kes, mis and keegi (although not miski) can also be used to refer to entities of 
opposite animacy. 

The second variation concerned the object case of the pronoun mis. Estonian 
differentiates between total and partial objects based on semantic and syntactic 
features: in order to use a total object, the situation has to be perfective, the refe-
rent quantitatively bounded and the polarity of the clause affirmative; otherwise, 
a partial object is required. Total objects occur in nominative or genitive, partial 
objects in partitive. Nevertheless, there exist a few exceptions to object form 
variation and the pronoun mis is one of them: in a position where a partial object 
is expected to occur, partitive mida can be replaced with nominative mis. This 
variation exists in written, spoken and dialect language. 

This dissertation aimed to examine in depth both of these variations in Estonian 
dialects, in order to determine which geographic and morphosyntactic variables 
affect speakers’ choice in either the pronoun or object case and discuss the pos-
sible motivations behind the emergence of such variations. 

The specific research questions this dissertation intended to answer were the 
following: 

R1. Which Estonian dialects and subdialects typically permit reference to in-
animate entities with kes and keegi, and to animate entities with mis? 

R2. Which of the studied variables (clause type, case, polarity, function, posi-
tion) affect the animacy reference of kes, mis and keegi? Under what 
conditions does reference to the opposite animacy occur? 

R3. How do the geographic and morphosyntactic variables that affect the 
animacy reference of kes, mis and keegi compare across these pronouns?  

R4. Which of the studied variables (clause type, polarity, tense, use of imperso-
nal voice, verb type, length of the following word) correlate with the spea-
kers’ choice to use either nominative mis or partitive mida in partial object 
position in both Estonian dialects and contemporary speech? Under what 
conditions does the object case variation happen? 

R5. How do archaic dialects and contemporary speech differ in terms of the 
variation of mis and mida in partial object position? 

R6. What are the possible motivations or reasons behind the variation of ani-
macy reference and object case for the pronouns kes, mis and keegi? 
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This dissertation consists of three published articles and an overview article. P1, 
P2 and the overview article address the animacy reference of the pronouns kes, 
mis and keegi, P3 analyses the object case variation of the pronoun mis. The data 
for the studies came from two spoken language corpora: the Corpus of Estonian 
Dialects and the Phonetic Corpus of Estonian Spontaneous Speech. The former 
is the basis for all the articles in this dissertation, the latter is used in order to 
compare the language of archaic dialects to contemporary speech in P3. 

R1, R2 and R3 were answered in P1, P2 and the overview article. These 
studies showed that there are many similarities in animacy reference between the 
pronouns kes, mis and keegi, but that they also behave in their own unique ways 
in terms of this variation. It was found that all three pronouns have lost some of 
their distinction in animacy in similar dialect areas: the Eastern, Western and Mid 
dialects are most likely to allow reference to inanimate entities with kes and keegi 
and to animate entities with mis. An increase in this non-selectivity is also seen 
in the Coastal dialect for kes and the Mulgi dialect for mis. 

A striking difference could be seen between the interrogative-relative and in-
definite pronouns: while mis and kes refer to the opposite animacy in fewer than 
10% of the clauses in the data, almost half of the instances of keegi refer to in-
animate entities. It is clear that keegi has lost much more of its animacy distinction 
than kes or mis. However, while the percentage of inanimate entities differs 
greatly, the overall tendencies in the use of kes and keegi in terms of dialect areas 
are remarkably similar. For example, the Võru and Seto dialects rarely or never 
use kes or keegi to refer to inanimate entities. In addition, the Insular dialect is 
divided in a comparable manner: kes and keegi can be used to refer to animates 
frequently on the island of Hiiumaa, but rarely on the island of Saaremaa. Neither 
of these tendencies, however, is seen in the use of mis. 

The variables of polarity and case set the three pronouns apart. The scope of 
negation was a very important factor for the increase of the non-selectivity of 
keegi, as in negated clauses the pronoun was much more likely to refer to in-
animate entities. The same conclusions cannot be drawn for the pronouns kes and 
mis, for which the polarity of the clause was much less or not at all significant. 
While there were certain grammatical cases that speakers preferred for reference 
to entities of opposite animacy, these cases differed for all three pronouns. This 
might indicate that the non-selectivity of these pronouns is not as much tied to 
the case of the pronoun, but rather to the functions the case fills. 

Comparing the pronouns mis and kes, which appear in similar construction 
types, it was seen that the construction type that mostly encouraged the speakers 
to refer to the opposite animacy was the relative clause. keegi was most likely to 
refer to inanimate entities when it functioned as a negative polarity item. These 
results could indicate that the emergence of this non-selectivity is related to gram-
maticalisation: all three pronouns are most likely to refer to the entity of opposite 
animacy in their most grammaticalised function – relative clauses for kes and mis, 
negative polarity items for keegi. As the grammaticalisation of a form is often 
accompanied by loss of distinction in gender, animacy, number, case, etc. for that 
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form, grammaticalisation might explain the origins of this variation. This also 
gives one possible answer to R6 in terms of the variation in animacy reference of 
kes, mis and keegi. 

R4 and R5 were answered in P3. This article showed that the speaker’s choice 
in using nominative mis instead of partitive mida in the expected partial object 
position is affected most by verb type, clause type, polarity, length of the fol-
lowing word and dialect. mida is more likely to be used in negative relative 
clauses, with partitive verbs and in the easternmost dialects, while its use was less 
likely when followed by a monosyllabic pronoun and in (rhetorical) questions. 
There were significant differences in the percentage of use of the two object cases 
between archaic dialects and modern speech: in the contemporary data, the use 
of mis and mida in the expected partial object position was more or less equal, 
but in the dialect dataset, partitive mida occurred in less than 10% of the sentences.  

In order to answer R6 for the object case variation of the pronoun mis, it was 
concluded that there might be multiple motivations behind case variation in partial 
object position. For example, the lack of general Indo-European or specifically 
Germanic language contacts in the easternmost dialects and the fact that the 
north- and southeastern dialects have, over time, been much more conservative 
in terms of change could explain why the Coastal, Northeastern and Seto dialects 
have retained the use of partitive mida. In addition, very frequent (fixed) con-
structions consisting of mis and a subsequent monosyllabic pronoun showed a 
higher percentage of use of the nominative than in low-frequency constructions, 
indicating that high frequency could be the motivation behind the choice to use 
the shorter nominative in partial object position. Finally, distinct differences in 
the range of variation in contemporary speech and archaic dialects could be 
explained by the effects of language standardisation, which has definitely had an 
influence on contemporary spoken language, but less so on dialects coming 
primarily from an oral tradition. 

Overall, this dissertation has illustrated that all the studied pronouns show 
variation in their animacy reference, but that this variation occurs in different 
amounts and that the pronouns can have their own individual variation patterns. 
A common denominator between the pronouns is that a clear distinction in ani-
macy has become the least relevant for the most grammaticalised functions of the 
pronouns. The pronouns kes and keegi share the dialect areas where this variation 
is most likely to occur, while mis does not have as defined of a region of variation. 
In addition, the articles have endorsed previous claims that in terms of syntactic 
variation Estonian dialects can not always be divided into northern and southern 
dialects, but that the largest differences are found instead between the eastern and 
western dialects. 

In conclusion, this dissertation has contributed greatly to the study of the 
syntactic properties of interrogative-relative and indefinite pronouns as well as to 
the field of dialect syntax and corpus-based dialectology. It has proven, once 
again, that variation in language is not random, but governed by a particular set 
of properties of which speakers might often be unaware, but that are identifiable 
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by statistical frequency-based analyses. As evidenced by the articles in this 
dissertation and by previous works on pronouns, it is clear, however, that this 
field of research contains much more to be studied both in Estonian dialects as 
well as in contemporary Estonian. It is hoped that this dissertation has helped to 
bring new perspectives and attention to the complex world of interrogative-
relative and indefinite pronoun syntax in Estonian dialects. 
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SUMMARY IN ESTONIAN 

Pronoomenite kasutus ja varieerumine eesti murretes:  
kes, mis ja keegi 

Sissejuhatus 
Käesolev väitekiri keskendub pronoomenite süntaktilisele varieerumisele eesti 
murretes. Uurimise all on kolm pronoomenit: küsivad-siduvad asesõnad kes ja 
mis ning umbmäärane asesõna keegi. Väitekiri uurib nende pronoomenite kasu-
tuse varieerumist kahest vaatenurgast: esiteks on vaatluse all nende pronoomenite 
võimalus viidata nii elusatele kui ka elututele referentidele (näited 12–14), teisalt 
pronoomeni mis käände varieerumine osaobjekti positsioonis (näited 15–16). 

 
(12) Western (Rid) 

raha põle kaa kellega sa ostma lähäd 
 

(13) Mid (Amb) 
sie oli ikke üks nisukkeni inime miss ilma maksutta püidis elada 

 
(14) Eastern (Pal) 

mes sa vanamis vahid kass kodu kedagi amettid eij õle 
 

(15) Mid (SJn) 
mida sääl osta olli 

 
(16) Northeastern (Jõh) 

pali õli tämäl seda riijet miss nad ise ketrasivad ja kudusivad 
 

Väitekirjas otsitakse vastust järgnevatele küsimusele: 

1. Millised eesti murded ja murrakud lubavad tüüpilisemalt viidata elututele 
referentidele pronoomenitega kes ja keegi ning elusatele referentidele pro-
noomeniga mis?  

2. Millised uuritud tunnustest (lausetüüp, kääne, kõneliik, funktsioon, posit-
sioon) mõjutavad sellist vastupidise elususega referendile viitamist ja mis 
tingimustel see varieerumine toimub?  

3. Kuidas on seda varieerumist mõjutavad geograafilised ja morfosüntaktilised 
tunnused võrreldavad uuritud pronoomenite vahel?  

4. Millised uuritud tunnustest (lausetüüp, kõneliik, aeg, umbisikuline kõneviis, 
verbitüüp, järgneva sõna pikkus) korreleeruvad kõnelejate valikuga kasutada 
kas nominatiivis pronoomenit mis või partitiivis mida osaobjekti positsioonis 
ning mis tingimustel see varieerumine toimub?  

5. Kuidas erinevad vanapärased murded ja tänapäevane kõne mis ~ mida variee-
rumise osas?  
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6. Mis võivad olla potentsiaalsed põhjused või mõjurid, miks kes, mis ja keegi 
puhul varieerub viidatava referendi elusus või objekti kääne? 

 
Väitekiri koosneb kolmest artiklist ja neile eelnevast ülevaateartiklist. Artiklites 
P1 ja P2 käsitletakse pronoomenite kes ja keegi varieerumist referendi elususe 
suhtes. Artikkel P3 uurib pronoomeni mis käände varieerumist eeldatavas osa-
objekti positsioonis. Ülevaateartikkel koosneb kuuest peatükist: sissejuhatus, 
peatükk pronoomenitest ja nende kasutusest, teoreetiliste lähenemisviiside üle-
vaade, materjali ja meetodi kirjeldus, tulemuste arutelu ning kokkuvõte.  
 

Teoreetiline taust 
Elusus. Lingvistiliselt ei ole elusus tavaliselt binaarne tunnus nagu bioloogias, 
vaid pigem on see kujutletav skaalana, mis algab inimesest ja liigub läbi loomade 
elutute objektideni (Yamamoto 1999: 1). Elusust keeles kirjeldab elusushierarhia, 
mille kõige levinum esitus on järgmine (Dixon 1979: 85): 

 
1. ja 2. isiku pronoomen > 3. isiku pronoomen > pärisnimi > inim-NP > elus NP > 
elutu NP 
 

Mingil kujul elusushierarhia olemasolu peetakse keeltes universaalseks, kuid 
kõik keeled või grammatilised konstruktsioonid ei pruugi eristada kõikide hie-
rarhia tasemete vahel. Uurimused on näidanud, et kategooriad, mis on hierarhias 
kõrgemal positsioonil, on tihtipeale grammatiliselt eristatud nendest, mis on 
hierarhias madalamal, nad on üldises lausestruktuuris tähtsamal positsioonil ja 
käituvad sagedamini sündmuses agendina. Keeleline elusus võib mõju avaldada 
laiale valikule nähtustele, nt kääne, ühildumine, arv, sõnajärg, kõneviisi valik, 
argumendistruktuur jne (Whaley 1996: 172; Kittilä, Västi & Ylikoski 2011: 6; 
Vihman & Nelson 2019: 261). 

Küsivate-siduvate asesõnade kes ja mis ning umbmääraste asesõnade keegi ja 
miski valik eesti keeles oleneb samuti elusushierarhiast (inimene > kõrgem 
loom > madalam loom > mitteolend) ning individuaalsushierarhiast (indiviid > 
distributiivne hulk > kollektiiv). Nendes hierarhiates paremalt vasakule suureneb 
pronoomenite kes ja keegi kasutuse tõenäosus ja väheneb mis ja miski pro-
noomenite kasutuse tõenäosus. Käesoleva väitekirja üheks lähtekohaks on aga 
vastupidine tähelepanek, et osades murretes on võimalik pronoomeneid kes ja 
keegi kasutada ka elutule referendile ning pronoomenit mis elusale referendile 
viitamiseks. 
 
Grammatiseerumine. Grammatiseerumine on protsess, kus teatud keelevormid 
muutuvad leksikaalsetest grammatilisteks või grammatilistest veel grammati-
listemaks. See muutus toimub samm-haaval pisikeste muutuste kaupa ning võib 
hõlmata foneeme, sõnu, konstruktsioone ja ka suuremaid diskursuse üksuseid 
(Lehmann 1985: 303; Heine & Kuteva 2002: 2; Hopper & Traugott 2003: 6–7). 
Grammatiseerumine on tüüpiliselt ühesuunaline protsess, millel aga ei ole 
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kindlaksmääratud lõppu. Isegi grammatiseerumise kõige viimases staadiumis 
võib vorm endiselt olla varieeruvuses ja uuemad ning vanemad vormid võivad 
kasutuses olla korraga. Tüüpilised grammatiseerumisega kaasnevad protsessid on 
semantiline pleekimine, konteksti laienemine, degrammatiseerumine ja foneeti-
line reduktsioon (Lichtenberk 1991: 37; Heine & Kuteva 2002: 2–5; Hopper & 
Traugott 2003: 16, 67, 127, 138). 

Üheks oluliseks teguriks grammatiseerumise protsessis peetakse sagedust: 
mõned autorid arvavad, et ilma kõrge kasutussageduseta ei saagi grammati-
seerumisprotsess üldse alata, samad mõned väidavad, et järsk kasutussageduse 
kasv märgib tihtipeale grammatiseerumise algust või juba toimunud grammati-
seerumist. Mitmed grammatiseerumisele omased muutused (näiteks sõnapiiride 
hägustumine, erosioon jm) on samuti otseselt seotud vormide kasutamise sage-
dusega (Heine, Claudi & Hünnemeyer 1991: 38–39; Hopper & Traugott 2003: 
127; Mair 2004: 125; Heine & Kuteva 2005: 45–46). 

Vormide grammatiseerumine on vähemalt osalt olnud ka selles doktoritöös 
uuritud varieerumise põhjustajaks. Nimelt on küsimarkeritel olnud neli võima-
likku grammatiseerumisastet, alustades ainult küsimarkeri funktsioonist kuni 
selleni, et nende abil on võimalik sisse juhatada põhjaga relatiivlauseid. Erine-
vates keeltes on näidatud, et sellel skaalal on astmetel alla liikudes vähenenud 
küsimarkeri täpne kategoriseerimine soo, elususe, arvu, käände jm põhjal ning 
marker on omandanud järjest üldisema (grammatilise) tähenduse (Heine & 
Kuteva 2006: 209). See omakorda võib selgitada, miks pronoomeneid kes ja mis 
on võimalik kasutada vastupidise elususega referentidele viitamiseks enim just 
relatiivlausetes. 
 
Dialektoloogia. Dialektoloogia ehk murdeuurimise modernne traditsioon algas 
Euroopas 19. sajandil. Tavapäraseks murrete kogumise meetodiks kujunesid 
murdeküsitlused, mille eesmärk oli üldiselt koguda materjali ühtlaselt kõikidelt 
murdealadelt ja paljudelt erinevatelt keelejuhtidelt. Kuni eelmise sajandi lõpuni 
keskendus dialektoloogia peamiselt sõnavaralisele ja foneetilisele varieerumisele, 
kuid morfoloogiliste ja süntaktiliste joonte kogumine ning uurimine oli harv 
(Kortmann 2010: 843; Szmrecsanyi 2013: 1; Boberg, Nerbonne & Watt 2018:  
5–6). 

Murdesüntaksi vähesel uurimisel on olnud mitmeid põhjuseid. Näiteks on 
intervjuudes või küsimustikes üpris raske formuleerida neid küsimusi, millele 
keelejuht vastaks just täpselt uuritava konstruktsiooniga. Lisaks on takistuseks 
süntaktilise varieerumise defineerimine, sest see varieerumine tuleb keeles esile 
pigem sujuvate üleminekutega kasutussagedustena, mitte variandi olemasolu või 
puudumisena. See omakorda aga tähendab, et süntaktilise varieerumise uuri-
miseks on vaja kordades rohkem materjali rohkematelt murdealadelt kui mõne 
muu keelevaldkonna tarbeks (Anderwald & Szmrecsanyi 2009: 1136; Carrilho 
2010: 57–58; Kortmann 2010: 843–845, 853). 

Alates 1990. aastatest on murdesüntaks aga järjest rohkem keeleteadlaste 
huviorbiiti tulnud. See on suuresti seotud just salvestusseadmete kasutuselevõtuga 
ning murdekorpuste koostamise algusega. Korpused on mahukad tekstikogud, 
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mille abil saab uurida erinevaid lingvistilisi nähtusi ja varieerumisi ning mis võivad 
koosneda väga erinevast materjalist. Murdekorpused sisaldavad spontaanset 
(transkribeeritud) suhtlust, mis üldiselt põhineb murdeintervjuudel või keele-
juhtide vabal kõnel (Filppula et al. 2005: vii; Kortmann 2010: 844; Szmrecsanyi 
& Anderwald 2018: 300–301). 

Eestis algas süstemaatiline murdematerjali kogumine 1920. aastatel Emakeele 
Seltsi ja Andrus Saareste eestvedamisel. Pärast patareipõhiste salvestusseadmete 
kasutuselevõttu 1960. aastatel hakati välitöid murdealadele korraldama igasuvi-
selt. Selle suure töö tulemusena on tänapäeva murdeuurijatel tõeliselt suurepärane 
kogu murdeülevaateid, murdetekste ja salvestusi, mille põhjal saab teha põhja-
likke uurimusi ka tänapäeval, mil autentsete murrete kasutus on enamikes paikades 
hääbunud (Pajusalu et al. 2020: 35–40; Lindström & Pilvik 2018: 644–648).  

Ka Eestis jäi murdeuurimises süntaks esialgu tahaplaanile: üksikud süntaksi-
alased uurimused käsitlesid tihti vaid üht nähtust ühes kitsas murdes või murra-
kus. Pärast eesti murrete korpuse (EMK) koostamise algust 1998. aastal avardusid 
võimalused murdesüntaksi uurimiseks ja hakkas kasvama huvi selle murdeuuri-
mise haru vastu. 2013. aastal sai alguse eesti murdesüntaksi projekt (EstDiaSyn10), 
mille eesmärgiks sai uurida morfosüntaktilist varieerumist eesti murretes kasu-
tades EMK materjali, rakendades tänapäevaseid statistilisi meetodeid ja pannes 
erilist rõhku tulemuste visualiseerimisele. Selle projekti raames ja hiljemgi on 
avaldatud mitmekümneid artikleid ja peetud mitmeid konverentse, mis kõik on 
oluliselt panustanud meie arusaama eesti murdesüntaksist (Pajusalu et al. 2020: 
40; Uiboaed & Lindström 2014: 19; Lindström, Lippus & Tuisk 2019: 345). 
 
Varieerumine. Viimastel aastakümnetel on keele varieerumine ja muutumine 
saanud üheks kõige produktiivsemaks keeleteaduse uurimisvaldkonnaks. Variee-
rumise analüüsi aluseks on väide, et eksisteerib kaks või enam viisi öelda üht ja 
sama asja. Kui varem peeti varieerumist ebaoluliseks ja juhuslikuks, siis üha enam 
on varieerumise uurimused näidanud, et varieerumine ükskõik millisel keelelisel 
tasandil ei ole juhuslik, vaid alati mõjutatud mingitest ühiskondlikest või keele-
listest faktoritest (Chambers & Trudgill 1998: 49–50; Labov 2004: 7; Bayley 
2008: 117, 122; Krug, Schlüter & Rosenbach 2013: 1). 

Foneetika või morfoloogia uurimisel on variantide defineerimine üsna ilm-
selge, kuid sama ei saa öelda süntaksi ja sõnavara puhul. Alati ei ole võimalik 
kindlalt teada, kas kaks varianti ütlevad täpselt seda sama asja või kas neid siiski 
eristavad mingid nüansid. Sel juhul kasutatakse tihti neis valdkondades hoopis 
funktsioonipõhist lähenemist: lingvist määrab kõigepealt uuritava funktsiooni ja 
leiab siis kõikvõimalikud vormid või konstruktsioonid, mis seda funktsiooni täi-
davad. Klassikaliseks varieerumise uurimise materjali kogumise meetodiks on 
intervjuud, mille salvestustelt saab kõikide võimalike variantide sagedusandmeid 
arvutada (Labov 1972: 72; Feagin 2008: 26; Cameron & Schwenter 2013: 468; 
Walker 2013: 440–443; Tagliamonte 2012: 9–10). 

 
10  https://estdiasyn.ut.ee/project (Viimati vaadatud 8. veebruar 2023) 
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Viimased kümnendid on toonud lingvistikasse, sealhulgas ka varieerumise 
analüüsi kvantitatiivse pöörde ning korpuspõhiste ja tõenäosuslike varieerumis-
uurimuste arv on kiirelt kasvanud. Tõenäosuslik lähenemine eeldab, et varieeru-
mine on mõjutatud mitmetest erinevatest piirangutest, mis kõik mõjutavad kõne-
lejate lingvistilisi valikuid tõenäosuslikult. See omakorda avaldub erinevate 
variantide statistilises jaotuvuses. Erinevalt traditsioonilisest sotsiolingivistilisest 
varieerumise uurimisest, mis keskendub demograafilistele tunnustele nagu vanus, 
sugu, haridus jne, seostab tõenäosuslik korpuspõhine varieerumine varieerumise-
mustreid ka keelesiseste teguritega nagu sõnavara, vormid, kontekst, abstraktsed 
piirangud (nt elusus selles doktoritöös) jne (Szmrecsanyi 2017: 688, 693–694; 
Grafmiller et al. 2018: 1–4; see also Bod, Hay & Jannedy 2003). 
 

Materjal ja meetod 
Väitekirja materjal on tulnud kahest korpusest: eesti murrete korpus ja eesti keele 
spontaanse kõne foneetiline korpus (EKSKFK). Kuna väitekirja puhul on eel-
kõige tegemist dialektoloogilise uurimusega, siis on EMK olnud sel puhul kõige 
olulisem lähteandmete allikas: seda on kasutatud kõikides avaldatud artiklites 
ning lisaks ülevaateartikli peatükis 5.2, kus on uuritud pronoomeni mis elususest 
sõltuvat kasutust, ja peatükis 5.3, kus on kolme uuritud pronoomeni andmed 
ühendatud ja neid ühiselt analüüsitud. EKSKFK on analüüsi kaasatud artiklis P3 
selleks, et võrrelda arhailiste murrete keelt tänapäevase kõnega. 

EMK on elektrooniline kollektsioon võimalikult vanapärasest keelematerjalist, 
mis on kogutud kõigist kümnest eesti murdest. Salvestused on peamiselt tehtud 
1960.–1970. aastatel ning keelejuhtidega, kes on üldiselt olnud pigem vanemad 
naised ja kes ei ole oma elu jooksul kodukülast kaugele kolinud. Jututeemadeks 
on keelejuhtide isiklik elu, kombed, mineviku sündmused jm (Lindström, Lippus 
& Tuisk 2019: 337–338). 

EMKs on eesti murded jaotatud kümneks: põhjaeesti murdegruppi kuuluvad 
kesk-, lääne-, ida- ja saarte murre, kirderanniku murdegruppi kuuluvad kirde-
murre ja rannamurre ning lõunaeesti murderühma kuuluvad Tartu, Võru, Mulgi 
ja Seto murre. Kõik murded on omakorda jaotatud murrakuteks. Korpus koosneb 
mitmetest kihtidest, alates helisalvestistest kuni keelejuhtide andmebaasini. Selles 
väitekirjas on kasutatud morfoloogiliselt märgendatud tekste, millest andmes-
tikesse on kaasatud uuritavate pronoomenite kõik esinemisjuhud. Andmestike 
koostamise ajal sisaldas EMK 1 299 084 morfoloogiliselt märgendatud sõna. 
Väitekirja andmestikesse on kaasatud 413 teksti 344 keelejuhilt. Pronoomenit kes 
esines lõplikes andmestikes 3324 korda, pronoomenit mis 6111 korda ning pro-
noomenit keegi 1857 korda. 

Artiklites on kasutatud mitmeid erinevad statistilised meetodid: klassifit-
seerimispuud ja -metsad (P1, P2, P3), logistilise regressiooni segamudel (P3) ja 
mitmene korrespondentsanalüüs (P2). Logistilist regressiooni on varieerumise 
uurimises rakendatud juba pikemat aega, kuid segamudelite ja klassifitseerimis-
puude ning -metsade kasutamine on hilisem lähenemine. Uurimused nagu Taglia-
monte ja Baayen (2012) ja Baayen jt (2013) on näidanud, et need meetodid 



78 

täiendavad üksteist: segamudelites on võimalik arvesse võtta juhuslikke mõjusid, 
klassifitseerimismetsad näitavad tunnuste olulisust ning klassifitseerimispuud ja 
korrespondentsanalüüs visualiseerivad tunnuste omavahelisi suhteid. 
 

Tulemused 
Doktoritöö esimene artikkel (P1) käsitles pronoomeni kes elususest sõltuvat kasu-
tust. Kasutatud murdeandmestikus viitas 9,7% pronoomenitest elututele objek-
tidele, ülejäänud elusatele entiteetidele. Analüüs näitas, et kõige tõenäolisemalt 
kasutati pronoomenit kes elututele objektidele viitamiseks põhjaeesti murde-
rühmas (välja arvatud Saaremaal) ja rannamurdes. Lõuna-Eestis esines sellist 
varieerumist vähem või üldse mitte.  

Relatiivlaused sisaldasid kõige enam elutule viitamist, kuid teistes lause-
tüüpides oli selline pronoomeni kasutus pigem harv. Elututele objektidele viita-
miseks kasutati vaid postnominaalseid relatiivlauseid, samas kui elusale sai viidata 
nii pre- kui ka postnominaalsega relatiivlausega. See võib olla seotud relatiiv-
markeri grammatiseerumisega: kuna see marker funktsioneerib postnominaal-
setes relatiivlausetes lihtsalt ühendava lülina ega lisa mingit semantilist väärtust, 
siis ei ole otseselt oluline, et selle elusus ühtiks ka viidatava referendi elususega. 
Elututele objektidele viitades oli kes peamiselt elatiivis ja komitatiivis, kusjuures 
nende kahe käändega oli ülekaalukalt viidatud just elutule (90,6% elatiivi puhul 
ja 78,9% komitatiivi puhul), samas kui kõikide teiste tunnuste kõikide väärtuste 
puhul oli eelistatud pronoomeni kes prototüüpne kasutus. 

Doktoritöö teise artikli (P2) fookuses oli umbmäärase pronoomeni keegi kasu-
tus. 46,9% kõikidest pronoomeni kasutusjuhtudest andmestikus viitasid elututele 
referentidele, ülejäänud elusatele referentidele. Kõige sagedamini viidati elutule 
lääne-, kesk- ja idamurdes, kus üle poolte keegi esinemisjuhtudest viitasid elutule. 
Võru ja Seto murretes ei kasutatud aga pronoomenit elutule viitamiseks kordagi. 
Kõige tõenäolisem oli elutule referendile viitamine juhul, kui pronoomen oli 
objekti, partitiivsubjekti või eituslembelise üksuse funktsioonis, partitiivis ja 
eitava lause lõpus. Kui keegi viitas elusale referendile, oli see kõige tõenäolise-
malt nominatiivsubjekti funktsioonis ja jaatava lause algul. 

Lisaks kirjeldas P2 ka võimalikke pronoomeni keegi kasutusfunktsioone 
murdeandmestikus. Pronoomenit oli võimalik kasutada nii nominatiiv- kui ka 
partitiivsubjektina, objektina, adverbiaalina, genitiiv- ja järeltäiendina, määrat-
lejana, eituslembelise üksusena ning üldistava alternatiivina. Kõige sagedamini 
oli keegi subjekti funktsioonis, kuid objektid, adverbiaalid ja eituslembelised 
üksused esinesid samuti tihti. 

Ülevaateartikli peatükis 5.2 analüüsiti pronoomeni mis elususest sõltuvat 
kasutust. 7% kõikidest pronoomeni kasutusjuhtudest viitas elusale referendile, 
ülejäänud viitasid elututele objektidele. Kõige enam kasutati pronoomenit mis 
elusale viitamiseks kirde-, kesk-, lääne ja Mulgi murdes, selline kasutus oli aga 
harv Seto, ida ja rannamurdes. Sarnaselt pronoomeniga kes oli kõige tõenäolisem 
elusale viidata siis, kui mis oli relatiivpronoomen, teistes lausetüüpides oli selline 
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mitteprototüüpne viitamine harv. Enim viidati elusatele referentidele nominatiivis 
pronoomeniga. Kõneliik ei osutunud antud analüüsis oluliseks mõjuriks. 

Artiklid P1, P2 ja ülevaateartikli peatükid 5.2 ning 5.3 näitasid, et pronoo-
menitel kes, mis ja keegi on elususest sõltuvas varieerumises nii mõndagi ühist, 
kuid igaühel on selle varieerumise osas ka eripäraseid käitumismustreid. Uuri-
muste põhjal võib väita, et kõigil kolmel pronoomenil on elususe eristamine vähe-
nenud sarnastel murdealadel: kõige tõenäolisem on viidata pronoomenitega kes 
ja keegi elututele objektidele ja pronoomeniga mis elusatele referentidele põhja-
eesti murderühmas, eelkõige lääne- ja keskmurdes.  

Silmatorkav erinevus küsivate-siduvate ja umbmääraste asesõnade vahel ilm-
nes nende elutute ja elusate referentide jaotuvuses: kui kes ja mis viitasid vastu-
pidise elususega referendile vähem kui 10% andmestikus esinevatest lausetest, 
siis pronoomeniga keegi viidati elututele referentidele peaaegu pooltes lausetes. 
Selge on, et keegi puhul on elususe eristus oluliselt rohkem vähenenud võrreldes 
pronoomenitega kes või mis. Samas olid üldised levikutendentsid asesõnade kes 
ja keegi puhul märkimisväärselt sarnased. Näiteks Võru ja Seto murdealal viitasid 
need pronoomenid elututele objektidele väga harva või mitte üldse. Samuti oli 
sarnaselt jaotunud ka saarte murre: pronoomeneid kes ja keegi kasutati elutule 
viitamiseks sageli Hiiumaal, kuid harva või mitte kunagi Saaremaal. Selliseid 
tendentse aga ei olnud näha pronoomeni mis puhul. 

Kõneliik ja kääne olid kaks tunnust, mis pronoomenite kasutust eristasid. Eituse 
mõjuala oli väga oluline faktor pronoomeni keegi elususe eristuse vähendamisel, 
sest eitavates lausetes oli palju tõenäolisem, et keegi viitab elututele objektidele. 
Sarnaseid järeldusi ei saanud teha pronoomenite mis ja kes puhul, mille analüüsi-
des osutus kõneliik vähetähtsaks või ebaoluliseks. Kuigi oli näha, et kõnelejad 
eelistasid teatud käänetes pronoomenitega viidata vastupidise elususega refe-
rendile, siis need konkreetsed käänded erinesid kõigil kolmel pronoomenil. See 
võib näidata, et elususe eristamine nendel pronoomenitel ei ole niiväga seotud 
mingi kindla käändega, vaid pigem nende funktsioonidega, mida see kääne või 
pronoomen konkreetses positsioonis täidab. 

Pronoomenite kes ja mis puhul oli näha, et oluliselt tõenäolisem oli viidata 
vastupidise elususega referendile siis, kui pronoomen oli relatiivlauses. keegi 
viitas kõige sagedamini elutule referendile eituslembelise üksuse funktsioonis. 
Need tulemused võivad osutada sellele, et selline elususe eristuse hääbumine on 
seotud grammatiseerumisega, sest kõik kolm pronoomenit viitasid kõige tõenäo-
lisemalt vastupidise elususega referendile just nende kõige enam grammatiseeru-
nud positsioonis: pronoomenite kes ja mis jaoks on see relatiivlause, keegi puhul 
eituslembeline üksus. Kuna vormide grammatiseerumisega kaasneb tihti ka vähe-
nemine soolises, eluselises, arvulises, käändelises jm eristuses, siis võib gram-
matiseerumine seletada selle varieerumise algeid. 

Doktoritöö kolmas artikkel (P3) uuris pronoomeni mis käände varieerumist 
eeldatavas osaobjekti positsioonis. Artiklis näidati, et kõneleja otsus kasutada 
selles positsioonis prototüüpse partitiivis mida asemel hoopis nominatiivis pro-
noomenit mis on kõige enam seotud verbitüübi, lausetüübi, järgneva sõna pikkuse 
ja murdetunnusega. 
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Partitiivis mida kasutati suurema tõenäosusega eitavates relatiivlausetes, mis 
sisaldasid partitiivverbi, samuti idapoolsetes murretes. Nominatiivse mis kasutus 
oli sagedasem, kui seda oli kasutatud küsilauses või sellele järgnes ühesilbiline 
(personaal)pronoomen. Artiklis oli eesmärgiks välja selgitada vaid valitud morfo-
süntaktiliste tunnuste mõju konkreetsele varieerumisele, ent on tõenäoline, et 
seda võiks mõjutada ka mõned prosoodiaga seotud tunnused nagu intonatsioon ja 
lauserõhk. 

Tänapäevase kõne ja vananenud murdekeele vahel esinesid pronoomeni mis 
objektikäände varieerumises märkimisväärsed erinevused: tänapäevase kõne 
andmestikus oli objektikäändena kasutatud nominatiivi ja partitiivi enam-vähem 
võrdsetes osakaaludes, kuid murdeandmestikus esines partitiivis mida vähem kui 
10% lausetest.  

Artiklis järeldati, et sellisel pronoomeni mis käände varieerumisel eeldatavas 
osaobjekti positsioonis võib olla mitmeid tagamaid. Näiteks võib saksa ja teiste 
germaani keelekontaktide vähesus idapoolsemates murretes (võrreldes lääne-
poolsemate murretega) selgitada, miks ranna-, kirde- ja Seto murdes on endiselt 
säilinud partitiivse mida kasutus. Väga sagedastes (kinnis)konstruktsioonides 
(mis + ühesilbiline pronoomen) eelistati kasutada nominatiivi, mis võib osutada 
sellele, et kõrge kasutussagedus paneb keelekasutajaid valima pigem lühemat 
nominatiivi. On ka võimalik, et just keele standardiseerimine on põhjustanud 
suuri osakaalude erinevusi tänapäevase keele ja vananenud murdekeele vahel, 
sest standardiseerimisel on kindlasti olnud mõju tänapäeva suulisele kõnele, kuid 
oluliselt vähem murdekeelele.  
 

Kokkuvõte 
Siinses doktoritöös uuriti pronoomenite kes, mis ja keegi süntaktilist varieerumist 
eesti murretes kahest erinevast aspektist: pronoomeniga viidatud referendi elusus 
ja pronoomeni kääne osaobjekti positsioonis. Doktoritöö panustab suuresti nii 
küsivate-siduvate ja umbmääraste pronoomenite süntaktilise käitumise uurimisse 
kui ka murdesüntaksi ja korpuspõhise lähenemise valdkonda. Selle doktoritöö (ja 
ka varasemate pronoomenialaste tööde) põhjal on aga näha, et selles uurimis-
valdkonnas on veel palju võimalusi edaspidiseks uurimistööks. 

Artiklites tehtud analüüsid ja saadud tulemused näitasid taaskord, et igasugune 
varieerumine keeles ei ole juhuslik, vaid on mõjutatud erinevatest keelesisestest 
ja -välistest teguritest. Kõnelejad ei pruugi olla neist teguritest isegi teadlikud, 
kuid need ilmnevad kvantitatiivsete ja statistiliste sageduspõhiste analüüside käi-
gus. Just (murde)süntaksi uurimisel on selliste meetodite kasutamine eriti oluline, 
sest vaid nii on võimalik kindlaks teha ka peenemaid kasutusnüansse, mis 
kvalitatiivses analüüsis ei avalduks.  
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