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PARALLEL DEVELOPMENTS IN FINNO-UGRIC LINGUISTICS AND 
IN INDO-EUROPEAN LINGUISTICS 

In synchronic linguistics it is customary to illustrate theoretical 
proposals by means of examples taken from a single language 
(which normally coincides with the theoretician's native language). 
In diachronic linguistics a comparable practice is less usual because 
one normally has to deal with time spans extensive enough to 
witness the emergence of language families out of (more or less 
hypothetical) protolanguages. This is why such terms as "Finno-
Ugric linguistics" or "Indo-European linguistics" typically imply the 
presence of the diachronic point of view. (To be sure, e.g. a 
contrastive study of Finnish and Hungarian might well qualify as 
an instance of synchronic Finno-Ugric linguistics). 

It is a fact that in diachronic linguistics theoretical progress has 
been most effectively generated by research of Indo-European 
languages. In this paper I wish to suggest, however, that the 
hegemony of Indo-European linguistics is at least to some extent 
due to the neglect of achievements made within Finno-Ugric linguistics. 
In diachronic linguistics, the international "market" has been governed 
by research carried out in the economically and culturally most 
powerful countries of the Western hemisphere. Understandably 
enough, this research has been directed towards the history of the 
Indo-European language-family, which happens to be the language-
family encompassing the languages spoken in those countries, i.e. 
German, English, and French. Even if there was some supply of 
first-rate research of the Finno-Ugric language-family on this 
international market, there was very little demand. - I shall illustra-
te my general thesis by discussing the work of Erkki Itkonen 
(1913-1992). Other examples might certainly be added. 
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While the "classical" stage of synchronic phonology achieved its 
definitive formulation in Trubetzkoy ([1939] 1958), diachronic 
phonology was slower to develop. Martinet (1955) surely represents 
its first culmination point. While working within the synchronic 
framework, Trubetzkoy refers to the "coherence" (pp. 76-77) and 
to the "symmetry"-(p.98, p. 101, n. l) of phonological systems1; and 
in the diachronic framework he refers to the "tendency towards 
harmony"2. Martinet (1955) has precisely the same thing in mind 
when he speaks either of the "integration" (p. 79) or of the "stability" 
(p. 89, 101) of phonological systems, with the proviso that he 
wishes to put greater emphasis on those forces which continuously 
threaten to disrupt the integration/stability, namely the "inertia and 
the asymmetry of the articulatory organs". Martinet intends to provide 
causal explanations of sound changes (cf. pp. 16-17). Such 
explanations consist, essentially, in exposing the interplay between 
the antagonistic forces tending either to disrupt or to restore and 
maintain integration/stability. 

Let us turn to Finno-Ugric linguistics. Since there are in this 
domain very few historical documents, the earlier stages of the 
present languages must in general be reconstructed, step-by-step, 
out of such material as is available today (or has been avalaible 
since the awakening of the historical-linguistic interest). What this 
entails, may be illustrated by means of the hypothetical family-tree 
of the Finno-Ugric languages given by Décsy (1990: 13). If we take 
present-day Finnish as our starting point, we have to assume, in 
an ascending order, at least five distinct protolanguages, or stages 
where an ancestor of Finnish and its "sister" (more precisely, its 
sister-to-be) have branched off: 1) Balto-Finnic (c. 1,000 A.D.), the 

1 The coherence of a phonological system consists in an effective use of correlations, 
which are defined as "privative proportional one-dimensional oppositions". As 
this terminology indicates, correlations are based on the idea of (proportional) 
analogy, on the one hand, /p/ is to /t/ what /b/ is to /cl/\ on the other, /p/ is to 
/b/ what /1/ is to Id/ (cf. p. 64). Thus, analogy turns out to be the integrative, 
centripetal force in phonological systems just as much as it is in inflectional paradigms. 
- Martinet (1955: 67, 97) quo tes this expression from a 1933 p a p e r by Trubetzkoy. 
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"mother" of Finnish and e.g. Estonian. 2) Lappo-Finnic (c. 100 
B.C.), the "mother" of Balto-Finnic and Lapp. 3) Finno-Volgaic (c. 
500 B.C.), the "mother" of Lappo-Finnic and Volga-Finnic (which 
split around 1,000 years later into Mordvin and Cheremis). 4) Finno-
Permic (c. 1,500 B.C.), the "mother" of Finno-Volgaic and Permic 
(which split around 2,300 years later into Zyrian and Votyak). 5) 
Proto-Finno-Ugric (c. 3,000 B.C.), the "mother" of Finno-Permic 
and Ugric (which split some 1,500 later into Hungarian and Obugric, 
which in turn split some 2,500 years later into Vogul and Ostyak). 
At each step, the inference from the present to the (more and 
more distant) past must be such as to make the typical "hypothetico-
inductive" inference: When we want to understand some phenomenon 
A in front of us, we imagine some (earlier) phenomenon B which 
might have been the cause of A, thus (tentatively) turning A into 
an effect and explaining A at the same time. 

From our present point of view it is interesting to note that 
Erkki Itkonen's work on the diachronic phonology of Finno-Ugric 
languages is guided by a notion of explanation which is closely 
similar to Martinet's. In this area he has been especially concerned 
with reconstructing the vowel system of Proto-Finno-Ugric. To this 
end, he has written the histories of the vowel systems of several 
Lapp dialects, Mordvin, Cheremis, Zyrian, and Votyak. In so doing, 
he has also had to take into consideration the historical accounts 
that others have given of the vowel systems of Hungarian, Vogul, 
and Ostyak. 

In the present context I shall concentrate on one specific problem, 
namely the development of first-syllable vowels in Lapp. The original 
work on this problem was done in Itkonen (1939, esp. pp. 56-75) 
and (1946, esp. pp. 272-280). In the sequel I shall mainly follow 
the résumé given in Itkonen (1968: 53-56). 

The vowel system of Lappo-Finnic was still identical to the 
original system of Proto-Finno-Ugric: 

i Ü U i: U: 

e O e: O: 
ä a 

Except for ü, this system was remarkably harmonious. In Proto-
Lapp it underwent no less than four successive changes. First: 
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i: U: 

e o 
e O e: O: 
e o 
ci a 

The loss of ü enhances the harmony of the system. (It should 
be noticed that it is the quantity, rather than the quality, of i and 
u which is distinctive vis-à-vis e and o). Many of the original 
phonemes have either split or merged, due to metaphony. All 
these separate developments can be made comprehensible only by 
viewing them from the perspective of the end-state which they 
jointly bring about: each of them serves the goal of bringing about 
this more harmonious system. Next we have: 

i u 

Q Q 

e- o-
e o 
ci- cl-

ii is at this stage that the vowel system of Proto-Lapp reaches 
its greatest harmony. To be sure, systems like this, with five hight 
distinctions (= fünfstufige Vokalsysteme), are quite infrequent, or 
"ganz besondere Raritäten", as Trubetzkoy ([19391 1958: 101) put 
it (cf. also Crothers 1978: 119). It should be noted, however, that 
the non-distinctive differences in vowel quality (cf. Korhonen 1981: 
112): It is probable that an increase in (distinctive) openness (or 
'lowness') was correlated with an increase in (non-distinctive) lenght. 

At the next stage the "beautiful equilibrium of the system" 
(Itkonen 1968: 55) is disturbed. We get: 

i u 

Ù 
e• o• 
£ D 

ä 

This change was apparently brought about by changes that had 
first occurred in non-initial syllables. The front /ä/ and the back /a/ 
had merged there into a middle /á/ ; and this new phoneme, "with 
the expansive force characteristic of innovations", replaced /ä/ and 
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/a / also in the first syllable. This shows that a change in one subsystem 
may be brought about a change in another (closely related) subsystem. 
Moreover, the emergence of a middle /á / made the closed (and short) 
/ e / move towards the back, by a sort of 'sound analogy'. 

The fourth stage of Proto-Lapp is as follows: 

The number of hight distinctions has been reduced from five to 
three, and the (non-distinctively) long vowels, except /a / , have 
become diphtongs. It is this system which underlies the Lapp 
dialects of today. 

Such explanations as are given here rest on the notion of 'harmony'. 
Unlike Martinet (1955: 18, 97), Itkonen does not hesitate to admit 
that explanations of this kind are necessarily of teleological character. 
This is pointed out e.g. in Itkonen (1954: 343). The 1954 book also 
contains, e.g. on pp. 262-264 and 332-340, clear theoretical statements 
to the effect that sound changes are goal-directed processes 
subordinated to the Systemganzheit. 

Teleological explanations as employed in diachronic linguistics 
have often been criticized because of their alleged laxity: They do 
not answer the question why a change occurred when it did (and 
not earlier or later); nor do they claim that an exactly similar change 
will always occur under the same circumstances. Objections like this 
miss the point, however. It is a universal truth, valid in general 
historiography as well as in diachronic linguistics, that there are no 
exceptionless 'laws of history'. Yet it would be stultifying to renounce, 
just for this reason, the attempt at explanation. One just has to 
accept the fact that explanations will necessarily be non-lawlike and 
post hoc in character. In sum, within the human sciences the notion 
of teleology is thoroughly justified (cf. Esa Itkonen 1983: 31-40). 

u ie u o 
eä oa e 

a• 

R E F E R E N C E S 

CUOTHERS, JOHN 

1978 "Typology and universals of vowel systems". In Joseph 
H. Greenberg (ed.): Universals of human language, 
Vol. 2: Phonology. Stanford: University Press. 



14 Esa Itkonen 

DÉCSY, GYULA 

1 9 9 0 

ITKONEN, ERKKI 

1 9 3 9 

1 9 4 6 

1 9 5 4 

1968 

ITKONEN, ESA 

1 9 8 3 

KORHONEN, MIKKO 

1 9 8 1 

MARTINET, ANDRÉ 

1 9 5 5 

TRUBETZKOY, N . S . 

[ 1939 ] 1 9 5 8 

The Uralic protolanguage: A comprehensive reconstru-
ction. Bloomington, Indiana: Eurolingua. 

Der Ostlappische Vokalismus vom qualitativen Standpunkt 
aus. Helsinki: Mémoires de la Société Finno-ougrienne 
LXXIX. 
Zur Frage nach der Entwicklung des Vokalismus der ersten 
Silbe in den finnisch-ugrischen Sprachen, insbesondere 
im Mordivinischen. Helsinki: Commentationes Instituti 
Fenno-Ugrici "Suomen suku" XIII. 
Zur Geschichte des Vokalismus der ersten Silbe im 
Tscheremissischen und in den permischen Sprachen. 
Helsinki: Commentationes Instituti Fenno-Ugrici "Suomen 
suku "XVIII. 
"Äänteenmuutosten luonteesta". In Suomen akatemia 
puhuu. Helsinki: Werner Söderström. 

Causality in linguistic theory. London: Croom Helm. 

Johdatus lapin kielen historiaan. Helsinki: Suomalaisen 
Kirjallisuuden Seura. 

Économie des cbangements phonétiques. Berne: A. 
Francke. 

Grundzüge der Phonologie. Göttingen: Vandenhoeck 
& Ruprecht. 


