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S e ľ u t i n a , Irina Jakovlevna: K um andinskij vokalizm. Eksperim entaľnofoneticheskoe 
issledovanie (The Vocalic System o f the Kumandin Language. The Phonetic Experim en­
tal Investigation). -  Novosibirsk: Sibirskij H ronograf 1998. 184 pp.

Usually Finno-Ugric linguists have no opportunity or time to read books in the field 
o f Turkic studies. I am afraid that the book I am discussing in this review may go unno­
ticed by the majority o f my colleagues in Finno-Ugric studies. I w ould like to draw the 
attention o f  readers to this m onograph, because it can shed light on some o f the prob­
lems of the theory o f  substratum  in the Altai region o f Russia, which is the areal o f the 
Turkic languages. Nevertheless, the Uralic languages either m ay have roots in this re­
gion, or at least close contacts. One should not forget that many Samoyedic peoples o f 
this region, that is the K am assins, Motors, Taigas, Karagasses, K oibals and Kotovs re­
mem bered their original Samoyedic languages even in the 18th -  19th centuries. The 
book by Irina Ja. Seľutina verifies the influence o f the Ugro-Sam oyedic substratum in a 
Turkic language o f  the Kum andins on the level o f phonetics.

This m onograph o f  I. J. Seľutina is actually the second part o f  the project on the K u­
mandin language, a Turkic language o f  the Altai. I. J. Seľutina is a pupil o f a well-known 
phonetician, Turkologist and M ongolist Vladimir M ihailovich Nadeľaev, who was in his 
turn a pupil o f a great phonetician Lev V ladim irovich Shcherba and an outstanding 
Turkologist and M ongolist Sergei Efimovich Malov. In 1966 V. M. N adeľaev came to 
Siberia from Leningrad to develop phonetic investigations o f the languages o f  the Asian 
part o f the former USSR.

In 1968 V. M. Nadeľaev founded in Novosibirsk the first laboratory o f the phonetic 
experimental investigations, w hich began to study the languages o f  Siberia and the Far 
East by the methods o f experim ental phonetics, involving the languages o f  such lan­
guage families as Turkic, M ongol, Tungus-M anchurian, Palaeo-Asiatic, Finno-Ugric and 
Samoyedic. His main idea was to study with the help o f the experim ental phonetic m eth­
ods as many languages as possible to state their articulatory bases since he believed that 
any articulatory base is the m ost conservative elem ent o f  a language, and therefore, it is 
preserved if  the lexical stock is changed and grammatical characteristics are lost.

V. M. Nadeľaev had many postgraduate students, who studied nearly all the languag­
es o f  Siberia by the methods o f  palatography, intonography, pneum o-oscillography, X- 
ray filming, spectrography and others. M uch w ork was done in the field o f phonological 
statistics, involving 84 languages o f  the world. Therefore, the book under review  is ju st 
one o f  the great am ount o f  articles and books published on the phonetics o f the languag­
es o f  Siberia by V. M. N adeľaev and his pupils. By Siberian languages I mean languages 
o f different language families spoken in Siberia, e.g. M ansi (Vogul) and Hanty (Ostjak) 
which are Finno-Ugric languages alongside with Altai and Hakas which are Turkic lan­
guages, or Nanai and Evenk which are Tungus-M anchurian languages, or Nenets and 
Nganasan which are Samoyedic languages, or Ket and Jukagir which are Palaeo-Asiatic 
languages, etc.
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In 1973 I. J. Seľutina started the study o f  the phonetic system o f one o f the Turkic 
languages o f  Siberia -  K um andin dialect o f  the Altai language which she (after S. E. 
Malov, V. M. Nadeľaev) proposed to consider a separate language because o f its great 
differences with Altai. Being the head o f the m ost pow erful phonetic laboratory in Sibe­
ria, Irina Seľutina could unite Siberian scholars in the field o f  phonetics to proceed the 
phonetic experim ental investigations started by V. M. N adeľaev in the m ost difficult 
time for the Russian science when scholars are underpaid and there are no funds for pho­
netic investigations. Actually, the book under review is a product o f  the enthusiasm and 
endeavour o f  Irina Seľutina.

In this new  book she tried to apply N adel’aev’s idea o f an articulatory base to the K u­
m andin language. It looks like it was true because her data obtained by the m ethods o f 
phonetic experimental, only verify the facts that K um andin people have a different sys­
tem of anthropological, ethnographical and gramm atical features w hich allow her, V.M. 
Nadeľaev and other Turkologists to differentiate the K um andin people from Altai-Kizhi, 
Teleut and Telengit people. It should be m entioned that the first part o f  Seľutina’s inves­
tigation was published in 1983 (cf. m y review  on it: Yuri Tambovtsev. “Seľutina I. J. Ku- 
mandinskij konsonantizm. Eksperim entaľnofoneticheskoe issledovanie. /The Consonan­
tal System o f  the K um andin Language. Phonetic Experimental Investigation./ -  N ovosi­
birsk: Nauka, 1983.” -  In: Ural-Altaic Yearbook, No. 57, B loom ington (USA), 1985, 
pp. 175 -  176). In the present book Seľutina sums up all her previous data and claims 
that the results o f her experimental phonetic studies indirectly give a clue that the north­
ern Altaic ethnic groups w ere form ed as a result o f  the assim ilation o f the previous 
Ugro-Sam oyedic population by Turkic tribes. Now, the K um andin people live in the 
South o f  Siberia in the northern region o f  the Altai M ountains. They are a part o f  the 
Altai people.

In the first chapter o f her book called the “Inventory o f the vow els”, Irina Seľutina 
states that she found in Kum andin 14 vowels, that is the classical inventory number for a 
Turkic language vocal system, including 8 short and 6 long vowels (pp. 3 - 8 ) .

One of the,m ost interesting results o f  her present phonological investigation is the 
phonem ic frequency data o f  Kum andin w hich was never com puted before. She com put­
ed 8 samples o f the Kumandin prose, com posed o f 6,611 words, obtaining the frequency 
data o f the vowels and consonants in all possible positions o f the word. She counted the 
frequency of: 1) M ono- and polysyllabic words; 2) the frequency load o f syllable types; 
and 3) the m ean length o f the word. Seľutina’s results show that the K um andin speech 
chain consists o f  51.4 % o f the words o f  two syllables, 34.4 % o f the words o f three 
syllables, the rest are the words o f  one syllable and more than 3 syllables.

The ratio o f the frequency o f  consonants to vowels is called the consonantal coeffi­
cient. The value o f  the consonantal coefficient is 1.46, which is very close to those o f  
K om i-Zyrian (1.42), Hanty (1.48) or M ansi (1.53). I have com puted some Turkic lan­
guages on big sam ples o f  prose and received the follow ing consonantal coefficients 
which are m uch less, for exam ple H akas (1.38), Baraba Tatars (1.34), Altai (1.33), Ka- 
zah (1.33), Turkish (1.32), Yakut (1.32), and Azeri (1.32) (cf. Yuri Tambovtsev. The 
consonantal coefficient in selected languages. -  In: The Canadian Journal o f  Linguistics, 
30 (2), 1985, pp. 1 7 9 -  188).

The great difference betw een the value o f consonantal coefficient in Kum andin and 
the other Turkic languages m ay be accounted either by the great difference in the speech 
chains, or by  a small sample o f  I. Seľutina. Unfortunately she does not provide the read­
er with the exact size o f the K um andin phonem ic sample, on which the consonantal co­
efficient was com puted. Actually, having com puted the Turkic and Finno-Ugric lan­
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guages m entioned above, I can conclude that the sample size o f  6,000 phonem es allows 
the confidence interval to fluctuate in the limits o f  0.20 -  0.26, taking half o f  the greatest 
interval (0.13) one can estimate the greatest possible statistical mistake, which is here 
equal to 1.46+0.13=1.59 or 1.46-0.13=1.33. As we see, the lower lim it suits us perfectly. 
So, even if  we m ust take the second assumption, that is the sample volume is too small, 
and thus, the consonantal coeffic ien t fluctuates too m uch, then  w e can state tha t 
S eľu tina’s consonantal value is w ith in  the lim its usual for a Turkic language. M y 
phonostatistical investigations show and, therefore, I advise my colleagues to take sam ­
ple sizes o f texts not less than 30,000 phonem es, as at this sample the confidence inter­
val is less than 0.05. I f  one assumes that Seľutina’s sample was between 30,000 and 
40,000 phonem es (cf. 6,611 words), then the confidence interval for her sample should 
be 0.05 or less. This is why the limits o f  fluctuation o f  her consonantal coefficient must 
be between 1.51 and 1.41. These values are m uch closer to the data for the three Finno- 
Ugric languages than to those o f the Turkic languages. So, one can conclude (if and only 
if  the sample was not less than 30,000 and the calculations were correct), that the Ku- 
mandin language was influenced by Finno-Ugric, Samoy edic or some other unknown 
languages so much, that its speech chain functions more like Finno-Ugric than Turkic 
speech chain. Flowever, one should bear in m ind than this conclusion is true only with 
respect to functioning o f the ratio o f consonants and vowels in the phonem ic chain. G en­
erally speaking, a sample greater than 10,000 phonem es may reduce the possible statisti­
cal m istake to less than 0.10. However, strictly speaking, my phonostatistical studies 
showed that one should take the sample greater than 150,000 phonem es in order to be 
able to have this mistake less than 0.02. This is why it was especially pleasant to observe 
that the young generation o f Turkologists are well aware o f  the phenom enon o f the big 
sample, for example M ark K irchner who took a Kazah text o f 109,610 phonem es and 
correctly criticized W. Veenker and A. Tretiakoff for unreliable results by taking 2,400 
and 4,000 phonem es respectively (p. 71 M ark Kirchner. Phonologie des Kasachischen. 
Teil 1. W iesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1992, 190 pp.). I have com pared the phonostatis­
tical data o f M. Kirchner with my own data by chi-squared criterion and received a posi­
tive result that the data are similar.

M y phonostatistical investigations show the distances between different languages on 
the basis o f  functioning o f  various phonem ic groups (for example the frequency o f labi­
al, front, palatal, velar, sonorant, occlusive, fricative, voiced, etc.) in the speech chain. 
After com paring the sound pictures o f  the Turkic and Finno-Ugric languages with the 
Kum andin language, I can state that Seľutina’s results seem to verify mine. Actually, the 
Kum andin speech chain sound picture is more similar to that o f Veps (5.46), Vach-Hanty 
(7.75) or K om i-Zyrian (8.29) o f Finno-Ugric family, rather than to those o f  the Turkic 
family because the closest Turkic language to Kum andin is Jakut, w ith the distance o f 
9.58. The other Turkic languages sound less sim ilar to Kumandin: for example Hakas 
(17.06), Azeri (16.08), U jgur (16.10), A ltai (13.47) etc. As a m atter o f fact, Altai shows 
greater closeness to Kirgiz (1.80), Kazah (3.22), U zbek (3.48), or Tatar-Baraba (3.72). 
Actually, the greatest phonostatistical distance between Altai and any other Turkic lan­
guage is 7.98 (Karakalpak), m uch less than the closest analogical distance between K u­
m andin and the closest Turkic language Jakut (9.58). The distribution o f  various phone­
mic groups in the Kum andin speech sound chain was influenced by the earlier contacts 
with the prehistorical Finno-Ugric or some other languages o f the unknown background. 
To some extent, on the other hand, these distances may speak for a strong Finno-Ugric 
substratum in Kumandin.
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In the second chapter o f her book, I. Seľutina deals w ith the phonic and phonological 
lengths o f  K um andin vow els in b isyllabic and polysyllabic words (pp. 8 -  49). She 
found that Kum andin has a certain tendency to differ from Hakas, though lengthening o f 
the open short vowels before the closed short vowels is typical o f all Turkic languages o f 
Kypchak origin (p. 49).

The third chapter (pp. 5 0 - 7 1 )  describes the articulatory analysis o f  the Kum andin 
vowels on the basis o f static X-ray studies. In fact, I. Seľutina used the vector principle 
o f  description o f  the articulation base invented by V ladim ir M. N adeľaev and proved on 
various (his and his pupils’) X-ray data o f  the vowels o f  Siberian, M ongolian and other 
A sian languages. She found that the articulation processes are rather inconsistent which 
she explains as the result o f different ethnic components o f  the K um andin people (p. 71).

The fourth chapter is devoted to the study o f the correlation o f the qualitative and 
quantitative param eters o f Kum andin vow els (pp. 72 -  84). Seľutina provides an abun­
dance o f reliable material in the tables showing the lengths o f the short and long K um an­
din vowels (pp. 110 -  182). One can calculate many other additional results, on the basis 
o f  her actual data. The only thing one should do is to apply the m ethods o f linguistic 
statistics. In fact Seľutina provides a great amount o f valuable data on the lengths o f  var­
ious vowels in Kumandin. So it is very interesting to find out the limits o f different sorts 
o f  variation in the lengths o f  different K um andin vowels, especially short and long. The 
easiest way to compare the peculiarities o f  these vowels is to use the coefficient o f vari­
ance which can give a reliable m easure o f  the variables o f different values, thus to obtain 
com m ensurable results. Here, the num erical data o f the values o f the short and long 
vowels cannot be com pared directly. However, it is possible to com pare them  indirectly, 
that is taking into account their means. I f  the value o f this coefficient is greater in one 
case, than in the other, then the m easure o f variability is greater and vice versa. Or in 
other words, the less the value o f the coefficient o f variability, the greater the stability o f 
the length o f the vowel. The value o f  this coefficient in short /a/ is 14.72 %, -  long: 
11.30 %, /o/ -  18.04 %, /o:/ -  6.39 %, /e/ -  16.89 %, /e:/ -  5.49 %, /O / -  15.37%, /O :/ -  
7.91 %. Therefore, one can see that in every pair “short -  long”, short vowels have 
greater values o f the coefficient o f  variance. It means that long vowels do not fluctuate 
as much as short vowels. For certain reasons, the native speakers o f  K um andin pro­
nounce the vowel /e:/ w ith more or less the same length in all phonetical positions, while 
the length o f  vowel /o/ is the least stable, it fluctuates much. The lengths o f the short 
vowels are distributed according to the Gaussian (Normal) law, while those o f  the long 
vowels are not. In fact, long /o:/, /e:/ or /O :/ are not distributed according to this law ei­
ther, while their short counterparts are. I t  may mean here that for K um andin speakers 
short vow els are quite casual, thus unm arked, w hile long vow els are special, thus 
marked. One can also m easure the hom ogeneity in the production o f  the short and long 
vowels. It can be calculated by P earson’s test, which is often called the “chi-square test” . 
It turned out that /a/, /o/, /e/, /O / are not hom ogeneous, while /o:/, /e:/ and /O :/ are quite 
hom ogeneous in their length distribution. The long /a:/ is on the border between hom o­
geneity and chaos. In conclusion, I can state that the application o f certain simple statis­
tical methods can help to find the correct decision in the ocean o f  data, like in this book. 
One can also see that it is very easy to overlook these tendences in the abundance o f  data 
on the length o f  Kum andin vowels. I have calculated the means o f  all the Kum andin 
vow el lengths from the tables w hich Seľutina provided in the appendix to the book and 
yielded the same results. It means that her calculations are correct, though she could 
have gone further and used slightly m ore sophisticated statistical methods.

213



The fifth chapter deals w ith the dominant features o f K um andin vowel system (pp. 
85 -  94). One o f  the m ost interesting features o f  this chapter are some unpublished ideas 
expressed by the late V ladim ir M. Nadefaev, who supposed that central articulation is 
the most characteristic for the Old Turks (p. 92). Seľutina found the central articulation 
o f  vowels in Kum andin (p. 92) which means that Kum andin people preserved the Old 
Turkish manner o f articulation, though she also found out a great influence o f  the Old 
Ugro-Sam oyedic articulation (p. 93). The fact that modern M ongols also use central ar­
ticulation o f vowels according to V. M. N adefaev may m ean that m odem  M ongols, i.e. 
Khalkha, have a great O ld Turk substratum (p. 93). This bright idea o f the late V. M. 
N adefaev is virtually unknow n among the com munity o f M ongolists, Turkologists and 
other linguists, though, in my mind, it deserves the greatest attention, since he was and is 
one o f the few linguists who considers that the articulation base (p. 86) is the prim ary 
feature o f  the ethos o f  the articulatory effort. Therefore, he claim ed that the dominant 
phonetic features appear in the articulation base as a result o f  the com mon stm cture o f 
the m ovements o f  the active organs o f speech o f  this ethnos, due to some psychological 
or physiological reasons. This is why, if  some ethnos lost its language, it did not loose its 
articulation base. On the contrary, the articulation base serves further, now with a new 
acquired language. The old articulation base usually changes the phonetic system  o f  this 
new language, adjusting it to the old sounds o f the former language. So, it is possible to 
reconstruct the ethnic history o f  a language com ing from the peculiarities o f  its articula­
tion base. V. M. N adefaev considered the length, the height, the row, the tension, the la­
bialization, the nasalization, and some other phonetic features to be the potential vocalic 
dom inants w hich may help to trace the language contacts. It w as very thoughtful o f  
Sefutina to discuss in great details N adefaev’s theory which he usually spoke about dur­
ing his famous lectures, but w hich is not known to the international com munity o f  lin­
guists.

I hope that in spite o f  the stressful conditions in Russia now, more and more books o f 
this sort shall be published. M y less than complete treatm ent in no way impairs the over­
all excellence o f  w hat Irina Sefutina has accomplished. I can highly recom m end her 
book which is m arked by a distinguished scientific level.

Yuri Tambovtsev

E d z a r d , Lutz: Polygenesis, Convergence, and Entropy: An A lternative M odel o f  L in­
guistic Evolution A pplied  to Sem itic Linguistics. W iesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag 1998. 
207 pp. ISBN: 3-447- 04102-1. Price: DM  98,00.

The N eogram m arian vantage concept o f  proto-language was admirably materialized 
in the reconstruction o f  what was perceived as the Proto-Indo-European (PIE) phonolog­
ical system. W hen further refined by de Saussure’s laryngeal theory (1878) and, one 
century later, in glottalic theory , form ulated by Gam krelidze & Ivanov (1973) and H op­
per (1973), it opened an entirely new  horizon to a much broader com parative research 
involving PIE and w hat was presented as Proto-Sem itic. The com parative space has 
been subsequently further extended as to include hypothetic Proto-Afro-Asiatic (PAA), 
as lately attem pted by Bom hard (1984) in his w idely conceived PIE-PAA lexical com ­
parison.
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