The Estonian pronoun tema and the role of contrast in pronoun interpretation

The form of referring expressions is said to be connected to the accessibility / topicality of their
referents: The most reduced referring expressions refer to highly accessible referents; more marked
expressions are used for less accessible referents (e.g. Ariel 1990, Gundel, Hedberg & Zacharski 1993). In
languages with full and reduced pronouns, full forms are said to refer to less accessible referents than
reduced forms (e.g. Bresnan 2001).

In this paper, | use corpus data to test the predictions these accessibility-based claims make for
the Estonian long pronoun tema (he/she) in relation to the reduced form ta (he/she). In particular, 1
explore how these predictions relate to Pajusalu’s claim (1995, 1997) that tema is used for referents that
are being compared or opposed to other referents. In light of my corpus data, | claim that an accessibility-
based approach makes incorrect predictions about tema, but also that Pajusalu’s claim is not adequate to
capture the referential properties of tema. | present a new analysis based on Biring’s notion of
‘contrastive topic,” and illustrate how this analysis can be used to unify the different uses of tema in a
theoretically meaningful way.

Let us now take a look at the corpus data, the empirical foundation for my analysis. If we
combine the accessibility-based claim that full forms refer to less accessible referents with the finding that
subjects are more accessible than objects/obliques (e.g. Brennan, Friedman & Pollard 1987), we predict
that tema will not be used to refer back to subjects. However, in my corpus (50 tokens of tema in subject
position, randomly selected from four novels), | found that if we look at the grammatical roles of the
antecedents of tema, we find a preference for subjects (48%) over objects or obliques (both combined =
24%). (A detailed discussion of grammatical roles, as well as frequency information about reference to
antecedents in sentence fragments and other contexts not mentioned here will be provided in the talk.) In
other words, tema is more likely to have a subject antecedent than an object or oblique antecedent. (Not
surprisingly, a comparison corpus of 50 occurrences of the short pronominal form ta reveals this same
pattern, but more strongly.) This subject-preference pattern does not match the prediction that tema is
used for low-accessibility, non-subject referents.

A thorough analysis of the data reveals that almost all uses of tema in the corpus involve explicit
or implicit contrast. In some cases, the contrast between the antecedent of tema and other referent(s) is
explicit, and many of these ‘explicit contrast’ cases fit Pajusalu’s criteria of comparison or opposition.
However, in many cases the contrast is implicit and not inferrable without the help of context. At first
glance (and out-of-context), these two usage types — explicit and implicit contrast — look rather different.
However, | show that they can be unified by the notion of ‘contrastive topic’ in the sense of Biring
(2002). Biring uses ‘contrastive topic’ to mean a member of a salient set that contrasts with other
members, as specified by the predicate. | extend this notion to Estonian, and discuss in detail what it
means to claim that tema is used for contrastive referents. In fact, my analysis aims to (i) capture the
referential properties of tema and to show that it is not a ‘low-salience’ version of the short for ta, and
also (ii) to provide a theoretically sound and testable way of describing the notion of ‘contrast,” which is a
term that often crops up in the pronoun literature but whose precise meaning, with respect to pronoun
interpretation, is rarely discussed in any detail.

The imporance of making a clear distinction between the referential properties of contrastive
form tema and the ‘regular pronoun’ ta is highlighted by the fact that the antecedent of tema is not
interpreted contrastively in the discourse preceding the sentence with tema. In other words, use of tema
provides new information about its referent (i.e., that it is contrastive), whereas a regular pronoun like ta
simply acts as a retrieval instruction for the intended referent and does not convey new information by
virtue of its referential form.

In sum, in this paper | use corpus data to show that the referential properties of the long
pronominal form tema do not fit accessibility-based predictions, since use of tema does not depend on
salience. Moreover, | claim that we can extend Biring’s notion of ‘contrastive topic’ to provide a precise
definition of what kind of contrast characterizes use of tema.
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