
RocZNIKoRIENTALIsTYCZNY,TLVIII,Z.7,2005'G.88-92)

STANISŁAW GODZIŃSKI
(Warsaw)

o'The wheel of life" in Mongolian

Abstract

In the field of any language the changes and occurrence of new forms or constructions

conform to the system specific to the ianguage. This system, more or less realized bY the

native speakers, can be defined as the particular spińt of the lanpłage present in the minds

of speakers during the centuries. When linguistic units are used up or when constructions

1oose their communicative functions, the system produces new linguistic units and new

constructions in their place in order to maintain the communicative function of the language.

In Mongolian the most important laws resulting from the spińt of the language are:

vocatric harńony and constant stress on the first syllable (in the phonolog,v), Progressive

structuring of the words and their forms (in the morphology) and regressive development

of the seniences (in the synta,r). The paper examines how these three pillars of the linguistic

consciousness of Mongols were represented by different structures throughout the centuries.

The topic of this paper is not, as suggested by the title, a discussion of the Buddhist

notion sansara'endless cycle of Life' in its Mongolian equivalents. Thę heading is used

here in a figurative sense; the problem examined is the anaiogy occurring between "Iife

and becoming" in the material world of kómadhatu 'region of desire' and "life and changing"

occurring in a real language, in this case Mongolian. The Buddhists believe that "becoming"

in the material world is ruled by the law of kalman. The liberation from the "wheel of

1ife" or "wheel of incarnations" is impossible without rejecting a liking for nraterial things.

Similarly, in the field of any ianguage, the changes and occurrence of new forms or

constructions conform to the system specific to the language. This System, more or less

realized by the native speakers, can be defined as the particular spirit of the language

present in the minds of speakers during the centuries. It is just that aS Some linguistic

*

_:its are used up, ol

:_:ir place the systel

-rintain the commul

In Mongolian the

_.rmony and constan

: the words and th
,.ltences (in the rytt

,. \[ongols.
Regardless of chl

-en always formed

:_nilaĄ the derivec

, the invariable root

.]at means in practi,

_:ject and a subject

, i phonology, morph

.'ke a tight corset, s(

However that do

:uring the centuries,

,rhalkha-Mongolian'
,-hanges did not affe

In Written Mon

-,ould have either ba

:f i, which as a neu

.ti1l continuing in l
: new §pe ofvocal
n,ith o in the first s
and words with g ir

In fact the most

when various and l

or the fossilŁing of

ianguage, the systel

recreates them fro

procedures. It conc<

when the forms -n
out of use they we

Khalkha-Mongoiial
from verbs) and tb

the periphrastic fol

the present continu
identical constructi

used up, they were
nouns earlier used



L LL 2005, (s.88-92)

1,\, fofins or constructions
- .]r 1ess rca|ized by the

,;gd present in the minds

-p or when constructions

,_nguistic units and new

runction of the language.

:l,ir of the language are:

ohonology), progressive

l regressive development

=-, 
piilars of the linguistic

:hroughout the centuries.

s;ussion of the Buddhist
nls. The heading is usei

occurring between "life
:' and "life and changing'"

s 'celier,e that "becoming''
,:i.ln from the "wheel oi
,:klng lor material things.

rlence of new forms or
:lis s\,stem, more or less

lr spirit of the language

: that as some lingriistic

"THE WHEEL OF LIFE" lN N,loNGoLlAN 89

units are used up, or when some constructions lose their communicative functions, in
their place the system produces new linguistic units and new constructions in order to
maintain the communicative function of the language.

{n Mongolian the most important laws resulting from the spińt of language are: vocalic
harmony and constant stress on the first syllable (in the phonology), progressive structuring
of the words and their forms (in the morphology) and regressive development of the

sentences (in the syntax). These three laws are three pillars of the iinguistic consciousnęss

of Mongols.
Regardless of changes taking place in Mongolian during the centuries the words have

been always forrned taking the vocal harmony (of different Ępes) into consideration"
Similarly the derived words and forrns were formed by adding the suffixes and endings

to the invariatlle root or theme and, finally, the sentences have been construed "regressivetry"

that means in practice that a predicate placed on thę enrl of sentence is preceded by an

object and a subject and all attributes are before the nouns to which they relate. The ruies
of phonology, molphology and syntax mentioned above were Ęing up Mongolian speakers,

Iike a tight corset, so they could not free form the "matrix" of their language.

However that does not mean that no changes in these three fields of language appeared
during the centuries. It's obvious that the phonological silstenr of N{odern Mongolian (i.e.

Khalkha-Mongolian) is totally different to that of Ancient and Written Mongolian. Eut
changes did not affect the rnost fundamental point: the principle of vocalic harmony.

In Writtęn Mongoiian there was the palatal type of vocalic harmonv, i.e. t}re words
have either back (a, o, u) ar front vowels (e, ó, il), but not both, with the exception

l, which as a neutral vowel could occur in any words, This Ępe of vocalio harmony is
continuing in Khalkha-Mongolian. But besides this Khaikha-Mongolian developed

new type of vocaiic harmony cal'led lĘ attłaction. According to this new nrle the words
o in the first syllable can only havę o - oo * 0ń - w - yń in rron-initiai syllabies
words with o in first syllable can have a - ao * W - yń in othu syllables.
In fact thę most fundamental changes occurred in the morphologic structure of words.

various and sometimes not cornprehensible reasons have resulted in the using up
the fossiiizing of some forms, which are important for the communicative functions of

the system af language (in other words: iinguistic consciousness of speakers)

them from different material but according to the known, set formulas or
trt concerns the verbal fbrms as well the norninai ones. Here are some exampies.

the forms -m - -mU - -mW (non-past), frequent in lVritten Mongoliarr, had gone

of use they were replaced by the forms -nAa in the contemporary Mongolian (i,e.

). Both forms have similar origins (suffixes -m and -n fonn nouns
verbs) and the same syntactic fllnction (they act as a predicate). In the same way

periphrastic farm -nĄm (1-r, T,r, ł a-m, non-past of the verb 4- 'to be'), forming
present continuous tense, was replaced bv the morphologically similar and semairticaily

construction łłc (- -u) + óań-ua. Similarly when some case forms had been
up, they were replaced by other forms originated from cierivational sulTixes or from

earlier used as postpositions, see the examples below:

l
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1) when the classical ending .,4 of dative-locative-directive have disappeared it was

replaced by d (- .m), the fomler derivational sufflx with the meaning 'situated (in

some place)';
2) when the ending Juya (- .ltige) of comitative have disappeared, it was replaced in

Khalkha-Mongolian by derivationaIsuffix.mAź3 with the meaning'having, possessing',

3) when the ancient endings ,ysi - ,si of directive have fbssillised they were replaced by

new endings .pWz - ",lW2 coming from the pclstposition ypy (Written Mongolian:
uluyu)'down, downstream'.
The development of new case forrns from "postpositions", which were originally

independent nouns, can be observed on the example of contemporary postpositian eoó

'up(wards)'(antonym toypy) originated fromógede" As a "postpositiott" aod,it governs

the genitive, cf. Mo. allula jin ógede'uphill';T{haIŁ,ha:yyll.atu ead'id.'After becoming a case

form aod begins to be joined with nominal themes and, like other suffixes, have its allomorphs
conditioned by the law of vocalic harmony. ex.:

1) Mo. ene mońn ayula jin ógede jabuy ćidaqu ilgej;Iśh.3us uopa 15,,lłrtu aod aalłc uaóaxeyń
'This horse can't ride uphill'.

ż) Mo. ćl tere ayula ógede qara; Literary I{h, Vu ł7l3p W.ą eod xap!; Colloquial I{h. Vu
msp yn,aad xap!'Look at that hilll'.

3) Mo. minu aq-a ger ógede ben jabuysan; Llterary I(ń. Mułłuń ax ap eeóao flscaH;
Colloquial Yś, Mułłuń ax espeadae flBca*.'My elder brother went home'.
In the same way as recognized "postpositions" transform themselves into case forms,

the normal nouns (in the form of theme or the oblique case) can become the "postpositions".

It seems legitimate to take as read that the casual endings in Mongolian (and very
probably in other languages of the Ajtaic language league) are formed from the earlier
"postpositions" or from the derivational suffixes. The "postpositions" themselves have as

their protoĘpes the independent nouns or the case forms of the nouns, cf. examples:

1) yuup'aS, because, for the reason' < Mo. ućir'cause, reason';

2) eapyń'over, morethan'< Mo. yar-'to goof comeout'+ -(U)j,Trrn.praesentis>

3) depesd 'at, by (the side of), near' < Mo. *delge.'vicinity' * .de, Tr.rlotive-locativel

4) ąpms,,L'(un)till, up or close to' < Mo. kiirłel.e, conv, terrninale of kilr- 'to reach,

arrive at' (łal.a - łele is dative-directive form of verbal nouns on -/,4/.

Especially turbulent changes are taking place in the group of verbal forms traditionally
named converbs. This numerous group mostly includes the original verbal nouns in their
case forms. When the case ending went out of use and the formant of the verbal noun
iost its productiviql the whole adverbiai form losts its usefulness. But as the meaning
expressed by these forms were indispensable for maintaining the communicative function,
the analogous construction was made but from different material (the connection of different
suffix of the Ępe T,r, ł case ending), cf.:

a) conv. finale on -r.A (< -f, Trr, * .A, dat,_loc._6i,) - conv. finale ending on -quj.a -
-h)j., (< -quj - -laij, T,rr. tr 7,,,,i łA, dlt._Ioc._dir) replaced by the construction: nomen

fumrt + instrumentalis (-xAAp); Mo. ire-re - ire-kij.e'in order to come' > Kh.
ups-xsop'id.';

l
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b) conv. successivum on -qu,la - -btł.le (< -QU, Tv>n, futuń +.L4 [<.luya -,lnge), Tn>c,:mit,)

replaced by the construction: nomen fiłui + (new) comitativus {-x.mań.). The
possibility of substituting some constructions by others does not mean that many
formants can survive without any changes, Sometinles they were simply disappearing
for ever, cf. Mo. conv. praeparativum -rUn not having its equivalent in Contemporary
Mongolian.

On the other side there came into being completely nerv converbal forms not having
their structural equivalents in Ancient Morrgolian; they serve to express new meanings or
shades of meanings which could not be expressed by existing converbs. This remark concems
e specialĘ two new converbs (that is conv. occasionls ending on -uzAAa and conu contełnporale
II on -[lłe]Wm2), which have a meaning slightly diffęrent from the existing two converbs:
conv. telminale ending on -tAlA2 (I{h. -mAna) and conv. contemporale ending on
* - QU. I]rA.bAr z (k. -neAAp ).

Thę essential characteristic of Mongolian is a principle of "expressing" an action by
"naming" it, In other words the indicative and imperative-optative forms of a verb are
originally the so called nominal.izattoi,ls, i.e. the verbal nouns (nomina verbalia) or deverbal
nouns (nomina deverbalia). To stress their predicative function such (de)verbal nouns joined

a predicative vowel (- diphthong) or some possessive suffix (ex, IAj),The ancient predicative
r orvel (,4 or [Ą could receive semi-vowel 7 forming the diphthon g Aj or U7 which with the
.uffix of (de)verbal nouns constitutes the predicative form, ex.: the nouns on *-b ł A
,- Aj) > -bA (- -bAj), T,ro,ę,tum I ot the nouns on * -rn + U (- Uj) > -mU (- -mUj),
T.,p,o,,,n,1utu-*.The form of the past in -bA(j) still exist in Khalkha-Mongolian (cf, -a)

,rhile the form of present future on -mU| was replaced by new present future in -ruAa

1*-n, T,r, * A(i)p,"airoti,rwovel(diphthołry)), corresponding to tlie late Mongolian -rA(j).
The last example shows, that Mongolian speaker did not forget the real meaning of the
:crm -mU(j) while substituting it by new form -uAa.

The presence of the possessive suffix.l-,4l' can be proved in several predicative forms,

=r.: Mo. -sUfaj, Tv>voluntativts (< *-s, Trr, ł +U+, conre-tivevowe! ł.fAjz, 1-rrpou"^iro*)

:aintained in Khalkha-Mongolian in the form -cyzań7, or in Pre-classical Morrgolian
-.L-rAj (> Mo.-IJrĄ (1 J,Trrnactjonis ł ł[}*, ,orrrr,;vevo.el * "rĄ,Tr>poss".rr;uu-). The
:ominal origin of verbal forms is proved by the imperative form ending -a which must be
.lentical with Mongolian -y - -g forrning deverbal nouns like bići-g'writing' or 5iru-y
Jrawing',

A history of two negative particles {Mo. iilil and ese'not') is a good example illustrating
:crv forms can be replaced by new ones. In classical Mongoiian the two particle were

_.ed prepositionally, tilil befare imperfective forms of a verb, ese before per{ective forms.
I.'s hard to say why these negative particles began to go out of use in contemporary
\fongolian. But, as the negative forms are necessary in any language these particles were
:=placed by the suffa .eyu (< nse-j'absence, lack of; no, not') used after nominal forms
_: r,erbs. Such substitution resulted in all negative forms (especially the predicative ones)
:cing expressed by thę verbal nouns with .eyń, cf" aea-xzyń'he won't go'; ae-carł,eyń'he

-:Jn't go'; ae-aa.eyń'he has not yet gone'; aa-daazyń'he usually doesn't go'.
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The cited examples prove, if any evidence is necessary, that so long human beings

living, so long their language is changing and developing. Only a few things are

in language" Becoming and dying are - like in the sansdra'the wheel of life' _ the

characteristics of any

not linear. Bringing to

language. However, tlre change and development in language are

mind Einstein's famous thesis about "mass bending the space" one

may Say that a SvStem of language ( 'the linguistic consclousness of speakers'

of langu,age", no matter what it 1S called) causeS the changes that are inevitable 1n

to be ln the form of a spiral roller than straight line. The spińt ,f language bends its

line of development, The Ianguage, its units, forms and constructions feturn to the same

(initial) point but on another,

is turning and tutning.

higher 1eve1. And m this way the linguistic "wheel of 1ife"


