The order of subject, object, and verb in Tatyshly Udmurt

Daria Belova
Institute of Linguistics, RAS

HSE University
dd.belova@yandex.ru

Abstract

We conduct a preliminary study of the order
of subject (S), object (O), and verb (V) in
Tatyshly Udmurt (Finno-Ugric) on the basis of
approximately 900 clauses from oral folklore
and non-folklore narratives (including contem-
porary texts and texts recorded earlier) using a
gradient approach. We show that the most fre-
quent word orders are SOV, SV, and OV. In
full clauses (with both S and O), in folklore
texts SOV order (= 70%) is followed by OSV
order (= 15%). In contemporary non-folklore
texts, however, SOV order competes with SVO
order (50% vs 30%), which may be explained
by the influence of Russian. We note that full
clauses may differ from clauses with only S or
with only O: in contemporary folklore texts VS
order is much more frequent in S-only clauses
(= 23%) than in full ones (= 4%), and in con-
temporary non-folklore texts VO order is more
frequent in full clauses (= 35%) than in O-only
ones (= 12%). Moreover, we show that word
order can depend on the type of clause. For ex-
ample, in existential clauses the order is almost
always SV, while clauses with verbs of speech
are often VS.

1 Introduction

The study deals with word order in Tatyshly Ud-
murt, which is an understudied and low-resource
subdialect of Udmurt (Permic < Finno-Ugric
< Uralic). We will present quantitative data on the
most important elements (S, O, V) of a clause.

Udmurt is mainly spoken in the Udmurt Re-
public (Russia); a significant number of speakers
also live compactly in the Republics of Bashkor-
tostan, Tatarstan and Mari El, in Perm Krai, and
in Sverdlovsk and Kirov Oblasts (Russia), see, for
example, (Edygarova, 2022, 507). The speakers of
the Tatyshly subdialect live in the Tatyshly district
of the Republic of Bashkortostan.

The vast majority of Udmurt speakers are bilin-
gual in Udmurt and Russian (Saldnki, 2007). Apart
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from this, Tatyshly Udmurt is significantly influ-
enced by contact Turkic idioms (dialects of Tatar
and Bashkir), see e.g. (Baidoullina, 2003, 5-7).

Udmurt is often considered a non-rigid SOV lan-
guage: SOV order is the most common, while
other orders are possible depending on the infor-
mation structure (Buly€ov, 1947; Gavrilova, 1970;
Timerkhanova, 2011; Karpova, 2015, inter alia).
However, some researchers claim that VO order
can be pragmatically unmarked as well as OV or-
der. For example, Asztalos (2021) shows that Ud-
murt is undergoing a typological change from OV
to VO based on her elicitation data: younger speak-
ers tend to use VO order more often than older
ones, which she explains by the influence of Rus-
sian basic SVO (Bailyn, 2012, 239-244). She also
reports an areal difference: Udmurt speakers from
Tatarstan used VO order less often than speakers
from the Udmurt Republic. The author suggests
that this may be explained by the additional influ-
ence of Tatar, which is also a (non-rigid) SOV lan-
guage (Kashaeva, 2012, 77-78).

Tatyshly Udmurt may serve as another curious
example of a “double-influenced” SOV language
variety, since it is spoken in the area where both
Russian and Turkic languages are spread. To show
whether word order serves as a parameter of vari-
ation between the Udmurt dialects, one should an-
alyze it in Tatyshly Udmurt and compare it with
Tatar and Bashkir data on the one hand and the data
of other Udmurt varieties on the other. However,
existing research on Udmurt, Tatar, and Bashkir
provides only qualitative analysis with detailed de-
scriptions and illustrations of the possible arrange-
ment of various sentence elements, and no statisti-
cal analysis is conducted. This hinders our ability
to directly compare these data.

This paper focuses on Tatyshly Udmurt with the
aim of getting reliable results and opening the Ud-
murt data to typological comparison by using sta-
tistical corpus methods.
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2 Materials and methods

In linguistic typology, word order is an essential
variation parameter. Some authors use a type-
based approach (in terms of Levshina, 2019) and
classify languages as SVO, SOV, etc based on
the dominant order. Such word order types are
listed for many languages in databases such as
WALS (Dryer and Haspelmath, 2013) or Gram-
bank (Skirgérd et al., 2023).

There is another approach, the token-based (Lev-
shina, 2019) or gradient (Levshina et al., 2023) ap-
proach. Within this framework, the labelling of
languages as SOV, SVO etc. or as having fixed,
flexible, or free word order is substituted for (or
supplemented by) the proportion of different or-
ders and the degree of word order variability (Lev-
shina et al., 2023).

The degree of variability in word order is evalu-
ated using Shannon entropy (Levshina et al., 2023,
850). The Shannon entropy is computed as follows
(Shannon, 1948):!

n

=D p(xi) logy(p(x:))

i=1

H(X)

Shannon entropy quantifies the average level of
uncertainty associated with a set of possible out-
comes. Low entropy indicates high predictability.
For example, the entropy is zero if there is only one
outcome. The entropy is maximal if there is a uni-
form distribution; in this case, the outcome is the
hardest to predict. Thus, the higher the entropy, the
more variable the word order.

In our study, we use this gradient approach and
count the proportion and degree of variability of
different word orders in Tatyshly Udmurt using cor-
pus data. This approach is chosen because Udmurt
in general is considered as a SOV language, but
there is clear interdialectal variability, and it is im-
portant to have quantitative data.

The corpus of Tatyshly Udmurt® contains ap-
proximately 69.5 thousand tokens (as of Novem-
ber 2025). The corpus consists of two subcol-
lections. The first one is sound-aligned transcrip-
tions of recordings done in 2019, 2021-2025 dur-
ing fieldwork. The second one is texts from pre-
viously published literature that were collected in

'The Shannon entropy can be calculated, e.g., here:
https://www.mytimecalculators.com/tools/
entropy-calculator/.

The corpus is available at the following link: https://
udmurt.web-corpora.net/tatyshly/index_en.html
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1963-2003. Further in the article we will call them
the newer and the older texts. Note that both sub-
corpora are oral and not written texts. It is also
important to note that since we do not have access
to source materials, we do not know whether the
published texts have undergone any editorial work.
Nevertheless, this data is important to assess lan-
guage change.

The main genres in the corpus are folklore narra-
tives, non-folklore narratives, and non-folklore di-
alogues. For our preliminary analysis, we used the
folklore narratives: 13 newer texts with 3338 to-
kens (from 9 speakers) and 12 older texts (which
were mainly recorded in 1970) with 2899 tokens.
The folklore sample was then compared with non-
folklore narratives: 24 newer texts with 5288 to-
kens from 13 speakers and 11 older texts with 1387
tokens. In total, we analyzed texts from 15 speak-
ers (9 women, 6 men) from 23 to 79 years old (the
median age is 60).

From the sample, we manually selected and an-
notated 928 declarative clauses (both affirmative
and negative) with noun phrases (including pro-
nouns) as S and O, see Table 1. We did not in-
clude clauses without overt S and O and several
other types of clauses (e.g., existential, with verbs
of speech, with non-verbal predicates, imperative
and interrogative sentences), since word order pro-
portions in such clauses may differ (see some ob-
servations in Section 4).

Newer Older
Folklore Other Folklore Other
Sand O 70 48 44 11
Only S 179 155 122 55
Only O 61 107 29 47
Total 310 310 195 113

Table 1: Clause types under consideration.

Note that folklore and non-folklore subcorpora
differ in the number of clauses with both S and O,
which we will call “full clauses”. It may be related
to the fact that there are more nominal subjects in
folklore texts than in other types of narratives. It
also makes it difficult to balance the sample, espe-
cially with the older texts. In this article, we exam-
ined all the older texts and all the newer folklore
texts available in the corpus to maximize the sam-
ple size. The number of newer non-folklore mono-
logues was chosen so that it roughly corresponded
to the newer folklore in number of clauses.
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Let us examine the types of clauses attested in
our sample. The first group consists of full clauses
(with both S and O), as in (1).

(1) dd'%dami vedra kut-em

person bucket grasp-psT2

‘The man took a bucket.’ (older)

Clauses with only S are mainly intransitive (2).
Transitive clauses without an overt O, as in (3),
were also classified as S-only clauses.

(@)

as'ami lkt-e
person  come-PRS.3SG

‘The man comes.’ (newer)

tolez' Zal'a-0
moon pity-PRS.3SG

3)

“The moon pities [her].’ (newer)

Finally, clauses with only O are transitive
clauses without an overt subject, as in (4).

4

tolez-ez a’s-i-z
moon-ACC see-PST-3SG

‘[She] saw the moon.’ (newer)

3 Results

3.1 SOV vs other word orders

The most frequent word order in both subcorpora
is SOV, see Tables 2-3. In folklore texts, it is at-
tested in about 70% of all clauses. The second
most common word order is OSV, which was at-
tested in about 15% of all folklore examples. Other
orders are much less common. The entropy of the
newer and the older folklore subcorpora is quite
similar: Hpewer = 1.27 and Hyjger = 1.24.

Folklore Other
SOV 51 (72.85%) 24 (50%)
OSV 10 (14.3%) 4 (8.3%)
SVO 6 (8.6%) 15 (31.25%)
VSO  2(2.85%) 1 (2.1%)
OVvS 1 (1.4%) 3 (6.25%)
VOS 0 1 (2.1%)

Table 2: Word order: newer subcorpus.

In non-folklore newer texts, the entropy is
higher: H 1.8, which means that word or-
der is more variable. SOV order is still dominant
(50%), but the second most common order is SVO
(= 30%). In comparison, in newer folklore texts
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Folklore Other
SOV 31 (70.4%) 9 (81.8%)
OSV  8(18.2%) 0
SVO  4(9.1%) 1 (9.1%)
VSO 1 (2.3%) 0
OVS 0 1 (9.1%)
VOS 0 0

Table 3: Word order: older subcorpus.

SVO order is rather rare (= 9%). The more com-
mon use of SVO order in non-folklore newer texts
may be due to the influence of Russian, and its rar-
ity in newer folklore texts may be explained by the
genre: folklore texts tend to conserve more archaic
features, including fossilized verbal constructions.

The number of clauses with both S and O in non-
folklore older texts is rather low, so it is difficult to
draw any reliable conclusions based on these data.

3.2 SVvwsVS

To analyze order of S and V, apart from the ex-
amples with full clauses (with both S and O) dis-
cussed above, we also used S-only clauses. We
found that the difference between full clauses and
S-clauses in the newer folklore subcorpus is statis-
tically significant according to the Fisher exact test
(p = 0.0003), see Table 4. The entropy differs as
well: Hg o = 0.26 and Hg = 0.78.

Sand O Only S
SV 67 (95.7%) 138 (77.1%)
VS  3(4.3%) 41 (22.9%)

Table 4: The order of S and V: newer folklore texts.

However, in newer non-folklore texts, there was
no such correlation (p = 0.6317), see Table 5. The
total entropy is Hg o = 0.57.

Sand O OnlyS Total
NY% 43 133 176 (86.3%)
VS 5 23 28 (13.7%)

Table 5: The order of S and V: newer non-folklore texts.

As for the older subcorpus (see Table 6), the dif-
ference between these two types of clauses is not
statistically significant (p = 0.2911 and p = 1).
Word order in the non-folklore subcorpus is a little
more variable, cf. the entropy scores: H foipiore =
0.35 and Hyther = 0.55.



Sand O OnlyS Total
Folklore
SV 43 111 154 (93.3%)
VS 1 10 11 (6.7%)
Other
SV 45 54 (87.1%)
VS 1 7 8 (12.9%)

Table 6: The order of S and V: older texts.

To sum up, the most frequent order is SV. In the
newer folklore subcorpus, VS order in S-clauses is
more common than in the other subcorpora.

It seems curious that one subcorpus out of four
stands out in such a manner. We suppose that in
this case we observe the influence of a specific
speaker. Table 7 presents the distribution of SV
and VS order in S-only clauses from two individ-
ual speakers with the most data in the folklore sub-
corpus (other 7 speakers in our dataset have less
than 20 S-only clauses each). Both speakers under
consideration are women, Speaker A was born in
1951, and Speaker B was born in 1978. The speak-
ers also differ in profession and place of residence.
Speaker B uses VS clauses much more frequently
than Speaker A, and this difference is statistically
significant (p = 0.008702).

Speaker A Speaker B
SV 41(87.2%) 41 (65.1%)
VS  6(12.8%) 22 (34.9%)

Table 7: Word order in S-only clauses in newer folklore
texts of two speakers

Thus, the explanation through individual prefer-
ences seems plausible, but the existing data are in-
sufficient to draw any strong conclusions based on
sociolinguistic factors.

Apart from this, different clause types are
worthy of separate consideration when analyzing
SV/VS order. As an example, we will discuss
clauses with existential verbs (Subsection 4.1) and
with verbs of speech (Subsection 4.2).

3.3 OVvsVO

In addition to full clauses, we analyzed examples
without an overt subject. We found that the dif-
ference between full clauses and O-clauses is sta-
tistically significant in the newer non-folklore sub-
corpus (p = 0.0016), but not in the newer folk-
lore subcorpus (p = 0.1017), see Tables 8-9. The
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more frequent occurrence of VO order in newer
non-folklore texts in full clauses with both S and
O can also probably be explained by the Russian
influence (cf. Table 2: we have shown that SVO
order is frequent in newer non-folklore texts).?

Sand O Only O
OV 31 (64.6%) 94 (87.9%)
VO 17 (35.4%) 13 (12.1%)

Table 8: The order of O and V: newer non-folklore texts.

Sand O Only O Total
ov 62 47 109 (83.2%)
VO 8 14 22 (16.8%)

Table 9: The order of O and V: newer folklore texts.

The difference between these two clause types is
absent in both folklore and non-folklore texts from
the older subcorpus, see Table 10.

Sand O Only O Total
Folklore
ov 39 26 65 (89%)
VO 5 3 8 (11%)
Other
ov 10 47 57 (98.3%)
VO 1 0 1 (1.7%)

Table 10: The order of O and V: older texts.

Overall, OV order is the most preferred in all
of the corpora; however, it is the most common in
older non-folklore texts. The entropy scores are as
follows: Hnewerfolklore = 0.65, Holderfolklore =
0.5, Hoiderother = 0.13.

4 Clause types

4.1 Ecxistential clauses

Asztalos (2021) in her elicitation tasks analyzed
SV/VS order in existential sentences separately.
(In general Asztalos (2021) considered only exis-
tential and predicative possessive sentences when
discussing SV vs VS order.) She showed that
the speakers of the older generation demonstrated
unanimity in their choice of the SV order, while
the younger participants showed greater variability
in their preferences: the majority of respondents

3Unfortunately, we are not able to check whether there is
any individual influence, because we have even fewer data on
each speaker than in SV/VS comparison (see Subsection 3.2).



from the Udmurt Republic and a third of respon-
dents from the Republic of Tatarstan judged VS or-
der at least as good as the SV order.

We annotated 29 existential clauses, such as
(5), with the markers van' ‘EXST’, jeval ‘NEG’ val
‘be.PsT’, vilem ‘be.psT2’, and the verb liisns ‘be’.

!

(5) mdnam tod-em-e van
1SG.GEN know-NMLZ-POSS.1SG EXST

‘I have knowledge.’ (newer)

The difference between subcorpora has not been
attested, see Table 11. As we have shown in Sub-
section 3.2, in newer folklore texts S-only clauses
have VS order more often than in clauses with S
and O. Thus the distribution of SV/VS order in ex-
istential clauses and S-only clauses differs. How-
ever, this difference is not statistically significant.

Newer Older Total
Folklore
N 17 9 26 (89.7%)
VS 3 0 3 (10.3%)
Other
SV 28 19 47 (95.9%)
VS 1 1 2 (4.1%)

Table 11: The order of S and V: existential sentences.

4.2 Verbs of speech

In some cases, on the contrary, VS order is more
widespread. This is typical for verbs of speech, see
Table 12. We annotated these clauses in the folk-
lore subcorpus, since they were almost absent in
the non-folklore texts.

Newer Older Total
SV 8 12 20 (27.4%)
VS 22 31 53 (72.6%)

Table 12: The order of S and V: verbs of speech.

VS order is attested when the reported speech
precedes the verb (6) while SV order is used when
it follows the verb (7). (This is also noted in
(Vakhrushev, 1974, 130).)

(6) d'Zez gone iz-i-Q
good

no, su-e
only sleep-PST-1SG ADD say-PRS.3SG
adZami

person

‘I slept pretty well, the man says.’ (older)
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uza
say-pST2 plenty NEG.PST.1SG work

(7) pijosmurt stu-em: danag oj
man

‘The man said: “I haven’t done much work.””
(older)

Thus, if one uses automatically annotated texts
to study the order of S and V and does not re-
move speech predicates from consideration, the
overall proportion of word orders may change sig-
nificantly.

5 Conclusion

We presented a preliminary study of the order of S,
O and V in the corpus of Tatyshly Udmurt. We ana-
lyzed subcorpora that differ in genre (folklore, non-
folklore) and in time period (2019-2025, 1963-
2003). The most frequent orders are SOV, SV,
and OV. In full sentences (with both S and O),
SOV word order is the most common in all sub-
corpora. In the newer non-folklore subcorpus, the
second most frequent word order is SVO. This fact
distinguishes this subcorpus from both newer folk-
lore and older non-folklore texts. Hence, it may be
taken as a sign of Russian influence on contempo-
rary Tatyshly Udmurt speech. Our findings show
that folklore texts should be treated separately from
non-folklore ones. An approach that combines
these two text classes as a single sample (such as in
(Karpova, 2015)) may be too simplistic. Moreover,
word order proportions depend on argument struc-
ture and clause type. They may be different in full,
S-only and O-only clauses. Clauses with verbs of
speech demonstrate “deviating” word order distri-
butions. Unlike other S-only clauses in all four sub-
corpora, in clauses with verbs of speech VS order
is the most common.

Limitations

Although comparing contemporary speech with
texts from 30 to 60 years ago gives us important in-
sights into contact-induced language change, con-
sideration of sociolinguistic parameters such as
age and language skills would be beneficial for fu-
ture research. These limitations are closely tied to
the Tatyshly subdialect being a low resource lan-
guage variety: the volume of the corpus, especially
the older subcorpus, and different proportions of
texts from individual speakers in different subcor-
pora impede our ability to properly assess whether
and how sociolinguistic parameters influence our
results. The use of other methods such as elicita-
tion is needed to verify corpus findings, as well.



Abbreviations

1,3 — 1%, 3" person; Acc — accusative; ADD —
additive particle; EXST — existential marker;
GEN — genitive; NMLZ — nominalization; NEG —
negation; POSS — possessive suffix; PRS — present
tense; PST, PST2 — past tense; SG — singular.
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