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Eight Indo-Uralic verbs?

Käroly REDEI (1986) lists 64 words which were supposedly

borrowed from Indo-European into Uralic at an early date.

The material is divided into three groups: 7 Proto-Uralic

(PU) etymologies, 18 Finno-Ugric (FU) etymologies, and 39

Finno-Permian (FP) and Finno-Volgaic (FV) etymologies. The

source of the borrowings is specified äs "vorarisch" for

the PU words, "vorarisch oder frühurarisch" and "urarisch"

for the FU words, and "frühurarisch" through "uriranisch"

for the FP and FV words (REDEI 1986: 26). There are several

reasons to call this account into question.

Firstly, it is difficult to determine a place and a time

which are suitable for borrowings from Indo-European into

Proto-Uralic. We can probably identify the Proto-Indo-

Europeans with the Sredny Stog culture in the eastern Ukraine

around 4000 BC (cf. MALLORY 1989 and KORTLANDT 1990). This

clashes with the concept of direct borrowings from Indo-

European into Proto-Uralic: "All that seems to be certain

is that in the fourth millennium B.C.the ancestors of the

Finno-Ugrians and the Samoyeds had lived on the eastern side

of the Urals" (FODOR 1976: SO). The ear.i lest contacts bet-

ween Indo-European and Uralic languages must probably be

identified with the eastward expansion of the "vorarische

oder frühurarische" Yamnaya culture around 3000 BC and the

simultaneous spread of the Finno-Ugric Ural-Kama neolithic

culture to the southwest. Even if we were to assume an Uralic

homeland west of the Ural mountains, earlier borrowings could

only have been taken from the Samara and Khvalynsk cultures

on the Middle Volga. Though it is conceivable that the

languages spoken in that area were genetically related to

Indo-European, or to Uralic, they cannot be identified with

the language of the Sredny Stog culture.
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Secondly, the number of verbs in the oldest material is

too large to Support the hypothesis that they were borrowed:

3 out of 7 (43%) in the first group, 5 out of 18 (281) in

the second group, and 2 out of 39 (5%) in the third group.

Moreover, the two verbs from the third group have questionable

etymologies. The verb *kara- "graben" (REDEI 1986: 51) is

attested in the Volgaic languages (Mordvin and Cheremis)

only. The corresponding words in the Permian languages

(Votyak and Ziryene) and in Ob-Ugric (Ostyak) require a

reconstruction *kurs-, which is incompatible both with the

Volgaic forms 'and with the alleged (Indo-)Iranian source.

The verb *ni&a- "befestigen, heften, binden" (REDEI 1986: 53)

is limited to Finno-Volgaic, e.g. Finnish nito-, REDEI doubts

the connection with Skt. nahyati 'binds' himself: "Zufälliger

Gleichklang?" If we eliminate these two items from the list,

the presence of eight verbs in the older material becomes

even more significant.

Thirdly, the derivation of the Proto-Uralic forms from

their alleged Indo-European sources involves considerable

formal difficulties. I shall briefly discuss the four nouns

of the first group (REDEI 1986: 40-43).

PU *nime "Name", Finnish nimi, Mordvin fern, Votyak and

Ziryene fiim, Ostyak nem, Hung. neu, Tavgi (Samoyed) nim, etc.

The PIE word must be reconstructed äs *H„neH-,mn} Latin nömen,
^ o o

Hitt. läman, Skt. näma, Arm. anun, oblique stem *H,nü men-,

Gr. onoma, Olr. ainm, OPr. emmens, RUSS, imja, Alb. emer

(cf. KORTLANDT 1984: 42, 1987: 63). The only Indo-European

language which has a front vowel in the root is Tocharian,

where A nom and B nem point to a reconstruction *nenn, with

delabialization of the second laryngeal. But even this form

does not account for the high front vowel of the Uralic words,

which may represent the original Indo-Uralic vocalism.
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PU *serie (*sÖne) "Ader,  Sehne",  F i n n i s h  s u o n i ,  Mordvin 

s a n ,  Votyak and Z i r y e n e  s g n ,  Hung. i n ,  Tavgi  t a q a ,  e t c .  The 

word i s  compared w i t h  PIE * s n e H l u r ,  o b l .  -en- ,  S k t .  s n ä v a ,  

Toch.  B s n o r ,  A r m .  n e a r d ,  Gr. n e u r o n .  Here a g a i n ,  t h e  Indo-  

European  forms  do n o t  e x p l a i n  t h e  U r a l i c  v o c a l i s n i ,  which  

may be o r i g i n a l  ií' t h e  words a r e  r e l a t e d  a t  a l l ,  w h e t h e r  

t h e  PIE word i s  a  d e r i v a t i v e  o f  t h e  r o o t * s n e H I -  o r  n o t .  

A c o m p a r i s o n  w i t h  E n g l i s h  s i n e w  from * s H  i n u -  i s  no b e t t e r .  1 
I t  i s  a c t u a l l y  worse  b e c a u s e  t h e  meaning o f  t h e  l a t t e r  word 

i s  t h e  r e s u l t  o f  a  Germanic i n n o v a t i o n .  

PU *waSke " i r g e n d e i n  b l e t a l l ,  ? K u p f e r r ' ,  F i n n i s h  v a s k i ,  

Mordvin u 8 k e ,  v i S k ä ,  Votyak v e 8 ,  Hung. v a s ,  T a v g i  b a s a ,  e t c .  

T h i s  i s  t h e  o n l y  " K u l t u r w o r t "  i n  t h e  l i s t .  I t  may b e  compared 

w i t l i  'Toch. A was ,  B y a s a  ' g o l d ' ,  which  p o i n t  t o  e a r l i e r  

*wesa .  The l a t t e r  word c a n n o t  be i d e n t i f i e d  w i t h  L a t i n  aurum, 

L i t h .  á u k s a s ,  and b e s i d e s  d o e s  n o t  e x p l a i n  t h e  U r a l i c  v o c a l i s m  

I t  i s  much more p r o b a b l e  t h a t  t h e  T o c h a r i a n  word was borrowed 

from Samoyed *wesä (JANHUNEN 1983:  1 2 0 ) .  

PU *wett.  "Wasser", Finnis11 v e s i ,  Mordvin v e d ' ,  Votyak V U ,  

Ilung. v i z ,  T a v g i  b ë ? ,  beda- ,  e t c .  I n  Indo-European ,  t h e  e - g r a d e  

i s  a t t e s t e d  i n  H i t t i t e  o b l .  we ten- ,  P h r y g i a n  b e d u ,  A r m .  g e t ,  

and i n  Cermanic and S l a v i c  d e r i v a t i v e s .  I f  t h e  word was 

a c t u a l l y  borrowed i n t 0  U r a l i c ,  t h i s  must  have  o c c u r r e d  a t  

a  v e r y  e a r l y  s t a g e .  Rut i t  i s  n o t  t h e  k i n d  o f  word t h a t  i s  

e a s i l y  bor rowed,  and t h e  Indo-European  forms  r a t h e r  l o o k  l i k e  

d e r i v a t i v e s  o f  t h e  ( I n d o - ) U r a l i c  word. 

A g a i n s t  t h i s  b a c k g r o u n d ,  we must c o n s i d e r  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  

t h a t  t h e  e i g h t  v e r b s  i n  R E D E I ' S  f i r s t  and  s e c o n d  g r o u p s  were 

i n h e r i t e d  from P r o t o - I n d o - U r a l i c .  I  s h a l l  g i v e  a  b r i e f  

suinniary o f  t h e  m a t e r i a l  ( c f .  REDEI 1986:  4 0 - 4 8 ) .  

PU *miye- "geben ,  v e r k a u f e n " ,  F i n n i s h  myy-, my8-, 

Mordvin m i  j e - ,  Vogul (Ob-Ugric)  ma( j ) - ,  m i - ,  maj-, Y e n i s e i  



8 2 F r e d e r i k  K o r t l a n d t  

(Samoyed) mi?e- ,  PIE *mei-,  S k t .  m i n Ú t i  ' e x c h a n g e s ' ,  L a t v i a n  

met. 

PU *muBke- (*moBke-l "waschen", E s t o n i a n  moske-, Mordvi n  

muske-, muBko-, Votyak miBk-, Hung. mos-, Y e n i s e i  musua-, 

PIE *mesg-, S k t .  m á j j a t i  ' s i n k s ' ,  L a t i n  m e r g e r e ,  L i t h .  

m a z g b t i  ' t o  w a s h ' .  

PU * t o y e -  " b r i n g e n ,  h o l e n ,  geben",  F i n n i s h  t u o - ,  Mordvin 

t u j e - ,  O s t y a k  t u - ,  Yurak (Samoyed) tä- ,  PIE *dsH3-, S k t .  d á d ä t i  

' g i v e s ' ,  H i t t .  d ä -  ' t a k e ' .  

FU * a j u -  " t ;e iben,  j a g e n " ,  F i n n i s h  a j a - ,  Z i r y e n e  v o j - ,  

Vogul w u j t - ,  wojt- ,  PIE *HZe&-, S k t .  á j a t i  ' d r i v e s ' ,  L a t i n  

a g e r e .  

FU * k a n a -  " s t r e u e n ,  s c h u t t e n ,  w e r f e n ,  g r a b e n " ,  Z i r y e n e  

k u n d i - ,  O s t y a k  k i n - ,  Vogul kon- ,  IIung. h á n y - ,  PIE *kH2en-, 

S k t .  k h á n a t i  ' d i g s '  . 
FU * t ~ k e -  " t u n ,  machen", F i n n i s h  t e k e - ,  Mordvin t r e j e - ,  

t ' i j e - ,  Hung. t ë ( v ) - ,  t ë s z - ,  PIE *dheHI-, S k t .  d á d h ä t i  

' p u t s ' ,  H i t t .  d ä i - ,  L a t i n  f a c e r e .  

FU *weta-  " f u h r e n ,  l e i t e n ,  z i e h e n " ,  F i n n i s h  v e t a - ,  Mord- 

v i n  ved 'a- ,  v e t ' a - ,  v i t ' i - ,  v ü d r a - ,  v a t ' e - ,  Hung. v e z e t - ,  

PIE *uedh-, OIr. f e d i d  ' l e a d s ' ,  L i t h .  v è s t i .  

FU *wiye-  "nehmen, t r a g e n " ,  F i n n i s h  v i e - ,  Mordvin v i j e - ,  

Votyak and  Z i r y e n e  v a j - ,  Hung. v i í v l - ,  v i s z - ,  v ë ( v l - ,  vësz- ,  

PIE *ue&h-, S k t .  v á h a t i  ' c a r r i e s ' ,  L a t i n  v e h e r e ,  L i t h . v è i t i .  

A p a r t  f rom S k t .  k h á n a t i ,  a l 1  o f  t h e  Indo-European  words 

a r e  b a s i c  v e r b s  w i t h  i m p e c c a b l e  e t y m o l o g i e s .  T h i s  i s  a  s t r o n g  

a rgument  a g a i n s t  b o r r o w i n g  and i n  f a v o r  o f  a n  o r i g i n a l  

g e n e t i c  r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  A s  I  have  i n d i c a t e d  e l s w h e r e  ( 1 9 9 0 ) ,  

we may c o n c e i v e  of  Indo-European  a s  a  l a n g u a g e  o f  t h e  U r a l i c  

t y p e  which  was t r a n s f o r m e d  u n d e r  t h e  i n f l u e n c e  o f  a  C a u c a s i a n  

s u b s t r a t u m .  F o l l o w i n g  t h i s  l i n e  o f  t h o u g h t  I t e n t a t i v e l y  
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r e c o n s t r u c t  P r o t o - I n d o - U r a l i c  *miye-, *muske-, * t a p - ,  *gak i - ,  
1 )  ?*kkan-, *deka-, *weda-, * u i g e -  . 

I t  h a s  b e e n  a r g u e d  t h a t  t h e  smal1  niimber o f  I n d o - U r a l i c  

e t y m o l o g i e s  f a v o r s  t h e  a s s u m p t i o n  o f  b o r r o w i n g  r a t h e r  t h a n  

g e n e t i c  r e l a t i o n s h i p  ( e . g . ,  R E D E I  1986:  10, 2 0 ) .  I  ani a f r a i d  

t h a t  I  f a i l  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  t h i s  r e a s o n i n g .  hllien we a r e  

d e a l i n g  w i t h  d i s t a n t  l i n g u i s t i c  a f f i n i t y ,  we c a n n o t  e x p e c t  

t o  f i n d  l a r g e  numbers  o f  o b v i o u s  c o g n a t e s ,  which  would be  

c o n t r a r y  t o  t h e  i d e a  o f  d i s t a n t  a f f i n i t y .  What we do e x p e c t  

t o  f i n d  i s  m o r p h o l o g i c a l  c o r r e s p o n d e n c e s  and  a  few comnion 

i t e m s  o f  b a s i c  v o c a b u l a r y .  I t h i n k  t h a t  t h i s  i s  p r e c i s e l y  

what we f i n d  i n  t h e  c a s e  o f  Indo-European  and u r a l i c 2 ) .  

A d v o c a t e s  o f  t h e  a l t e r n a t i v e  h y p o t h e s i s ,  v i z .  t h a t  t h e  v e r b s  

l i s t e d  a b o v e  were  borrowed i n t o  U r a l i c ,  a r e  f a c e d  w i t h  two 

i n s u r m o u n t a b l e  p r o b l e m s .  F i r s t ,  t h e y  have  t o  e x p l a i n  t h e  

p r o m i n e n t  p l a c e  o f  b a s i c  v e r b s  among t h e  o l d e s t  b o r r o w i n g s .  

Second ,  t h e y  do n o t  a c c o u n t  f o r  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  t h e  

U r a l i c  v o c a l i s m ,  e . g .  *nime-, *miye-, *wiye- v e r s u s  *wete,  

* teke- ,  *wetä- .  I t  t h e r e f o r e  seems t o  me t h a t  t h e  b u r d e n  

o f  p r o o f  i s  now o n  t h e  o p p o n e n t s  o f  t h e  I n d o - U r a l i c  t h e o r y .  

F o o t n o t e s :  

1 )  Thus ,  I  t h i n k  t h a t  t h e  PIE l a r y n g e a l s  d e v e l o p e d  from 
v e l a r s  i n  t h e  n e i g h b o r h o o d  o f  back v o w e l s ,  a s  d i d  
Yukagi r  h- (COLLINDER 1965:  168)  a n d  t h e  u v u l a r s  i n  
T u r k i c  a n d  Mongol ian .  

2) UHLENBECK (1935:  9 f f . )  makes a  d i s t i n c t i o n  b e t w e e n  
two components  o f  PIE,  which  he  c a l l s  A a n d  B .  The f i r s t  
component  c o m p r i s e s  p r o n o u n s ,  v e r b a 1  r o o t s ,  and  d e r i v a -  
t i o n a l  s u f f i x e s ,  and  may be compared w i t h  U r a l i c ,  w h e r e a s  
t h e  s e c o n d  component  c o n t a i n s  i s o l a t e d  words ,  s u c h  a s  
n u m e r a l s  and mos t  u n d e r i v e d  n o u n s ,  w h i c h  have  a  d i f f e r e n t  
s o u r c e .  T h i s  i s  a  s i m p l i f i c a t i o n  b e c a u s e  we c a n  f i n d  good 
U r a l i c  e t y m o l o g i e s  f o r  some B w o r d s ,  e . g .  F i n n i s h  kaZy 
' s i s t e r - i n - l a w ' ,  G r .  g á Z ö s ,  R u s s .  z o l ó v k a ,  b u t  I  t h i n k  
t h a t  t h e  d i s t i n c t i o n  i s  b a s i c a l l y  c o r r e c t .  The wide  
a t t e s t a t i o n  o f  t h e  Indo-European  n u m e r a l s  must  be a t t r i b u t e d  
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to the development of trade resulting from the increased
mobility which was the primary cause of the Indo-European
expansions. Numerais do not belong to the basic vocabulary
of a neolithic culture, äs is clear from their absence
in Proto-Uralic and from the spread of Chinese numerals
throughout East Asia (cf. also COLLINDER 1965: 113 and
PEDERSEN 1906: 369 on Swedish käst '4', val '80', Danish
snes '20', öl '80', German Stiege '20', RUSS, eorok '40',
kopa '50, 60'). Though UHLENBECK objects to the term
"substratum" for his B complex, I think that i t is a
perfectly appropriate denomination. The concept of "mixed
language" has done more härm than good to linguistics
and should be abandoned.
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