
Are deeply embedded clauses important for the description of clausal subordination? 

We often observe clauses subordinated to clauses that themselfes are subordinate. For 

example, in the Estonian sentence [[C1=Kui emad näitavad sind oma lastele, [C2=et nood 

teaksid, [C3=missuguseks nad kunagi saada ei tohi,] C=siis tea, [C1=et sinust on maailmale 

kasu]]] (ENC 2019), in addition to the main clause (C), there are two first-order embedded 

clauses (C1), one second-order embedded clause (C2) and one third-order embedded clause 

(C3). Any clause below C1 is deeply embedded (DEC). 

The properties of DECs and their structural relations to other parts of the sentence are 

poorly studied which is related to the idea of recursion as a fundamental property of 

language (e.g. van der Hulst 2010). The recursion postulate implies that the properties of 

complex sentences can be reduced to a sum of bi-clausal relations, i.e., [C [C1 [C2 [C3]]]] = [C 

[C1]] + [C1 [C2]] + [C2 [C3]] (Letuchiy 2021: 525–529). If rerunning the same procedure leads 

to reproduction of the same structure, we cannot expect to find anything new in DECs 

compared to the first-order embedded clauses. Accordingly, Estonian and Finnish grammars 

silently assume that the description of clausal subordination can be exhausted with the 

description of C1s (cf. ISK, EKG II, EKS). 

We investigate sentences with DECs in relation to the variables ‘embedding depth’, ‘position 

of the clause relative to the higher clause’, ‘type of the embedded clause’, its ‘finiteness (incl. 

the specific morphological form of the verb)’, and ‘language’. The languages are Estonian, 

Moksha Mordvin, and possibly Komi (if our research advanves so far until May 2024). The 

material comes from electronic corpora containing published texts. 

We will show that DECs are not entirely identical with first-order embeddings, i.e., that 

embedding depth is a factor influencing the grammar of subordinate clauses. This challenges 

the idea that a description of the relationship between the main and first-order embedded 

clauses suffices to elucidate clausal subordination in a language, and that properties of 

complex sentences can be reduced to a sum of bi-clausal relations. 

 

References 

 

EKG II = Mati Erelt, Reet Kasik, Helle Metslang, Henno Rajandi, Kristiina Ross, Henn Saari, Kaja 

Tael, Silvi Vare 1993. Eesti keele grammatika II. Süntaks. Lisa: Kiri. Tallinn: Eesti Teaduste 

Akadeemia Keele ja Kirjanduse Instituut. 

EKS = Mati Erelt & Helle Metslang (toim.), Eesti keele süntaks (Eesti Keele Varamu 3). Tartu: 

Tartu Ülikooli kirjastus. 

van der Hulst, Harry. 2010. Re Recursion. In van der Hulst, Harry (ed.), Recursion and human 

language (Studies in Generative Grammar 140), xv–liii. Berlin & New York: De Gruyter 

Mouton. 

ISK = Auli Hakulinen, Maria Vilkuna, Riitta Korhonen, Vesa Koivisto, Tarja Riitta Heinonen, Irja 

Alho. Ison suomen kieliopin verkkoversio (Kotimaisten kielten tutkimuskeskuksen 

verkkojulkaisuja 5). http://scripta.kotus.fi/visk/etusivu.php. 



Letuchiy, Alexander B. 2021. Russkij jazyk o situacijax. Konstrukcii s sentencial'nymi 

aktantami [Russian about situations. Constructions with complement clauses]. Saint-

Petersburg: Aletheia. 


