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Background

Finnish belongs to the {Baldic-)Finnic subbranch of
the Finno-Ugric languages. The closest relatives are
Karelian and Estonian. The Finno-Ugric and Samoyed
languages form the Uralic language family.

Tn 2003, the number of Finnish speakers in Finland
was 4.3 million, 2% of the population. Abroad,
more than 1 million people speak Finnish (or are
descendants of Finnish immigrants), especially in
Sweden (3000001, the United States (600 000),
Canada, and Australia, Finnish is one of the rwo
national languages of Finland {the ather is Swedish).
Finnish obtained its position as national language in
1863 and ultimarely 1902, Finnish has been used in
writing since the appearance of the first parts of the
Bible translation in the 1540s,

Phonology

Finnish has 8 vowel and 13 consonant phonemes, /i ¢

youoaland/perkdshvijlrmnygl .|f|:|ng.ﬁ"u::u.:v.:ul:r

only in recent borrowings. /df is marginal becausé’in
occurs only as a product of sllorphophuﬂf}lﬁ\b[ca]
processes (consonant gradation). S

Finnish stress s fixed on the firse s:,l[a]:nlm The
quantity distinction is c'ffcctwclb,\plmnamn. Both
vowels and consonants can be ph"mt%'nymliv short
and long, and they combine wnhhﬂnc another with
few restrictions in both stressed .md ‘unstressed sylla-
bles, for example, tli ‘fire!, a‘nz;h ‘wind', talli “cus-
toms’, tule ‘come!’, r.ufezz -ccunqs teeelee fthe wind)
blows'".

There are 16 dll‘.l‘?[h{'ulﬁq mu:h asfai sl el of viov ey
ey ic uo yolgThe® qan.nmml stencrure of words s
bisvllabic; the _Jan‘qwlhh!es can be counted in the
tens. k

Vowel ]mrmmn 15 a constraint on stems and sof-
fixes. The vawels form three groups, the harmaony
vowels fy & & {front) and /u o af (back) plus the
neutral vowels /i ¢f. The three vewel pairs from the
harmony sets are often denoted by morphophonemic
symbals /U, O, Al. Vowels from the front and back
harmony sers cannot co-occur in native words whose
vowels are drawn either from/fied y &/ orfie noal
Suffixes with harmony vowels have one front and one
back variant occurring afeer front and back stems,
respectively, Stems with neutral vowels count anly
as front. Thus (18g = inessive casel:

o

@

tala-ssa
houge-s1MG.INE
‘in {afthe) house*
keyli-ssd
village-siwa e
‘in village®
VEnee-ssi
boat-aimeiNT

in boar’

Finnish orthography is often commended for being
among the most efficient in the w:rr]d. in the sense
that ir is almost perfectly rﬂmnam:\'. Ench phaneme
has its own unique letrer, with the sole exdeption of fn/
for which g/ is written <ngss ~Thq1:|h0nem:c perfec-
rion of Finnish -:::r:lmgﬁphgrn mm with respect to the
careful normarive ptnnum:i;umn of the standard lan-
guage. However, prcsr.'nt -day colloguial Finnish has
straved from c]!fq :du:al due to many contractions and
clisions, !

Mnrphnlﬂgy

mesh js @ suffixing language with an elaborate
mﬁ: hnfﬂgy Naminals {nouns, adjectives, pronouns,

i
; 'md numerals) are inflected for number, case, and
5 pDSSI’.“SQI"rE Thel‘e are [Wo muubers FI‘,}UI‘[EE‘]I CASES,

:Il'ld five P{JSEESS]?& l'ﬂ{]l‘pl'lel'l'l:es, DCCL]L’L"Ing as classes
in this morphotacric order. Here are some examples
of inflected Finnish nouns,

talo
house.siNGNoM
Trouse”

talo-t
house-pLsom
*houses'

talo-ssa
honsesmeGIMT
‘in (althe) house’

talo-i-sta-ni
house-pLrL-ross, Lsme
‘out of my houses’

talo-o-nne
house-smG 1 1-poss, 2P0
‘inte vour house’

Finite verh forms are inflected for indefinite (called
passive in traditional Finnish grammar), tense and
mood (belonging to the same morphotactic position
because tenses and moods are mutually exclusive),
and person. There are two simple tenscs, present
and past, and two compaosite ones, perfeet and pluper-
fect. There are four moods: indicative, conditional,
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potential, and imperative. There are three grammati-
cal persons in the singular and the plural, plus a
fourth-person linking up with the indefinite.

50011
FAY-PRESINDIC. LAING
| say’

SAILG-E-N
say-rast-l.asmg

I said’
sano-isi-mme
say=coMn, L8NG

“we would say’

5ano
SAY.IMRLANNG
say!®

sana-kaa-mme
say-1spe-1.eL
Tt us say!”

SA00-1a=41
SAY-INDEFPIES =+
‘ool says, people say’

MNonfinite verb forms (i.e.. infinitives and partici-
ples) are inflected for indefinire. nonfinireness,
number, case, and posscssive (INE = inessive case):

sana-a
SAY-INENOM
‘e say” (infinitive [ in traditional Finnish gmmmgri_1

SAn0-e-553-nNe
SAYINF=INE-POSS, 2 1L
‘when you are saying” {infinitive I1)

SAT-V-i-551 .-.\'
SAY-TRES.PART-PL-INE

‘in the saying (ones) (present pmlr:p]&},

N
SANO-TH-g-55a o R, et
SAV-INDEF-INE-INE e e "
“when one says' e .

Almost cvery wotd torm in Finnish, inflected or
not, can be ClltJC!ZA:‘d\Ur'IIl'I an element from a sct of
five clitics wich® pragmaric functions. The mosc
imparrant one ]5'{.[[1!':‘ question maorpheme ~kO/f. For
example:

talu-ssa-si-ko
house-sTGINE-Foss, 23ING
‘in vour howse?

Finnish lexicography as manifested in Nykysno-
mien sanakivia  (Dictionary of modern  Finnish,
1951-1961) postulates 82 inflectional classes for
nominals and 43 for verbs; ar the other extreme, a
generative deseription might operate with none bur

with a wealth of ordered (morpho)phonalogical
rules. A surface-oriented maorphological approach
would recognize at least 10 nominal inflectional
classes and six verbal ones.

Finnish word structure is characrerized by consid-
erable allomorphy both in stems and suffixes and
therefore Finnish is nor a rtypical agglutinative
language. There are tens of mare or less morpho-
logically conditioned alternarions. The most pro-
found one is consonant gradation, which concerns
both nominals and verbs. The long voiceless staps
fpp, e, kk/ are shortened to [p, t, k], and the short
voiceless stops /p, , kY are weakened in"‘fva rious ways:
fpf—[m| (afeer fmi}, fpf—[v] r}f"hi.een vowels),
ftf — [d] (between vowels), it/ — {I:r, 1 {a&cr an iden-
tical consonant), kf— [n] {afj;\car’\fi]ﬁ, and /k/ — @
(berween vowels). These, al;!rnarmnq are trigeered
by suffixation pml..esses "l

£
-,

Syntax %y

e

Case marking hat ‘L:in\fmpnrmnr rale in Finnish syntax
in nurLiIkﬁ' the arguments of the verb (nominative,
gcmrli.'e, ﬁarnmc, accusative for grammatical sub-
jects, o ! E.‘I]E.‘Lh, and predicare complements; and an
assarerivent of local cases for adverbials), Due to ex-
‘tu:nsmé case marking, Finnish word order is free and
‘u.se especially o indicate informarion structure, for

ag“ r'cxamp[c,. subject-last for introducing new referents

3'\-\.-'{

and lefoward topicalization for linking to previous
context. There are many highly productive nonfinite
constructions. Premodifers in NPs agree with the
head in number and gender; the finite verh agrees
with the person and number of the grammarical
subject.

See afso! Finland: Language Situation; Finnish as an Ag-
glutinating Language; Finnish Lexicograghy; Phonalogy:
Querviaw, Syntax of Words; Uralic Languages.
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