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ABSTRACT

Common Altaic Verbal Suffixes
in Modern Uyghur

by Litip Tohti

Chairperson of the
Supervisory Committee: Professor Jerry Norman

Department of Asian Languages and
Literature

Although the Altaic theory established by the leading
Altaists Ramstedt, Poppe and others on the basis of striking
similarities existing among the Altaic languages gains support
from most scholars in the field, there are still some other
scholars who doubt or reject the theory. Those who doubt or
reject the theory believe the similarities are not inherited
from a hypothetical common Altaic unity but are the results of
the language contact. Believing that verbal morphology is one
of the most resistant areas to borrowing, I present in this
dissertation for the first time my studies on 59 verbal
suffixes in modern Uyghur. Through systematic and detailed
comparative studies of the suffixes with the corresponding
elements in Mongolic, Tungusic, and other Turkic languages
phonologically and functionally, diachronically and
synchronically, it is argued that all these suffixes actually
derive from 21 very basic common Altaic suffixes which still
play a very important role in verbal morphology in all modern
Altaic languages. It is concluded that these striking
similarities revealed in verbal morphology of Altaic languages
can be explained only in terms of genetic relationship, but
not of language contact; hence along with sound

correspondence rules, they are crucial evidence for the Altaic
theory. i
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CHAPTER ONE

1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 The Pros and Cons of the Altaic Theory

1.1.0 The hypotheses about the possible genetic relationship
between Altaic and some other languages date from as early as
18th century. At the beginning of the 18th century, Johann
von Strahlenberg, a Swedish officer, who had been taken
prisoner of war during the battle of Poltava, discovered
certain similarities existing among Turkic, Mongolic, and
Tungusic languages, which_-later came to be known as the Altaic
languages (Poppe, 1965). Since then, employing the
historical-comparative method successfully used in Indo-
European linguistics, 1linguists have found more common
features, and established the theory of an Altaic language
family. Scholars such as M. Castrén, W. Schott, and H.
Winkler extended their studies even more broadly, proposing
that the Finno-Ugric-Samoyed languages are related to the
Altaic languages. As a result, they postulated the Ural-
Altaic family and the corresponding theories (ibid.). The
similarities among Ural-Altaic languages are considerable.
According to Baskakov (1981), they share the following common
features or rules:

1.1.0.1 Phonologically: a. vowel harmony; b. consonant
assimilation; c¢. voiced consonants are 'stable in intervocalic

positions; d. there is only one consonant in word-initial

- i
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2
position; e. there are words in different meanings expressed
in correspondingly different vowel harmony; f. the main
stress in a phrase is on the modifier.
1.1.0.2 Morphologically: a. agglutinative suffixes play main
role in morphology; b. they employ postpositions, not
prepositions; c. there is no article; d. there is no
grammatical gender; e. there is a possessive category; f.
comparative meaning is expressed by the ablative; g. a
possessive structure can indicate the same meaning that may be
expressed by the verb ’‘to have’ in other languages; h.
possessive declension; i. singular and plural nouns take the
same suffixes; Jj. verbal conjugation suffixes are abundant;
k. they employ an agglutinative interrogative particle; 1. a
singular form can indicate plural meaning; m. personal
pronouns are related to the demonstrative pronouns in origin;
n. a nominative case has multiple functions.
1.1.0.3 Syntactically: a. in sentences and phrases a
modifying element precedes what is modified; b. a noun does
not agree in number with its modifier; c. a question is
formed by interrogative particles; d. phrases with a converb,
a participle, or a verbal noun can function as a subordinate
clause; e. a noun of an object can modify another noun
without any declension; f. an adjective or a numeral in a
modifying position is always invariant.

Although no one can deny the similarities existing among

Ural-Altaic languages, the Ural-Altaic theory still remains as
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speculative. Furthermore, as the comparative studies on these
languages continue, some scholars believe that Altaic
languages are even distantly related to Indo-European, while
some others believe that the Uralic languages are closer to
Indo-European than Altaic (Baskakov, ibid.).

1.1.1 There has been no shortage of even more distant
comparisons. As R. Wright (1991) writes in his article Quest
for the Mother Tongue, the Nostraticists, led by such scholars
as Dolgopolsky and Illich-Svitych in the former Soviet Union,
believe that the Altaic, Indo-European, Uralic, Hamito-
Semitic, Kartvelian, Dravidian, and Eskimo-Aleut language
families, all belong to a "superfamily", i.e., the so-called
Nostratic family, which was spoken more than 10,000 years ago.
Some believe that this family, in turn, descends from a proto-
Human or proto-World, the so-called "Mother Tongue" probably
spoken 50,000-150,000 years ago somewhere in Africa. This
hypothesis, of course, corresponds to that of the human
genome. According to the above mentioned article, Dolgopolsky
in 1964 published 16 clusters of seemingly cognate words found
in two or more Nostratic daughter families, and Illich-Svitych
proposed 600 proto-Nostratic reconstructions | in 1965. One
piece of evidence found in Nostratic languages 1is that an
inordinate number of m’s are used in the first person singular
and t’'’s or s’s in the second person singular, i.e., English
"me" and the Middle English "thou"; Finnish minna 'I’, sinna

‘thou’; (Barly) Turkic sin, min; and Kartvelian man, shan




(LdR)n

It is obvious that the broader the scope of the study, the
older the hypothetical proto-language, hence the less
information available to us. As a result, such hypotheses are
always under heavy attack. It is not surprising then that the
critics of the Nostraticists say their belief is "a kind of
religion", or "a Communist attempt to unite native Soviet
languages" (ibid.).

In my view such wide-ranging, megalo-comparisons are
premature, and perhaps ultimately not even possible. Before
entering upon speculation about such great time depths, we
first need to do more work on families such as Altaic where
there are still many unsolved problems in demonstrating a
basic genetic affinity. Before hypothetical links to Uralic
and other languages are proposed, these fundamental problems
of Altaic itself must be addressed.

1.1.2 The beginning of Altaic comparative linguistics 1s
associated with the name of Ramstedt, whose works inspire any
scholar who is interested in the field. At the beginning,
only Turkic, Mongolic and Manchu-Tungusic languages were
included in the Altaic family. Later linguists found some
common Altaic elements in Korean and Japanese as well, and
tried to include them in the Altaic family. The detailed
study of Korean by Polivanov has already convinced most
Altaists to recognize Korean as an Altaic language. In the

works, Einfiihrung in die Altaische Sprachwissenschaft,
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Formenlehre (1952), and Lautlehre (1957) by the famous pioneer

Altaist, G. J. Ramstedt, and Introduction to the Altaic
Linguistics by another leading Altaist, N. Poppe (1965),
Korean was included among the Altaic languages, and especially
in Ramstedt’s work, its correspondence to the other Altaic
languages is presented in'great detail. As for Japanese, some
striking evidence about its affinity to other Altaic languages
is presented by R. A. Miller (1971) in his Japanese and the
Other Altaic Languages. It is evident from the above-
mentioned and other works that a language ancestral to Turkic,
Mongolic and Tungusic languages, the so-called common Altaic
language, may also underlie Korean and Japanese. In this
paper, however, I limit myself to the comparative study of
Turkic, Mongolic, and Tungusic, because my knowledge of Korean
and Japanese is too limited.

1.1.2.1 The works by G. J. Ramstedt and N. Poppe have laid an
integrated and systematic theoretical ground for Altaic
linguistics. In addition to pointing out the common suffixes,
common pronouns and personal endings, and common features of
morphology and syntax among the Altaic 1languages, they
developed rules of sound correspondence for these languages;
this is the most important criterion in determining whether a
language is genetically related to another. However, the
Altaic theory based on all these common features has not been
accepted by everyone in the field. Some scholars are doubtful

about the Altaic affinity, and there are even some who




completely reject the Altaic theory.

1.1.2.2 Among the scholars who are doubtful about the Altaic
affinity Gregnbech and J. Benzing are leading figures. They do
not reject the Altaic theory, but they insist that without
more evidence, it is premature to come to any conclusion.
Benzing 1is especially very cautious about accepting the
theory. He emphasizes the absence of the common numerals in
the Altaic languages. But Ramstedt and Poppe insisted that
the existing sound correspondence and other common features in
the Altaic languages are more important than the lack of
common numerals. This is a situation like "the lack of a
declension system of the Latin, Greek, or Sanskrit type 1in
English does not render the latter unrelated to other Indo-
European languages." (Poppe, 1965)

1.1.2.3 Sir Gerard Clauson and Doerfer are among the scholars
who reject the theory. The main reason for Clauson’s denial
of the Altaic affinity is the lack of common numerals and such
basic lexical items as "to say, to give, to take, to go, food,
horse, good, bad", etc. But his rejection has not gained wide
support, because, firstly, there is no agreement .ammng
scholars as to which words are essential in determining a
language family; secondly, words such as "to take, to eat,
bad" in Turkic, Mongolic, and Manchu-Tungusic languages do
show phonological similarities to each other. Tt Sissnot

likely that these words were borrowed from one language into

another.




7

Doerfer believes that what others call common Altaic
elements are merely borrowings. He rejects the genetic
relationship of these languages. In his formula, Turkic
languages are always the lending languages, and Mongolic
languages the borrowing ones. But he found himself in a
difficult position in attempting to prove this. Firstly, it
is normal for one language to borrow from others, but it is
not the fact that one language is always a lender, and the
other is always the borrower. As we know, Mongolic languages
have not only borrowed words from Turkic, but Turkic languages
have also borrowed words from Mongolic. Secondly, Doerfer’s
unrealistic formula forced him to deny some self-evident
common Altaic elements. For example, in order to deny the
cognate words *dagiz > Mo. *dayir > dayir "brown" and Ancient
Turkic yayiz (id.); *daqu > Mo, daqu "fur, coat, pelt" and
Ancient Turkic yaqu (id.), he argues that the Mongolic dayir
and daqu must be derived from proto-Turkic ?*dayiz and ?*daqu,
and that later proto-Turkic initial *d- became y- in Ancient
Turkic. Such a view is hard to defend. Firstly, there was no
initial *d- in Ancient Turkic, no matter how "proto-" it was.
Secondly, the fact that Mongolic dayir, daqu and Turkic yayiz,
yaqu came from the older forms like *dagiz and *daqu
respectively just proves that they have a common origin.
Because the correspondence of Turkic y with the Mongolic d in
word-initial positions is a well-established rule.

1.1.2.4 It is natural in historical and comparative studies of
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languages to see pros and cons concerning any given theory
among scholars, since in most cases each new theory in this
field is suppositional and based only on indirect evidence or
incomplete synchronic and diachronic materials available to
researchers. Nevertheless, as studies on Indo-European
languages show, scholars can reach a consensus if they follow
sound correspondence rules and accept certain common methods
and principles. I feel such a common ground is also necessary
for both advocates and opponents of the Altaic theory to work
togg}her. Otherwise there will be no ény "common language"

among them.

I admit that the Altaic languages have not been studied as
well as Indo-European ones and some individual languages have
not been studied comparatively at all. But I believe 1if we
stick on the commonly-recognized principles worked out by
several generations of comparativists in such fields as Indo-
European and Uralic, the materials available to us and
discoveries presented by many Altaists so far should be enough
to come to conclude that the Altaic languages are genetically
related to each other. That is why the deeper Altaic studies
go, the more the scholars who believe in the Altaic theory and
' the fewer the people who doubt or reject it. Nowadays
rejecting the Altaic affinity has become more difficult than
proving it. I am a strong believer in the Altaic theory. I

hope this work of mine will serve to strengthen the case for

what I believe.




1.2 Classification of the Altaic 1anguagas-

1.2.0 The classification of Altaic languages varies according
to different criteria employed by different scholars. The
classification by N. Poppe (1965), which is widely accepted,
is mainly based on phonological evidence. This classification
aséumes that at the beginning there was a time when only a
language ancestral to modern Altaic languages, a common Altaic
Unity, existed. Later this unity split into Chuvash-Turkic-
Mongol-Manchu-Tungus Unity and proto-Korean. Then the
Chuvash-Turkic-Mongol-Manchu-Tungus Unity further split into
Chuvash-Turkic Unity'and.Hﬂngﬂl*Manchu-Tungus Unity. Perhaps
during the 4th century B.C., these language unities further
split to form proto-Turkic, proto-Chuvash, common Mongolian,
and common Manchu-Tungus. Thus, the five branches of the
Altaic family, modern Turkic languages, the Chuvash language,
- Mongolian languages, Manchu-Tungusic languages, and the Korean
language are the result of further development ﬂf the proto-
languages. In the classification, except for Chuvash and
Korean, each language branch above includes several language
groups, and each language group includes one or more languagés
or dialects. The subclassification of each language group is
based on phonological features seen in some words or patterns.
It should be mentioned that in the present work the term
Tungusic is used instead of Manchu-Tungus, and that Chuvash 1is
discussed along with other Turkic languages.

1.2.1 Classification of Turkic languages







