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Introduction

The principal purpose of this book is to illustrate how, given a geographical region
smaller than a continent but large enough to contain several language families, the
suspected genetic and areal affiliations amongst the region's languages can be fruitfully
investigated even though any common source appears to lie at a time depth beyond
that amenable to the comparative method. This involves applying a particular kind of
approach to areal typology in order to extend the limited results of standard methods
of reconstruction in the direction of an eventual correlation with what archaeology can
tell us of the region's prehistory. The region concerned is the 'Gateway' between the
Old World and the New. Various suggestions have been made in the past as to intercontinental linguistic relations here, but none has attained general acceptance (apart
from the obvious presence in both North America and Asia of members of the
Eskimo-Aleut family). Much would be gained by a grasp of the broader situation both genetic and areal - even if the ultimate goal of proving some particular hypothesis
of genetic relationship according to strict historical criteria may remain elusive. The
attempt to fill in this broader picture will, at very least, help elucidate a number of
general issues concerning the migration of population groups from the Old World to
the New and cast light on how the languages spoken by them came to spread. The
book contains much that is speculative - this is inevitable given the subject matter - but
the linguistic facts upon which it rests are solid. I have attempted throughout to find
a middle way between the cavalier optimism of 'lumpers' and the pessimism of
orthodox 'splitters' on matters of deep genetic relationship between the continents.
The basic method I shall be applying is not revolutionary, but represents a
synthesis of the historical and typological approaches which may seem unorthodox to
some practitioners of both. For them I should stress that I do not regard shared
typological features on their own as proof of any kind of historical relationship. My
approach consists, rather, of two stages, though I shall present them in overlapping
fashion. First I shall push the comparative method as far as I can in attempting to
relate the latest linguistic family to have reached North America - Eskimo-Aleut - to
Old World language stocks. Then, the number of lexical items reconstructible for the
hypothetical proto-language not being sufficient for the case to be considered finally
'proven', I shall scour the wider areal context for accumulations of typologically
significant features which may bolster the case for deep genetic relationships - or else
indicate substratum/contact interference from plausible sources, traces of which may
be geographically far-flung today. I should emphasize that it is precisely the
accumulation of such features, not the individual features as such, that is of the
essence here. I do not deny that any given feature of a language could have developed
internally even if candidates for an areal source exist, or that it could be the result of
diffusion even if it theoretically could have developed internally. What adds to the
likelihood of remote genetic relationship is simply the sharing of a unique bundle of
typological features by the languages concerned. The only stipulations are that the
component features do not fall out from some shared general feature (e.g. as
postpositions or suffixes do from SOV word order), and that they are not so broadly
represented amongst the world's languages as to be of little diagnostic value. Some of
these features will be genetically more deeply rooted than others, but I shall not a
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priori regard any particular feature(s) as inherently long-lasting (or liable to
diffusion)1. Others may be the result of diffusion from a common (area!) source, but
one of the main purposes of this approach is precisely to pinpoint likely foci for the
spread of such features in the wider area, both geographically and in terms of
successive linguistic waves that have passed through it.
My use of typology is thus not just to obtain an initial feel for whether the
possibility of a historical relationship between isolated and poorly studied languages
might be worth investigating (an essential initial stage in any comparative work), but
is also intended to extend the partial results such a historical investigation can produce
through positing a common typological starting point. This could be either in the form
of a hypothetical proto-language or of an area! 'mesh'2 displaying the typological
profile evinced. From this base-line, attempts can be made to explain idiosyncratic
structural divergencies in the individual languages or families involved, either through
internal development or through interference from neighbouring linguistic entities that
display their own distinctive typological profiles.
A further, more general thesis of the book is as follows: thanks to its unique
geographical position, straddling the Old and the New Worlds, the Beringian region
provides us with a useful test case for observing the differing rates whereby languages
and genes move through space and time. Other favourable factors include the sparsity
of its population and the relative transparency of successive human movements across
it since Land Bridge times, following the dictates of the arctic climate. This is of
potential importance for attempts to couple human genetic and linguistic facts
anywhere in the world, given the recent influence of the approach of Cavalli-Sforza
and his colleagues, according to which the spread of language in early times is
essentially equated with the spread of genes (cf. Cavalli-Sforza et al. 1988). For in the
case of the region of the present investigation - even though it involves the ancient
movements of pre-agricultural hunting people, which ought to reflect this linkage
particularly closely - it will be seen that such an assumption is impossible to maintain.
I believe that Boas was correct to stress the independence of language, physical type
and culture even in remote times (Boas 1911, 5ff).
Actually, Cavalli-Sforza is well aware that languages do not always spread at the
same rate as genes (Cavalli-Sforza et al. 1988, 6005), but he explains this in terms of
episodes of '61ite domination' (by military invasion or the like), which may cause
language replacement in the dominated population, something only conceivable in
relatively recent times when such 61ites had evolved. Neither the 'elite dominance'
model nor Cavalli-Sforza's own alternative 'wave of advance' model (let alone the
'system collapse' model), all of which Renfrew (1987, 126ff) adduces in his
controversial investigation of the origins of the Indo-European language family, seem
to have much relevance when it comes to the movements of small groups of stone-age
hunters across the sparsely inhabited Arctic. The 'wave of advance' model favoured by
Renfrew is, in particular, triggered by massive demographic buildup of a type much
more relevant to the transition to agriculture in Europe. One of the reasons for the
popularity of such ideas today in archaeology is the reaction against the unconstrained
use of 'migrationist' explanations in the past, much as explaining language differences
solely in terms of substrata has fallen into disrepute within mainstream historical
linguistics. Yet both migrations (let us by all means call them 'directed expansion' or
the like) and the absorption of remnant substratum populations must always have
played an important role in the spread of languages and genes in the Arctic, as small
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groups of people moved around over large areas in search of limited subsistence
resources. The notion of 'substratum' has in fact been revitalized and clarified in
recent years, in particular by Thomason & Kaufman (1990), who prefer, however, the
expression 'shift-induced interference'.
It is to be hoped that this book will contribute to alerting archaeologists and other
non-linguistic specialists in population movements and expansions to the usefulness of
linguistic data from specific regions other than Europe and the Near East for
constraining their own theories3.
I shall proceed by first placing the languages with which this book is principally
concerned - those that belong to the 'stock' or 'mesh' that I call 'Uralo-Siberian' - into
a geographical and prehistoric context; Chapter 1 also contains a broad
characterization of their typological nature. In Chapter 2 I shall discuss the main
hypotheses that have been proposed in the past linking these languages amongst
themselves and to other, external 'stocks'. Chapter 3 then fills in the typological
background of the whole region, highlighting those features that prima facie would
appear to have potential diagnostic value on either a local or a wider areal scale. The
following two chapters investigate the possible morphological elements shared by,
respectively, Eskimo-Aleut and Chukotko-Kamchatkan, and Eskimo-Aleut and Uralic
(plus Yukagir), the two most plausible wider groupings that have been proposed.
Chapter 6 in turn addresses the question of proto-phonology and sound
correspondences between all the 'Uralo-Siberian' languages, and presents a sizeable but hardly overwhelming - number of lexical reconstructions. Chapter 7 sketches a
scenario for the prehistoric spread of the Uralo-Siberian languages that draws on the
archaeology of the region, and in the final chapter a synthesis of all these ingredients
is presented in the form of a discussion of linguistic layering around Bering Strait4.
1.1. The temporal and spatial framework

The Bering Strait region constitutes what Nichols (1992, 13f.) calls a 'spread zone',
through which bearers of successive languages have passed leaving relatively little trace
of those that preceded them. Geographically, it also forms a 'bottleneck' - that by
which all human beings entered the New World from the Old - and may thus be
expected at times to have forced successive linguistic populations into close temporary
proximity. By contrast, the adjacent Aleutian and Kamchatkan cul-de-sacs (especially
the latter) show certain characteristics of what she calls 'residual zones', where
remnants of successive waves over an adjacent spread zone (including language
isolates) may accumulate in peripheral pockets of high linguistic diversity. This overall
geographical configuration suggests that a combined typological and genetic approach
to demonstrating relationships between the languages concerned - separated by
thousands of years of unwritten history - may be more fruitful than either of them on
its own in trying to reconstruct the linguistic prehistory of the region. In fact, it is my
contention that such an approach allows us - without overstepping the ground rules of
comparative linguistics - at least to begin to reconstruct the origins of a truly
circumpolar language mesh, if not an actual genetic stock, an entity at all events as
distinct as the mitochondrial DNA profile displayed by the inhabitants of the Arctic
and Sub-Arctic regions of Siberia and North America today (cf. Shields et al. 1993).
As we shall see, the match between these two is not exact, but nor, I would claim,
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should we expect it to be. The existence today (in completed or partially completed
form) of reliable comparative dictionaries for all the individual language families
concerned allows the direct comparison of proto-languages, an essential prerequisite
for dealing with any degree of confidence with language relationships at this remote
tune depth.
The spatio-temporal framework of this book is thus the whole of Arctic and SubArctic Eurasia and America, but with primary focus on Alaska and Siberia (the latter
including, rather inexactly from a Russian point of view, the Russian Far East), with
extensions to the west of the Urals and to the south along the northwest American
coast, from about 8,000 BC to the present. This corresponds roughly to Nichols'
'stratum 4' in the colonialization of the Pacific Rim (Nichols 1996, 9)5. The whole
region that straddles Bering Strait, embracing Chukotka, Kamchatka and Alaska whether the Beringian Land Bridge was in place or, as was the case during virtually
all of the period I shall be focusing on, the rising oceans of the Holocene had replaced
it with the narrow strait that divides the continents today - can be referred to as
'Greater Beringia', a designation which no doubt would have pleased the Danish
explorer Virus Bering, after whom the strait and the adjacent sea are named. The
Lena river valley is sometimes taken as the western border of this geographical entity
(cf. the usage in West 1996), but from a linguistic and ethnographic point of view it
makes sense to include Siberia proper within the larger region.
This is harsh territory, in fact the harshest inhabited region on earth. Most of it
lies within 1000 miles to either side of the Arctic Circle. Its shores - apart from the
Pacific coast of Alaska - are treeless and ice-bound for much of the year, and its
interior regions are still colder and bleaker (the high land around Verkhoyansk in
Yakutia is the Cold Pole of the northern hemisphere). Much of it is low, flat tundra,
broken in Chukotka and Alaska by rugged mountains that alternate with great river
valleys. The foggy Aleutian islands have their own, sub-arctic microclimate, as does
Kamchatka with its great volcanic peaks and sheltered patches of boreal forest.
Precipitation is nowhere great (except on the Pacific coast of Alaska), but the winds
are relentless.
Yet there are ample resources for small bands of humans with the skills to exploit
the rich marine and riverine life of its shores or to hunt (and in more recent times
domesticate) the hordes of wild reindeer that have thronged back and forth on their
annual migrations between taiga and tundra since long before man ever arrived in the
Far North. Further south within Siberia, the tundra gradually gives way to the
coniferous taiga that fills the broad central Siberian plain and all but the highest land
of the plateau further east. In the south it is bounded by high open steppeland and in the center of the continent - some of the world's mightiest mountains. The whole
area is traversed by a network of great rivers that converge around Lake Baykal, in
size more an inland sea than a lake. Here the climate is still extreme, but mild enough
in the short warm summers to support some limited agriculture as well as the grazing
of livestock. Some areas - the tundra and the major river valleys - are easily traversed,
but elsewhere there are major geographical barriers, notably the high mountain ranges
surrounding the central Alaskan basin, and the Verkhoyansk range separating the Lena
valley from Chukotka; around these obstacles people on the move have always had to
pass. The low Ural mountains to the west, by contrast, are no barrier at all.
The landscape and climate of Greater Beringia has not always been as harsh as
it is today, but it has also been colder. Before the global warming of the early
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Holocene that led to a general decrease in the extent of glacier-locked ice and a
corresponding rise in the level of the world's oceans, the Beringian Land Bridge was
exposed over much of the area that the Bering and Chukchi Seas now cover. Owing
mainly to the low precipitation of the region, no large ice masses formed, however.
This was a low-lying grassland over which megafauna roamed and man followed - at
least during those interstadial periods when the Land Bridge was in place and the
climate was mild enough for bands of paleolithic hunters to survive. The route human
beings followed led always predominantly from west to east, as determined by the
relative abundance of the game they pursued. But cross-cutting this general 'drift' was
another north-south one, this time determined solely by the fluctuating climate, which
punctuated the episodes when it was possible and/or desirable to move eastward
across the Gateway to the New World. One of the most significant of these mild
episodes was at the height of the Holocene, the so-called Thermal Maximum of about
seven to five thousand years ago. The end of this period coincided with the arrival at
the Beringian Gateway of the last major expansion of people and languages from the
ulterior of the Old World that would continue on into the New. It is with this
expansion that we shall be primarily concerned in the present book.
1.2. The notion of 'Uralo-Siberian' language
At the risk of being seen to preempt in advance the 'stock' as opposed to the 'mesh'
conception of the relationship between the languages involved, I shall simply call the
hypothetical proto-language (or complex of related languages) out of which all the
relevant circumpolar languages may have emerged Troto-Uralo-Siberian'. It should
be stressed, however, that the positing of such a discrete entity may be an artifact of
the comparative method itself. This hypothetical entity, whether stock or mesh, can be
taken as representing the core source of all the truly Siberian language families.
Before that time Siberia - as opposed to the geographical entity comprising Siberia
plus Alaska - did not exist, at least not this side of the last interstadial, when humans
first may have ventured so far north as to have been able to cross to America6. During
the course of the last millennium or so this much ramified entity has gradually been
ousted from its original dominance in the area under pressure from new languages Altaic and Indo-European ones - coming in from the south. The descendants of the
hypothetical proto-language that are still spoken today form the following four
'families':
(a) the Uralic languages, comprising two major branches, Finno-Ugric and Samoyedic;
(b) Yukagir
(c) Eskimo-Aleut
and less certainly
(d) Chukotko-Kamchatkan (Chukotkan plus Itelmen)
The last three belong to the so-called Taleo-Siberian' or Taleo-Asiatic' group first
hypothesized in the middle of the last century by LI. Schrenck as representing the
remnants of ancient Siberian languages whose speakers had otherwise been assimilated
by encroaching Altaic speakers or displaced to North America (see Skorik 1986,20)7.
The reconstructed proto-languages of all these separate groups share certain
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almost definitional features that distinguish them from all other surrounding language
families, in particular a single voiceless stop series (/p/, /t/, /k/ and sometimes also
palatal /t'/ and uvular /q/) corresponding to a single voiced fricative series (/v/, /d/,
/x/ and sometimes also /ff/ and /R/). This is a typologically rather rare combination,
one that reflects either ancient 'consonant gradation' (as reflected still in many Uralic
and Eskimo languages, where stops in 'strong' position alternate with the
corresponding voiced fricatives in 'weak' position within the word) or at least
conditions conducive to its morphological exploitation. See Map 1 for the present
distribution of these languages in conjunction with the list of abbreviations at the front
of the book (in many areas majority languages such as English and Russian dominate
today, of course).
It has been suggested more than once during the course of this century that the
languages listed above represent but a selection of a still larger congeries of ultimately
related Eurasian languages - this is a matter I shall return to in section 2.5. For the
moment let me just state that there is reason to believe that the languages listed above
have a closer genetic affiliation to each other than any of them have to any other
surviving linguistic family, despite the considerable diversity between their
contemporary descendants and despite the typological features held in common by
Uralic and Altaic languages in particular. Although I happen to believe that Uralic
does share some common genetic kernel with at least some of the languages of the
Altaic 'stock', this is far from established today and may never be so to any satisfactory
degree. As to still broader affinities, I have no particular opinion - I am simply
sceptical of their chances of ever being convincingly proven. As a kind of shorthand and at the risk of offending orthodoxy on such matters - I shall refer during the
course of this book to a number of other controversial language groupings (including
'Altaic' and 'Mosan'); these should be taken as reflecting not proven affiliations but
rather 'meshes' that may or may not ultimately reflect common origins, but which at
all events lie (for the time being) beyond the grasp of conventional comparative
methodology. Though their genetic unity may be unfounded, their accumulation of
shared typological features suggests some kind of ancient areal communality at least.
On Table 1 is presented a breakdown of the approximate numbers of speakers of
Uralo-Siberian languages today (actually 1970 as regards most groups within Europe).
The division into three separate sections for Europe, Asia and America is of course
artificial. These figures reflect speakers, not ethnic population as such: especially
outside of Europe many no longer use their original language, but have switched to
some dominant language like English or Russian. Of the total figures given for Asia
and America a further ca. 18% and 15% respectively can be added to cover such
groups, though their distribution varies greatly from region to region (also another
267,000 Russian-speaking Mordvins could be added). The vast majority of UraloSiberian speakers today speak the three national languages Hungarian, Finnish and
Estonian (I have not even included North American immigrants who still speak these
as their first language). The figures are taken from Comrie (1981,279f.), Hajdu (1975),
and the 1979 USSR census figures for the Far East given in Fitzhugh & Crowell
(1988), adjusted according to the information on the latest (1995) Alaska Native
Language Center language map, and with extrapolation from the latest (1995) census
figure for Greenland. Relevant sociolinguistic background material concerning all these
people can be found in Comrie (1981), Collis (1990), Hajdii (1975) and Fitzhugh &
Crowell (1988).
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TABLE 1
Numbers of speakers of Uralo-Siberian languages
Europe:
Uralic
Finnic
Lapp (Saami)
Balto-Finnic
Finnish
Estonian
Karelian
Veps
Ingrian
Livonian
Permic
Zyrian (Komi, incl.
Komi-Permyak)
Votyak (Udmurt)
Volgic
Cheremis (Man)
Mordvin
Ugric
Hungarian
In all:

31,000s
4,800,000
962,000
2,000
2,800

200
150'
397,900
582,000
545,800
983,000
ca. 13,000,000

21,596,050

Asia:
Uralic
Ugric (Ob-Ugric)
Ostyak (Khanty)
Vogul (Mansi)
Samoyedic10
Nenets (Yurak)
Enets (Yenisei Sam.)
Nganasan (Tavgi)
Selkup
Yukagir
Chukotko-Kamchatkan12
Chukchi
Koryak
Itelmen
Eskimo-Aleut
Siberian Yupik"
Aleut
In all: 62,950

14,600
4,000
24,000
300
720
2,180
260"
10,960
5,450
100

370
10
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America:
Eskimo-Aleut
Aleut
Yupik
Siberian Yupik (St.
Lawrence Island)
Central Alaskan Yupik
Alutiiq (Pacific Yupik)
Inuit
Alaskan Inupiaq
Canadian Inuktitut
Greenlandic (Kalaallisut)

34014
1,050
10,000
450
3,000
24,000
46,850"

In all: 83,440
Total speakers:

21,744,480

With the Asian figures compare the ca. 312,000 Yakut, 6,800 Even and 12,070
Evenki speakers according to the 1979 census16, and with the American ones compare
the total figures of 22,570 Northern Athabaskan speakers plus 1,700 Tlingit, 2 Eyak
and 300 Haida given on the 1982 ANLC map for Alaska and Canada. These figures
have deteriorated rapidly, however - Krauss (1997) has only 12,474 Northern
Athabaskan speakers, 575 Tlingit, 1 Eyak and 55 Haida.
1.3. A brief characterization of the Uralo-Siberian languages
In the following I can give only the sketchiest of impressions of the rich - and varied grammars of the different languages with which this book is concerned. I shall
concentrate on important features which they all share, but I shall mention others that
contribute significantly to the distinctive profiles of the individual families today. To
illustrate the four families and their major branches I shall limit myself to, respectively,
West Greenlandic Eskimo and Atkan Aleut, Chukchi and Itelmen, Tundra Yukagir
and Nganasan Samoyedic (the major Finno-Ugric languages have been widely
described and fall outside of the geographical area of this study). My sources for the
material on the tables are Fortescue (1984), Bergsland and Dirks (1981), Skorik
(1961), Volodin (1976), Krejnovic'(1958), and Tere&enko (1979) respectively. Further
useful information of a general nature on all these languages can be gleaned from
Comrie (1981), Woodbury (1984), Sinor (1988b), and Skorik (1968).
Phonologically there is on the surface considerable variation between the
languages, even within single families, although, as we shall see in 6.1, the
reconstructed proto-phonologies are very similar indeed. In general, the Uralo-Siberian
families will be seen to have grown gradually further and further apart both
grammatically and geographically. There is little evidence of strong mutual influence
between the daughter families and languages, let alone convergence of the type that
one suspects behind the Altaic languages; by this lucky circumstance my task is
somewhat simplified.
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Most of the Uralo-Siberian languages have a rather simple consonant inventory,
typically with only one stop series and one fricative series by manner, but also often
with a palatal (or palatalized alveolar) series by position (see Table 12 in Chapter 6).
A voiced series of stops has developed from the fricatives in Samoyedic and Yukagir,
and the palatal series has been lost in Eskimo-Aleut (as also in Chukchi and some
Balto-Finnic). Unexpectedly, Itelmen also has ejectives (and Aleut and Yupik have
voiceless nasals - in Aleut even initial). The presence of uvular phonemes distinguishes
the western (Urah'c) from the eastern (EA and CK) languages, with Yukagir having
acquired them since Proto-Yukagir times (by vowel changes that left uvular allophones
no longer always next to back vowels). As regards vowels, the more westerly languages
(including Yukagir) have maintained quite a complex array of vowels (including front
rounded ones), whereas in the eastern ones this is much reduced (there are only three
vowel phonemes in West Greenlandic). Long vowels and/or diphthongs have
developed independently in most of the modern languages. Palatal vowel harmony has
been largely lost in Samoyedic and is now marginal in Yukagir, whereas Eskimo-Aleut
orobably never had it. As for Chukotko-Kamchatkan, an unusual form of 'root
retraction' harmony has developed (now largely lost again in Itelmen); this will be
discussed in 6.1. The canonical shape of morphemes (bisyllabic noun and verb stems
but shorter suffixes and demonstrative/ pronominal forms) is similar in most of the
languages, as are phonotactic restrictions on clusters (at most two adjacent consonants
are usually allowed medially and none word-initially). However, Ob-Ugric, Aleut and especially - Itelmen have collapsed many originally bisyllabic stems to monosyllables
and much more complex clusters have arisen in Itelmen (also to some degree Aleut,
Alutor, Kerek and Nenets). As regards morphophonemic alternations, Eskimo-Aleut,
Chukotko-Kamchatkan, Samoyedic, and Lapp have, each in their own way, developed
a considerable distance away from simple agglutinative beginnings.
The morphology of all Uralo-Siberian (henceforth 'US') languages is essentially
a matter of suffixation, although Uralic has shown an increasing propensity to steminternal inflection, either by consonant gradation (typical of Balto-Finnic) or by vowel
ablaut (Samoyedic and Ob-Ugric have both to some degree). Prefixing (also
circumfixing) has developed to a considerable extent in Chukotko-Kamchatkan (also
Yukagir has a few prefixes). Exclusive reliance on suffixation has been taken to its
extreme in Eskimo (West Greenlandic has over 400 productive derivational suffixes
and a number of suffixed inflections nearly as great); this is symptomatic of the general
increase in degree of morphological synthesis from west to east (out of Eurasia into
North America) across the circumpolar region. This drift towards polysynthesis (in its
widest sense) has developed via different routes in Eskimo-Aleut (henceforth 'EA')
and Chukotko-Kamchatkan (henceforth 'CK'), with EA languages still limited to one
lexical stem per word, whereas canonical noun incorporation - arguably a newer
phenomenon - is found in Chukotkan (not Itelmen): compare the first sentences under
respectively (a) and (b) below. The types of suffixes displayed by Eskimo-Aleut are
attested widely throughout the other US languages, however (e.g. morphological
valency shifters - causativizers, passivizers, etc. - and aspectual and .modality markers,
also nominalizing and verbalizing suffixes). All of these are fairly common on a
worldwide basis.
Inflectionally, EA has developed unusual double-marking of both head and
dependent constituents, e.g. of both possessor and possessum in possessive NP
constructions such as piniartu-p savi-a (hunter-REL knife-3s) 'the hunter's knife'. The

