
87

MATI HINT (Tallinn)

BINARITY IN A TERNARY LANGUAGE — ESTONIAN QUANTITY
RECONSIDERED*

In 1938 Paul Ariste presented at the 3rd International Congress of Phonetic Sciences
a paper which challenged thebinarity principle. Estonian was claimed to have ternary
quantititave oppositions in both vowels and consonants.

1. Why is Estonian claimed tobe phonologically ternary?

The ternary length oppositions in Estonian are common knowledge (or belief)

among Finno-Ugrian linguists. This belief isbased upon indisputable ternary pho-
netic oppositions of the so-called "simplesounds™:

koli — kooli — kooli = [koli]—[kõli] — [kõli]
'trash' 'school', Gen. 'school', 111.

koli — kolli — — kolli — = [kolil — [kolli] — [kolli]
'trash' 'ogre', Gen. ‘ogre’, Part.

These quantity distinctions are called the first, second, and third (or short, long, and

overlong) degrees of length (Ql, Q2, Q3). Let us not ask at this stage whether they
are segmental or syllabic oppositions.

Any Estonian phonology has to interpret quantity distinctions in different syl-
lables, not only in the quoted types of syllables:

I II Ш

koli — kooli — ‘kooli or ko-li — koo-li — `Воо-й (, П, Ш)

koera — 'koera koe-ra — `Вое-га
'dog’, Gen. 'dog’, Part.

koli — kolli — “kolli ko-li — kol-li — ‘kol-li @, П, Ш)

kolme — `Койте kol-me — `Во!-те
‘three’, Gen. ‘three’, Part.

kortsu — "kortsu kort-su — ‘kort-su
’wrinkle’, Gen. ’wrinkle’, Part.

paista — ‘paista pais-ta — pais-ta
'shine’, 'to shine'

Imperativ

* Reprinted from ”16th International Congress of Linguists (Paris, July 20—25, 1997).

Proceedings” (CD edition) with permission from Elsevier Science.
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The traditional Estonian phonetics needs a distinction between ”simple” and

”complex” sounds in order to cope with structural parallels of long wowels and

diphthongs, on the one hand, and of geminated consonants and consonant clusters,

on the other hand. Diphthongs and consonant clusters are interpreted as ”complex
sounds”:

[koli] — [koli] — [kõli] (I, I, ID

[koéral — [koeral (П, П)

[koli] — [kolli] — [kolli] —@П, )
[kolme] — [kolme] (111, III)

The interpretation of this parallelism in Estonian textbooks and traditional

analysis follows the argument that while ”simple sounds” have three distinctive

degrees of length in Estonian, "complex sounds” have two — only the second and
the third (or long and overlong) degrees. The question about the phonological sta-

tus of these "complexsounds” (i.e. diphthongs and consonant clusters) has often re-

ceived the answer that in Estonian both diphthongs and consonant clusters (each

complete with its distinctive quantity degree), are phonemes (that is, the "complex
phonemes” consist of other phonemes). In most cases the phonological status of

"complex sounds” is not analyzed at all.
The traditional analysis has its origins in the Estonian phonetics by Mihkel

Veske in 1879 and this analysis has been adopted during following generations of

grammariansas the most indisputable feature of Estonian.

The alternative interpretation was proposed by Ferdinand Johann Wiede-

mann in his grammar of Estonian in 1875. F. J. Wiedemann interpreted the quan-

tity distinctions of Estonian as prosodic (light and heavy stress), not as segmental
phenomena, and he succeeded to do it in a binary way. This analysis has been dis-

regarded till 1960—1970ie5, and even after grammars by Robert T. Harms (1962)
and Valter Tauli (1972; 1973) the ternary tradition among Estonian linguists has

been prevailing. In 1990ies the majority of new grammars and textbooks, anyway,
turn more and more towards interpretation of Estonian quantity proceeding from

binarity and syllabic (not segmental) quantity. `

2. Why has the traditional analysis of Estonian failed?

Traditionally Estonian is claimed tobe a quantitative language with at least one

prosodic or suprasegmental phoneme — stress, which functions as a reliable bound-

ary signal.
In analyzing, e.g., [ka-la] ’fish’, the short stressed vowel [a-] in the first syllable

and the unstressed vowel [a] in the second syllable are not interpreted as two dif-

ferent vowels, but stressis extracted from the stressed vowel as a separate supraseg-
mental (prosodic) phoneme.

In traditional analysis, no such operation is undertaken in the case of distinc-
tive length (quantity) degrees: length degrees are not considered tobe prosodic
components of sounds in Estonian (as in the case of stress); instead, they are

analyzed as inherent distinctive features of segmental phonemes, e.g. /o/,
/6/, /6/ Instead of describing Estonian as having nine vowels and two addi-

tional suprasegmental phonemes of /length/ and /overlength/, Estonian has

been described as having nine vowels in three different length degrees, and in

the case of consonants the method has been the same (despite problems con-

nected with е long and overlong "simple” consonants at the syllable bound-
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ary, where these ”simple” consonant phonemes are manifested as phonetic gem-
inates).

If length distinctions were analyzed in the same way as stress, extracting con-

trasting quantity degrees as suprasegmental phonemes, the result would be two

additional suprasegmental phonemes. However, the problem of distinctivelength
of "complex sounds” (as in [koéra] — [kocral, [kolme] — [koime]) would still remain

unsolved. On the segmental level it is possible to explain the phonological ternary
oppositions of the so-called "simple sounds”. but not the phonology of “complex
sounds”.

3. Is Estonian quantity segmental or prosodic?

A solution to the Estonian quantity problem lies in abandoning the analyses on the
level of segments and adopting the viewpoint which proceeds from the syllable.

In this case we classify Estonian syllables according to their segmental phonetic
length: 1) open short syllables (having a single short vowel in the position of syl-
lable nucleus), 2) open or closed long syllables (the former with a long vowel or a

diphthong as the syllable nucleus, the latter having a geminated consonant or a

consonant cluster on the boundary of the first and the second syllables), and 3)
overlong syllables (with the same segmental composition as long syllables):

short long overlong

[ko-li] — [kõ-li] — [kö-li]
[koe-ra] — [koe-ra]

[kol-i] — [kol-li] — [kol-li]
[kol-me] — [kol-me]

In a syllabic analysis it is evident that the oppositions [koli] — [koli] or [koli]
— [kolli] are incidental. There isas much reason to contrast [koli] with [koera] or

[kolme] as to contrast [koli] — [kõli] or [koli] — [kolli]. As the majority of long
syllables are constructed using diphthongs as syllable nuclei and/or consonant clus-

ters on the boundary of the first (stressed) and the second (unstressed) syllable,
there is enough reason tostate that diphthongs and clusters are the most common

characteristics of long syllables, and syllables with long vowels and geminated
consonants represent but a minor subset of long syllables.

4. What is the truth about Estonian prosody?

In this analysis short syllables (quantity 1) are not an issue of the Estonian quanti-
ty problem. The segmental opposition short-long is but an incidentalmanifestation

of the more essential opposition of short and long syllables. The only real domain

of quantity oppositions are long stressed syllables, and in these the opposition of

the so-called quantity 2 and quantity 3 is syllabic, not segmental. There are three

different ways of constructing long syllables: 1) open syllables with long vowels or

diphthongs as the syllable nuclei ([koli], [koéral): 2) closed syllables with short

nuclei ([kolli], [kolmel, [kortsul): 3) closed syllables with long nuclei ([paistal,
[rista] 'tool’, Gen.).

The technology of forming different syllables in Estonian is not one of adding
"simple” or "complex” sounds in their three different quantities, but of forming
phonotactically acceptable short (CV-) or long (CVV-, CVC-, CVCC-, CVVC-)
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syllables and of pronouncing the long ones (if stressed) in two different ways. The

followingcharts represent some fragments in the phonotactics of long syllables.

In these charts it is more plausible to interpret the ”simple” long vowels and
consonants as double occurrences of short phonemes, i.e. as special cases of diph-
thongs and consonant clusters, not as long phonemes.

There are asmany different types of syllables in the overlong quantity (Q3 asthere

are syllable types in the long quantity (Q2 Short syllables do not participate directly
in Estonian quantity oppositions, although they may be claimed to participate in

chains of phonetic length oppositions (segmental explanation cf. Vörk 1966 : 34).

The opposition of short and long syllables is not regarded as prosodical, it

is defined by the segmental composition of syllables.

Long syllable nuclei Consonant clusters at syllable boundary

i -

N mm - - - (ms)
ei ee ец eo ea - - nn - - -

w - uwu -
- - rm m rr 1l rs

о1 ое оц 00 оа - m - - N

ai ае ац ао аа - sm sn - (s]) ss et

ai ае ан ао -— 4а е!с

VQ1 VQ2 VQ3 Short Long Overlong

CQ1 11 ude 21 uude 31 ‘uude /uu-te/ |/Tuu-te/
"fluff 'reform’ 'пеу/. Ш. /Кое-га/| /`Кое-га /

СО2 12 ше 22 uute /ut-te/ /uut-te/
‘ewe’, 'new', /kol-me/ /pais-ta/
Gen. Gen. Pl.

C0S 1019 33 ‘uute /“ut-te/ fuut-te/
‘ewe’, 'reform’, /kol-me/ — /”pais-ta/

Part. Gen.

Segmental explanation (orthography) Syllabic explanation (phonemization)

The binary scheme of Estonian quantity is as follows (Hint 1997):
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МАТИ ХИНТ (Таллинн)

БИНАРНОСТЬ В ТЕРНАРНОМ ЯЗЫКЕ — ЭСТОНСКИЕ СТЕПЕНИ
ДЛИТЕЛЬНОСТИ В НОВОМ ТОЛКОВАНИИ

Имеющая более чем столетнюю традицию теория трех степеней фонологической долготы

эстонских гласных и согласных (начиная с М. Веске в 1879 г.) в научной дискуссии об

эстонской фонологии все больше остается в стороне; правда, П. Аристэ в 1938 году на

международном конгрессе фонетиков излагал фонологический анализ трех степеней дол-

готы. Современные эстонские фонологи в основном опираются на просодическое толко-

вание эстонских степеней долготы — это направление, основывающееся на грамматике
Ф.И. Видеманна (1875) и его последователей (Р. Т. Хармс, В. Таули). В разных вариантах
слог представлен и в фонологических моделях М. Хинта, А. Эзка, Т.-Р. Вийтсо, Т. Хелпа

и других.
Автор предлагает следующую схему анализа:
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