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Abstract. !e aim of this paper is to explore the relationship of 
Finno-Ugric studies and language teaching: What can the Finno-
Ugric inheritance or relatedness mean in the practice of teach-
ing and learning Finno-Ugric languages as a second or foreign 
language? Beyond the background knowledge which is typically 
incorporated in the academic teaching of the Finno-Ugric lan-
guages, questions of the history and relatedness of these languages 
may surface in connection with two aspects. First, the teaching 
of the rich and complex morphology and, in particular, morpho-
phonology might pro"t from excursions into the (pre)history of 
the language. Second, Finno-Ugric languages are o#en “othered”, 
seen as “something di$erent” and contrasted with major (Indo-)
European languages. !is fact, although it may play a crucial role 
for the recruitment and motivation of the students, has – like 
aspects of identity in general – o#en been ignored in the study of 
language teaching.
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Preamble: Defining the points of departure

To answer the question of the relationship between Finno-Ugric studies 
and language teaching, we should "rst de"ne the concept of Finno-Ugric 
studies. As we all know, this is an almost impossible task. Around the 
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hard core of the research into the only thing which can uncontroversially 
be called “Finno-Ugric”, that is, research into the relatedness and com-
mon heritage of the Finno-Ugric languages, in other words, historical 
linguistics, there are closely and more distantly related "elds of research, 
the “Finno-Ugrianness” of which is a question of traditions, de"nitions, 
institutions and resources. Most of us might agree that research into the 
metaphors of Ob-Ugric bear songs is pretty close to what is considered 
traditional hard-core Finno-Ugristics, but whether research into the 
metaphors in the Helsinki slang belongs to Finno-Ugristics is a trickier 
question. And how about the use of metaphors in a Finnish or Hungar-
ian learner’s meta-language?

!e relatedness of the Finno-Ugric languages constitutes the foun-
dation of Finno-Ugric studies as a discipline. But can there be a common 
foundation for the teaching of the Finno-Ugric languages – beyond the 
role of Finno-Ugric studies as an “operational environment”, provider 
of data and points of comparison for applied linguistics (Suni 2012)? 
In other words, does the fact that Hungarian and Mari belong to the 
Finno-Ugric language family play any role for the teaching of Hungarian 
or Mari as a foreign language? Or can the traditional hard core area of 
Finno-Ugrian studies, historical linguistics, contribute anything to the 
teaching of a language like Hungarian or a language like Mari?

To answer these questions, we will have to take a closer look at the 
Finno-Ugric inheritance in today’s Finno-Ugric languages from a didac-
tic point of view: the rich morphology, the fundamental di$erences in 
the lexicon, perhaps also certain non-SAE features of the syntax. But 
before that, there are two other aspects that deserve to be dealt with. 
!ey are not exclusively characteristic of Finno-Ugric languages only, 
and they may not be typical of all teaching contexts of all Finno-Ugric 
languages, but they o#en surface in popular discourses about the teach-
ing and learning of these languages, and they are of great importance for 
the native speakers of Finno-Ugric languages as well, for their identity 
and for how they conceptualize a speaker – native or nonnative – of their 
language. !ese two aspects are (i) otherness – being di$erent, being seen 
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from the point of view of another language or culture, and (ii) minority 
position: being in a subordinate, disadvantaged position, or at least being 
a “less widely used and studied language”.

!e latter also implies a “one-way” bilingualism. For all Finno-Ugric 
and many other minorities, bilingualism is a rule. !is means that func-
tional or even (near-)native command of the majority language is regarded 
as something self-evident (for instance, every Sámi speaker in Finland is 
bilingual in Finnish). However, for members of the majority (for instance, 
for Finns or Norwegians in Lapland or Russians in Udmurtia), learning 
a Finno-Ugric minority language is not something that can be automati-
cally expected. Minority languages may even be socially stigmatised so 
that, for instance, foreigners who attend a summer course of Mari in Mari 
El are met with astonishment, (to quote a student from Vienna) “as if 
somebody would come to Hungary to learn the Roma language”. 

But, in fact, a similar one-way requirement is also very real for any 
speaker of a “minor” language like Finnish or Hungarian. While British 
or US citizens can graduate from a university as monolingual English 
speakers, for any Finnish school child of today learning English (and 
perhaps some other languages as well) is natural and self-evident – and 
thus, many Finns (and probably Hungarians and Estonians as well) "nd 
it di&cult to understand why a foreigner would want to learn their lan-
guage, and many of them tend to switch to English as soon as they spot 
a foreign accent (as many foreign students of Finnish in Finland, at least, 
have experienced). Finns seem to have a low tolerance in general towards 
non-native Finnish (deviations which in the mouth of native speak-
ers might count as dialectalisms or word play are o#en explicitly cor-
rected), and this will be a real challenge for the integration of migrants 
in Finland (see also Korhonen 2012). According to the experiences of 
many friends and colleagues of mine, the situation might be similar in 
Hungary: communicating with 'uent non-native speakers seems to be 
strange for many Hungarians and provoke harsh-sounding reactions to 
alleged mistakes or incorrect forms. However, there is obviously very 
little solid research on this question so far.
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The learner of a Finno-Ugric language –  
in his/her own eyes …

!ese two aspects of identity are also crucial for students’ choices: the 
recruitment of students and their motivation to learn a language which 
is o#en perceived as something fundamentally di$erent from anything 
else. Sometimes, this fundamental otherness even explicitly constitutes 
the motivation for learning a Finno-Ugric language. Many students of 
Finnish or Hungarian in other countries have found their way to this 
language simply because this language is “di$erent”: academic curricula 
of linguistics in the Western world o#en include courses in a non-Indo-
European language.

!e “otherness” of the Finno-Ugric languages is o#en highlighted 
even in textbooks which may begin with statements of this kind (an 
example from Leila White’s (2006) Finnish grammar; similar “excuses” 
can probably be found in textbooks and grammars of very many 
non-Indo-European languages):

Finnish is a di!erent kind of language.
Teaching Finnish for foreigners, I have heard students ask impatiently 
a thousand times: “Why is Finnish such a di&cult language?” It is easy 
to answer the question in the words of the title: “Because Finnish is a 
di$erent kind of language.”

Almost all languages of Europe are related to one another, being 
members of the Indo-European language family. Finnish however 
belongs to the Uralic languages [---] 

Finnish has been in'uenced in many ways throughout its history 
by Indo-European languages [---] !e structure of Finnish however 
di$ers considerably from that of Indo-European languages. Even the 
vocabulary is largely original [---]

What is di!erent?
Finnish has no articles (cf. English a, the), and the words have no gen-
der [---] Finnish words acquire grammatical forms by using endings, 
or su&xes. !e Indo-European languages [sic!] express the same thing 
by using separate words [---] (White 2006: 12–13)
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However, the question of why somebody wants to learn a “di$erent” lan-
guage and how s/he sees herself/himself as a learner of this language – 
and whether the problems behind the “impatient questions” of students 
can be overcome simply by explaining that “well, Finnish is di$erent” – 
is seldom explicitly dealt with in the existing literature about teaching 
and learning Finno-Ugric languages. In fact, the problem is of a more 
general kind. 

Motivation in language learning is a pretty intensively researched 
question complex (see e.g. Gardner 1985; Ames 1992; Dörnyei & Ottó 
1998); there are also studies of motivation in the learning of Finno-Ugric 
languages as a second/foreign language, see e.g. Alatalo (2005). Numer-
ous di$erent approaches are possible, but it might be stated, very crudely, 
that from the earlier socio-psychologically conditioned views on motiva-
tion the focus of research is shi#ing to individual psychology and cogni-
tion, to classroom settings and also to monocultural environments – that 
is, to foreign language, not second language acquisition (Dörnyei 1998: 
125). It has become obvious that the desire for contact and identi"ca-
tion with the speakers of the target language is not a fundamental factor 
for learning motivation but only has relevance in some speci"c contexts 
(Noels et al. 2000) – that is, not all language learners study a language 
in order to become members of a speaker community, and this seems to 
apply even stronger for many learners of Finno-Ugric languages.

At the same time, sociologically oriented researchers can state that 
questions of identity in second language acquisition research – how the 
language learner sees herself/himself and her/his role between speaker 
communities, and how this a$ects the language learning process – were 
hardly dealt with in SLA research before the turn of the millennium. To 
quote Block (2007: 869):

 [---] there have, in fact, been far fewer studies of identity in FL set-
tings than there have been studies situated in naturalistic settings. 
When such studies have been published, they have tended to focus on 
transformations in individuals as language learners. However, these 
documented transformations have not revolved around the native 
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speaker–non native speaker dichotomy [---]; rather, they have been 
about learners taking greater control over their learning [---].

In the last few years, however, poststructuralist approaches to identity 
research have shed light on new questions. Block (2007: 865 $) points 
out some of these. First, language learning is now regarded not just as 
a cognitive but also as a social process, during which the learner gains 
entry into a community of practice by way of “legitimate peripheral 
participation”. Within this approach, SLA researchers can, for example, 
investigate learner biographies or new forms of participation such as 
interaction in virtual social communities. 

Second, poststructuralist research regards identity as something 
'uid, not a "xed product but a process connected with negotiations 
and struggles. !is means paying attention to complicated interactions 
between social factors such as gender, class or race. But, as Mervyn Ben-
dle (2002, quoted in Block 2007: 873) argues in his criticism of post-
structuralist identity research, it may also imply a shi# “from overly 
optimistic and romanticized approaches to identity as a self-made pro-
ject, to more pessimistic and dark ones”. !at is: when constructing her/
his learner’s identity, the language learner is not only subject to diverse 
group pressures, expectations, teaching traditions etc., but dark subcon-
scious factors will play a role as well. You cannot just choose an opti-
mistic easy-going attitude towards learning a new language and simply 
decide to “take greater control over your learning”; how you learn a 
language depends on your personality, your previous experiences, your 
expectations etc. – factors you cannot always control or even notice. 

It is impossible to sum up the variety of prevailing ideas about iden-
tity and motivation in language learning – what I have just presented has 
just scratched the surface. In fact, we still know all too little about second 
language acquisition; for instance, the Common European Framework 
of Reference does not base itself on any speci"c theory or model of lan-
guage learning, “because there is no su&ciently strong research-based 
consensus on how learners learn” (Jaakkola 2000: 6). But considering the 
relevance of identity, motivation or attitude speci"cally from the point of 
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view of Finno-Ugric languages, the diversity and complexity of the phe-
nomenon are important. Whatever theory or model is applied, it should 
be able to account for di$erent motivations, in particular, the variety of 
individual or “instrumental” orientations.

In particular, I would like to highlight the more or less unexplored 
e$ects of perceived di$erence and prejudices about the strangeness and 
di&culty of a Finno-Ugric target language. Of course, there is a plethora 
of research on how language learning is a$ected by perceived similarity 
or relatedness (see, for instance, Muikku-Werner et al. 2014; De Angelis 
& Selinker 2001; Williams & Hammarberg 1998), or on transfer e$ects 
in grammar (how the features of the native language are re'ected in 
the learner’s metalanguage; Falk & Bardel 2010). However, it might be 
interesting to investigate how the presumptions about a language being 
“exceptionally di&cult” or “one of the most di&cult European languages 
to learn” a$ect the outcome of language learning. !e myth of Hungar-
ian, Finnish and Estonian being exceptionally di&cult or even impos-
sible to learn is cherished by outsiders and by these nations as well. 
Together with the attitudes of native speakers – probably less tolerance 
towards non-native speakers than with languages that are frequently 
used as lingue franche – this may constitute a major obstacle for learning 
these languages, but there seems to be very little solid research in these 
questions, beyond the stereotypical encouraging words of language 
teaching professionals: “Hungarian/Finnish/Estonian is not di&cult, it’s 
just di$erent.”

… and as a “remote participant?”

To return to the social aspects of a language learner’s role: as mentioned 
before, new approaches to communication and knowledge, challeng-
ing the traditional ideals of “depersonalised” scienti"c objectivity and 
highlighting the “situated” character of knowledge, connected with per-
sonal features such as gender, class or race, have shi#ed the focus. Learn-
ing is now investigated not only as a cognitive process, of internalising 
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knowledge, but also as a social process. As knowledge is socially con-
stituted, the knowledge and meanings to be internalised are socially 
negotiated, by way of participation in communities of practice. In other 
words, a language learner is “initiated” into a community.

In connection with this, the question arises whether the "nal goal in 
the teaching of a Finno-Ugric language is to make the student a more or 
less full member, an accepted speaker of the target language. !is might 
be a relevant goal in some cases – there are students who really want to 
be able to live and work in a Hungarian-, Finnish- or Estonian-speaking 
community – but not for all students or contexts. !e minor Finno-
Ugric languages are typically studied for academic or private interests 
only, but so are, in some cases, the major Finno-Ugric languages as well. 
O#en the teaching groups are very heterogeneous, as concerns the back-
grounds and motivations of the students. Some come with a di$use and 
holistic interest in anything connected with the target language and the 
culture and history of its speakers (cf. e.g. Patri 1996), some have spe-
ci"cally linguistic motives. !e former type, the “holistic” interest, is 
also highlighted in some traditions and institutions such as the teaching 
of Hungarian (Studies) abroad – the teaching of Hungarian (far more 
than Finnish, for instance) is typically seen as part of a complex dis-
cipline (hungarológia, magyarságtudomány; cf. e.g. Giay 1998; Kovács 
2008). !is type of motivation is probably easier to “sell” to prospective 
students, to policy-makers and institutions: contributing to intercul-
tural communication and international understanding are noble goals 
which also have a prominent place in European language and education 
 policies.

!e way to full membership is supposed to lead through a stage 
of “legitimate peripheral participation”; however, the transition from 
apprenticeship to full membership is not always smooth or problem-
free, and the problems of learners who remain excluded from full parti-
cipation have not been su&ciently dealt with in the sociology of learning 
so far (Lea 2005: 184). Lea (2005) claims that this is a problem concern-
ing higher education in general, while in language teaching speci"cally, 



1 8 0

J O H A N N A  L A A K S O

the problems of advanced learners seem to be more prone to be mar-
ginalised. As for Finnish, there has been some research on the speci"c 
problems of advanced learners (Siitonen 1999 etc.), and this question is 
gaining more and more attention in connection with the integration of 
immigrants in Finland, where children of migrant families are challeng-
ing the traditional goals of Finnish language teaching at schools (see e.g. 
Kalliokoski 2008: 355; Suni & Latomaa 2012); in Estonia, there is a small 
but growing body of research concentrating on the problems of advanced 
learners (e.g. Pool 2007), but the problems dealt with pertain more to 
the grammar of the target language than to language-sociological factors 
or language teaching. For the minor Finno-Ugric languages, acquiring 
near-native pro"ciency and acceptance in the speaker community has 
probably very little to do with institutionalised language teaching (as far 
as these languages are learnt by outsiders to that extent, it probably hap-
pens in the family sphere, typically in connection with mixed marriages). 
In any case, there is probably very little research on these aspects – and 
the situation may change, if the emancipation of minority languages 
makes language studies more attractive for “outsiders” as well.

An even more problematic question concerns the postulated “com-
munity of practice” itself. James Paul Gee (2005) points out that this 
notion gives rise to several problems, as there are no clear criteria for 
either “community” or “membership”. (For instance: Are Janie, who is 
an active, hard-working student, and her classmate Johnny, who is just 
“playing the game” for a passing grade, members of the same community 
of practice of learners, or do they belong to two di$erent communities?) 
Instead, he proposes the notion of “semiotic social spaces”: these have 
a content (they are “about” something), an internal grammar (a design 
of its content; in the case of language learning, this might be the gram-
mar of the target language in the wide sense) and an external grammar 
(an emergent design constructed by the actions of its participants), plus 
one or more portals for entrance and interaction. A particular type of 
semiotic social spaces are “a&nity spaces”, which Gee exempli"es with 
the real-time strategy computer game Age of Mythology and the virtual 
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community of its users. A&nity spaces are based on common endeav-
our, they typically have 'at or unclear hierarchies and favour di$use and 
dispersed constructions of status and knowledge (for instance, dispersed 
knowledge – by this Gee means that a&nity spaces encourage the use 
of knowledge which is present elsewhere, for example outside the class-
room).

Considering the variety of contexts and motivations in teaching and 
learning Finno-Ugric languages, the notion of a&nity space seems fruit-
ful enough. Of course, migrants in Finland, who struggle to learn the 
language well enough to be accepted in Finnish society as speakers of 
Finnish, are clear cases of participants-to-be in a community of practice. 
But university students in other countries who want to learn Hungar-
ian, Finnish, Estonian or a minor Finno-Ugric language for private or 
academic interests do not necessarily form a community of practice nor 
aspire to be members of a speaker community in the traditional sense. 
Instead, they are united by common endeavour (while traditional social 
factors such as class, gender or age are backgrounded), there are many 
di$erent routes to participation or to status, and no hierarchic leader-
ship – that is, the teaching of Estonian in Paris or Mansi in Vienna might 
be described in Gee’s terms as an a&nity space. My "nal question to 
language teaching professionals: How about presenting the learning of 
this exotic Finno-Ugric language more like a virtual game community, 
highlighting the common endeavour aspect – instead of highlighting the 
(o#en "ctitious) goal of becoming a member in a real speaker commu-
nity? If we regard the learning of Finno-Ugric languages as an a&nity 
space, could it help us construct virtual community portals for language 
learners and a more powerful and more helpful Internet presence? 

The Finno-Ugric legacy

What, then, is Finno-Ugric in these exotic languages that even some 
outsiders, for their various and sometimes bizarre reasons, want to 
learn? I took a quick look at some textbooks and grammars of Finnish, 



1 8 2

J O H A N N A  L A A K S O

Hungarian and Estonian to see what is explicitly told about this Finno-
Ugric legacy, and the outcome was fairly meagre. !e “excuse” in Leila 
White’s grammar is illustrative of the situation: if the Finno-Ugric back-
ground is mentioned at all, then just as a synonym for the language being 
di$erent. When it comes to listing actual “di$erent” features, they o#en 
have very little to do with the Finno-Ugric relatedness, nor are the con-
nections of these features with the Finno-Ugric legacy ever explained in 
more detail. For example, most Finno-Ugric languages lack articles, but 
so do many other languages as well. Or, White’s statement that where 
Finnish has su&xal in'ection, “the Indo-European languages” use sepa-
rate grammatical words is slightly misleading (if not patently false), as 
anybody who has studied Indo-European languages such as Latin can 
testify.

In many introductions in textbooks, encyclopedias or on (serious) 
websites about languages and linguistics, the large number of cases in 
the Finno-Ugric languages occupies a prominent position. According 
to my own experiences, many educated non-linguists in Central and 
Western Europe are well aware of this (Mein Gott! Fünfzehn Fälle!) – 
and connect the large number of cases with the popular myth of these 
languages being impossible to learn, sometimes with the obvious impli-
cation that it is precisely the heavy case system that makes these lan-
guages so notoriously di&cult. Now case in'ection, although almost lost 
in many Western European languages, is not completely unknown to 
educated Europeans who have studied languages like Latin. !e same 
goes for some other categories of morphology which are not exotic at 
all, such as person, number or tense – here, most Finno-Ugric languages 
behave similarly to their IE neighbours. Other categories, in contrast, 
such as possessive su&xes, or the object conjugation in Hungarian, are 
obviously all too exotic to act as a foundation for a “language myth” (cf. 
Bauer & Trudgill 1998). Besides missing the point, in a probably very 
typical way, the myth of the di&cult heavy case system is based on a 
factoid: all mainstream reconstructions of the PFU/PU case system only 
have 5-6 cases, and heavy case systems such as in Finnic or Hungarian 
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are largely due to more recent grammaticalisation. (And, by the way, 
Spencer (2008) has argued for an alternative analysis in which Hungar-
ian does not have a case system at all, just “fused postpositions”.)

In general, it is obvious that the rich morphology of the Finno-Ugric 
languages challenges the learner, especially students who have earlier 
only studied languages like English. As we all know, it may be very frus-
trating that you cannot form a simple sentence without having to in'ect 
everything in case or person and number – or even, as a teacher of Hun-
garian once put it, “if we start with the subjective conjugation only, the 
students will feel like in a museum during the "rst weeks – they can go 
everywhere but cannot touch, take or do anything”. But the main prob-
lem is probably not in the richness of the morphology itself but in the 
students’ attitudes and expectations. Hannele Branch [s.a.] writes, speak-
ing from a long experience as a lecturer of Finnish in Britain: “Students 
o#en believe, or expect, that a language can be learnt by osmosis – just 
like that, in the classroom.” And when these students are unpleasantly 
surprised by the amounts of grammar they are supposed to learn, then 
the facts of the Finno-Ugric legacy in their target language are far less 
relevant than what they believe this Finno-Ugric background to mean. 

As one central characteristic of (the major) Finno-Ugric languages, 
introductions and encyclopedia articles o#en mention the agglutinative 
character. Obviously the traditional “macrotypology” (the division of 
the world’s languages into agglutinative, fusional, isolating and polysyn-
thetic types) is still very popular, probably because of its great heuristic 
value. Yet, as we all know, no Finno-Ugric language is an ideal exam-
ple of the agglutinative type, and Estonian and Sámi in particular are 
already pretty far from it (although there are typological cross-currents 
and the “fusional” character of Estonian is o#en exaggerated in litera-
ture, cf. Grünthal 2000). Calling the Finno-Ugric languages “agglutina-
tive” probably helps students get prepared for a lot of in'ectional forms 
and for long words which may contain long chains of su&xes (techni-
cally, it might be more appropriate to speak of “high degree of synthe-
sis”). But it will not help students understand morphophonology, such as 
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stem vowel or stem type alternations in Hungarian or consonant grada-
tion in Finnic, and if the students are well versed in linguistic typology, 
their expectations may be geared in the wrong direction. In practice, at 
least students of Finnish or Estonian will end up memorising “theme 
forms” of central in'ection types, putting up with the fact that you can-
not always correctly predict the in'ected form on the basis of the stem or 
the nominative (that is, if you haven’t memorised the in'ection type as 
well), and "nding consolation in statements like this famous one about 
Estonian: “No language can be totally evil if it has a special in'ection 
class just for the word for ‘beer’.”

Finally, according to the experience of many teachers (see e.g. Branch 
[s.a.], and also according to my own experience from learning Hungar-
ian) the real obstacle for the learning of languages like Hungarian, Finn-
ish or Estonian is not the grammar – a#er all, grammars are structured 
systems and can be learned in terms of interdependent rules – but the 
vocabulary. !ere is no way to escape the hard work of memorising 
words whose cognates may be unknown and forms di&cult to predict. 
And this applies, even if you happen to know the original of a loanword 
or the cognate of a Hungarian word in Finnish – etymological knowl-
edge may add your learning motivation but its e$ect to the outcome will 
be indirect even at its best. Knowledge of the Finno-Ugric legacy will not 
take you very far: the ancient inherited words are few, they may belong 
to semantic "elds which are not very central for today’s language learn-
ers, they may have been marginalised or almost forgotten in today’s lan-
guage, or – especially if they are central and frequent words – they may 
display irregularities and/or particularly complex morphophonological 
alternations or suppletion. Besides, most di&culties or di$erences in the 
vocabulary have little to do with Finno-Ugric relatedness in the strict 
sense: many “exotic” words are possible substratum words without a 
proper etymology, loanwords from a language which Western learners 
of the Finno-Ugric languages normally do not know, or loanwords too 
well adapted to be recognisable – or even products of a puristic language 
reform.
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Conclusion

!ere is very little research on how the awareness of distant related-
ness or the knowledge of the history or prehistory of the target language 
really a$ects your learning. E$ects of relatedness between Finnish and 
Estonian, of course, have been investigated, and there are some studies 
on the use of historical linguistics in classical cases such as the French 
orthography (Arteaga & Herschensohn 1995). To a certain extent, 
knowledge of the historical background may be useful in making mor-
phophonological alternations understandable. (In her recent MA the-
sis, Triinu Viilukas (2010) has shown that explaining the principles of 
consonant gradation in Estonian helps students and adds their moti-
vation – despite the fashionable emphasis on intercultural communi-
cation, many students also want and need grammar and rules, even if 
only as a moral support: there is a system somewhere out there, not just 
a chaos of very di$erent in'ection forms.) However, the Finno-Ugric 
background as a whole is probably less important than certain language-
speci"c parts of historical phonology or etymology (for instance, the 
principles of word structure underlying the consonant gradation in 
Finnic and Sámi, or the history of individual loanword strata in a certain  
language).

Moreover, applying historical linguistics in second/foreign language 
teaching has certain obstacles which are particularly relevant in the case 
of Finno-Ugric languages. First of all, applying formal linguistic knowl-
edge requires language awareness, an ability to analyse and discern pat-
terns and structures in one’s own language as well. Surprisingly enough, 
formal language teaching at school does not necessarily prepare students 
for this – for instance, Csire (2008; Csire & Laakso 2009) points out 
that despite having learnt not only German grammar but also English, 
French and Latin at school, heritage-language speakers of Hungarian in 
Austria are o#en strikingly unable to analyse grammatical categories in 
Hungarian (for instance, to distinguish between the similar-sounding 
su&xes for accusative case and past tense). 
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Second, the learners of Finno-Ugric languages are a very heteroge-
neous group with heterogeneous backgrounds and motivations. While 
many students around the world study these languages for academic 
purposes and would pro"t from purely linguistic resources which do 
not exist so far (such as a proper linguistic introduction into Finnish or 
Finnic or Uralic in general, or an up-to-date historical grammar of Finn-
ish in some accessible language), there is a growing number of language 
learners (in particular, migrants in Finland and Estonia) with very prac-
tical or personal motives and little interest in linguistics or “grammar”. 
Obviously, the Finno-Ugric background of the target language is far 
more relevant for the former type of learners. Perhaps due to the small 
volume of teaching and the scarcity of resources, there are very little 
diversi"ed teaching materials available – that is, the textbooks available 
must be used for a very broad audience, from half-literate immigrants to 
professional linguists.

Finally, it seems that there is very little research so far on the image 
of the Finno-Ugric languages. How are these languages portrayed? Is 
it really so that the myth of the Finno-Ugric languages as something 
impenetrable and impossible to learn is cherished by both outsiders and 
by speakers of the (major) Finno-Ugric languages themselves? And if it 
is so, what could we do to change the state of a$airs?
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Soome-ugri keelte päritolu ja sugulus keeleõppes

J O H A N N A  L A A K S O 
Viini Ülikool

Käesolevas artiklis vaadeldakse soome-ugri keeleteaduse ja soome-ugri keele-
õppe suhet. Mida, kui üldse midagi, tähendab keele soome-ugri päritolu 
praktilise keeleõppe jaoks? Ülikoolide keeleõppes pühendatakse mõnevõrra 
tähelepanu ka keelte ajaloole, aga peale selle puutub keeleõppija kokku soome-
ugri keelte tüpoloogiaga eriti morfoloogia osas. Tihti rõhutatakse keeleõppes 
soome-ugri keelte “teistsugusust”, kontrasti nende ja (tuntud) indoeuroopa 
keelte vahel. Selle kontrasti, või üldse soome-ugri keelte “imidži” mõju keele-
õppijate motivatsioonile tasuks veel uurida. Tähtis on ka küsimus, kuivõrd 
soome-ugri keelte õppijad moodustavad “kogukonna” või kas oleks otstarbe-
kam vaadelda neid virtuaalse kogukonnana või “semiootilise ruumina”.

Võtmesõnad: soome-ugri keeled; ajalooline keeleteadus; keeleõpe; keeltesugu-
lus; motivatsioon; õppimise sotsioloogia
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