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Hypotheses connecting Na-Dene 
(AET) and Yeniseian with other 

Eurasian language families
 “Sino-Dene” = Sino-Tibetan + Na-Dene
 “Basque-Dennean” (Swadesh) = Basque, Caucasian, Ural-Altaic, 

Dravidian, Tibeto-Burman, Chinese, Austronesian, Japanese, Chukchi, Eskimo-Aleut, Wakashan, and 
Na-Dene    

 “Dene-Caucasian” (Nikolayev 1991) = Na-Dene + 
(North) Caucasian (+ Sino-Tibetan + Yeniseian)

 “Karasuk” = Yeniseian + Burushaski
 Sino-Caucasian (Starostin 1982-84) = Sino-Tibetan + 

Yeniseian + Caucasian
 “Dene-Caucasian” (present day) = Na-Dene + Sino-

Tibetan + Yeniseian + Caucasian + Burushaski + Basque 



  

“Sino-Dene”
Trombetti – Sapir – Shafer 

Khampa Navajo

“This [Sino-Dene] thesis, which is to be taken 
relatively seriously, goes back ... to Sapir; ... Various 
etymologies, in part very appealing, are at hand . ... 
There are a number of correspondences in 
morphology ...” (Jürgen Pinnow)  

“The [Sino-Dene] connection is ... a plausible 
one, both on linguistic and anthropological 
grounds ...” (Victor Golla)  

Bai  

Tlingit



  

“Sino-Dene”

Sino-Tibetan / Tibeto-Burman
 language family

Na-Dene 
language family



  

“Sino-Dene” Morphology

“The most typical representative of the earlier 
stage [of Sino-Tibetan] is [Classical] Tibetan, 

which is startlingly Nadene-like.” 
(Edward Sapir, 1921)

Sino-Dene verbal prefixes:
Tib. s-  =  Tlingit-Haida s-
Tib. r-  =  Tlingit-Haida-Ath.  ł- 
Tib.  d-  =  Tlingit-Ath.  d-
Tib.  m-  =  Ath.  -n-/-ŋ- 



  

“Sino-Dene” Lexis



  

“Sino-Dene” Lexis
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“Dene-Caucasian” (narrow sense)
S.L. Nikolayev

(North) Caucasian 
language family



  

“Dene-Caucasian” (narrow sense)
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“Karasuk” 
(Yeniseian + Burushaski)

Ket

Hunza



  

“Karasuk” 
(Yeniseian + Burushaski)

George van Driem identifies the “Karasuk” language familiy with the Karasuk 
culture (archeological complex: 1500-800 BCE) that succeeded the 
Afanasevo culture.

“Karasuk” 
(Yeniseian + Burushaski)

←Yenisei River

←Burushaski



  

“Karasuk” 
(Yeniseian + Burushaski)
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“Karasuk” 
(Yeniseian + Burushaski)



  

“Karasuk” 
(Yeniseian + Burushaski)

Yeniseian and Burushaski both have suppletive 1st 
and 2nd person singular pronouns that can be 
related to each other.



  

“Karasuk” 
(Yeniseian + Burushaski)

Yeniseian and Burushaski both have a large number of plural affixes: for 
inanimate nouns many have a velar nasal ending:



  

A Synthesis:
Dene-Caucasian

Basque

Caucasian

Burushaski
Sino-Tibetan

Yeniseian

Na-Dene

Dene-Caucasian has been 
repeatedly “discovered”  
by several scholars  
from several starting points, 
as in the fable of the blind men 
discovering the elephant.  
Recent advances 
allow us to view the  
complete “elephant.” 
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Edward Vajda's desideratum

It is best to  reserve judg ment on the position of Yeniseian 
among the world's language families until  more work has been 
done on Dene -Yeniseian lexical parallels and until a broade r 
assessment of S.Starostin's (1982) "Sino -Caucasian" proposal 
can be made in light of the  full body of evi dence accumulated so 
far  ... (Vajda 2009 ). 



  

Sydney Lamb on Taxonomy

 ER = “Established Relationship” = universally 
accepted (e.g., Indo-European, Austronesian, Bantu, 
Algic, etc.)

 PR = “Probable Relationship” = widely accepted as 
working models, but not as fully documented or 
developed as ER (e.g., Afro-Asiatic, Niger-Congo, 
etc.)

 PT = “Probable Truth” = accepted by a minority of 
historical linguists, doubted or rejected by 
“mainstream” (e.g., Nostratic/Eurasiatic, Dene-
Caucasian, Khoisan, etc.) 



  

For the Future
 Better source materials are needed: e.g. A 

comprehensive Na-Dene or AET etymological dictionary and 
comparative grammar, Sino-Tibetan comparative grammar, 
Caucasian comparative grammar

 More cooperation is needed between 
paleolinguistic researchers and specialists. The 
exchange can benefit both ways.

 Paleolinguists need to stop “preaching to the 
choir,” and try to reach a more general audience.

 The goal is not to assemble a series of discrete (often 
binary) relationships, but to put forth a model that 
integrates relationships in the most comprehensive 
taxonomy possible.   


