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Descriptive grammars of one and the same language can often vary to sur​prising degrees. This can be due to different factors, such as length, resulting in more or less exhaustive treatment of the material, or methods of approach: tra​ditional, structuralist, generative, etc. It is less often, though, that we encounter disagreement on fundamental questions when the grammars are other​wise similar (length, approach, etc.). This is, however, the case with the Vo​gul language in at least one question: Does the modern language possess de​finite and indefinite articles or not? The great majority of Vogul grammars do not even mention the possibility of articles, thus in effect denying their exis​tence.
 In rare instances we find the explicit denial of the existence of articles.
 There is, however, one scholar, J. I. Rombandejeva, who resolutely affirms the existence of both a definite and an indefinite article in Vogul. Although hers is very much a minority opinion it cannot be dismissed out of hand for the simple reason that, in contrast to almost all others doing research on this language, she speaks it as her mother tongue. She mentions definite/indefinite articles in the following works, their treatment being similar, but differing in length. (After the name of the article/book I add a short summary of her salient points as regards the ’definite article’.) 

1966a: Manóinókij ázük. In: Ázüki narodov ÓÓÓR III (343–360), Moscow. Page 347. A definite article (ań) can be used ”in some instances”. This usage is characteristic of the language of tales.

1966b: K voproóu o protivopoótavlenii opredelennoóti i neopredelennoóti v manóijókom ázüke. SFU 2 (1966): 273–278. Page 273. There are various ways of expressing definiteness/indefiniteness in the Finno-Ugrian languages, i.e. the use of auxiliary words (articles in Hungarian as well as in Vogul in a rudimentary form).

1973: Manóijókij (vogulyókij) ázük. Moscow. Pages 200–201. The definite article (ań) would appear to be derived from a demonstrative pronoun (cf. ań ”now”) just like the definite article az, a in Hungarian. In contrast to ań ”now” it is used directly before a noun and is unstressed. The usage of the de​finite article is restricted in Vogul probably due to the fact that there are other methods of expressing definiteness/indefiniteness. Some examples: ań #mpät ta purχat#γt, ta χort#γt ”(te) óobaki i grüzutóá i laút”; ań χumiγ p•t ľaľt suns#γ ”(te, éti) muxqinü ómotrát na kotel”. The definite article can also be used with direct objects: ań mir os juw r#ηχuwlosane ”(Te, étih) lúdej on tepery xe pozval domoj”.”

1989: E. I. Rombandeeva–M. P. Vahruseva: Manóijókij ázük. Lenin​grad. Page 178. Similar to ”1973”. The definite article can be separated from the noun by adjectives, numerals, pronouns, participles. 

1993: Manóijókij ázük. In: Ázüki mira: Uralyókie ázüki (283–301), Moscow. Page 288. Similar to 1966a. The articles in Vogul are weakly developed.

1995: Óügvinókij dialekt manóinókogo (vogulyókogo) ázüka. Moscow/Hamburg. Page 152. Similar to 1993.

Just because no one other than Rombandejeva has considered ań to be a definite article does not mean that it has escaped the attention of the scholars. In the glossary to the first two volumes of his Vogul népköltési gyűjtemény Munkácsi writes: ań: 1. ’most’, 2. ’az’ mutató névmás (VNGy. II–3: 630). In his article on pronouns in Vogul István Fincziczky quotes several instances from Munkácsis material (NyK 47: 383): ań #tiñ ujit ’ama szarvas állatok’ (VNGy. II, 16); ań sårpxt toχ ti j•w-joχtäst ’ama jávorok így kerültek haza’ (VNGy. IV, 244). Other examples can also be found in the Vogul népköltési gyűjtemény, e.g.: ań mortim n# n#γiñ m#n ti n#γlxs, ań mortim χum χumiñ m#n ti n#γlxs ’ama déltáji nő [járó] nős vidékre érkezett, ama déltáji férfi [járó] férfias vidékre érkezett’ (I, 61).

Liimola, too, commented on the word several times in his notes to the Vogul material collected by Kannisto and translates it as: ’jetzt, nun; dieser, jener, der’ (WV III: 212, cf. WV VII: 33). An example: ań masma#kw piγ nomte ľ•ľiγ j#mtäs ’Der Sohn der Masmas-Alten wurde nun verdriesslich.’ (WV III: 31) [’Der Sinn des Sohns der Masmas-Alten wurde nun verdriess​lich.’ WV III: 212]. Several times ań is translated with ’jetzt’ in the material, but Liimola notes that it could also be translated with ’dieser, jener, der’, cf. WV V: 113 (295, Erklärung 12), WV V: 142 (311, Erklärung 3).

The Vogul word ań can be derived historically from the PU demonstrative pronoun *e (cf. UEW 67:  wog. TJ iń ’jetzt’, TČ iń-kar ’er’, K äń: äń mant ’vor kurzem, unlängst’, So. ań ’jetzt, nun; dieser, der’) and has cognates in many Uralic languages including Ostyak (mostly with the meaning ’now’, but also as a demonstrative pronoun, cf. op. cit.) and Hungarian (ez ’this’). László Honti identified the Vogul ań as belonging to this word group (NyK 73: 425) and writes that the element ń is identical with the Uralic pronominal suffix *n3 which was palatalized in Vogul after the original palatal vowel. Honti reconstructs the following forms: Ob-Ugrian *Vn, Proto-Vogul *Óń (Honti 1982: 126). In both Ob-Ugrian languages the word presently has the primary meaning ’now’, but is also used – peripherally – as a demonstrative pronoun. With regard to the history of the word and its use in the related languages we can assume that ań as a demonstrative pronoun in Vogul represents an ancient, residual usage of the word. The usual demonstrative pronouns in Vogul are ti ’this’ and ta ’that’ (< U *tä ~ *te ~ *ti ’dieser’, cf. UEW 513–514). Honti reconstructs two forms with deviating vocalism for Ob-Ugrian and Proto-Vogul: Ob-Ugrian *tī > Proto-Vogul *tī > So. ti and Ob-Ugrian *t" > Proto-Vogul *tÓ/*tË > So. ta (Honti 1982: 186). In Vogul the combinations ań-ti and ań-ta also occur as demonstrative pronouns (’this’ and ’that’), ań-ti also with the meaning ’now’. Examples from Kálmáns dictio​nary: N ań-ti χ#tälä m•s ’bis zum heutigen Tag’, N ań-ta śuń, ań-ta alxslxp ań-ti alxslawx ’jenes Vermögen, jene Fischbeute wird jetzt gefangen’ (WW 40). Some of Rombandejevas examples for sentences with ań are actually examples for ań-ta, e.g. ań ta χum #sta s#ηkwälti ’(Izveótnüj) nam tot mux​qina vóe igraet na ótrunnom muzükalynom inótrumente’ (Romban​dejeva 1973: 201).
The presence of demonstratives in a language would seem to be a linguistic universal (cf. Lyons 148, 107), but languages with definite and/or indefinite articles are in a minority. Definite articles can derive from a number of sources, but develop by far the most commonly from demonstratives through se​mantic weakening, ”bleaching” (cf. Lyons 331). As regards Vogul the obvious candidates for such a development are ań as well as ti ~ ta. As a non-speaker of Vogul it is not my place to pass judgement on the extent to which ań has been semantically weakened (+ DEF, + DET > + DEF) to fulfill a crucial requirement for its acknowledgement as a definite article. This can on​ly be answered by native speakers. But another crucial requirement can indeed be examined by non-speakers of the Vogul language, i.e. whether the occurrence and frequency warrant such an analysis of the word. Here the answer is no. The fact that all Western scholars as well the Vogul researchers before Rombandejeva did/do not consider ań to be a definite article is above all due to the fact that this usage of the word is rare. Neither the older Vogul texts from the 19th century, nor more recent ones from the past century give evi​dence of ań being used in any sort of consistent way as a marker of de​f​i​niteness. This does not mean to say that such a development would be impossible, only that it has not as yet taken place. At best, one could agree with Rombandejeva when she mentions articles in Vogul ”in a rudimentary form”: ’v zaqatoqnoj forme’ (Rombandejeva 1966b: 347). The term articloid has also been used to label an ’incipient article’ (Lyons 333). 

In her works mentioned above Rombandejeva also regards akw (homonymous with with the cardinal number ’one’) as an indefinite article, but does not treat it in nearly as much depth as the ’definite article’. Some examples: m#n p#wluwn akw n# joχtäs. ’V nasu derevnú priehala xenwina’ (Rombandejeva 1973: 201); j# w#tat akw s•mjaχ •nli. ’Na beregu reqki ótoit (kakoj-to) ambar’ (Rombandejeva 1995: 152). Such examples would, indeed, point to the development ’cardinal number’ > ’indefinite article’. It is also not difficult to find languages lacking a definite article, but having an indefinite article. In this regard Turkish springs to mind. The question is, though, whether akw is used often and consistently enough to warrant its treatment as an indefinite article. Here again the answer would seem to be no, although this answer is perhaps not as unequivocal as in the case of the definite article.

To sum up, one could say that Vogul has both definite and indefinite ’articloids’, but (not yet) definite and indefinite articles. That the situation could change can be seen in other Finno-Ugrian languages such as Finnish where one of the major differences between the literary and the spoken language lies in the use of the ”articles” yks and se.
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� This is the case, for example, in the following works: Ahlqvist, August: Wogulische Sprach��texte nebst Entwurf einer Grammatik (Helsinki, 1894), Munkácsi, Bernát: A vo�gul nyelvjárások szóragozásukban ismertetve (Budapest, 1894), Qernecov, V. N.: Man�óijókij (vogulyókij) ázük. In: Ázüki i pióymennoóty narodov Óevera (Mos�kau/Leningrad, 1937), Kál�mán, Béla: Manysi nyelvkönyv (Budapest, 1955), Lakó, György: Északi-manysi nyelv�tanulmányok (Budapest, 1956), Balandin, A. N.–Vah�ruseva, M. P.: Manóijókij ázük (Le�nin�grad, 1957), Murphy, L. W.: Sosva Vogul Gram�mar (Bloomington, 1968), Kálmán, Bé�la: Chrestomathia Vogulica (Budapest 1963, 19762), Kálmán, Béla: Wogulische Tex�te mit einem Glossar (Budapest, 1976), Ho�n�ti, László: System der paradigmatischen Suf�fixmorpheme des wogulischen Dia�lek�tes an der Tawda (Budapest, 1975).


� Keresztes, László: Mansi. In: Abondolo (ed.): The Uralic Languages, London, 1998, page 417.
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