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Ihor BURKOVSKYI
(O.O. Potebnya Institute of  Linguistics of  the National Academy of  Sciences 
of  Ukraine)

ABOUT A CERTAIN IMPORTANT 
NON-TRADITIONAL METHODOLOGY 

OF ETYMOLOGICAL RESEARCHES 
(OEHL–MEĽNYCHUK PRINCIPLES)

The purpose of  the presentation is to promote a certain new 
approach in genetic linguistics, especially in etymology. This new ap-
proach goes beyond the bounds of  the traditional version of  com-
parative-historical method, but does not conflict with it. It is based on 
several principles, formulated by Ukrainian linguist academician Ol-
exandr S. Meľnychuk (1921–1997), and Swiss German scientist Wil-
helm Oehl (1881–1950). In their works the discussed methodological 
postulates are represented quite largely, including also their applica-
tion. Single elements of  this methodology are also present in works 
of  several other linguists dealing with diachronic study of  language, 
for example Jan Otrębski (Poland), Václav Machek (Czechia), Kon-
stantīns Karulis (Latvia). The mentioned principles have arisen from 
some discoveries in the field of  archaic language typology, concerning 
several structural and derivational features belonging to very ancient, 
partially even to the most ancient stages of   language history, features 
(such as differentiation of  the roots by the so-called allothesis, i. e. 
alternations of  root consonants, by metathesis and infixation) whose 
traces are still preserved probably in all modern languages, too. The 
most important among these principles belongs to W. Oehl and con-
cerns taking into consideration the ideophonical nature of  all early 
language signs (primitive roots) in linguogenetic researches. 

Application of  the mentioned principles extends possibilities 
of  the etymology substantially, allowing not only to establish genet-
ic connections between the words from languages which belong to 



different families, but also between numerous words of  the same 
tongue, words which were before considered as unrelated.

Traditional etymological word families now form gradually new 
very vast units, so-called trees. It is a reflection of  the fact, that almost 
whole richness of  our vocabulary originates from a very small num-
ber of  primitive proto-language signs. 

An attempt is made to expound the importance of  the Oehl–
Meľnychuk principles of  profound etymological researches, the prac-
tical application of  which promises a very considerable progress in the 
genetic linguistics as a whole including investigations of  the remote 
genetic relationship of  languages, as well as language origin studies.
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