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Turkish


An Agglutinating Language – Turkish


A look at Turkish needs to begin with the idea of “vowel harmony”. This is not found in every agglutinating language, but it is difficult to show how Turkish works without it. Turkish has eight vowels, which can be classified as follows:




  Close



  Open



Unrounded
Rounded
Unrounded
Rounded


Front

    i

   ü

   e

   ö

Back

    ı

   u

   a

   o


Of course this should really be a three-dimensional diagram, with the close-open axis perpendicular to the page. Consider the suffix –imiz, our. As well as –imiz, the suffix may also have the forms -ımız, -ümüz and -umuz. The choice of suffix depends on the vowel in the last syllable of the word it is being attached to. The vowels of the suffix must agree in frontness/backness and roundedness/unroundedness with the preceding vowel. Examples:

köy 

köyümüz

village

okul

okulumuz

school

üzüm

üzümümüz

grape(s)

hap

hapımız


pill

tel

telimiz


wire

iz

izimiz


footprint(s), track

kol

kolumuz


arm(s) (part of the body)

kız

kızımız


girl, daughter

That illustrates four way vowel harmony. Notice that the close/open dimension plays no part. There is also a two way harmony, illustrated by the plural suffix –ler. This can take just one other form, -lar. Its agreement depends only on the frontness/backness of the preceding vowel: roundedness/unroundedness plays no part, and thus o and ö do not appear in suffixes. Examples:

köyler, villages, köylerimiz, our villages, okullar, schools, okullarımız, our schools.
Work out plural forms for the other nouns above, and also for ev, house.
Other possessive forms are –im, my, -in, your (familiar singular), -i, her, his, its, -iniz, your (polite and plural), -leri, their.
Work out some expressions using these. Notice that the suffix –ler can only be used once, so that the word kızları could mean their daughter, his daughters, her daughters, their daughters.
Now for some more noun endings. Definite accusatives are marked by –i, but only definite ones. For example, kız gördüm, I saw a girl, kızı gördüm, I saw the girl. The third person ending –i becomes –in before any other ending: kızını gördüm, I saw her daughter (kızı, her daughter, is always definite), kızlarını gördüm, I saw their daughter (other possible meanings?)

Translate these into Turkish:

I saw (some) grapes.

I saw our footprints.

I saw my village.

The ending –de is used to form a locative, for example, okulunda durdum, I stood in his school. Translate the following:

I stood in your tracks.

I stood on their wires.

I stood in their village.

I stood in our villages.

The ending –den forms an ablative, in the sense of “away from”. For example, köyden koştum, I ran from the village. (Ş is used for the “sh” sound in English “ship”.) Translate these:

I ran from their school.

I ran from the girl.

I ran from her daughter.

I ran from our house.

The ending –e makes what is often called the dative case, but it might be better to call it the allative case, since it is also used for motion towards:

Examples:  Köye koştum I ran to the village, Kıza üzümü verdim I gave the grape to the girl, Adama tel verdim I gave a wire to the man, Kadına hap verdim I gave a pill to the woman.
Translate these:

I ran to the house.

I ran to the wires.

I gave the school to your village.

The genitive case is formed with the ending –in. There is an oddity in its use in Turkish. The girl’s school is not kızın okul but kızın okulu, literally of the girl her school. The possessive ending must be used as well as the genitive. In fact the possessive ending alone often links nouns: the genitive ending is generally only used with definite nouns. Thus a girls’ school (a school for girls) would be kız okulu.

Translate these:

I ran to the village school.

I stood in the school of your village.

I saw a man’s footprint.

I saw the woman’s footprint.

Adjectives, for example güzel beautiful, handsome, ihtiyar old (usually of people), genç young (ç is pronounced like “ch” in “church”), always come before the noun and are indeclinable.

Examples: genç kızlar young girls, ihtiyar adamdan from the old man.
The ending –en makes a present participle of verbs, which is used in place of relative clauses, and precedes adjectives.

Example: okula gelen güzel kadın the beautiful woman who is coming to the school.
Some verb forms:

gördüm     gördün     gördü     gördük    gördünüz     gördüler

I saw       you saw
 he, she,    we saw    you (polite)
they saw


   (familiar)
 it saw


saw


     saw
geliyorum   geliyorsun   geliyor    geliyoruz   geliyorsunuz   geliyorlar

I come,

I am coming

Notice some irregularities. The present tense ending is –iyor-. The i can undergo four way harmony, but o is not one of the harmonizing vowels, so it always stays the same. Duruyordum and so on mean I was standing etc.

The passive is formed with –il-: görüldüm I was seen etc.

The plural ending –ler is used sparingly: the men are coming would usually be adamlar geliyor rather than adamlar geliyorlar. Adam geliyorlar is possible but a bit odd.

Try to put all those things together and translate these:

The beautiful woman who is seen in their school is coming.

We gave the young men the beautiful grapes.

Our footprints were seen in the village.

You were giving the wires to the old women who are running to the house.

Our daughter is giving the grapes to the young man who is seen in the village.

The handsome young men standing in the school were running from the houses.

The agglutinative nature of verbs as well as nouns is obvious. It is interesting (and maybe significant?) that the noun cases are pretty similar in range and use to the Japanese ones. Another similarity is that abstract nouns are used to make more precise indications than the simple cases can provide. For instance, masada could not only mean “on the table” but also “at the table”. To be more precise, we could say masanın üstünde, “of the table on its top”. Masanın is the genitive form of masa table. There are some complications in endings when words end with vowels or certain consonants. I avoided them above to keep things simple.

