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Variation in the Case Forms of Indefinite Pronouns: A Multi-Method Approach
Combining Corpus Studies and Eye-Tracking

Annika Kéngsepp

Variation in the case forms of the Estonian indefinite pronouns keegi ‘someone’, miski
‘something’, kumbki ‘either’, and Ukski ‘none’ has been documented for over a cen-
tury, both in written language (Rull 1917) and dialects (Saareste 1955). This varia-
tion concerns the placement of the -gi/-ki, which can occur after the case ending (e.g.,
kelle-le=gi someone-ALL=CLIT ‘to someone’), before the case ending (e.g., kellegi-
le someone.INDF-ALL), between two case endings (e.g., kelle-le-gi-le someone-ALL-
INDF-ALL), or both before and after the case ending (e.g., kellegi-le=gi someone.INDF-
ALL=CLIT) (Saareste 1923, 1936). The variation has a strong dialectal background: forms
where -gi/-ki is placed after the case ending have historically been prevalent only in South-
ern and Northeast Estonia (Saareste 1955). Despite this, in standard Estonian, the nor-
mative placement of -gi/-ki occurs only after the case ending.

Given that this variation has been systematically studied only in written Estonian (Pant
2018, 2020), this presentation explores the variation using written and spoken data, with a
combination of corpus studies and eye-tracking. The aim of corpus studies was to provide
an overview of the extent of the variation and describe the factors influencing the choice
between the normative and non-normative forms. Since written language limits the factors
that can be examined, studying spoken language was necessary to understand the impact
of sociolinguistic factors and prosody. While the corpus studies provide insights into the
production of forms, eye-tracking offers a complementary view into real-time processing of
varying forms by tracking eye movements such as fixations and regressions during reading
(e.g., Holmqvist et al., 2011). Taking a broader perspective, the eye-tracking experiment
explores how normativity and frequency affect the reading of morphologically varied forms.

The corpus study of written language utilized data from the Estonian National Corpus 2021
(2.4 billion words; Koppel & Kallas 2022). For the corpus study of spoken language, data
was drawn from Estonian Public Broadcasting’s Radio Corpus (109 million words; Lippus
et al., 2023a) and the Estonian Podcast Corpus (85 million words; Lippus et al., 2023b).
The experimental stimuli were based on natural examples from the written corpora and
further manipulated to obtain comparable context length and structure.

The results from the corpus studies indicate that in written Estonian, -gi/-ki is predominantly
placed after the case ending (78.6%), whereas in spoken Estonian, it occurs at almost
equal frequency after (54.2%) and before (43.3%) the case ending. In written language
genre, and whether the text had been edited, was the strongest factor influencing variation.
In spoken language, speech rate emerged as the most influential factor, with faster speech
favoring the placement of -gi/-ki before or between two case endings. (Kangsepp 2024,
2025) Regarding processing, the hypothesis for the ongoing eye-tracking study posits
that there are significant differences between how normative and non-normative forms
are read, especially regarding late measures (see e.g., Godfroid 2020).

The presentation exemplifies how combining methods provides deeper insight into lan-
guage variation and offers a more comprehensive understanding of both the production
and processing of morphologically complex forms.

This work was supported by the National Program: Estonian Language and Culture in the
Digital Age project “Morphosyntactic variation in Estonian” (EKKD-TA2).
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