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Introduction: Samoyedic

• From Proto-Uralic homeland in the South of Western Siberia, Samoyedic did 
NOT spread to the west with the Seima-Turbino transcultural phenomenon, as 
the rest of Uralic most probably did (Grünthal et al. 2022).
• Some Samoyedic languages remained in situ, whereas the others headed 

northwards (= Northern Samoyedic).
• Samoyedic, in particular Northern Samoyedic, are famous within Uralic for 

substratal linguistic features and non-Uralic lexicon for northern flora and 
fauna, and non-Uralic toponymy (together with Saamic).
• So Northern Samoyedic and Saamic were the frontier languages in the spread

Grünthal et al. 2022



Introduction:
what it is all about
• This paper is about the 

human details of this 
northward language spread.
• Mostly social details, no 

genetics.



• The main claim:
• there were at least 2 significant spurts 

of the northbound migration, along with 
the neverending northward drift beyond 
these waves

• both could be linked to advances in 
reindeer herding

• The evidence:
• historical-comparative linguistics, 

history of reindeer herding, 
sociolinguistics & ethnography.

Northbound 
migrations



• ca. 4200 y.a. Proto-Samoyedic splits off 
from Uralic (Grünthal et al. 2022)

• ca. 2000 y.a. Northern Samoyedic diverge 
from the rest of Samoyedic - 1st wave

• ca. 300 y.a. several Northern Samoyedic 
languages relocate northwards - 2nd wave

Chronology

ca. 2000 y. a.

ca. 300 y. a.



Basic assumptions

• Movement of humans known from other sources would be reflected in 
their languages. So if we have discovered a human migration, we can 
check for its traces in the languages.
• Distribution of linguistic features in geographic space can indicate 

human migrations. If we have discovered unusual geographic 
distribution of features, we can check human history.



Basic assumptions: more linguistic details

• Linguistic changes that happened in some but not all related languages 
might point to loss of human contact between speakers of the 
languages, whereas changes shared by related languages might point to 
continuity of contact.
• Isoglosses (= linguistic features shared by some, but not all related

languages) that connect non-neighbouring languages might indicate 
previous geographic locations of the speakers of these languages.



Samoyedic migrations: a view from 
linguistics
• 1st wave:
ca. 2000 y. a. Northern Samoyedic split from Proto-Samoyedic (Helimski
1989/2000, Hajdu 1975; Korhonen & Kulonen 1991)

• unlike the rest of Samoyedic, Northern Samoyedic clearly form a subgroup based on 
numerous shared innovations

> there must have been a sudden split from the rest of Samoyedic
• judging from the phonetic outlook of loanwords, Proto-Samoyedic must have been in contact 

with Proto-Turkic before the latter split into 2 branches (and the split is dated to the 
beginning of the first millennium AD)

> the Northern Samoyedic migration cannot be dated before that
• In the 1st half of the first millennium AD ceramics from the south of Western Siberia is 

attested by the Lower Yenisei (Helimski 1989/2000, Khlobystin 1973)

ca. 2000 y. a.



From 1st to 2nd 
wave
• There are two similar 

hypotheses on the origin of 
this 1st migration, i.e. on the 
location of Proto-Samoyedic
• maximal diversity, terms for flora 

and fauna, external contacts

• The final point of the 1st 
migration can be determined 
on the basis of the origin of the 
2nd migration



• 2nd wave:
Our own research stipulates that four Northern Samoyedic languages/dialects moved 
northwards ca. 300 y.a.

• Forest Enets, Tundra Enets: tribute records and 1897 & 1926 censuses document a change in 
their traditional lands (Khanina et al. 2018); this scenario is also supported by linguistics: a 
contrastive comparison between the two languages points to the divergence-convergence-
divergence events (Khanina & Shluinsky 2022).

• Yenisei Tundra Nenets: some shared isoglosses with Forest Nenets and not with Yamal Tundra 
Nenets, its modern immediate neighbour (phonetics, morphology, lexicon) (Gusev 2017, In 
prep.) – NB this linguistic claim is not dated (but that’s a matter of dialectal distinction, so not 
too long ago)

• Yurak or some unknown Tundra Nenets dialect: M.A.Castrén’s diaries (Khanina, Forthc.) – NB 
this linguistic claim is not dated (but that’s a matter of dialectal distinction, so not too long ago)

ca. 300 y. a.

Samoyedic migrations:
a view from linguistics



The Mangazaeya area: the area of most diversity2nd wave

Forest Enets

Tundra Enets

Managazeja area



The Mangazaeya area: the area of most diversity2nd wave

Yenisei Tundra Nenets

Managazeja area



The Mangazaeya area: the area of most diversity2nd wave

Yurak / unknown

Managazeja area



The Mangazaeya area: the area of most diversity2nd wave

Managazeja area



Samoyedic migrations:
a view from the human history

• Two break-throughs in reindeer herding that occurred in the last 2000 years 
coincide quite minutely with the linguistic migrations, both in time and location!
• Ca. 2,000 y. a. transport reindeer herding emerges in the south of Western 

Siberia, probably in the Sayan Mountain region, cf. overview in (Nieminen 2018: 14-
19) and recent archaeological studies (Fedorova 2019; Fedorova & Gusev, 2019)
• findings of harness, sledges, also rock paintings

• Ca. 300 y.a. extensive large-scale reindeer herding emerges in the north of 
Western Siberia (Krupnik, 1993; Golovnev & Osherenko, 1999).
• a change in reindeer numbers from several dozens to at least several hundred per family
• The bigger herds required more open space, particularly tundra lands in summer, and so 

people with large herds had to relocate gradually to the more northern areas. (Stépanoff 2017)

ca. 300 y. a.

ca. 2000 y. a.



• The 1st migration has been known in linguistics
• Various reasons for it were suggested before, including the emergence of transport 

reindeer herding, but only recently the history of reindeer herding have provided us 
with specific dates that match the linguistic migrations very well.

• The 2nd migration has never been discussed as such
• Though the Enets migrations were known to specialists on Enets.

Samoyedic migrations:
what is new

ca. 300 y. a.

ca. 2000 y. a.



• The reality of the past must have been more complicated than bare advances in 
reindeer herding, so…
• It would make sense to complement this scenario with events that stimulated the 

advances in reindeer herding, in their turn, or/and were parallel triggers of the 
two northward migrations:
• climate fluctuations occurred both ca. 2000 and ca. 300 y.a.: lowering of temperatures could 

boost reindeer fertility and cause deforestation of the forest—tundra zone (Krupnik, 1993)
• 1st wave: arrival of another population to the Proto-Samoyedic homeland (Janhunen 2022)
• 2nd wave: Russian colonization that brought fur-taxation (Golovnev, 2004, Krupnik, 1993, 

Golovnev & Osherenko, 1999), man-made fires (Smirnova et al., 2017), northward migrations 
of more southern people (Selkups, Kets, cf. Piezonka 2020), epidemics.

Samoyedic migrations:
even more interdisciplinary research

ca. 300 y. a.

ca. 2000 y. a.



From macro- to microperspectives 1
• Our narrative so far has referred to big groups of people moving along with their 

languages. Was it indeed the reality?
• As there are now three major ‘branches’ of Northern Samoyedic (Nganasan, 

Enets, Nenets), it is quite probable that the 1st migration was originally realized 
by the three social and/or geographic groups somewhat separately.
• However, the period of unity of each of the three, if it existed at all, was followed 

by a weakening of these social affiliations, which resulted in what is now known 
as the Northern Samoyedic dialect continuum (Khanina, Forthc.):
• the spread of innovations that disregards any possible foregoing divergence;
• bilingualism in neighbouring languages (active and passive/recipient);
• language ideologies foregrounding relational identities based on geographic proximity and 

not on ancestry > numerous language shifts;
• alternate phases of more and less intense interaction with various neighbours.



From macro- to microperspectives 2

• A case study: a language shift to Tundra Enets for a fraction of Forest Enets
speakers, 1830-1920.
• Speakers of Forest Enets and Tundra Enets shared the same winter territories along the 

Yenisei river by the 1830s (but not in the early 17th cent.)
• However, they managed to keep their social identities separate and to maintain their own 

respective languages, thanks to the difference in subsistence: hunting and fishing for FE, 
large-scale reindeer herding for TE.

• But then several families of Forest Enets speakers expanded their reindeer herds and thus 
switched to large-scale herding > they had to employ the same itineraries that the Tundra 
Enets herders had already used (and they also intermarried with them).

• By the time of the 1926 census, 80 years after the registered increase in reindeer herds 
among this fraction of Forest Enets speakers, they all switched to Tundra Enets.



• Ecological and social settings are quite fragile and ever-changing in this 
northern region.
• Thus, one could assume that the described changes in subsistence and 

the described migrations represent only a portion of what has really been 
going on during the last 2,000 years.

Integrating the perspectives



The plans
‘Language diversification and spread in the North: the Samoyedic story’ 2021-20225 at UH, funded by Kone

• Scrutiny of yet unanalyzed language data from the 18th and the 19th 
centuries (legacy of M. A. Castrén, G. F. Müller)

> more raw data on more varieties of Northern Samoyedic, more diachronic data

• More fine-grained research in historical linguistics
> more knowledge about shared innovations, other migrations, etc.

• More studies on archival population data (tribute records, epidemic reports...)
> more knowledge on the areal population changes in the last 300 years

• A computational study in phylogeographic and geospatial modelling (based
on language locations and environmental data)

> location of the most probable area of Proto-Northern Samoyedic and subsequent migrations.



The vision
• Archeological studies in the proto-area and along the most probable migration

routes
> dating of waves of human use of the area, more details on their origin and their contacts

• Genetic research on modern and ancient reindeer DNA of the Middle and Lower
Yenisei

> support of the current statements for the reindeer herding history

• The same for human DNA, with attention to clans and languages spoken by parents
and grandparents in the case of modern humans.

> better understanding of the human details of the language contact

• Studies in historical ecology in the proto-area and along the most probable
migration routes

> better understanding of human and reindeer use, fine-tuning of human settlement and migration routes

• Integration of the Northern Samoyedic story into the broader history of human
migrations in Siberia.
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