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SUBJECTS AND DIRECT OBJECTS IN
URALIC LANGUAGES: A FUNCTIONAL EXPLANATION
OF CASE-MARKING SYSTEMS

Bernard Comrie

Linguists working on the indo-european languages are accustomed
to a relatively simple relationship between syntactic categories
such as subject and direct object, and morphological categories
such as nominative and accusative case : typically, subjects stand
in the nominative, direct objects in the accusative. Linguists
working on the Uralic languages are usually faced with a more
complex picture : there is rarely a single case coding all and only
direct objects (i.e. corresponding to the Indo-European accus-
ative), and in some languages the same is true also of the subject.
The present paper will examine some instances of this lack of
correspondence between syntactic and morphological categories
in Uralic languages, and attempt to provide an explanation for
at least some of the discrepancies, i.e. to give a theoretical
account of why we should expect to find just such discrepancies
in languages rather than any arbitrary set of non-correspon-
dences between syntax and morphology. In the present paper,
the material is taken from Uralic languages, although the prin-
ciples used are applicable to other languages with similar non-
correspondence between syntactic and morphological categories.

As a starting-point, we may take as the function of case-
assignment to subjects and direct objects the differentiation of
subjects from direct objects, i.e. the morphology allows recovery
of the syntactic categories. There are other ways of explicitly
coding the syntactic categories of subject and direct object, such
as word order and verb agreement. In Uralic languages, word
order is typically relatively free, although in the few languages
that have no case difference between subject and direct object
nouns at all (e.g. Ostyak, northern dialects of Vogul) word order
plays a more important role (subjects usually precede direct
objects) ; and similarly in individual instances in other languages
where there is no morphological distinction between subject and
direct object, e.g. Finnish pojat ndakivit tytot "the boys saw the
girls’, rather than 'the girls saw the boys’ : with plural nouns in

| Finnish, there is no distinction between nominative and accusa-

tive. In most Uralic languages, verbs agree with their subjects ;
in some languages (Mordvin, the Ugric languages, the Samoyedic
languages) verbs also agree with (some) direct objects. In the
present paper we shall be concerned primarily with case-mark-
ing as a means of coding the difference between subjects and




-
[ L P )

direct objects, and also to a certain extent with verb agreement.

_Languages in which the subject always stands in the nomina-
tive, the direct object always in the accusative, have a particular-
ly 31mpl.e realization of the function of case-marking here : since
the subject is always in the nominative and the direct object
always in the accusative, the two syntactic categories are always
immediately identifiable from the morphology. As already
notgd, this situation is rare in the Uralic languages, being found
for'mstance in Hungarian (accusative in -t) and Cheremis (accu-
sative in -m). The general hypothesis that will be exemplified
in detail below is that typically in Uralic languages, differential
case-assignment to subjects and direct objects is limited to those
constructions where it is particularly necessary to keep these
two syntactic categories apart, rather than across the board in
all constructions.

1. Direct object and accusative case

_Perhaps most attention has been devoted, in earlier discus-
sions of this general problem, to the lack of any uniform morpho-
logical encoding of the direct object. The data are reasonably
readily accessible.! What is lacking in more traditional discus-
sions is any attempt to explain why this discrepancy between
syntax and morphology should exist.

1.1. Nominative of the direct object

One language with a discrepancy of this kind is Finnish;
essentially the same situation is found in the other Balto-Finnic
languages, including Estonian, so that here Finnish may serve
as an illustration of the phenomenon which is also found in the
other languages of this group. For the moment, we shall be con-
cerned solely with total direct objects, i.e. those not in the parti-
tive case, although we shall return to the latter in section 2.2.
The discrepancy is found with singular nonpronominal noun
phrases, which have two case forms that are of interest to us:
one with no ending (e.g. kala ’fish’), traditionally called the
nominative, and the other with the ending -n (e.g. kalan), tradi-
tionally called the accusative. [Plural nonpronominal noun
phrases in Finnish have no difference between nominative and
accusative. Personal pronouns have a nominative with no
ending (e.g. mind 'T') and an accusative with the ending -

1 See, for instance, Bo WickmaN, The Form of the Object in the Uralie
Languages, Uppsala, 1955, and, for the Samoyedic languages, N. M.
t{.‘;zzleméléggmo, CHHTAaKCHC CAMOJMICKHX #3HKO0B, Leningrad, 1973, pp.

(e.g. minut 'me’); with the pronouns, the accusative is used
for all total direct objects, i.e. the discrepancy noted with sin-
gular nonpronominal noun phrases between syntax and morphol-
ogy does not occur with pronouns.] However, this accusative
in -n is found only with some direct objects, while other direct
objects stand in the nominative, e.g. Pekka soi kalan (accusative)
'Pekka ate the fish', but syé kale (nominative)! ’eat the fish !,
sybtiin kala (nominative) "the fish was eaten’, minun tdytyy syodé
kala (nominative) ’it is necessary for me to eat the fish’. Exami-
nation of the full range of data shows that the general rule for
Finnish is the following : the direct object stands in the accusa-
tive in - if it is the direct object of a verb or verbal chain (i.e.
main verb followed by one or more infinitives) with a subject,
and stands in the nominative if it is direct object of a verb or
verbal chain without a subject.? Thus in Pekka soi kalan, the
verb s6i has a subject (Pekka), therefore the direct object is in
the accusative (kalan). In syé kala!, on the other hand, the verb
has no subject, therefore the direct object kala is in the nomi-
native.

In Finnish, then, we have an example of a language where
a special case-ending, namely -», is added to the direct object,
but if and only if the sentence also has a subject. This is a clear
instance of a language where case-assignment to subjects and
direct objects serves the function of differentiating them from
one another : the need to differentiate subject from direct object
is particularly acute when a sentence contains both a subject
and a direct object, and Finnish restricts the use of the accusative
in -n to just such instances. In other words: subject and direct
object are distinguished only where both are present, and the
differentiation is effected by adding a special marker to the
direct object ; otherwise, all subjects and direct objects take no
marker (the so-called nominative).

1.2. Definite direct objects

Many Uralic languages have two cages for encoding subject
and direct object, typically a case with no ending and one with
the reflex of Proto-Uralic *-m (though other endings are also
found, e.g. Zyryan -¢s), but with the following distribution : the

2 Por more detailed analyses along the same lines as proposed here,
soe JEAN-LUC MoREAU, La corrélation du sujet et de I'objet en finnois,
Ttudes Finno-Ougriennes 8, 1971 (1972) ; Ber~Narp Comrie, The Anti-
ergative : Finland’s Answer to Basque, Papers from the Eleventh Regional
Meeting of the Chicago Linguistic Society, 1975; Arax TIMBERLAKE,
The Nominative Object in Finnish, Lingua 35, 1975. The nominative
of the direct object of an imperative is also found in the Samoyedic
languages (TERESCENKO, op. Cit., Pp. 177—178), and may be traceable
back to Proto-Uralic, although the data presented by TERESCENKO are
not absolutely consistent on this.
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unmarked case (traditionally nominative) is used fo

jects and also for indefinite direct objects ,) the other c;s; ](J‘t:al-;]}.:i‘-
%ona,lly accusative) is used only for definite direct objects.
Sa.ngua,ges of this kind are Mordvin, the Permic languages

outhern Lappish, some dialects of Vogul, and possibly Proto-
Uralic, or at least some dialects of Proto-Uralic. An example
from.Zyl_'ya,n would be the difference between Peder pir keé
(nczmma.twe} kije "Theodore hunts hares all the time’ and sije so
kelegs (accusative) lijema 'see, he has shot the hare’.? In some
Uralic la.ngu?,gea, verb agreement plays a role here rather than
d—.i or in addition to — case-marking : verbs agree with definite

rect objects in Mordvin (though only in the perfective aspect)
the Ugric languages, and the Samoyedic languages. Thus in
Hux_lga.na:.n we have the difference between megkapta (definite
conjugation) @ levelet "he received the letter’ and megkapott (i'n-
definite conjugation) egy levelet "he received a letter’. Here the
phenomenon that needs explaining is why, in Uralic and many
other languages, we find a special marker restricted to definite
direct 0b3eo:ts, while only rarely, if ever, do we find a special
:ilaﬁf}l)"fois m}(llefi'mtetfmct objects, all other direct objects and
ects havin e inflecti ically

en?.ing ]a,t ooy g same inflectional form (typically, no
_In some recent work on the nature of subjects and thei -
tions to other grammatical categories, GIVé%’ notes,‘d witirr;?;?-
ences to detailed statistical exemplification, that in language
thex:e is a general tendency for subjects to be definite, to be
topie, and to be animate (or even more specifically, human).>
l_hls 1S a tgndepc}f, by no means an absolute rule, but the applica-
tion of this principle to English can be seen by comparing pairs
of sentences like John has bought a bus/a bus has been bought by
John, a bus has run John over/[John has been run over by a bus;
in both pairs the sentence with Jokn as subject (definite and
animate) is more natural than the sentence with a bus (inde-
finite and inanimate) as subject. :

Some brief definitions of ’definite’ and ’topic’ will prove use-
ful in the ensuing discussion. A definite noun phrase is one where
the speaker presupposes that both speaker and hearer can un-
ambiguously identify the referent of the noun phrase. This cor-
responds to the class of definite noun phrases in those languages
like English and Hungarian, that have a definite article for noun
phrases that are not otherwise known to be definite (such as

3V. I. Lyremn—D. A. Tomudev, K H

. < A s PATKHH O4YepK rpamma g

gamca, in Homu-pycexuii cnosaps, Moscow, lsﬁl,pp. 8564. F-:;;mflu;(tmg
s.Ea. from various Uralic languages, see WICKMAN, op. cit., passim.

" Tarmy GIV(SJ!H, Topic, Pronoun, and Grammatical Agreement, in
11153{;;;11;m and Topie, ed. C. Li, New York, 1976. ’

langua.ges‘fcy seems to play a minimal role in case-marking in the Uralic

proper names). The category of definiteness can, however, also
exist in languages which lack such an article, such as Ostyak,
where the definiteness of a direct object noun phrase is shown
by the use of the definite conjugation, e.g. ma tanka wetsem
(definite conjugation) ‘I have killed the squirrel’, and ma tanks
wetsom (indefinite conjugation) ’I have killed squirrels’.® The
definite conjugation in Hungarian melyiket akarod ? "which one
do you want?' (cp. mit akarsz? 'what do you want? with the
indefinite conjugation) is not controlled by definiteness in the
strict sense, but by the related notion of ’restricted superset’:
in melyiket akarod ? the speaker presupposes that both speaker
and hearer can identify the restricted set from which the choice
is to be made, whereas with mit akarsz ? the choice is completely
free.

The topic, or theme, is the old information in a sentence,
whereas the comment, or rheme introduces the new inform ation.
Thus in answer to the question what did Harry do ?, the sentence
ke bought a book (or he bought the book) contains the topic ke, and
the comment bought a/the book.?

Given this general tendency in languages, instances where
confusion will be particularly likely will be where one has either
Thdelinite andjor rhematic and/or inanimate subjects, or where
one has definite and/or thematic and/or animate direct objects.
The type of instance in which we are particularly interested here
is that of the definite direct object. If there were to be no special
marker for af least definite direct objects, then if such a noun
phrase were to be identified as a direct object, the natural
tendency would be to interpret it further as indefinite; if 1t
were identified as definite, then the tendency would be to inter-
pret it as subject. From a functional viewpoint, a special marker
for definite direct objects only is a very efficient device : by cod-
ing both direct object status and definiteness in the one marker,
the relatively unusual combination o initeness irect

_object status can be immediatelv i ified. A special marker for
indefinite direct objects would be less efficient from this view-
point : if an unmarked noun phrase were identified as direct
object, then it would equally and unambignously be identified
as definite ; but if some unmarked noun phrase were identified
only as definite, it would not follow automatically that it was
direct object, since in such a system both definite subjects and
definite direct objects would have no inflection, and preference

6 Cp. WOLFGANG STEINITZ, Ostjakische Grammatik und Chresto-
mathie, 2nd ed., Leipzig, 1950, p. 4. .

7TFor a recent discussion of topic-comment structure (functional sen-
tence perspective), building on the pioneering work of the Prague School

in this ares, see Susumu Kuwo, Functional Sentence Perspective,
Linguistic Inquiry 3, 1972.



. : . ..
Sucgljlei z)'e given to the more natural combination, namely definite
_ All Uralic languages distinguish nominative fr i
in t}}e p_ersona_.l pronouns, even those languages thr;:a ?}S::: ?: Izg
distinction with other noun phrases.® Personal pronouns are
inherently, i.e. necessarily, definite. In Finnish, animacy is aflso
relevant : the necessarily human personal pronouns of the first
and second persons and of the third person kin ’he, she’, ke
they (human)’, all have special accusatives in -, Whierea,s ’tha
third person nonhuman pronouns se ’it’, ne *they (nonhuman)’
behave like other nonpronominal nouns.? Since the definiteness
of personal pronouns is inherent, a marker of definiteness as
a marker of definiteness, is also redundant, and this may account
for the use of the indefinite conjugation with first and second
ﬁr(s)m; dll{r%t objects in Hungarian, Vogul, and some dialects
= :a:‘};ra rl;ee,s:lgo. Hungarian ldfott (indefinite conjugation) engem
N. TEEZFEéf‘JENKP claims that in some of the Samoyedic lan-
guages,’ in particular Yurak (from which the exa,miiles below
are taken), defini?eness is distinguished in direct objects, but
that it is the defifiite direct object that has the same form as
the nor_mnatwe., whereas the indefinite direct object has the
accusative endmg -m’. However, a more detailed examination
of the exa_,mp,les given by TERESCENKO suggests that the author
is here using definite’ in a different sense from the one outlined
above._For instance, the author contrasts the two sentences
tuku ti namzodadana” témdowa’ and tuku tim’ namzodaddna”
témdawa’; both have the general meaning *we bought this rein-
deer for" food’, but in the first we have the nominative direct
o})]?et bukw tg ‘this reindeer’, in the second the accusative fuku
tim’. Ir! TERESCENKO's terminology the direct object is definite
in the first sentence, indefinite in the second. But taking definite-
ness in the sense outlined above, the direct object would be
defint:r,e n both sentences, given the demonstrative pronoun
tukw ’this’. TERESCENRO’s further explication makes the dif-
ference clear : the author notes that in the first sentence the
emphams falls on fwku ti, whereas in the second it does not fall
on fuku tym, but rather on the verb témdawa’. In the terminol-
ogy we are using, this is a difference in the topic/comment

8 See, for instance, Eprre VErres, Dic osbjski i
: : ce, . ¥ akischen I
(l;i;ndmna University Publications, Uralic and Eilmicb Scries.n\f’:‘;ﬁ“ﬁl)a
: Pp- 235—240, for Ostyak; and E. 1. ROMBANDEEVA, MaHcHicKui

(Borynbexuit) sswmik, Moscow, 1973, p. 100, for Vogul

:oCéJ. section 1.1. o

ompare the absence of the definite article from pr

which are inherently definite, i oo that have
e I y inite, in most European languages that have

1 TERESCENKO, op. cit., pp. 178—181.

structure of the sentence : in the first sentence the direct object
is part of the new information, part of the rheme, and could be
translated into English as ’it was this reindeer that we bought
for food’, or we bought this reindeer for food’, with sentence
stress on this reindeer.’? In the second sentence the direct object
is part of the topic, the old information, and is therefore un-
stressed. Thus, keeping consistently to the use of definiteness
and topic outlined above, it seems that in Yurak the accusative
ending is used for direct objects if and only if they are topic
(part of the topic) of the sentence. Since topics are usually sub-
ject of their sentence, the explanation for having a special marker
for a thematic direct object is the same as that given above for
having a special marker for a definite direct object. TERESCENKO
suggests moreover that verb-object agreement is also susceptible
to topic-comment structure ;!* verbs tend to agree with thematic
direct objects.

One of the Samoyedic languages, Tavgi, has for some nouns
a three-way distinction between subject (no inflection), inde-
finite direct object (no inflection, but with stem change), and
definite direct object (in -m);1 this represents the intersection
of a purely syntactic case-assignment system (distinguish all
subjects from all direct objects) and & functional case-assignment
system (have a special marker for definite direct objects).

As a final note on the definite direct object, we may consider
the development of the definite direct object marker in the plural
in Southern Lappish.® Here the nominative is used for indefinite
direct objects, e.g. juktie trecwgah (nominative) dajtajh *when
they make skis’, and the accusative (apparently optionally,
alongside the nominative) for definite direct objects, e.g. juktie
trecewgajda (accusative) dojtape 'when one has made the skis’.
The semantic distinction made seems to differ little from that
of the other languages mentioned in this section, but the interest-
ing point is that this accusative plural derives etymologically
from the partitive plural. At first sight, this seems an astonish-
ing development, given the wide semantic difference between
a partial direct object and a definite direct object. If, however,
we bear in mind that it is natural for a language to have a special
form for definite direct objects, then the development is rather
less surprising : presumably at some stage Southern Lappish had
a distinction between two cases for direct objects, nominative
and partitive, differentiated semantically much as in Finnish.

12 Kuno, op. cit., p. 269, culls this rexhaustive listing’, a subdivision
of comment, i.e. the stressed noun phrase in an exhaustive list : the sense
is *we bought this reindeer (and not anything else) for food’.

13 TERESCENKO, op. cit., pp. 187—198.

14 Tbid., p. 173. _

15 For the data and detailed references, sece WICKMAN, Op. ¢it., pp-

30—38.



Later, this earlier system broke down, though still leaving two
possible cases for the expression of the direct object. The use
of the two cases was then again differentiated, and a natural way
for such a differentiation is for one to be used for indefinite direct
ohjects, the other for definite direct objects ; moreover, if one is
the same as the nominative of the subject, it will be the one that
is used for definite direct objects. This gives precisely the situ-
ation we observe in Southern Lappish today.

2. Subject and nominative case

While the absence of a general marker for direct objects in
many Uralic languages has been well documented in previous
works, relatively little has been written on the expression of the
subject in these languages. It is in fact true that the majority
of Uralic languages do have one case (the nominative) which
serves to code all subjects, but there are some languages where
the situation is rather less straightforward.

2.1. Ergative construction

The construction that has most interested linguists among
the constructions where there is not a one-to-one correspondence
between the syntactic categories subject and direct object and
the morphological cases nominative and accusative is the ergative
construction, where the subject of a transitive verb stands in
the ergative case, and both the subject of an intransitive verb
and the direct object stand in the absolute case. A classical
example is Basque, where the ergative ending is -(¢)k: gizona
(absolute) efhorri da 'the man came’, Martin-ek (ergative) haurra
(absolute) ikusi du "Martin saw the child’. Examples as clear as
this of the ergative construction are apparently not to be found
in the Uralic languages, but one of the possible sentence con-
structions with a transitive verb in the Vakh dialect of Ostyak
does seem to be ergative.l®

The subject of an intransitive verb takes no ending in Vakh
Ostyak, e.g. na®yat os moragatasat 'the boughs crackled again’,
where the subject 75°y¢ has no case ending, and the verb agrees
with this third person plural subject. One possible construction
with a transitive verb is for the subject to stand in the locative
in -ma[-nd, the direct object having no case-marker, e.g. tkins
rit werlsty 'the old man is making the boat’, where iki-ns is

¥ A. N. BALANDIN, «O6CKO-yrOpCKHe KOHCTPYKUHH TJIATOJBHOTO Hpef-
JIOJKEHMA CO CKpBITHIM CyO’eKTOM», in: JpraTHBHAd KOHCTDYKLHS MNpeaso-
#enns, Leningrad, 1967 ; for further examples from Vakh Ostyak, see
N. I. TERESKIN, OuepKH [HAJNEKTOB XaHTHHICKOr0 sskika, YacTs nepeas.
Baxosckuii puanexr, Moscow—Leningrad, 1961, pp. 43—44, 50, 85, 87,

locative, and the verb werlsti encodes both the third person
singular subject and the third person singular direct object.
This is not a passive construction, i.e. is not to be glossed as
by the old man the boat is being made’, although the locative
ending also expresses the passive agent, since it contrasts with
the passive sentence ikins rit werli 'the boat is being made by
the old man’; cp. also rif werli *the boat is being made’. So far,
Vakh Ostyak seems to be a typical ergative language. And the
same sort of functional explanation as was used in section 1.1 in
connexion with the nominative direct object in Finnish will
account for the ergative system : subject and direct object are
differentiated only where both are present in the same sentence,
but here it is the subject which is assigned a special marker (Valh
Ostyak -na/nd, Basque -(e)k), all other subjects and direct
objects having no ending).

However, in Vakh, in addition to this transitive construction,
there is a second possibility, with both subject and direct object
having no ending, while the verb agrees with the subject only ;
word order is often the only way of distinguishing subject and
direct object here, and the direct object in fact usually precedes
the verb immediately, with the subject preceding the direct
object (not necessarily immediately, in longer sentences), e.g.
iki rit werwsl "the old man is making a boat’. However, the two
transitive constructions are not synonymous. The former (erga-
tive) construction is used when the direct object is definite, the
Tatter when the direct object is indefinite, as indicated in the
glosses given to the sentences here.

The ergative construction per se does have a functional ex-
planation within the terms of the present paper, as indicated
above. The situation actually found in Vakh Ostyak, with the
ergative construction being used only when the direct object is
definite, is rather more complex, but again has its justification
within the functional explanation. It was noted in section 1.2
that languages have a tendency to mark definite direct objects.
Vakh Ostyak also marks definite direct objects, though in a
rather round-about way: instead of a special marker being
attached to the direct object, a special marker is attached to
the subject (and also to the verb, in the definite conjugation)
as can easily be seen if we place iking rit werlsts and iki rit
werwsl side by side. The only thing that is unusual about this
situation is that the definiteness of the direct object is not
marked on the direct object itself.

2.2. The partitive in Finnish

In Finnish, the partitive can be used for partial direct objects,
e.g. hdn otti ruokaa (partitive) 'he took some food’, and for
partial subjects, e.g. poyddllid on veitd (partitive) ’on the table
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there is some water'. However, it may not be used for the subject
of a transitive verb, i.e. not *naisia (partitive) ostaa kalaa ’some
women are buying fish’, but only naiset ostavat kalaa. Thus the
distribution of the partitive seems to parallel that of the absolute
case in the ergative construction.”” However, one should also
note certain differences between the Finnish partitive and the
absolute case in the ergative construction. Firstly, the partitive
in Flnn_:.sh is much more of a semantic case than the purely
syntactic ergative case: thus there is a semantic contrast
b_etw?en the sentences quoted above and kén oiti ruocan (accusa-
tive) 'he took the food’, vesi (nominative) on péydalli 'the water
is on the table’ ; and the partitive occurs with similar meaning
in noun phrases which are neither subject nor direct object, e.g.
after numerals, with the same basic meaning, though with dif-
terent syntactic status. Secondly, the constraints on the use of
the partitive as subject are much narrower than those on its
use as a direct object.’® To take one clear example : if one has
a definite singular countable noun phrase, such as #ima kirja
(partitive fdtd kirjac) *this book’ with a non-negated verb, then
it is possible for the partitive to appear as direct object, e.g.
Maija lukee titi kirjac Maija is reading this book’, but im-
possible to have such a noun phrase as subject of a non-negated
Vf:llb (at least in the standard language), i.e. not *péydalld on
tatd k,maa, but only fdmé kirja on péydéilld *this book is on the
table ] Till}us tltl}(?l ru(lleif assigning the partitive case to subjects
seem to be rather different from those assigni iti
050 to diveot obgeots assigning the partitive
D(las'pite these qualifications, however, the distribution of the
partitive in Finnish is not irrelevant to the present argument:
it still remains true that it is impossible to have both subject
and direct object in the partitive case in a sentence, and this

does serve to keep subject and direct 3 - .
logically. P ] ct object apart morpho

2.3. Indefinite subjects

$1nce the ergative construction mirrors the nominative direct
object construction found in Finnish, one might expect equally
to find the mirror-image of the definite direct object construc-
tion, namely the indefinite subject construction, where there
would be a s_peciﬁl marker for subjects which are indefinite,
rhematic, or inanimate. One such language is attested outside

17 Cp. RoBErT HETZRON, Revi i - i
gy TR Cimy, Bty Beesis B gt 5

¥ For a detailed discussion UF the partitive as subject and direct
object in Finnish, see. NorMaN Dexisow, The Partitive in Finnish
(= Annales Academiae Scientiarum Fennicae, Ser. B, Tom. 108), 1957.
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the Uralic family, namely Bengali. Whether this construction
exists in the Uralic languages depends on the analysis of the
so-called passive in Vogul (northern dialects).20 In Vogul, there
are two constructions with transitive verbs, one the so-called
active, e.g. Gjka yapot waras 'the man made boats’, with no end-
ing on either subject (Gjka) or direct object (ya@pat); the other
the so-called passive, e.g. yapot djkan warwésst, where the agent
has the lative ending -n. ROMBANDEEVA says that the second
version accentuates the definiteness of the agent (i.e. the man’),
though from the discussion it is clear that the term ‘definiteness’
is used as in TERESCENEO's work cited above, i.e. in our terminol-
ogy the essential fact about the so-called passive version is that
the agent is part of the comment (exhaustive listing) ; this ver-
sion could be used in answer to the question 'who made boats?’
But the problem still remains as to whether the so-called passive
should be analyzed as a passive, i.e. literally "boats were made
by the man’, in which case the construction is simply irrelevant
to our present discussion, since the syntactic subject of the
sentence is then yapst. ROMBANDEEVA argues rather for the
opposite analysis, whereby the so-called passive is in fact an
active construction, with yapat as direct object and djkan as
subject, i.e. the inflection -» would mark a rhematic subject.
Part of the difficulty is that hitherto, there have been few crite-
ria. for deciding definitively what the syntactic category of a
noun phrase is, other than intuition, which leads to difficulties
where different people’s intuitions conflict, as here.* The present
author is inclined to regard the construction as in fact passive,
in which case Uralic would not present any examples of a special
marker for rhematic subjects, although one could easily imagine
a future interpretation of such a passive construction as an
active construction.

Some of ROMBANDEEVA’s arguments against the passive anal-
ysis seem to be based on a rather narrow concept of the passive.
Thus the fact that this construction can be formed from intransi-
tive verbs is not an argument against the passive ; German, for
instance, has passives of the type es wird den Schilern vom Lehrer
geholfen 'the pupils are helped by the teacher’, literally it is
helped to the pupils by the teacher’, with the intransitive verb
(in German) helfen ’to help’. The observation that the Vogul

19 Punvya Srora Ray, Mumammap ABpur HAI and Lira Ray
Bengali Language Handbook, Washington D. C., 1966, p. 35.

20 Rombandeeva, op. cit. pp. 47, 113; id., O TaK HasblBaeéMbIX TMac-
CHBHBIX KOHCTPYKIHAX B MaHCKHICKOM SI3bIKE, in : JpraTHBHasi KOHCTPYKUHS
NPEAN0IKEHHS, Leningrad, 1967.

#1 Recently, a promising approach has been developed by EpwarD
L. Keenax, Toward a universal definition of “subject of”, in: Subject
and Topie, ed. C. Li, New York, 1976, using a set of criteria for subject
status ; these criteria have not yet been applied to Vogul, but this might
be one way of reaching a wmore definitive solution.
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sentence yon olum porat mansi mayum yon pojarin, watayumitn
os $olin mayumgtn saka pasralawesit 'under tsarism the Vogul
people were cruelly subjugated by the tsarist functionaries,
merchants, and rich men’ would translate into Russian as
NpY [apu3Me MaHCHICKUMIt HApOM YTHETAN! LapCKue YAHOBHHUKY,
Kynusl ¥ 6orateu (i.e. active, though with the word order
direct object —verb—subject) rather than ... mancuiickuil
HAapoj, yTHeTajncsl LapCKUMH UYMHOBHMKaMH, Kymnuamu u Gora-
TesMH (passive) is true,?? but in Russian topic-comment struc-
ture is carried largely by word order (topic first, comment
last), and hardly at all by the active/passive distinction ; which
is why in the Russian gloss the reference to the tsarist agents
comes at the end of the sentence. In English topic-comment
structure is carried largely by the active/passive distinction
(which in fact brings about the same change of word order as
is effected by mere word order change in Russian). The most
natural English translation of the above Russian active sentence
would be the English passive sentence given as a gloss to the
Vogul above. Vogul is in this respect typologically closer to
English than to Russian.

The morphology also tends to support the passive analysis.
In sentences like ydpst ojkan warwesst the verb agrees with
y@pat, and not with djkan; nowhere else in the Uralic languages
do we find agreement with the direct object but not with the
subject, and if agreement is with the subject here too, then
yapat is subject. The personal pronouns do distinguish nomina-
tive from accusative, e.g. am 'I’, @num 'me’ ; for 'I am known’,
’someone (unspecified) knows me’, we have am wdwem, with
nominative am and the first person singular of the verb ; similarly
nan (nominative) wdwen *you are known’, faw (nominative) wiwe
’he is known’.

3. Conclusion

Differential case-assignment to subjects and direct objects
serves the funection of distinguishing subjects from direct objects.
Some languages have a one-to-one correspondence between sub-
ject and nominative, and between direct object and accusative.
Other languages have differential case-assignment only where
confusion between subject and direct object is particularly
likely : this includes sentences containing both a subject and
a direct object, and sentences where the usual co-occurrence of
subject status with definiteness, thematicity, and animacy is
violated. In such languages we may find (a) a special case for
the direct object only in the presence of a subject, (b) a special

22 ROMBANDEEVA, O TaKk HasblBaéMblX MACCHBHBIX KOHCTPYKUHUSAX . . .,
pp. 307—308.
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case for definite (thematic, animate) direct objects, (c) a special
case for the subject only in the presence of a direct object;
(d) a special case for indefinite (rhematic, inanimate) subjects.
The first three of these types, and perhaps all four, are to be
found in the material provided by the Uralic languages. The
fact that the Uralic languages do not have one-to-cne corre-
spondence between syntactic and morphological categories, and
in particular that they rarely have a specifically direct object
case, does not mean that syntactic-morphological relations are
in any way unsystematic in these languages: the particular
case-assignment types that are found are precisely those that
are favoured by the function of differential case-assignment
to subjects and direct objects.
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