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with a particular regard to Turkic comparative studies
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is it possible for a single transcription to encompass the entire Turkic family. Ultimately, 
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3. Notation | 4. Trial | 5. Summary

0. Rationale and acknowledgements
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transcription in Turkology differs to some degree from one language to another and 
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notations occasionally appear in the literature and do little to improve (methodologi-
cal) consistency and legibility, especially for linguists from outside the field.
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the Finno-Ugric transcription.
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insightful remarks and corrections. Naturally, any remaining errors, shortcomings and 
mistakes are mine.
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1. Desirable features
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When it comes to the Turkic languages, the Arabic script comes readily to mind. 
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F3 Methodologically homogeneous
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hardly useful because it requires modification rather too often, and it automatically 
renders old recordings illegible or misleading. It is of course not possible to prepare a 
transcription for any change that might possibly occur in the language, but a system 
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official orthographies, is more likely than any other to face serious difficulties in the 
future.
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F6 Convenient in practice

Last but not least, a transcription is ultimately just a tool, and therefore it must be con-
venient to use. Typological purity and methodological elegance are naturally desirable 
features but they cannot compensate for nuisances. The orthography of Irish can be 
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F8 Uniform for all dialects
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All of this makes transcription different from orthographyB�
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than purposefully designed for use in linguistics, all of the rules above do not apply 
to it. In fact, it seems to be the violation of these rules that qualifies a system as an 
orthography in the eyes of many linguists. Another immediately conspicuous feature, 
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2. Level of abstraction

2.1. Main levels

Transcriptions are usually intended to record a language at one certain level of abstrac-
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danger” to “unacceptable”. Features F1–F6 are evaluated for a transcription meant 
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L1 One-time features (sore throat, fatigue, sloppy pronunciation, intonation, &c.)

In normal conditions, most of these features could perhaps be important for a foren-
sic linguist but not for a comparative one, and as such, they are traditionally not 
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L3 Partial coarticulations
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after Itkonen (1958: 13), respectively).

In Turkological comparative studies, this level of detail is virtually impossible. 
Phonetically meticulous descriptions of many languages are uncertain and hardly 
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for further research, and this is still missing to considerable degree from Turkology.

The availability of a sound base of material transcribed at L3, is invaluable. 
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any attempts at reconstruction.
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L4 Full assimilations

Full assimilations are here those that last for the full duration of the sound and that 
also might happen to non-adjacent sounds. Unlike partial coarticulations above (L3), 
they are generally recognized by native speakers. In some cases, they might be a 
one-time feature, e.g. Turkish sonbahar�­������I�
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in fact obligatory on morpheme boundaries, e.g. Yakut et�­�
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danger | uniformity: very good.

L5 Phonemes

At first glance, a phonemic transcription might appear to be a perfect and universal 
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Since a “phoneme” appears to be not as much a psychological reality per se as rather 
an, admittedly, very persuasive illusion created by life-long use of an alphabetic script 
– see Port (2006, 2007) and others for an adroit summary of the evidence – it is only 
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The latter seems to be more practical, but makes the transcription semi- rather than 
purely phonological.
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From this point on, the level of abstraction can be raised by either a) increasing the 
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L6a Morphophonemes
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In general, moderation is strongly called for in the design of such a transcription 
in order to avoid the kind of spelling that can be seen in Abondolo (1998) (as it seems, 
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L7a “Prosodies”

The morphophonemic transcription above (L6a) is already too abstract and analytic 
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and can by no means be used as a general transcription.
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L6b Functional phonemes

Phonetic changes can, but do not necessarily have to have any influence on the phono-
logical system. The actual phonetic implementations in particular languages may be 
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conceived), they are both clearly /a/’s. In designing a transcription meant to be appli-
cable to an entire family, one can be tempted to rely on the place that a particular pho-
neme occupies in the phonological system, rather than on its actual phonetic shape. 
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It must be said that in fact every level above L1 makes use of this “functional” 
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L7b Diaphonemes

The natural continuation of L6b above is to incorporate all dialectal variation into one 
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homogeneity: in danger | uniformity: unacceptable.

�����
���
���������
�
��
�������������
����������������G�$���������
�����������������
features should be included in the transcription. The traditional practice of omitting 
��
�����\������
���������
������������

������������"��������������"B������������
�-
ances clearly stand outside of the parameters of these levels and notoriously evade all 
��
������
�$�;�������
����B���

�
�B���
"��������!
�������
����
�
��B����������
��������
they are not at all meaningless. The information they convey may be very often sim-
ple but is nevertheless crucial for the entire utterance, or sometimes may even be the 
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the (subjective) scores each level of abstraction has received:

F1: univocality

L1 L2 L3 L4 L5 L6a L7a L6b L7b

unacceptable

lacking /
in danger

good
very good

F2: exceptionlessness

L1 L2 L3 L4 L5 L6a L7a L6b L7b

unacceptable

lacking /
in danger

good
very good

F3: homogeneity

L1 L2 L3 L4 L5 L6a L7a L6b L7b

unacceptable

lacking /
in danger

good
very good

F4: flexibility

L1 L2 L3 L4 L5 L6a L7a L6b L7b

unacceptable

lacking /
in danger

good
very good

F5: independence

L1 L2 L3 L4 L5 L6a L7a L6b L7b

unacceptable

lacking /
in danger

good
very good

F6: convenience

L1 L2 L3 L4 L5 L6a L7a L6b L7b

unacceptable

lacking /
in danger

good
very good
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The immediate, and absolutely obvious, conclusions are that 1) a perfect and universal 
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that phonetic transcriptions generally score much better than the phonological ones, 
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Taking all the features into account, it seems that the most promising solutions 
are those in the middle of the field, L4 and L5, the phonetic and the phonological 
– or, more precisely, the semi-phonetic and the the semi-phonological. The latter is 
more convenient and thus preferable in most applications for comparative studies. 
L6b appears to be the most tenable in comparison to all the others.

2.2. Interpretation

It must be emphasized that both L4 and L5 are defined not only by the (very) short 
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On the other hand, an L5 transcription is not interested in the precise phonetic 
implementation, but rather in the place that a sound occupies in the phonological sys-
tem of the given idiom. And since these tend to be relatively simple, I do not think that 

F7: family-wide homogeneity

L1 L2 L3 L4 L5 L6a L7a L6b L7b

unacceptable

lacking /
in danger

good
very good

F8: uniformity

L1 L2 L3 L4 L5 L6a L7a L6b L7b

unacceptab le

lacking /
in danger

good
very good
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3. Notation
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Diacritics are usually used to denote a single phonetic feature. In fact, a rich 
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more regular, but also the final compound signs appearing in actual usage are more 
�����
�$



316� ������
���

����� �
�� ��� �
����
�� �������"� �
�
�!�
�� ��
� ����� ����!�
� ����
�
��
�� !
�


��
�������������������������
� �������
�$�;
����
���������B���� ��
����
������B��������-
���
�� ���������� �������
�$� �9��"�"���
����� ��������������� 
����� !
� �"���!��� ���
��
���������
��������"��
��B�!�����
�
���
�������
����������������������!�������
�����$

“Agglutinative” and “fusional” transcriptions are equally univocal and inde-
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is conclusive in my eyes. The question of convenience appears to be an acquired taste 
in this instance.

3.1. Alphabet
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There are a great number of transcriptions currently in use in linguistics, but only 
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I have chosen those systems that seem particularly prospective or relevant by 
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Turkic Uniform Alphabet here – see e.g. ÈND!9K)�8�ÌD�I�;�9NÌDN�� despite its apparent 
pertinence, or the Arabic script apparently favoured by Johanson (2009). Both are 
targeted at laymen and are unsatisfactory for linguistic needs.)
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of modern standard Turkish orthography. This is hardly practical at all.
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A1 International Phonetic Alphabet
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A more sarcastic mind might think that, in this particular implementation, the 
focus has shifted from not using diacritics at all to using them so randomly as to create 
the impression that they are actually something else.
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Korkina et al. 1977, in particular pp. 8 and 87–90). But, of course, this cannot be used 
as an argument in favour of IPA in our case, for the requirements of an orthography are 
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318� ������
���

��
� ������ ����"� ���!�
� ������ ���� ��
��!�
�� �������������� ��� ��
� ^����
��� ����������
appears to be the Standard Alphabet� ������
��!"�w
������ �&C�,�� ������ �
������ ���
&C`&�$�|�

�
�B�����

���������
��
�
������
��
��
����
�����
�������������
�
�����
!
�����
����������"B�
�
����������
�
��
����������
�B�
$�$�����!����!
����������s¡t�����
²Ã´�G�$��������
��"���
�������������"����
���
���������

���
�����

�
����������"�
spelt as back, e.g. because of diacritics being omitted in the Uighur script. Other 
������������� �����

�����B�
���� �� �
�������
��

���� ����
���������"B� ��
�!��
�����
������������"<��
�������������������������!
������������
�!

��
����"�����
��!"���
�
end of the First World War. Later enhancements and amendments rarely made any 
substantial changes to the core of those systems.
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final combination being usually a matter of current personal preference.)
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very good.

E2 N. A. Baskakov’s propositions
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recording the Turkic languages.
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E3 Slavistic transcription

The transcription used by Slavists has been evolving since the (very early) beginnings 
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�Slavic Linguistic Atlas began in 1958, the 
International Committee of Slavists recognized the need for standardization. The cod-
ified base has been republished in every volume of the Atlas (appearing in different 
places since 1988). Although quite rich, it still does not comprise all the conventions 
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E4 Semitic studies
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generally mutually compatible, but cannot be said to combine into one standard as a 
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latter is limited in scope to classical Arabic and is in fact a transliteration rather than 
a transcription. In dialectology, either IPA (A1 above) or personal, unstandardized 
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Turkology. Overall, it is first and foremost a transliteration system and, as such, rather 
too limited to encompass the real pronunciation of all Turkic languages.
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E5 Finno-Ugric Transcription (“Uralic Phonetic Alphabet”)

The usage of FUT is in general quite uniform – unless typographical problems arise – 
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by Winkler (2001: 425) as a Berlitz-Sprachführer-Transkription.

��
��������������;����<=�������������������
���������������
��!"��
�}�}��&~+&�$�
�����!
����� ������"����
���������������������������
�����
�
����

�
���������
��
���������
��
����"������
������
���������!��������B��
���������������!�"�!"�w��
������_�
(1939) and Sovijärvi & Peltola (1977). The latter can still be considered the model 
version, cf. e.g. the table in Ojutkangas et al. (2009). Sammallahti (1998) presents 
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has already been used in some of the most important publications in Turkology (cf. 
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E6 Americanist Phonetic Notation
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The beginnings of APN can be traced back to HAIL and Boas et al. (1916). Since 
these publications, it has been modified and enhanced many times and, partly, in dif-
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a summary of the base skeleton and aptly call it American usage rather than APN.
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T1 Modern Turkish orthography

It is common practice, especially among Turkish Turkologists, to use standard modern 
Turkish orthography to record all Turkic languages. This system has a large number 
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the Slavistic transcription. This is not a very strong argument, for both are in fact rich 
enough to record any Turkic language at L5, but it does seem to make FUT more 
promising. See Table 1 for details.

Because of its heavy dependence on diacritics, FUT is quite troublesome to typeset. 
Nonetheless, technology – particularly computer technology – has been repeatedly 
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over a century, through all the revolutions in typesetting and print technology, appears 
to make a much stronger case for it.

(a) Consonants

     Place 
 
Manner

Labial Coronal Dorsal #������
Bilabial Labio-

dental
Dental Alveolar Post-

alveolar
Velar Uvular

Plosive p b t d k g ḱ µ
Affricate ��¹ ��£
Fricative ¶�þ f v ©�· s z ��� ��� ��¸
Nasal m n Åa

Lateral/
Trill

��� ŕ

Table 1%�}�:���	�
���:�;zW��:����!�'����'������������Z$^{{\������&�
���������%�Z"##^\��
��!�	-
	����?���Z$^^�\�Z�����x��
�!�,���
�`%$����'�\��*?�,?�
������	��,?����
��,�����?����,�
���$^���
����������
��:�@%�}%�E��&�&�'%� �� �
�����,����*�������?������������
���$\� ¡�¢�����
������
����
spelling for [  ����?����?�
�:����£ �Z	�������:����
�W��&�����\���
��"\�:��������������	���?�	��
demarcation symbol.
a� �
����
,�������?����	�����?����?�������������?��������,�����������&����%���*�'������,�����
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�*��?���'�*����?���������������
���
����?���:��?��������������������:�

����,?�����?��������%
b� W?����:��������$�#¤��������
�Z¡�¢� �¡ ¢\�����*?�
��?��������&�������,�����,�
:����
��^#¤�,,*�
�������
����������
������Z¡�¢� �¡ u ¢�����
�	��������:�,���¡ u¢����������	��������¡
¢\%
c� @�
����?���D��	���������
%

(c) Diacritics
¹�

¹w B�¹x B�¹u �����¹�

¹̄
¹oB�¹u

¹� �����¹�
p¹B�¹�

small caps
inverted or rotatedb

¹B�¹ù �����¹o

¹k�����¹�
¹(¹
¹$¹

¹�¹

(d) Alternates

s�� t� ¾�s\t
s¢t� ¾�s"tc

s�́ t� ¾�s�t
s�� t� ¾�s
t
s�� � t� ¾�sºt
sp��t� ¾�sht

(b) Vowels

i ü  i�  u� � � ¢�� 

e ö  e�  o� � � ¨�� 

¥���� � ¥�� ���� � ¥ ®�� 
   
}���� � �� ����� � ���

nasalization
�������������!���B����
���B� 
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�
palatalization
light and heavy rounding
syllabicity and non-syllabicity
pre- and post aspiration
half-voicedness
reduction
overshortness, half-length  
and length
primary and secondary stress
syllable boundary
morpheme boundaryc

assimilation, elision
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The term regular expressions derives from computer science. In linguistics, it is 
essentially unused outside of computational linguistics, but the concept itself has been 
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gain common acceptance, if it could be argued for as elegantly as the mathematical 
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3.2.1. Alternation
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3.2.3. Optionality
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3.2.4. Repetition
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4. Trial
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so as finally to incorporate the entire family, all the language specific peculiarities, the 
shift to the [k] : [q] opposition in Bashkir and Kazakh, &c.:
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some idioms.
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K is, naturally, not the only problematic sound in Turkic. G and l are very similar in 
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4.2. Long vowels
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eight long counterparts. Turkmen is a simple specimen and nearly a model one.
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sive groups, and considered correct or incorrect. And like in Section 4.1 above, it is 
needless to say that these problems would not disappear were the transcription to be 
widened so as finally to incorporate the entire family.
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4.3. Conclusion
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and to adopt a more utilitarian attitude for our case.

2. To base the transcription on orthography, since it is from alphabetic spelling 
that the illusion of discrete phonemes arises. But official orthographies used for 
the Turkic languages are many and incompatible in the crucial points. The driv-
ing force of their evolution can be, and in fact too often is political situation, 
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variable throughout the family and thus useless as the basis for such a catholic 
transcription.

3. To discard the admittedly appealing idea of a single transcription encompassing 
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tions, one for each idiom, but all based on possibly similar rules and using the 
same notation. This appears to be in fact the only acceptable – if not good – solu-
tion.
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5. Summary

The most useful levels of abstraction (see Section 2) for (Turkic) comparative studies 
appear to be L5, L4 and L6b, in this order. All are defined by the brief descriptions 
provided and by not being identical to any other level, i.e.:
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The Finno-Ugric transcription (see Section 3.1) is an outstandingly useful system in 
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A single transcription encompassing all the Turkic languages is practically impossible 
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patible transcriptions, one per idiom.
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samples for five Turkic languages in standard orthographies and in L5 FUT “ortho-
graphical” transcriptions in the simplest available notation (see Section 5 and Table 
1 above).
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Bashkir
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Kazakh
É¨���ËO¸¢¥�Ú�ÏÏ�Î���ÔB�Ê�îÑ¨�¢¦á��̧ ¢Ï�·á¶¸¢ÎÌ¢�Ê�Ñ¢ÎáÏ�¢¸á�¥á��Ë¢��Ú�Ô$�Ê�ÑáÎ�
Ô�¦¦��Ô��±Ô¥�ÏB�Ê�ï�Ë�Ë�¢¥áÏ�¤¢¥¢¨á�B�Ê�å�Ï�·��¦��¢Ì¢Î��ÎÓ�Ô$�Ê�Á¢à¢�·��ÔÏ�
¥�Î��L��� Ê�ÑM��Ñ¶·¢¤¥áN�·���¦ÔB� Ê�ïKÎá¤Ë¢�����ÔÔ� áàá�¸¢� Ê�É¨ÔÎ�Î�¢Î¸áN�
¦�Î�¦Ô$�Ê�Õ�¶�ÔÏ¢�¢��·M��Î¸ÔN�Ê�ÖÓ¢�á�¸¢�·�Î�¢¤¢��Ê�É¥�¦Ô�Ë¢��·�·�¦Ô$
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Symbols

> = changes into | � = forks to | � = derives to
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