
On the Possessive Constructions in Finno-Ugric 

The grammatical systems of many of the Finno-Ugric languages are 
characterisized by a highly developed noun declension with a great number of 
differentiated case forms. On the other hand, there are languages with very 
few case forms, such as Ostyák. The Proto-Finno-Ugric declination supposed­
ly consisted of six cases, three grammatical and three semantical, i. e. loca-
tional cases. The grammatical cases reflect the contrast of actor — goal and 
head — modifier, the locational cases maintain the three-dimensional system 
of direction: in, from and into. The case systems in Finno-Ugric are distinc­
tively localistic, which is illustrated by the fact tha t in languages with a limited 
number of cases the local cases survive — at least in adverbs and postpositions 
— while the grammatical cases may be reduced to the mere stem form or 
nominative. 

The declensional forms may be grouped according to various principles. 
In addition to the contrast grammatical — locational there exists a contrast 
between case forms for animate and inanimate concepts. This is discernible in 
the Cheremis and Southern Lappish genitive and in the local cases with a 
coaffix I occurring in Balto-Finnic, Cheremis and Permic, even though the 
distinction is due to separate developments in the languages concerned. The 
adessive, ablative and állati ve in Finnish include among their various occur-
rencies the function of designating the local relations of animate nouns. In 
this they may be compared to the corresponding Permic cases and to the 
Cheremis dative and the almost obsolite ablative. One of the grammatical 
cases, the genetive, seems to have been originally reserved for animate con­
cepts — but the distinction was not very important, since the genitive is miss­
ing in the entire Permic and Ugric language groups. Moreover, in Mordvin, 
Balto-Finnic and most of the Lappish dialects certain phonological changes 
have resulted in accusative and genitive assuming an identical phonemic 
shape in those languages. There is no consequent evidence of restrictions in 
the use of accusative for inanimate concepts, and this fact has influenced fur­
ther towards the integration of the phonologically identical genitive as well. 

The fundamental among the sentence types is the utterance based on 
nominal predication, the equilibrium between two nouns: Az ég kék. Jumo 
о jar. Taivas on sininen. 'The sky is blue.' Despite the presence of the copula, 
the Finnish sentence is to be considered a nominal predication as well as the 
Hungarian and Cheremis sentences. Even in the last-mentioned languages a 
copula must be present in utterances which do not pertain to the 3. person 
singular present: Az ég kék volt. Jumo ojar ulmae 'The sky was blue'. Fiatal 
vagy 'You are young'. Songo ulam ' I 'm old'. The copula is needed to serve as 
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the base for mode, tense and person markers in cases other than mentionod 
above, but it has no bearing on the actual sentence structure. The nominal 
prédication is always stative, because it only identifies, it does not act nor 
refrain from acting. I t may be considered a local prédication, but it represents 
rather a temporal than a statuai locality. 

The verbal prédication may be stative or dynamic depending on the 
semantic content of the verb. In Finno-Ugric a verbal prédication is identi-
fied by the grammatical forms of the noun dependents. The stative local 
prédication is mostly based on the occurrencies of the verb ' to be'. The copula 
may thus appear as a verb with noun catégories dépendent on it. An illustra­
tion of the double functions of 'to be ' is to be found in the occurrencies of no­
minal predicative vs. predicative adverbial in Finnish: Hän on sairas 'He is ilF 
(nominal prédication designating quality and focusing on unchanging situa­
tion) and Hän on sairaana 'He is in the state of illness' (verbal prédication 
with the emphasis on condition in the frame of an unidentified duration of 
time). Examples like the last-mentioned mark the border line between nomi­
nal and verbal prédications, as shown by the fact that adjectives occurring as 
compléments to 'to be' take the case suffix indicating both a statuai and a 
temporal locality. The essive is a case form for abstract locality, but in some 
adverbials and postpositions it still retains its concrète overtones: Hän on 
kotona — Hän on koulussa — Hän on kaupungilla (She is home — She is at 
school — She is downtown). I t is easy to quote parallel examples concerning the 
three statuai local cases in Finnish, but they all hâve their special functions: 
the essive is the case designating condition, the inessive is the gênerai case 
form for locality and the adessive is used to express local relations of animate 
concepts. They ail occur as dependents of the verb 'to be' and other stative 
verbs. Corresponding case forms with separative or lative functions occur 
with the dynamic verbs. If the noun in the local case form désignâtes an ani­
mate conception, the relation may be called possessive, and if the situation 
is stative, the verb in question is ' to be* or its synonyms. The resuit is the so-
called habeo construction. I t is to be remembered tha t dynamic local construc­
tions of animate nouns stand likewise in a possessive relation to the verb: a 
person not only owns a thing, he might lose or receive it as well. The inhérent 
influence of the Indo-European languages has resulted in concentrating upon 
the static variant of possession. 

1. Différent Finno-Ugric languages apply différent Systems for express­
ing the habeo construction — which more appropriately might be called the 
'mihi est' construction. According to Wolfgang Schlachter (Arbeiten zur 
Strukturbezogenen grammatik 433) the morphological emphasis lies in the 
local case form, which at the same time désignâtes the belonging together of 
two nouns separated by the verb copula ' to be'. This is reflected by the fact 
that some of the languages remain indifferent to the valence of the verb 'to be ' 
and accordingly have the possessor noun in a grammatical case form, which 
only connects a noun to another noun. 

1.1. The Vogul language may indicate the habeo construction with both 
the possessor and the possessed in the nominative, the latter usually followed 
by a person marker referring to the possessor. The mère position of the nouns 
is significant. The verb takes the last place in the utterance. Thus the Vogul 
nejär püßi als might translate simply 'There was the emperor's son', but if 
there exists a nexus relation between the two nouns the proper translation is 
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'The emperor had a son/ The utterance is existential, but there is no distinction 
between a locational and a possessive relation. The suffix is not obligatory: tàn 
paAtänt niAá isuö ÓAÍ 'They have four daughters/ Of interest is the fact tha t 
the verb 'to be' may be missing also — in situations referring to the présent 
time. On the other hand, the possessor noun may be represented by the mère 
person marker: nëpàkoln^m saß, Sälyölnum saß ' I have paper money, I have 
coins' (Lieselotte Schiefer: „haben" im Wogulischen. F U F 40). 

1.2. The languages which have the genitive display this case in the 
habeo construction. I t is remarkable that the genitive is clearly marked — 
that is, the languages with a loss of the final -n do not show the genitive in this 
function. In some occasions the final -n may be returned, as in Livonian 
tämmen um rode 'He has money'. Traces of the genitive in this function are 
discernible also in Finnish: Lapsen on nälkä. Lapsen tulee nälkä 'The child ig 
hungry (has hunger). The child gets hungry'. As seen, the genitive is a generál 
case for the modifier without a référence to the stative or dynamic valence 
of the verb. The Volga-Finnic languages form their habeo constructions exlusi-
vely with the genitive possessor: Mordvin efzan ulnes ajgorozo ; Cheremis marin 
ulmaë imndze 'The man had a horse.' In thèse last-mentioned languages the 
person marker identifying the possessor in the noun possessed has a very im­
portant function. I t is usually présent with the genitive, but it may acquire 
syntactical significance and assume the rôle of the possessor, as in the Vogul 
example above: Mordvin uli mazo avaksost 'They had a pretty chicken'; Chere-
mis ik ergdàt ulo, ïk uddrdSt ulo 'They have a son and a daughter'. Especially 
in Cheremis the genitive occurs with dynamic possessive constructions as well: 
nundn ëocdn üddrzö 'A daughter was born to them'; tdúdn majet jamdn 'What 
did you lose?' I have counted 32 intransitive and 12 transitive dynamic verbs 
occurring with a genitive or with a mère person marker functioning as the 
possessor: ergdze Socdn 'A son was born to them.' That is understandable in a 
language such as Cheremis, which does not use animate nouns in local cases 
except secondarily with postpositions. (Cf. Eeva Kangasmaa-Minn, The 
syntactic distribution of the Cheremis genitive I I . MSFOu 146). Robert 
Gauthiot remarked in 1908 (La phrase nominale en Finno-Ougrien) about the 
absence of the verb-copula in local and possessive sentences in Volga-Finnic. 
The same phenomenon is discernible also in the Permic and the Ugric groups. 
I t should be mentioned that the Cheremis language has separate forms — or 
words — for the verb-copula representing singular présent third person: 
the positive ulo and the negative uke: tuddn üddrzö ulo, tuddn üddrzö uke 'He 
has a daughter, he does not have a daughter'. 

2. The possessor occurs in a local case form. This may represent a gênerai 
local case form as in Lappish or a case occurring both as a gênerai local case 
and as a case for animate conceptions, as in Finnic and Permic, or in a more 
restricted sensé in Hungárián. The Hungárián dative is grammaticalized so 
far that it occurs both in the habeo construction and in a dynamic relation, 
comparable to the Cheremis genitive and on the other hand to the Cheremis 
dative. 

2.1. The Lappish languages express animate relations with the same case 
forms as the inanimate: Dâm al'bmast leggji golbmâ bardne 'That man has three 
children.' Cf. Dât orro maeccest 'He lives in the forest'. 

2.2. The Balto-Finnic languages observe a special three-dimensional lo­
cal System for the animate nouns. The case forms for animate local relations 
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are the 1-cases, which, however, may in certain connections be used of inani-
mate nouns for purely local functions: Pojalla on isot horvát 'The boy has big 
ears'; cf. the inessive Talossa on isot ikkunat 'The house has large Windows"; 
however: Rannalla on iso vene "There is a big boat on the shore\ The from 
and into cases reveal the same distinctions: Pojalta paleltuivat korvat "The boy 
froze his ears' — Talosta särkyivät ikkunat 'The Windows of the house were 
broken' — Rannalta lahti vene 'A boat was leaving the shore'; Pojolie ostettiin 
korvalaput 'They bought earmuffs for the boy' — Taloon asetettiin ikkunat 'The 
house was provided with Windows' — Rannalle tuli vene 'A boat reached the 
shore'. Accordingly: there are special case forms in the Balto-Finnic languages 
for expressing local relations of animate nouns, but the use of the cases is not 
restricted. They may occur as gênerai local cases for inanimate conceptions as 
well. The distinction is more or less lopsided. The possessive suffix has not a 
grammatical function in connection with the Balto- Finnic constructions — 
which is understandable since the possessive suffixes exist only in Finnish and 
Karelian and even there are becoming redundant éléments. Finnish Minulla 
on kir jani translates ' I hâve my book', not ' I hâve a book.' Nor has Hungárián 
könyvem van any grammatical counterpart in Finnish. 

2.3. The situation in the Permic languages is more or less analogical to 
the Balto-Finnic system. The habeo construction is not expressed only with 
the stative l cases, i. e. with the adessive as in Votyak: adamilen kwin piez 
viläm 'A man had five sons', but with dynamic local cases as well: Zyrian 
t'etka starikiè nivse vek vide 'The stepmother is always scolding her husband's 
daughter. ' There are, however, examples of purely statuai local use of the 
/-cases as well: Votyak kis puiwi pus póni ' I will eut my mark in the birch.' 

2.4. The Hungárián employs a dynamic case called the dative for the 
habeo construction: A királynak szép lánya volt 'The king had a beautiful 
daughter' with an obligatory person marker referring to the possessor added 
to the noun possessed. The dative may also occur in a lative function: Kenye­
ret adok a koldusnak ' I give bread to the beggar', and not only of animate 
nouns: Délnek megyünk 'We go towards south'. The possessive suffix may 
assume the grammatical rôle of the possessor as in the Volga-Finnic languages: 
Jó lovam van ' I have a good horse.' 

3. In addition, there exists a special verb 'to have' in the Ob-Ugric lan­
guages, and the Lappish aednât and the Finnish omata come under the same 
category. The Lappish verb, however, is a loan from the Norwegian (aege) 
and the Finnish verb has a very limited, literary use. The problem of the kernel 
sentence based on a transitive relation does not actually concern us, since we 
are dealing with possessive constructions, not with possessive verbs. Accord-
ing to Lieselotte Schiefer ' to have' in Vogul is more often expressed with a 
possessive verb than with a possessive construction (FUF 40, 197): luß onëi 
'He has a horse', and in Ostyak it is exclusively in use: ëwi jam so% tajrl 'The 
girl has fine clothes.' 

4. The possessive sentences belong to the kernel sentences in the language. 
They may be inserted in a mátrix sentence to make complicated utterances. 
To secure an insertion certain grammatical changes are needed. The verb 'to 
be' which even in possessive sentences has the function of marking the nexus 
line between the verbal and the nominal phrases in the utterance, falls away. 
The possessor occurs directly as an adjunct before the noun possessed. If the 
possessor stands in a grammatical case such as the nominative or the genitive, 
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no changes are needed to adjust it to the surface structure of the complex ut-
terance. But if the possessor represents a local case form, which primarily 
suggests an adverbial to a verb, the situation becomes more complicated. The 
form of the possessive attribute noun differs in the différent languages accord-
ing to their declensional Systems. 

4.1. The Ob-Ugric languages represent the most straightforward type. 
The verbal élément is dropped ('to be' or ' to hâve') and the noun possessed, 
possibly with a person marker referring to the possessor, follows: Vogul punka-
ndm jorn-ëkw punk-kosne konsdp 'My teeth are the comb of a Samoyede woman'; 
Ostyák asem êemjajdt senk und us 'My father's family was once very big'. 

4.2. The Mordvin and the Cheremis languages apply the same method 
as the Ob-Ugric. The embedded possessive construction loses the verb-copula, 
otherwise it is comparable with the habeo construction: Mordvin 'éeâen kan, 
éeden poks. pazon tejtefenze 'The Khan of the water, the prince of the water, 
the daughter of the thunder god.' As seen, the possessive suffix, i. e. a person 
marker referring to the possessor, is possible but not obligatory. The inani-
mate genitives cannot be traced back to a habeo construction but to an adver­
bial modifier in a local case. In this respect Mordvin resembles Finnish: the 
genetive occurring adnominally is not restricted to animate nouns. 

The Cheremis System is even more transparent than the Mordvin. The 
embedded possessive construction retains the possessor noun in the genitive, 
the possessed noun may or may not include a person marker referring to the 
possessor: marin imndze ' the man's horse'; tuddn surt(ào) 'his house'; áordkdn 
jol(zo) ' the sheep's leg'. But if the embedded sentence represents a local ut-
terance with a presupposed locative case of an inanimate noun, the noun con-
cerned occurs in the nominative: ustel jol ' the table leg'. In an attributive po­
sition, an animate noun may occur in the nominative, but an inanimate noun 
does not occur in the genitive. This distinction is clearly observed in the folklore 
matériái, the present-day literary Cheremis has a fair amount of inanimate 
genitives. 

4.3. An embedded possessive construction may retain the possessor noun 
in a local case form: an adverbial modifier becomes an attribute to a noun. 
This happens in the Permic languages and in Hungárián, which, however, 
may employ the nominative for possesive as well as for local relations : Votyak 
sbd poèki pijez ' the young one of a sand martin'; Zyrian stariklen turunis 
' the man's hay'; Hungárián A nép mutatja László király lova patkóinak nyomát 
T h e people show the print of the hooves of the horse of King László.' The 
possessive suffix has an important function in binding an originally adverbial 
élément to a nominal head word. 

4.4. The Finnish and the Lappish languages represent a more opaque 
type of embedding. The local case form of the possessor undergoes a transfor­
mation to a grammatical case, that is to the genitive. The genitive may also 
occur represinting a purely statuai local relation: Finnish Pojan kirja <= Pojalla 
on kirja 'The boy's book <= The boy has a book'; Kuusen oksa *= Kuusessa on 
oksa 'The twig of a spruce <= There is a twig on the spruce.' I t is of interest 
tha t while a statuai local relation might be represented by a construction of 
nominative adjunct -\- head as in a Compound such as tornikello — Tornissa 
on kellő 'A bell in a tower', an animate possessor appears always in the genitive. 

Wolfgang Schlachter talks about the contrast of Subjektivität and Energie 
which is expressed in the habeo construction {op. cit. 407). Undoubtably the 
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possessive constructions hâve a double function of Connecting and localizing. 
Some of the languages emphasize the relation between two nouns whithout 
any special information about the quality of tha t relation. The relation of an 
animate noun to another noun is usually possessive. The best examples of this 
type are the Volga-Finnic languages. The Permic languages concentrate on the 
local aspect, although the case forms occurring in possessive connctions are 
more or less grammaticalized (cf. Károly Rédei, Syrjänische Chrestomathie 75, 
where the adessive of T. E. Uotila is called the genitive and the ablative 
genitive-ablative). Finnish and Lappish adhère exclusively to the local aspect 
as far as indirect possessive relations are concerned, but in direct relations 
the function of locality is lost and the function tha t remains only indicates the 
connection between two nouns. Altogether the possessive constructions in 
Finno-Ugric présent a versatile example of linguistic adaptibility. 
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