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Abstract

The article focuses on the use of noun phrases in Finnish conversation as arguments, contrasting these uses with the use of free NPs. I show that several grammatical processes characteristic of Finnish contribute to making the internal structure of NPs relatively stable. Agreement in case and number, together with the relatively fixed ordering of elements within the NP, help the co-participants to project the future course of the turn. In the construction of NPs as referring expressions, recipient design is an important preference. A close examination of the use of argument NPs and free NPs in interaction reveals different clusterings of features characteristic of NPs as units. Based on these findings, the NP emerges as a robust unit in Finnish. 
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Introduction


In the typological literature, the noun phrase (NP) has been taken to be a fairly robust cross-linguistic category. According to Hopper and Thompson (1984: 703), nouns prototypically serve to lexicalize the discourse function of ‘discourse-manipulable participant’. Nouns typically introduce participants into discourse and deploy them. If a linguistic form is carrying out this prototypical function, it is likely to be coded as a noun and it will carry the full range of nominal trappings conventional in the language (Hopper & Thompson 1984: 710). Syntactically, nouns form noun phrases and typically serve as arguments for predicates (cf. e.g. Genetti 2015). In this article, I examine the empirical basis of the category of noun phrase in Finnish. Noun phrases serve as arguments (i.e. subjects and objects), but they may also form units of their own, which are not tied to a clausal structure. These free-standing units have been called ‘free NPs’ (Helasvuo 2001), ‘unattached NPs’ (Ono & Thompson 1994, Tao 1996, Ford et al. 2002) or ‘detachments’ (Barnes 1985, Lagae 2007, Fernandez-Vest 2016).  

The present study focuses on the use of noun phrases as clausal arguments – subjects and objects – and contrasts these with their use as free NPs in Finnish conversation. By ‘free NPs’ I refer to noun phrases that are grammatically not part of any clause. I examine the structure of NPs in the data, their morphological marking, their referential features, and their use as resources in interaction. The data show that subject and object NPs are typically referential, while free NPs often serve predicating functions (e.g. assessing or characterizing). It is also quite common for those free NPs which serve a referring function to have referents which are propositional (e.g. joku onginta ‘grab bag’; refers to a party activity for children). We can thus say that subject and object NPs are more prototypical in Hopper and Thompson’s (1984) sense than free NPs, in that they typically refer to discourse-manipulable participants. 

I start by introducing the data used and the methodology applied in the analysis. In section 3, I discuss the grammatical characteristics of NPs in Finnish. I then move on to data analysis in section 4. I first discuss the morphological and syntactic features of the NPs in the data, then look at the data from the viewpoint of reference. 


Data and methodology


The data for this study come from the Arkisyn corpus (Arkisyn 2018). Arkisyn is a morphosyntactically annotated corpus of conversational Finnish, containing data from almost thirty hours of everyday interactions among family and friends (256 341 words). I have also made use of the video and audio recordings of the conversations.

To create a database both sufficient for the study at hand and manageable, I selected four conversations from the larger corpus for closer analysis. For this smaller dataset, I extracted all subject NPs from one conversation (SAPU117), all object NPs from two conversations (SAPU117 and SG396), and all free NPs from four conversations (SAPU117, SAPU118, SAPU119, SG396). The extracted data amount to 421 subject NPs, 532 object NPs, and 381 free NPs (see Table 1). Since the sources from which the data have been extracted vary in size, the raw numbers shown in Table 1 and in section 4 are not comparable; to enable comparisons, Table 1 also shows the token frequency per 1000 words. In the discussion in section 4, comparisons are based on percentages.

	
	N
	Tokens per ∑ 1000 words

	Subjects
	421
	97

	Objects
	532
	34

	Free NPs
	381
	14



Table 1. NP subjects and objects and free NPs in the smaller dataset.

Table 1 shows that in the smaller dataset subject NPs are almost three times more frequent than object NPs, which in turn are over twice as frequent as free NPs.

The annotations in the Arkisyn corpus give information on the morphological form (case, number) and syntactic function (subject, object, free NP) of the NP. I have made further annotations regarding the structure of the NP and its referential features; the coding distinguished between NPs referring to a human referent, a concrete object, or an abstract concept. 

The study was based on the methodology of interactional linguistics, which is an approach to grammar that combines insights from discourse functional linguistics, conversation analysis, contextualization theory, and linguistic anthropology (Couper-Kuhlen & Selting 2001: 1–3, 2018: 3–14). In this approach, linguistic structures are studied and described as interactional resources which are put to use in social interaction. The focus of interest is not on grammar per se, but rather on the ways in which it is used in interaction, and on the actions that grammatical resources serve to accomplish.


Grammatical characteristics of noun phrases in Finnish


In Finnish, nouns show case and number marking. There is a rich case system, with 15 cases (Hakulinen et al. 2004: §1222–1223). While word order is relatively free (Vilkuna 1989, Helasvuo 2001: 76–81), the ordering of elements within the noun phrase is quite fixed (Hakulinen et al. 2004: §1394). Let us now look more closely at the grammatical features of noun phrases in Finnish.

In most noun phrases, modifiers agree with the head in case and number (example 1).  There are, however, some exceptions: most notably, genitive modifiers, as in (2), and certain adjectival modifiers, which do not show case inflection at all (3).

(1) SAPU117
	nyt	mä	en				haluis			
	now	1SG	NEG-1SG 	want-COND	
	‘Now, I wouldn’t like to have’
	mitää				sellasta		isoo			ateriaa
 	nothing-PAR	such-PAR	big-PAR	 meal-PAR
	‘any big meal.’
 
(2) SAPU117
	mun			nenä			murtu	
	1SG-GEN	nose.NOM break.PST.3SG
	‘My nose broke.’

(3)	SAPU117
	se	on			kyl		ihan	eri						taval	
	it    be.3SG	PTC	quite	different.NOM	way-ADE
	‘It is in quite a different way.’

In (1), the NP mitää sellasta isoo ateriaa ‘any big meal’ is in the partitive case. The NP functions as an object, and as its content falls under the scope of negation, it is in the partitive case. Not only is the head noun ateriaa ‘meal’ in the partitive, but its premodifiers mitää sellasta isoo ‘any such big’ take this case as well. The same case marking (partitive) and number (singular, i.e. unmarked) create internal cohesion within the noun phrase. In (2), the NP mun nenä ‘my nose’ contains a possessive modifier mun ‘my’ that stands in the genitive case irrespective of the case of the head nenä, which is in the nominative. Finally, the adjectival modifier eri ‘different’ in (3) is not inflected for case but is in the base form, the nominative, even though the head of the NP taval is in the adessive. Eri belongs to a closed class, containing fewer than ten words, which are used syntactically as adjectives even though they lack case marking (Hakulinen et al. 2004: §60). 

Personal pronouns may form NPs by themselves (cf. mä ‘I’ in example 1) or they may be used as genitive modifiers of nouns (mun ‘my’ in example 2). Demonstratives may either form NPs by themselves (cf. example 3, se ‘it’) or modify lexical heads, as in (4). An NP may also consist of a noun with no modifiers (5).

(4)	SAPU117
	mä 	laske 			sillai	yksi	kaksi näit 		      		sekunttei?
	1SG	count.1SG	like 	one	two	DEM.PL-PAR	second-PL.PAR
	‘I count these seconds like one two.’	

(5)	SAPU117
1	sit		täyty 			välttä 		kato	 
	then	must.3SG	avoid-INF	PTC	
	‘Then one must avoid’
2	semssi					tämssi 					ruokii 
	DEM.ADJ-PL.PAR	DEM.ADJ-PL.PAR	food-PL-PAR
	‘these kinds of foods’
3	et 			mis 			niinku	vatta	alka 			pömpöttä
	COMP 	WH-INE	PTC		belly	begin.3SG	be.bulging-INF
	‘where (one’s) belly starts to bulge.’

In (4), the object NP näit sekunttei ‘these seconds’ contains a demonstrative (näit) that is used as a determiner of the head noun (sekunttei). The demonstrative determiner agrees in case (partitive) and number (plural) with the head noun sekunttei ‘seconds’. In (5) line 3, the subject NP vatta ‘stomach’ is a bare noun phrase, i.e. a noun phrase consisting merely of the head noun, with no modifiers. 

In multi-word noun phrases, the ordering of elements within the NP is quite fixed. The modifiers most commonly precede their heads (see examples 1–4). Postmodifiers are also possible, but occur much less often. Consider (6):

(6)	SG396
1 Pete:	motti 	kertoo 	sillä 			kertaa 		 
		NAME	tell-3SG	DEM-ADE	time-PAR	
		‘That episode of MOT (a television show) is’
2		jostain 		rautatieliikenteestä 
		some-ELA	railway.traffic-ELA
		‘about railroad traffic’

3		ja 		sit 	yks 	osa 	siitä 			ne 		haastattelee 		
		and 	then	one	part	DEM.ELA	DEM.PL	interview-3SG	
		‘and then one part of it, they interview’
4		sitte	mua
		then	1SG-PAR
		‘me’
	
In (6), the free NP yks osa siitä ‘one part of it’ (line 3) contains a demonstrative postmodifier siitä ‘of it’. If there are several modifiers, the demonstrative determiners and pronominal modifiers come first, followed by possible descriptive adjectives (Hakulinen & Karlsson 1979: 113–116). This can be seen in (1), where mitää sellasta ‘any such’ precedes the adjectival modifier isoo ‘big’. 

To sum up: there are several grammatical characteristics in Finnish which contribute to making the internal structure of noun phrases quite stable. First and foremost, agreement in case and number makes the noun phrase stand out as a unit of its own. Upon hearing the modifiers, the co-participants know to expect a head noun in a certain case (e.g. in the partitive, as in example 1). This of course helps the co-participants to project the future course of the turn. While word order at the clausal level is relatively free of grammatical constraints (see Helasvuo 2001: 76–81), we have seen that the ordering of elements within the NP is quite fixed. 


Argument NPs vs. free NPs in interaction


4.1 Grammatical features

Do argument NPs differ from free NPs in terms of grammatical features? It turns out that the answer to this question has several aspects. I tackle the question by examining the grammatical features of noun phrases in different syntactic functions, looking at both the structure of NPs and their morphological marking. In the following, I use the term pronominal NP for noun phrases consisting of a pronoun alone, with no modifiers. I refer to NPs with lexical nouns as their heads as lexical NPs. The term bare noun phrase will be reserved for NPs consisting of a lexical head alone, with no modifiers. Thus a lexical NP may be a bare noun phrase or may contain pre- or postmodifiers.

Table 2 shows the structure of NPs in the data. It is worth noting that in Finnish, numerals function as nominals and receive nominal case inflection. Modifiers include both genitive modifiers (as in example 2 above) and modifiers which agree with the head of the NP in case and number (examples 1 and 4).

	Structure of NP
	Subject NPs
	Object NPs
	Free NPs

	
	N
	%
	N
	%
	N
	%

	pronominal
	377
	89.4
	238
	44.7
	23
	6.0

	bare noun
	25
	5.9
	128
	24.1
	253
	66.4

	modifier +N
	19
	4.7
	144
	27.1
	80
	21.0

	numeral
	0
	0
	4
	0.7
	9
	2.4

	numeral + N
	0
	0
	16
	3.0
	13
	3.4

	N + postmodifier
	0
	0
	2
	0.4
	3
	0.8

	Total
	421
	100.0
	532
	100.0
	381
	100.0



Table 2. Structure of subject, object and free NPs.

As we see from Table 2, in terms of their structure subject NPs stand out from object NPs and free NPs: almost 90% of subject NPs are pronominal, in sharp contrast to less than half pronominal object NPs (44.7%) and only 6% of free NPs. NPs containing modifiers are fairly common among object NPs (27.1%) and among free NPs (21%), but not among subject NPs (only 4.7% of subject NPs contain modifiers). Among free NPs, bare nouns form the majority of NPs (66.4%). Bare nouns are also common in object NPs (24.1%), but not in subject NPs. 

Looking at the data more closely, we find that objects that are bare nouns may serve predicating functions in the data. Consider example 7, derived from a conversation among seven young men. Riku’s phone has been ringing repeatedly, and when this happens again, the co-participants start to tease him.

(7) SG396
1 Pete:		pitäskö 					meidän 		antaa 		
			must-COND.3SG-Q	1PL-GEN	give-INF	
			‘Should we give’

2			aplodit 			Rikulle
			applause-PL	First.Name-ALL
			‘Riku a round of applause.’

3 Lauri:		m(h)m[(h)m(h)m(h)

4 Taavi:	 			 [mum 		miäst 			ehkä 		
					1SG-GEN	in.one’s.view	maybe
					‘I think maybe,’
			
5			annetaanks 	annetaan,
			give-PASS-Q	give-PASS
			‘should we, let’s give (an applause).’
			
6 Riku:	 	hyvä			idea.
			good.NOM	idea.NOM
			‘A good idea.’

7 All:			((applauding))

Line 2 in (7) contains an object noun phrase formed with a bare noun aplodit ‘applause’, which is not referential but forms a predicate together with the verb antaa ‘give’.

The results of the comparison shown in Table 3 regarding subject NPs  vs. objects are of course to be expected in the light of the literature on Preferred Argument Structure (Du Bois 1987, articles in Du Bois et al. (eds.) 2003). Du Bois (1987) found that in Sacapultec Mayan there was a tendency for one lexical argument per clause (Du Bois 1987: 819). In Sacapultec, the lexical argument tended to serve as an object or an intransitive subject, thus exhibiting a patterning mirroring the ergative patterning found in the grammatical marking of arguments in Sacapultec. Helasvuo (2001, 2003) showed that in Finnish, both transitive and intransitive subjects function alike in this respect – i.e. they tend not to be lexical – but differ from objects: if there is only one lexical argument in the clause, it is more likely to be expressed in the object than in the subject role (transitive or intransitive). 

The literature on Preferred Argument Structure has focused on the contrast between core arguments, objects and transitive and intransitive subjects. Table 3 brings free NPs into the comparison. It shows that in some respects free NPs resemble objects, especially if we focus on NPs containing modifiers or numerals. We also see that free NPs differ from both subjects and objects with respect to bare nouns, which form the majority of free NPs.

These patterns are illustrated in (8), from a conversation between a waitress and a customer:

(8) SAPU118
1 Varpu:		mä			voisin				ottaat			tota	viel 
			1SG.NOM	can-CND-1SG	take-INF	PTC	still
                	‘I could still have’ 

2			semmose			piäne			kuiva-v		valkoviini-n.
			DEM.ADJ.ACC	small.ACC	dry-ACC	white.wine-ACC
			‘one more small dry white wine.’	

3 Waitress:viini.     (.)	selvä?
			wine.NOM	clear
			‘Wine. Right.’
   
In line 1 of (8), the first person pronoun mä functions as subject; the NP semmose piäne kuivav valkoviinin (line 2) functions as object. The object NP (line 2) is inflected in the accusative case. Because of the case marking, the NP in line 2 has to be interpreted as the object of the clause in lines 1–2.  The waitress confirms the order with an NP viini (line 3), which is a bare noun. It is in the nominative and thus not fitted to the clause in lines 1–2 but instead forms a free NP. Example (8) exhibits the most typical patterns: the subject is a pronominal NP (mä), the object is an NP with several modifiers, and the free NP is a bare noun with no modifiers.

We next look at case marking patterns in subject, object and free NPs. The free NPs included three instances consisting of foreign words that could not be inflected (e.g. the English word what); these have been excluded from the analysis in Table 3. Finnish has a number of locative cases; the data for free NPs included NPs inflected in the  adessive, allative, illative or elative case, all of which are locative in meaning. Since there are only a couple of examples of each of these locative cases, they are all included under “locative” in Table 3. The grey cells indicate case marking options not available for subject and object NPs. 

	[bookmark: _GoBack]Case
	subject NPs
	object NPs
	free NPs

	
	N
	%
	N
	%
	N
	%

	nominative
	414
	98.3
	119
	22.4
	299
	79.1

	genitive/accusative
	7
	1.7
	139
	26.1
	0
	0

	partitive
	
	
	274
	51.5
	49
	13.0

	locative
	
	
	
	
	11
	2.9

	nominative + locative
	
	
	
	
	16
	4.2

	partitive + locative
	
	
	
	
	3
	0.8

	Total
	421
	100
	532
	100
	378
	100



Table 3. Case marking of subject, object and free NPs.

Subject NPs show case alternation between the nominative and the genitive case. The genitive is used to mark subjects in certain modal constructions expressing necessity and in some infinitival constructions (see e.g. Leino 2015). Table 3 shows that genitive subjects are quite marginal in the data: the 421 subject NPs include only seven genitive subjects. The overwhelming majority of subjects (over 98%) are in the nominative; as exemplified by mä ‘I’ in line 1 of (7). Object NPs alternate between the nominative (22.4%), the genitive/accusative (26.1%; cf. example 7, line 2) and the partitive (51.5%; cf. for instance example 1). The basis of this alternation is a complex mix of syntactic and semantic-pragmatic factors (for an overview, see Helasvuo 2001). Free NPs have a wider range of case-marking options, but as Table 3 shows, almost 80% are in the nominative (as in example 7, line 3 viini ‘wine’).  Table 3 also shows that subject NPs and free NPs are alike in that nominative NPs dominate, whereas among object NPs the majority (51.5%) are marked with the partitive case. 

Example 9 illustrates the case marking patterns. It comes from the same conversation as (7). Varpu is telling the others about suggestions she had received as to what kind of jewelry to wear:
 
(9) SAPU117
1 Varpu:	aatte(l)	kui	luova 	hän 			on 		 
		think		how	creative	3SG.NOM	be.3SG	
		‘Think how creative she is’

2		ko hän 			ehdotti 
		as	3SG.NOM	suggest-PAST.3SG
		‘as she suggested (to me)’

3		ko	mä 			sanos(i) 				et 		↑mun 		tarttis 
		as	1SG.NOM	say-PAST.1SG	COMP	1SG.GEN	shall.COND.3SG
		‘when I said that I should’

4		joku				valkonen heh		koru 				saa-	saada			 
		some.NOM	 	white.NOM		jewelry.NOM			receive-INF
		‘wear some piece of white jewelry’

5		tähä 			ny 	et 			se 					sopis
		DEM-ILL	now COMP	DEM.NOM	suit-COND.3SG
		‘here now so it would suit’

6		mu 			niinko	asusteisii 
		1SG-GEN	like		outfit-ILL
		‘my outfit’

7		ko	mull			o 			valkone 			villatakki?			 
		as	1SG-ADE	be.3SG	white.NOM	cardigan.NOM	
		‘because I’m wearing a white cardigan’ 

8		ni 		hän 			ehdotti
		PTC	3SG.NOM	suggest-PAST.3SG
		’so he suggested’

9		£et		pistä 				siihe			kanamuna.£ hehehe
		COMP	put.IMP.2SG	DEM.ILL	egg.NOM
		‘I should put an egg there’

There are several nominative subjects in (9): in lines 1, 2 and 8 the third person human pronoun hän, in line 3 the first person pronoun mä, and in line 5 the demonstrative se. There is also one genitive subject in line 3: the first person pronoun in the genitive case mun functions as the subject of the modal verb tarttis ‘should’. The NP joku valkonen koru ‘some white jewelry’ (line 4) functions as a nominative object of the infinitive saada ‘receive’, and the NP kananmuna ‘egg’ (line 9) is a nominative object of the imperative pistä ‘put’. Nominative marking of the object is possible in clauses with no nominative subject, as in the clause in lines 3–4, with a genitive subject, and in line 9, with a directive in the imperative and no subject.

In addition to case marking, NPs are marked for number. With regard to number, subjects are mainly in the singular (92%), and so are free NPs (97%), while objects are a little less commonly so (81%). Object NPs in examples 4 (näit sekunttei ‘these seconds’), 5 (semssi tämssi ruokii ‘these kinds of foods’) and 7 (aplodit ‘applause (pl.)’ illustrate plural objects, while line 2 in (6), with ne ‘they’, gives a rare example of a plural subject NP.

An examination of the data for argument NPs and free NPs showed that in terms of structural features there does not seem to be any dividing line distinguishing between argument NPs and free NPs. Instead, subject NPs, object NPs and free NPs all show distinctive profiles. This applies both to NP structure and to case marking. I examined grammatical features, such as NP structure and case and number marking, as distinct features. Let us conclude by looking at how these features combine. The data show that a typical subject NP is a pronominal one and carries nominative marking and is in the singular: 81% of subject NPs have these characteristics. A typical free NP is a bare noun in the nominative case and in the singular: 56% of free NPs exhibit these features. A typical object NP is a pronominal NP in the partitive singular, but only 22% of the object NPs carry these markings. A close examination of the use of argument NPs and free NPs and their grammatical features in interaction thus allows us to depict different clusterings of the characterizing features of NPs as units. Based on this examination, the NP emerges as a robust unit in Finnish.

4.2 Noun phrases from the perspective of reference

Do argument NPs and free NPs differ with regard to referential features? I next describe the referential features of subject and object NPs and compare them to those of free NPs. I focus on how NPs are formulated to meet the needs of the interaction and those of the recipients (for recipient design, see Pomerantz & Heritage 2012:211–213, also Sacks 1992, II:148).

Reference is of course a much more complex matter than case and number marking. Because of the rich morphological marking typical of Finnish, it is simple enough to code an NP as singular or plural or as being inflected in the partitive or genitive; analyzing reference, on the other hand, is a multifaceted task, and the results of the analysis may be subject to debate. In the discourse-linguistic and anthropological linguistic tradition, it has been common to approach the interrelationship between reference and grammatical marking by analyzing NPs according to the semantic class of the referent (see e.g. the influential article by Silverstein 1976 regarding split patterns in grammatical marking, and articles in Du Bois et al. (eds.) 2003). The analysis of the present data confirms previous findings (see e.g. Helasvuo 2001, 2003), showing that while human referents are common in subject NPs (63.9% of subject NPs have human referents), they are rare in objects (only 8.1% of object NPs had human referents). Free NPs resemble object NPs in this respect (only 3.4% of free NPs referred to human referents). Abstract entities are fairly common among the referents of object NPs (31.4%) and free NPs (26.0%), but not among referents of subject NPs (only 8.6%). However, such an approach only shows how reference is generally practiced in different NP types. It does not open up perspectives on ways in which the grammatical resources of a language can be used to meet the needs of an interaction in creating referents and talking about them. I next use examples from the data to show how the formulation of referring expressions is contingent upon the interactional context and on what has happened before, and how it contributes to shaping the future trajectory of the interaction.  

Example (9) illustrates how reference is created with NPs in different syntactic functions. The participants are young women who are discussing what to wear the next day when they are going to attend an outdoor rock festival.  

(9) SAPU119
1 Alina:	mä			e				JAKS			nym	miätti		
       		1SG.NOM 	NEG.1SG	feel.up.to	now	think-INF
       		‘I don’t feel up to thinking’

2		mitä			mä	pistäm	päälle.
		what-PAR	1SG	put-1SG	on
		‘what I’m going to wear.’

3 Mirva:	ni		mikä	muu		neulen			kans	sit		sopis.
		PTC	what	other		sweater-GEN	with	then	suit-COND.3SG
		‘So what else would go with the sweater’ 

4 Alina:	no		en				tiädä.
        		PTC	NEG-1SG	know-CONNEG
        		‘Oh I don’t know.’

5 Mirva:	ni,		↑voit			miätti		aamulla.
       		PTC	can-2SG		think-INF	morning-ADE
        		‘So you can think (about it) in the morning.’	

6 Alina:	aamul				jaks							miättim		mitään, 
		morning-ADE		feel.up.to-CONNEG	think-INF	anything-PAR
 		‘In the morning (one) doesn’t feel up to thinking about anything.’

7		(0.5)	aamul				o			jo			kaik				valmist.
				morning-ADE		be.3SG	already	everything		ready-PAR
		‘in the morning everything is ready already.’

8 Mirva:	joo.
      		PTC
       		‘Yeah.’

9 Netta:	kauhee				stressi.
      		horrible.NOM		stress.NOM
       		‘Horrible stress.’ 

In (9), subject NPs refer mainly to human referents (the first person singular pronoun mä in lines 1 and 2). Clauses in lines 4 and 5 also have 1st and 2nd person subjects, but they are not expressed as separate NPs, merely with suffixes on the predicate verb. Line 6 has a negative clause, but the negation verb is missing; the negation is conveyed through the use of the connegative form of the verb (Savijärvi 1977 calls this “ellipsis of the negation verb”, and shows that it is common in Balto-Finnic languages) and of the negation-implicative pronoun mitään ‘anything’. There is no subject, but the predication is offered as one anyone could identify with (‘in the morning one doesn’t feel up to thinking about anything’). Alina starts out with a personal perspective (lines 1, 2, and 4) referring to how she herself feels. In her response to Mirva’s suggestion (line 5), Alina shifts to a more general level. She responds to the suggestion with a construction which does not have either a finite verb form or an overt subject (line 6), and thus no direct reference to who it is, specifically, that does not feel up to thinking about anything. What is implied is that it is Alina herself, but also anyone else who can identify with the content (cf. Laitinen 2006 on the so-called “zero-person construction”). The formulation of line 6 conveys that deciding on what to wear for the upcoming event is difficult not just for Alina but for anyone planning to attend. After this, Alina voices a general assessment as to how things ought to be in the morning. The subject in line 7 has a general reference kaik ‘everything’. Mirva responds to this with the particle joo, showing that she has understood Alina’s turn, but she does not address its affiliation relevance (shows neither affiliation nor disaffiliation with it; Sorjonen 2001a: Chapter 7).  

Netta, who hasn’t participated in the discussion and is not going to join the others for the festival, joins in with an assessment kauhee stressi ‘horrible stress’ (line 9). The assessment is formed as a free NP which serves to make an assessment, but what is being assessed is not expressed overtly: Netta does not express who it is that is experiencing this horrible stress, or what is causing it. Other options for such an assessment would be to use a copular clause or a possessive clause. With either of these two options, the speaker would also need to choose a referring expression that would function as the subject of the copula clause or the possessor in a possessive clause (cf. Helasvuo forthcoming). What the assessment is about, however, is left vague: Netta may be assessing Alina as experiencing horrible stress, or she may be talking more generally about deciding on clothes for an outdoor event like a rock festival. Unlike for example a copular clause, the free NP provides a grammatical resource for making an assessment without having to refer to what is being assessed. With regard to reference, the free NP kauhee stressi ‘terrible stress’ is not referential but predicating, as is common for free NPs: Helasvuo (forthcoming) shows that in her data from Finnish conversational interaction, 59% served predicating functions (cf. Ono & Thompson 1994:407, according to whom the proportion of predicating NPs among free NPs in their English data was as high as 80%).

The object NPs in (9), mitä ‘what’ (line 2) and mitään ‘anything’ (line 6) either have general reference (l. 2) or refer to abstract entities (l. 6). Also possible are clausal objects: the clause in line 2 functions as the object of the predication in line 1. The object NP does not need to be expressed overtly at all: the finite verb in line 4 tietää ‘know’ could have an object but there is none, nor is there one in line 5 miettiä ‘think’ (‘about it’ is placed in parentheses in the English free translation to indicate that it has no counterpart in the Finnish original).

To summarize our discussion of (9): in contrast with both object NPs and free NPs, subject NPs mainly have human referents (referring most often to speech act participants). Subject and object NPs may have general references, expressed by pronominal NPs (subject NPs mikä ‘what’, line 3, and kaik ‘everything’, line 7, object NPs mitä ‘what’). The excerpt given in (9) ends with a free NP kauhee stressi ‘terrible stress’ which serves to make an assessment about what has been discussed previously. As we have seen, what exactly it is that is being assessed remains implicit and elusive; nevertheless, it is clear that the free NP is linked to the preceding conversation. 

Free NPs may also function to open up new topics and thus be forward-looking (Laury & Helasvuo 2016:152–155). This is illustrated in (10), derived from a conversation among seven young men who are planning a party together and are eating and drinking. They have been discussing fancy dress costumes:

(10) SG396
1 Lauri:		tykkäsitteks 				te 		siit 			vinkist 
			like-PAST-2PL-Q-CLI	2PL	DEM.ELA	tip-ELA
			‘Did you like the suggestion’

2			m(h)inkä	mä	annoin				teille to- (.) 	
			REL.ACC	1SG	give-PAST-1SG	2PL-ALL
			‘that I made you’

3			naamiaisia (.) 			varten.
			costume.party-PAR	for
			‘for the costume party’

4 Taavi:		joo.
			PTC
			‘Yeah.’

5 Riku:		°just	just° 	@iha	varmaan@.	
			PTC	PTC	quite	certainly			
			‘Right, certainly. ’
		
6 (?):			°#sitä		sattu					vähän.# °
			DEM-PAR	hurt.PAST.3SG	a.little
			‘He hurt (himself) a little.’
	
7			(0.5) ((the participants are eating))

8 Lauri:		hmm?
			PTC
			‘Hmmh.’

9			 (1.5) ((the participants are eating))

10 Lauri:	toinen			vaihtoehto			 
			another.NOM	alternative.NOM
			‘another alternative’

11			et			lihottaa 			ittensä				kymmenen	kiloo,	   	
			COMP	fatten.up-3SG	oneself.-3SGPX	ten			kilo-PAR	 
			‘that (one) fattens oneself up ten kilos,’

12			kattoo 			vähän	Sopranosii 		ni,
			watch-3SG 	a.little	NAME-PAR	PTC
			‘watching (lit. ‘watches’) The Sopranos a little.’

13 Aapo:	@m(hh)m(hh)@

In (10), lines 1–3, Lauri brings up a suggestion he has made previously to the others as to what to wear for a costume party, asking whether they liked it. Taavi responds to this with a confirming joo (Sorjonen 2001a:52–53) but does not elaborate on it. It is not clear whether Riku’s turn in line 5 is a response to Lauri’s question in line 1 or whether it (and the following line) is part of another line of interaction which has been going on prior to this extract. The fact that line 5 is not a type-conforming response to the yes-no interrogative in line 1 (cf. Sorjonen 2001b) suggests that it belongs to another line of interaction. As Lauri’s suggestion does not elicit any further talk by Taavi or anyone else and the co-participants just concentrate on eating (lines 7 and 9), Lauri brings up an alternative suggestion for dress-up: one should fatten oneself up ten kilos, in the style of the television series The Sopranos (lines 10–12). The suggestion is formed as a free NP toinen vaihtoehto, ‘another alternative’, followed by a postmodifying että-clause. The NP brings up a new line of talk, an alternative to what Lauri has previously suggested, and the että-clause specifies the alternative. The NP is abstract and semantically open; the complement clause gives it more specific content. This is received with laughter by Aapo (line 13), followed by more talk about the television series and its various episodes and characters. 

In (10), Lauri constructs his first suggestion as an oblique argument of the verb tykätä ‘to like’. It is formed as an NP siit vinkistä (‘tip/suggestion’, line 1) in the elative case, followed by a relative clause modifying it (lines 2–3). The tip has not previously been discussed in this conversation (at least not during the recorded part of the conversation) but the reference is formulated so as to indicate that the co-participants know about it (the determiner siit and the relative clause). The second suggestion is made with the free NP followed by a clausal postmodifier, an että-clause (lines 10–12). There are similarities between the two NPs referring to Lauri’s suggestions: both are NPs with clausal postmodifiers, but the first is an argument NP while the second is a free NP. Due to its nominative case marking, the free NP (line 10) is not fitted to be a member of any clausal structure in the context. The formulation of the free NP indicates that the speaker is not assuming that the co-participants have any prior knowledge about it. Thus the free NP (line 10) is forward-looking. It is semantically empty, but the complement clause attached to it explicates its semantic content.

The following example (11) illustrates ways in which reference may be vague but sufficient for the purpose at hand. The excerpt comes from the same conversation as (8). Päivi is telling the other participants about a drink she has tasted:

(11) SAPU117
1 Päivi:	ootteks 			te 		maistanu	 
		be-2PL-Q-CLI	2PL	taste-PCP	
		‘Have you ever tasted’

2		sitä 			sellast 				kuahujuomaa, 
		DEM-PAR	DEM-ADJ-PAR	sparkling-drink-PAR
		‘this kind of sparkling drink’

3		mikä 			on			nyt	ollu		vissii			 
		REL.NOM	be-3SG	now	be-PCP	probably	
		‘which has probably been’

4		tän			kesän 			suasikki,
		DEM-GEN	summer-GEN	favorite.NOM
		‘the favorite drink this summer’

5		=mis 			o 			sitä 			survottuu 			mansikkaa.
		which-INE	be-3SG	DEM-PAR	crush-PASS.PCP	strawberry-PAR
		‘which has crushed strawberries in it’

6		semmone 		   joku (.) äffäl 			alkava 	  
		DEM-ADJ.NOM some	 letter.F-ADE start-PCP 
		‘something starting with the letter f’

7		se 			 nimi 			   oli. 
		DEM.NOM name.NOM be-PAST.3SG
		‘that name was’
	
8		(0.4)	

9 Päivi:	no 	en 			edes	sano 				mikä. 	
		PTC	NEG-1SG	even	say.CONNEG	what.NOM
		‘well I won’t even say what.’

10		ette 			o 					°maistanu°.
		NEG-2SG	be.CONNEG	taste-PCP
		‘you haven’t tasted it.’

11 Varpu: ei,
		NEG
		‘No.’

12 Päivi: joo,
		PTC
		‘I see.’

13 Varpu: em 			mä 	o 					kuullukka.
		NEG-1SG	1SG	be.CONNEG	hear-PCP-CLI
		‘I’ve never heard of (it/that).’

14 Päivi: joo? 	mä 	ostin 			kevääl 			semmose 	
		PCP	1SG	buy-1SG	spring-ADE	DEM-ADJ-ACC
		‘Okay. I bought one such (bottle) in the spring’

15		jääkaappii	mökille,
		fridge-ILL	cottage-ALL
		‘(to keep it) in the fridge at the summer cottage.’

16		ja 		sit		ku 		↑mun		kurssikaverit 				oli					
		and 	then 	when	1SG-GEN	course.mate-PL.NOM	be.PAST.3SG	
			‘and then when my classmates were there’

17		siällä, ni    me   juatii 					sit    se, (.)	tervetuliaismalja 	 
		there	PTC 1PL drink-PAST.PASS then DEMwelcome.toast.NOM 	
		‘we drank a welcome toast’

18		laituri- laituril,

		jetty	   jetty-ADE
		‘on the jetty- on the jetty.’              

19		ja		se		oli 				iha 	älyttömä 	hyvää.
		and	DEM	be.PAST.3SG	quite awful.GEN	good-PAR
		‘and it was quite awesome.’		

In line 1 of (11), Päivi asks the others whether they have tasted a certain drink. She introduces the drink with an NP functioning as an object. The NP has demonstrative determiners sitä sellasta, the head noun kuahujuomaa ‘sparkling drink’ (line 2)  and two postmodifying relative clauses (lines 3–5). The first of the determiners, the demonstrative sitä, marks the referent as identifiable by the co-participants (Laury 1997), while the second one, the demonstrative adjective semmosta, indicates that more information is coming regarding the referent (Erringer 1996:77–78). Indeed, more information is given in the two relative clauses in lines 3–5. Päivi refers to a type of sparkling drink, described by the complex NP. There are several transition-relevance places within the description (e.g. after each relative clause and during the pause in line 8) where the co-participants could respond to the question posed by Päivi starting in line 1; the lack of uptake indicates that they do not recognize the referent. Päivi gives up trying to remember the brand name of the drink (line 9). The declarative in line 10 seeks confirmation for the inference she has made, based on the lack of uptake, that they have not tasted it. Interestingly, the confirmation-seeking declarative (line 10) has a transitive verb maistaa ‘to taste’ but the object is not expressed; instead, it has to be inferred by the co-participants. This does not cause any problem in the interaction: Varpu confirms it (line 11), and further elaborates her confirmation by adding that she has never heard of it (line 13). Again, the argument of hearing is not expressed but has to be inferred.

The drink is referred to again by Päivi in line 14 with semmose ‘one such’, but the referent is no longer the brand but rather a bottle containing a substance representing the brand. In line 17, there is again talk about the drink, now as the object of the verb ‘to drink’ (juatii). The verb creates the expectation that an object will follow. Päivi starts with se, which can be used as either a demonstrative or a determiner functioning as a definite article (Laury 1997). After a micropause, Päivi continues with tervetuliaismalja ‘welcome toast’, which changes the interpretation of se from a demonstrative forming an NP by itself into a determiner followed by the head of the NP. Had it been used as a demonstrative, se could have referred to the same referent as semmose in line 14. As the interaction evolves and se turns out to be a determiner in the NP se tervetuliaismalja, it can no longer be interpreted as referring to the same bottle as the NP in line 14, but rather, to a toast involving the substance in the bottle. The demonstrative se in line 19 is an anaphoric reference; its antecedent is revealed by the construction it is part of, in which se (l. 19) functions as the subject of a copula clause, and the predicate adjective phrase älyttömän hyvää (lit. ‘awfully good’) stands in the partitive case. The case marking of the predicate adjective reveals that se refers to a mass (such as a liquid) rather than a countable (such as a bottle or a glass; for the case marking of predicate nominals, see Hakulinen et al. 2004: §555, Huumo 2007). Thus se refers to the same substance, both as contained in the bottle and as used in the toast. The reference unfolds in the course of the interaction.

The participants in (11) are thus seemingly talking about the same referent; in a closer analysis, however, the reference shifts from the drink to a bottle, then to a toast involving the drink, and finally back to the drink itself. The referential forms are designed to meet the needs of the recipients (for recipient design, see Pomerantz & Heritage 2012:211–213, also Sacks 1992, II:148): for example by using the referential expression sitä sellast kuohujuomaa in ex. 11, line 2 the speaker conveys that the referent is one that the recipients should be able to identify (as indicated by the use of sitä as a determiner), but at the same time that there is more information to come regarding the referent (by the use of sellast as another determiner). Furthermore, in referring to the toast (line 17), the speaker first uses se, which could stand alone as a demonstrative and form an NP by itself, but after a short pause adds a lexical noun tervetuliaismalja ‘welcome toast’ to explicate the shift in reference. 

To sum up: we have seen that subject, object and free NPs differ in terms of the referents they refer to. Human referents are most likely to be referred to by NPs that function as subjects, and least likely by free NPs. We have discussed ways in which recipient design may emerge in the flow of interaction. For example, in (11) the choices of referential forms in lines 2 and 17 illustrate ways in which referential expressions are specifically designed to meet the needs of the interactional context and the recipient(s). Recipient design, however, is an organizational preference present in all interaction (Pomerantz & Heritage 2014:211). It is thus relevant even at those points in an interaction where there is no overt mention of the referent (e.g. example 9, lines 4 and 5, and example 11, line 10) or where the referring expression is merely a pronoun (e.g. example 10, line 2 mä ‘I’ and teille ‘to you (pl.)’. Finally, I have shown that it is not just the formulation and design of the referring expression but also the construction it is part of that contributes to the interpretation of the reference: in example 11, line 19  it is not the referring expression se ‘it (NOM)’ itself but the partitive case marking of the predicate adjective hyvää ‘good (PAR)’ that conveys an understanding of the referent of se as a mass (such as liquid) rather than a countable (such as a bottle or a glass of something).

Conclusions

We started out with the claim made in the seminal paper by Hopper and Thompson (1984: 703), that nouns prototypically serve to lexicalize the discourse function of ‘discourse-manipulable participant’. Hopper and Thompson (1984:710) argue that typologically, if a linguistic form is fulfilling this prototypical function, it is likely to be coded as a noun and will carry the full range of nominal trappings conventional in the language. Nouns form  grammatical units, noun phases, which have the potential to carry these codings.  We have seen that both argument NPs and free NPs are coded for the main nominal inflection categories of case and number. They thus carry the nominal trappings conventional in Finnish. It is important to note, however, that the inflectional paradigms for both case and number include forms that carry no formal marking. In the paradigm for case the nominative bears no marking, nor does singular number. Interestingly, these are the forms that are most common in language use (cf. Helasvuo 1997).

In section 3, I showed that the grammatical characteristics of Finnish language use contribute to making the internal structure of noun phrases relatively stable in Finnish. Most notably, the morphosyntactic process of case and number agreement within the noun phrase is a powerful cohesive force which ties the different parts of the noun phrase together to form a unit of its own. Agreement contributes to the co-participants’ ability to project the future trajectory of the clause and the turn: upon hearing the pre-modifiers, the co-participants already know that a head noun in a certain case and number is to be expected to follow. It was also noted that although word order at the clause level is relatively free of grammatical constraints, the ordering of elements within the NP is quite fixed. This adds to the projectability of the syntactico-semantic structure of the NP. 

The data analysis in section 4 showed that in terms of grammatical features such as structure of NP and case marking, subject and object NPs do not differ as a group from free NPs. Instead, subject NPs, object NPs and free NPs show quite distinct profiles in terms of NP structure and case marking. The typical subject NP is a pronominal NP in the nominative singular; more than 80% of subject NPs exhibit these characteristics. The typical free NP is a bare noun in the nominative case and in the singular; more than half (56%) of free NPs have these features. Finally, the typical object NP is a pronominal NP in the partitive singular. In contrast with our findings regarding typical subject NPs and free NPs, a remarkably low percentage (only 22%) of object NPs carry these markings. We can thus conclude that subject NPs are more uniform with regard to structural features, while object NPs show much greater variation. 

Through a detailed and careful analysis of the examples, I have shown how the formulation of referring expressions is contingent upon the interactional context: it is dependent on the context and reflects an understanding of what has happened before, while at the same time it is context-renewing and directs the future trajectory of the interaction. We have seen that in the construction of referring expressions recipient design is an important preference. I have shown that recipient design is not relevant merely at certain points, where there is an overt indication of how this preference is taken into account. Rather, it is a principle of interaction which is all-encompassing.


Data source

Arkisyn. 2018. A morphosyntactically coded database of conversational Finnish. Database compiled at the University of Turku, with material from the Conversation Analysis Archive at the University of Helsinki and the Syntax Archive at the University of Turku. Department of Finnish and Finno-Ugric Languages, University of Turku.
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