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This article discusses the etymological roots of Erzya Mordvin (E) sovams, Moksha Mordvin (M) suva∙ms ’enter, go in, get in’ and Hill Mari (H) pçrem, Meadow Mari (M) purem id., Udmurt pÏrÏnÏ, id. Komi pÏrnÏ id. An Aryan loan origin will be suggested for both of these words. In addition to this, a possible Proto Indo-European (PIE) source will be pointed for Hungarian fér ’go in, fit, get into’. 

1. Mordvin E sovams, M suvams ’enter, go in, get in’
The etymological dictionary of the Uralic languages (UEW 446) presents this word in connection with eventual correspondencies in the Sámic, Ugric and Samoyedic languages. An editorial note states that reconstructions based on Sámic (L suokηat (~ suotnjat) ’durch eine Öffnung hindurch passieren’ etc.) on the one hand and Mordvin on the other do not actually correspond to one another. So, very likely at least one of them, should not belong together with the other words listed in UEW. Although the semantic scale of the various Uralic words is exceptionally harmonic – a possible caveat for an assumed common etymological history – and the meaning ’enter’ is a principal one in all branches, the phonological mismatching of Proto Finno-Ugric (PFU) *soηi- based on the evidence of Sámic and Pre-Mordvin *suva- (less likely *suηa-) suggests that an alternative etymology should be considerd, if possible. The following analysis of the Mordvin word suggests that the Mord​vin word can in reality be a descendant of an old Aryan word.

A dialectal overview of the word at issue is somewhat confusing at first sight, because besides the literary form E sovams, the Erzya dialects have first-syllable -u- and Moksha has exclusively -u- (resp. the corresponding reduced ç): M suva∙ms, sç∙vams (MdWb 2019). Nevertheless, the first-syllable  -u- in Moksha is secondary and caused by a shift of word stress from the first to the second syllable as in E sorgavks, M sçrga∙vçś, sçrga∙veś, surga∙vçś ’Kessel, Topf’ (MdWb 2014). Consequently, the Proto-Mordvin (PM) form of E sovams, M suvams is *sova-. In PM the shift of the stress from a closed first-syllable vowel to an open second-syllable vowel (-a) caused the opening of the first-syllable vowel (u > o). This leads to a Pre-Mordvin reconstruction *suva- (E. Itkonen 1946, 1971–72, Keresztes 1987, Bartens 1999: 33–67).

Phonologically the Pre-Mordvin reconstruction corresponds exactly to the Aryan verb stem *suva-, which is seen in Old Indic suváti ’setzt in Bewe​gung, treibt an, erregt, belebt’. The same Indo-European (IE) word occurs in a couple of etymologies suggested by Jorma Koivulehto. First, the PIE stem *suH-e/o- ’in Bewegung setzen, auftreiben’ and the etymological predecessor of the Old Indic verb is the same, on which basis Koivulehto (1991: 59–63) has explained the old Uralic word Finnish soutaa ’row’ (< Proto Uralic *suxÏ-) as having correspondencies in Finnic, Sámic, Mari, Komi (?), Ob-Ugric and Samoyedic. In the new etymological dictionary of the Finnish language this etymology is marked with two question marks (SSA 3: 205). Secondly, in a later study, Koivulehto (1999: 230) suggested that the Aryan word stem could be the etymological source of the Finnish suoda (*s#- ’give, afford, allow etc.’) (~ Komi). Again, the Finnish Etymological Dictionary (SSA 3: 214) is cautious in its comment and only refers to an assumed IE origin, without quoting it as an etymological source. 

The plausibility of the suggested Mordvin – Aryan parallelism is challenged by the semantic relationship of the Mordvin and Aryan words. The difficulty of the assumed Aryan origin derives especially from the disharmony between the intransitive Mordvin word and the transitive Indo-Aryan word. In the terminology of Cruse (1986: 270–271), the propositional mode of the Mordvin and the Aryan verbs is clearly different and they are far from cognitive synonyms.

Because the derivational and morphosyntactic properties of the verb at issue provide noteworthy aspects concerning the ambiguity between transitivity and intransitivity, I will shortly discuss this perspective. As the translation of E sovams, M suvams ’enter, go in, get in’ indicates, this verb is a verb of motion, which in general is typically an intransitive category. The dictionaries give a frequentative derivation E sovakšnoms, M suva∙kšńäms or E sovśems, suvśims, M suvśäms (from which eventually E *sovśekšńems) and a reflexive-passive derivation E sovavoms ’eintreten, Raum, Platz haben’ (MdWb 2020, ERS 1993: 596). The transitivitation of the reflexive-passive form is based on a common causative suffix: E sovavtoms, suva∙ftums, M suva∙ftçms ’eintreten lassen, hereinbringen, hereinführen, bringen’.

Derivation is a well-known means of passivisation and there is no direct bridge from a transitive verb to a strongly intransitive verb of motion without derivation in this particular case. As regards present-day Mordvin, there is no indication that E sovams, M suvams could display both transitive and intransitive functions. 

Nevertheless, it has been maintained that transformations in clausal argument structure and the relativisation of agent form a large continuum including crossings between transitivity and intransitivity (Esa Itkonen 1997: 189–227). As the use of the verb enter in English indicates, a motion verb can have the formal properties of a transitive verb. For instance, the adverbial following the word may be in the form of object: the lady entered the shop. Similarly, some motion verbs in Finno-Ugric may share the properties of transitive verbs by having an adverbial in the object’s case: Hungarian végig​járta az utcát (ACC)’ (he) walked to the end of the street’, Finnish kuljen tämän tien (GEN-ACC) loppuun ’I (will) walk to the end of this street/way’.

In vein of what is said above, the semantic gap between transitivity and motion verbs does not seem to be so decisive in the light of a couple of parallel cases. Mordvin E sajems etc., M śεväms, śäväms, śavçms ’nehmen, leihen’ and E sams, M sajçms, sams ’kommen, ankommen’ (MdWb 1930–1934, 1944–1949, 2341–2342). These two entries are etymological coun​ter​parts of the Finnish saada ’get, receive, obtain; may, have to, make, be able to’, Estonian saama ’become, grow; get; be able to; reach, arrive, come; achieve; shall’ etc. (Saagpakk 1992: 786–787) with correspondencies in Sám​ic (if not borrowed from Finnic), Mari, Komi and possibly in Sa​mo​ye​dic (SSA 3: 137, UEW 429–430).

As the cited opinions of SSA and UEW show, these two concise etymological dictionaries do not consider the transitivity resp. intransitivity, a paradox at least in this particular case. The semantic ambiguity of this kind of verb is well illustrated in modern Estonian, too, in which saama ’to get’ etc. reflects a whole range of semantic variety including 


(1) the transitive possession


õpetaja sai kirja 


’the teacher got a letter’ 


(2) the intransitive motion with a modal nuance


õpetaja sai sisse 


’the teacher got in’ ~ ’the teacher went in’ 


(3) temporal (future) aspect 


nii saab olema 


’so be it’

As these three sentences show, the semantic field of the given word is extremely broad and there is no single focal area that would determinate an explicit, original narrow meaning. Consequently, semantic divergence is evidently an old characteristic of words, if the etymological descendants of various FU languages are considered as a whole.

There is another Mordvin example, in which intransitivity (motion verb) and transitivity form a similar opposition. Actually MdWb distinguishes between two separate entries for the verb E tujems, M tujçms on semantic grounds: 1. ’bringen, holen’, 2. ’aufbrechen, sich begeben, fortgehen; beginnen, anfangen’ (MdWb 2341–2346). E tujems, M tujçms ’bringen, holen’ has etymological counterparts in Finnic (Finnish tuoda ’bring, introduce, disclose, fetch, import’ etc.), Sámic (?), Ugric and Samoyedic, and is an old inherited word with a possible IE background (Koivulehto 1991: 63–65, SSA 3: 328, UEW 529–530). Surprisingly enough and contrary to the etymological description of E sajems, M śεväms, śäväms, śavçms resp. E M sams, M sajçms etc., the intransitive form is not mentioned in the etymological dictionaries, although the two entries of E tujems, M tujçms are phonologically identical and semantically their relationship can be compared to the divergent meanings of, let us say, Estonian saama, and respectively other descendants of the same proto-form, cf. Erzya Mordvin


(4) ťeťe parońť tujińek 

’we brought this beautiful one’


(5) s¯ń tuśť kudov 


’they went home’


(6) piźeme tuji 

’it begins to rain’ (MdWb 2342–2344)

If these three sentences are compared to the three Estonian examples (see examples (1) – (3) above), a common historical origin for the two Mordvin verbs E tujems, M tujçms seems plausible. This is supported by the lack of a satisfactory alternative explanation for the meaning ’aufbrechen, sich begeben, fortgehen; beginnen, anfangen’ given in the Mordvin dictionary of Heikki Paasonen.

Finally, returning to the problem of transitivity and intransitivity of md. E sovams, M suvams with respect to the suggested Aryan loan source, it is noteworthy that the assumed but not completely unambiguous etymological correspondence between Finnic (Finnish tulla ’come; become; must’) and Hungarian talál ’find, discover, consider, meet; hit (the target); come across’ (with etymological correspondencies in Sámic (probably < Finnic), Mari and Sa​moyedic) includes the same dichotomy: transitivity vs. intransitivity (EWU 1472, SSA 3: 324, TESz 3: 827, UEW 535). This semantic development can also be compared to English set, German setzen, Swedish sätta etc. that etymologically are causative forms of the English verb sit, German sitzen, Swedish sitta and the original meaning ’make (someone) sit’ (Hellquist 1948: 1150, Kluge 1989: 669–670). These verbs form productive predications that denote motion by modifying the meaning with adverbs, e.g. Eng​lish set off, set out, Swedish sätta av, sätta efter.
Consequently, the difference betweeen transitivity and intransitivity obviously did not play an important role in the semantic development of the analysed words. The question that remains then is why does not the Mordvin verb mean ’go; come’ rather than the semantically more restricted ’enter’, if it was borrowed from an Aryan verb meaning ’make (someone/something) move, step’ etc. A possible explanation for this could be that there was already a verb meaning ’go’, and another meaning ’come’, and the loan word was used in a more specific and limited context, for instance, in a concrete sense denoting entry into a prehistoric habitation. Thus, the idea is based on the assumption that ’making (someone/something) move’ could develop into a meaning such as ’enter’ (~ ’start moving’). I have not sought to seek for any detailed parallel evidence on this kind of development. However, I shall return to the history of verbs meaning ’enter’ in the second section of my article.
The parallel examples and the semantic variation of the previous verbs provides evidence for the divergence and eventual semantic shift of Mordvin E sovams, M suvams ’enter, go in, get in’. In conclusion, it can be plausibly explained phonologically as a descendant of the Aryan *suva-, cf. Old Indic suváti ’setzt in Bewegung, treibt an, erregt, belebt’ and the gap to be bridged from a transitive to an intransitive form has parallel indication in Mordvin and other languages. In all, the etymology suggested must be considered as possible and a considerable alternative to what has been presented in UEW.

2. Mari W pçrem, E purem, Udm. pÏrÏnÏ, Komi pÏrnÏ ’enter’

The etymological background to md. E sovams, M suvams encourages one to have a look at the corresponding words for ’enter’ in Mari and the Permic languages, particularly when a loan explanation seems worth considering in their case, too. In UEW Mari H pçrem, M purem ’hineingehen, eintreten, Raum haben (zum hineingehen)’ etc., Udmurt pÏrÏnÏ (dial. pçr-) ’eingehen, hineinkommen, einkehren, hinaufgehen, -kommen’ and Komi pÏr- ’hineingehen, ein-, hineintreten’ are reconstructed in PFU as *pura- ’enter’. Hungarian fér ’hineingehen, Platz haben, kommen zu etwas, gelangen’ etc. has been connected with the Mari and Permic words, although very cautiously. It is especially the first-syllable vowel that contradicts and actually discredits the assumed common opinion of the Hungarian, and also, the Mari and Permic words (EWU 380, TESz 1: 890, UEW 408). 

The disharmony between the phonologically unsatisfactory correspondency but semantically motivated comparison can be relatively well explained, if one assumes that actually these two branches reflect two different va​riants of what was originally one IE stem. The same strategy and explanations regarding phonological ambiguity in certain Uralic and Finno-Ugric ety​mologies based on a different IE loan source have been discussed more more detail by Koivulehto (1990). Two general remarks can be made about the cited etymology as to why an eventual loan origin should be considered. First, the assumed counterparts, the Hungarian, respectively the Mari-Permic branch, do not phonologically correspond each other. Second, the areal distri​bution is limited and consists of only the Hungarian and Volga-Kama region.

The possible IE source for consideration is the Aryan *p#ra- (< PIE per-, perä- ’hinüberführen, -bringen, -kommen, übersetzen’ etc., poro-s ’Zugang’) > Old Indic p#rá- ’bringing across’, causative derivation p#​ráyati ’brings over, rescues, brings to an end’ (Turner 1966: 457), p#rátu ’bringing across’ (Mayrhofer 1956–76 II: 258); Avestan par- (with pre​fixes) ’hindurch-, hinübergehen’, p#ra- ’Ufer; Grenze, Ende’ (IEW 816).

The semantic connection between the PIE and the Aryan word with the meaning of the Mari-Permic word is now obvious. One of the PIE meanings listed in IEW, ’hinüberkommen’, almost completely corresponds the present-day meaning of the FU words at issue. The phonological explanation is not as evident and must be treated with some reservation, because the development of the Permic vowel system has been rather regular and the Proto-Permic first-syllable *Ï quite regularly originates from the PFU *u, *ü (and in a few cases *•, *#) (Bartens 2000: 55–63, Erkki Itkonen 1953–54, Sam​mal​lahti 1988: 524–531). However, as Erkki Itkonen (1953–54: 299–303) has already noted, there are some Permic words with a broad distribution in other Uralic languages, in which Permic *Ï originates from *a, namely Udmurt ÏbÏnÏ ’shoot, fire; execute’ ~ Finnish ampua (~ Sámic), Udmurt kÏk, Komi kÏk ’two’ (< Uralic *kakta/käktä) and Udmurt tÏlÏs ’Zelt, Hütte’ ~ Finnish talas ’boathouse; raised hide’. Note also that an IE (probably Aryan) loan etymology is a generally accepted (SSA 3: 260, UEW 508) historical explanation for the last of these: PFU *talas < Aryan *tala-s, cf. Old Indic tala-m ’Basis, Grund, Boden; Oberfläche, flaches Dach’.

The phonetic adjusting of the Aryan *p#ra- in PFU can be compared to Finnish hadas ’roots of a seed’ < PFU *čata(s) < Proto-Iranian *dz#ta-(s) and Finnish takra ’feed, bait’ < PFU *takra < Aryan *d#tra (cf. Old Indic d#trá- ’Zugeteiltes’ etc.) (Koivulehto 1999: 225, 230), in which FU has replaced *# with short *a, because a corresponding long *# did not exist. Consequently, it is possible to assume that the Finno-Ugric word on which the present study focuses originates from PFU *para- < Aryan *p#ra-. Nevertheless, one must note that the treatment of Aryan *a and *# is not uniform in Finno-Ugric. Koivulehto (1999: 215–219) points out that in some loan words, the Aryan *a/*# has been replaced by the PFU *o/*# even though the Aryan word would descend from an earlier form, PIE *e/*#. In this light the fact that Aryan has an open vowel, but the Permic languages a close vowel does not seem too decisive. 

In addition to this, there is another Permic word with a Uralic background that has become entangled with the development of the Permic words at issue, namely the Udmurt purÏnÏ, Komi purnÏ ’bite’ (< PFU *pure-) with etymological correspondencies from Sámic to Samoyedic. The expected form of this verb in modern Permic should begin with *pÏr-, since the PFU *u is very regularly represented today as Ï. Two explanations have been given in the etymological literature as to why *u was maintained in the Udmurt purÏnÏ, Komi purÏ: the unpreconditioned labialisation of the vowel was caused by the preceding consonant (Rédei 1968: 38) or a development following phonetic law (*u > Ï) was prohibited by the eventual homonymy with the Proto-Permic verb *pÏr- ’enter’ (Itkonen 1953–54: 287, UEW 406). As both Itkonen and Rédei have assumed, it is obvious that the discrepancies in the development of the Proto-Permic (PP) *pur- ’bite’ and *pÏr ’enter’ may have resulted from their phonological relatedness. The effect of the eventual ho​mo​nymy will therefore have to be reconsidered in terms of both an accelerated or remotivated sound change (PP *pÏr-) and an important constraint to a regular phonetic law (PP *pur-). Hence, the question is, whether the development of the Aryan *a > PP *Ï in PP *pÏr- ’enter’ has been caused at least partly by the affect of PP *pur- ’bite’.

The discussion above has mainly sought to explain the etymology of the Permic words. The evidence from Mari does not work as logically, because the history of the Mari vowel system is characterised by many unsystematic or at least contradictory changes. The first-syllable vowel of the focused word, present-day Mari u is retrievable from the PFU *u, *•, *o or *a (Bereczki 1988: 338, Erkki Itkonen 1953–54: 195–199). However, Itkonen notes that the clear majority of first-syllable a vowels originates from the PFU *o. Consequently, Mari W pçrem, E purem may originate from the PFU *pura-, but could plausibly be derived from *pora- or *para-, too. It is interesting to note that at a stage, in which the Mari language had already produced its characteric features (Proto Mari), it actually underwent the same stage of ambiguity between the two hypothetical PFU stems beginning with *pur- ’bite’ and *pur- ’enter’ discussed in connection with the Permic variant. Mari has solved this ambiguity by morphological techniques and makes a distinction between these two meanings by means of morphonological alternation, which is apparent in 1st person singular forms: W pçr-em, E pur-em ’enter’, W pçr-am, E pur-am ’bite’. In present-day Mari language, these two verbs belong to different conjugations.
Because an IE background to the Mari and Permic words has to be considered possible, it is necessary to review briefly the etymology of the Hungarian fér, too. This strategy based on searching for a source in the IE side which can be succesfully applied here as well, because the PIE stem *per- corresponds neatly phonologically to the Hungarian fér ’go in, fit, get into’ etc. (< PFU *per-). The lengthening of the vowel -é- is secondary as in, for instance, kér ’ask (for)’ etc. (< PFU *kerä-, UEW 149) and vár ’wait’ (< PFU *var-, UEW 898). Semantically it does not make any difference whether the Hungarian word is compared to the Mari and Permic words or the PIE word stem. The difference is not so relevant that it would expose either the FU or the IE etymology to suspicion.

In conclusion, the assumption that the Mari and Permic words ’enter’ would originate from the same PFU word as the Hungarian fér is apparently wrong. However, both the Mari and Permic forms, and the Hungarian stem can be plausibly explained, if they are assumed to originate from different Indo-European sources, although these do historically originate from the same root.

Recently, our jubilarian has expressed his scepticism concerning the plausibility of newly suggested IE loan words in the Uralic languages, especially with respect to the Aryan effect on the western branches, Finnic and Sámic (Keresztes 2001). In this article, a couple of FU words are added to the list of eventual loan words for judgement as to whether they are right historically or not!
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