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BACKGROUND

• Generally, Uralic languages have three systems of spatial relators

• Spatial cases

• Relational nouns, that can take spatial cases (traditionally called postpositions and adverbs)

• ”True” postpositions and adverbs, that do not inflect

• The variation in spatial expressions has been studied in e. g. Levinson (2003), and Levinson 

& Wilkins (eds.) (2006)

• Levinson (2003) has concluded, that usually cases express topological relations and adpositions

express frame of reference when both are used in a language

• Klavan et. al. (2011) have studied the variation between Estonian adessive case and the 

relational noun peal ’on, above’ depends on the prototypicality of the relation between 

Trajector and Landmark

• In prototypical relations the adessive tends to be used, in non-prototypical relations the postposition 

is preferred
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BACKGROUND (CONT.)

• Ojutkangas (2005, 2008, 2012) has studied the spatial expressions in Finnish

• Ojutkangas (2005) shows that there is overlap between topological and frame of reference 

information in the relational nouns of Finnish

• Ojutkangas (2008) shows that the variation in the use of inessive case and relational noun sisä- ’in’ 

can be explained with the focusing of active zone

• Ojutkangas (2012) shows that the use of Finnish relational noun ulko- ’out’ can best be explained by 

the phenomenon of windowing of attention

• The aim of this paper is to investigate, whether the results presented above also apply to 

other Uralic languages

• Is there a correlation on the one hand between cases and topological relations, and onthe other 

between postpositions (relational nouns) and expressions frame of reference

• Can (some of) the variation be explained with the concepts of active zone and windowing of 

attention, and does the prototypicality of the relation between Trajector and Landmark affect the 

variation
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LANGUAGES

• Mordvin languages (Erzya and Moksha)

• 5 productive spatial cases

• Some relational nouns take unproductive spatial cases
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[-GOAL] [+GOAL]

[-SOURCE] Inessive (Locative) Illative/Lative

[+SOURCE] Elative (Ablative) Prolative

• Permic languages (Udmurt and Komi)

• 7 (Udmurt) or 8 (Komi) productive spatial cases

[-GOAL] [+GOAL] [+TARGET]

[-SOURCE] Inessive Illative Terminative/

Approximative

[+SOURCE] Elative Prolative/

Transitive (in Komi)

Egressive
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THE DATA

• Relational nouns coding 6 basic relations (’above’, ’below’, ’front’, ’back’, ’in’, 

’out’)

• In Mordvin languages 8 relational nouns

• In Udmurt 7 relational nouns

• In Komi 6 relational nouns

• 4 cases of each relational noun (LOCATION, SOURCE, GOAL, PATH)
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Total 

(Adv)

’above’ 

(PP/Adv)

’top’ ’below’ ’front’ ’back’ ’in’ ’out’

Erzya 297 (103) 67 

(35/32)

36 39 35 40 40 40

Moksha 271 (93) 63 

(39/24)

34 37 31 36 38 32

Udmurt 410 (34) 26 77 74 64 64 80 25

Komi 161 (65) - 36 32 36 23 40 40
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TOPOLOGICAL INFORMATION

• Topological information can be expressed both by a spatial case (1) or a 

postpositional relational noun (2)

• Adverbal relational nouns can’t express topological information
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TOPOLOGICAL INFORMATION (CONT.)
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• In Mordvin languages the relational nouns E veljks- M vel̥jks- ’above[PP]’, E M 

lang- ’top’, E M al- ’below’ E ikelj- M ingəlj- ’front’, E udal- M ftal- ’back’, E pot- M 

potmə- ’in’ can express topological information

• In Permic languages the relational nouns U vaɟs- ’above’, U K vɨl- ’top’, U K ul-

’below’, U aʑ- K vod͜ʑ- ’front’, U ɕər- K bər- ’back’, U puʃk- K pɨt͜ʃk- ’in’ can 

express topological information
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FRAME OF REFERENCE

• Both postpositional (3) and adverbal (4) relational nouns can express frame of 

reference

• Spatial cases do not express frame of reference
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FRAME OF REFERENCE (CONT.)
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• In Mordvin languages the relational nouns E veljks- M vel̥jks- ’above[PP]’, E verj-

M værj- ’above[ADV]’,E M al- ’below’ E ikelj- M ingəlj- ’front’, E udal- M ftal- ’back’ 

can express frame of reference

• In Permic languages the relational nouns U vaɟs- ’above’, U K vɨl- ’top’, U K ul-

’below’, U aʑ- K vod͜ʑ- ’front’, U ɕər- K bər- ’back’ can express frame of 

reference
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ACTIVE ZONE

• Postpositional relational nouns can focus the active zone of the landmark in 
comparison to the spatial cases

• This seem to be the case when the relation coded by the case coincide with the 
semantic content of the relational noun and the prototypical relation of Trajector and 
Landmark

• It could be argued that active zone is included in all relational nouns as a 
background element, but in cases like (5) focusing the active zone seems to be 
the primary function of the relational noun (compare (6))
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ACTIVE ZONE (CONT.)
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• In Mordvin languages the relational nouns E M lang- ’top’, E pot- M potmə- ’in’ 

can focus the active zone of the landmark

• In Permic languages the relational nouns U K vɨl- ’top’, U ul- ’below’, U puʃk- K 

pɨt͜ʃk- ’in’ can focus the active zone of the landmark
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WINDOWING OF ATTENTION

• Adverbially used relational nouns can be used to window the attention to certain 
part of the expressed situation

• Especially SOURCE and GOAL cases, but LOCATION and PATH cases are also possible

• It cuold be argued that windowing is present in every expression, but only in 
situations like (7) and (8) the primary function of the relational noun is to 
express windowing
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WINDOWING OF ATTENTION (CONT.)
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• It seems that all adverbially used relational nouns can express primarily 

windowing
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OVERLAPS

• As the same relational nouns (’above’, ’below’, ’front’, ’back’) can be used to express 

topological information and frame of reference both of these concepts are present in every 

expression that code them

• Which concept is foregrounded seem to depend on the physical or functional closeness of Trajector 

and Landmark (Ojutkangas (2005) has shown this with the relational nouns coding vertical axis in 

Finnish)

• Topological information is foregrounded when the relation is close, frame of reference is 

foregrounded when the relation is distant

• Focus on active zone and windowing are always present, but only in special situations they 

are foregrounded
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CONCLUSION

• The results of Ojutkangas (2005, 2008, 2012) get confirmation

• There is overlap in expressing topological information and frame of reference in Mordvin and Permic 

languages

• The variation of inessive case and relational noun ’in’ can partly be explained by the focusing of the 

active zone in Mordvin and Permic languages

• Same applies to relational noun ’top’ in Mordvin and Permic languages and ’under’ in Udmurt

• The use of the relational noun ’out’, can be expressed by windowing of attention

• This applies to most of the adverbial relational nouns in the data

• The result of Klavan et. al. (2011) get (partial) confirmation

• Cases seem to be used when expressing prototypical relations between Trajector and Landmark, 

but focusing of attention can be done with relational nouns in the same situations
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CONCLUSION (CONT.)

• The results of Levinson (2003) and Levinson & Wilkins (2006) seem to be contradicted

• Every ”postposition” in the data can code topological information

• However, this is actually an argument for analyzing the inflecting ”postpositions” and ”adverbs” of 

Mordvin and Permic (and probably other Uralic languages) as relational nouns, not postpositions 

and adverbs as has traditionally been done
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