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SOAS, London 
20 June 2012 

Inaugural Lecture:  Professor Irina Nikolaeva 
 

 
 
Vote of thanks 

Frans Plank (Universität Konstanz) 

 
 
What are we to thank Professor Nikolaeva for?   

 
Well, for an hour's good instruction and entertainment.  Which is more 

than I can say about most of my 90 minutes last night in front of the telly, 

easy to please though I am. 

 
More particularly, as I see it, in her Inaugural Lecture Professor Nikolaeva 

has made two things much clearer than they were before (to me, at any 

rate).  You might as well say she has demonstrated two truths that had so 

far been unknown or only suspected.  And for this a big thank-you is 

owed her by the scholarly community, not just of linguists but also of 

historians of mankind.  

 
These two new truths – or, because Irina is an unassuming person, let's 

more modestly say:  these very high probabilities – concern the 

relationships between languages or groups of languages, in particular 

their historical relationships. 

 
The language groups, or families, at issue are these three:  Yukaghir(ic) 

(a small family of two, hence deserving of the suffix -ic), Uralic, and 

Tungusic.  What has now been demonstrated to us about them is this: 

 



 2 

(i) Yukaghir(ic) and Uralic are genealogically (genetically) related. 

 These two families are members of a single larger family;   

 they are as it were next of kin (the languages that is, not perforce 

their speakers, because linguistic, ethnic, and genetic identity are 

matters that need to be kept separate, notwithstanding the kinship 

metaphor); 

 that is to say:  a decisive amount of significant lexical and 

especially grammatical traits which they share is the common 

heritage from a single ancestral (proto) language.  

 
(ii) Yukaghir(ic) and Tungusic are related through loans/borrowings 

that have been made over a period of intense contact – mostly of a 

lexical rather than grammatical nature, and mostly in the direction 

from Tungusic to Yukaghir(ic) (from superstrate to substrate 

language, from socially dominant, monolingual to socially 

subordinate bilingual speakers);   

 they are as it were in-laws (again the languages, not perforce their 

speakers). 

 
All of this linguistic inheriting and loaning/borrowing business has been 

conducted in North Asia, over a wide, but delimitable geographical 

expanse, from the Urals to Eastern Siberia.  (Remember Irina's maps, 

highlighting the hotspots and routes of crucial population movements.)   

 
And it has taken place over periods of time.  The relevant times are less 

distinctly identifiable on linguistic grounds;  but fortunately there are other 

grounds, here, as often elsewhere, provided by archaeology.  But at least 

the relative chronologies have been linguistically established with some 

certainty, and they see the inheriting (of proto-Uralic-Yukaghiric 
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possessions) having taken place earlier than the loaning/borrowing (of 

Tungusic possessions into Yukaghir(ic)). 

 
If there is anybody I would trust with such claims it is Irina Nikolaeva.  

She uniquely combines the descriptive, historical, and theoretical 

expertise required to take things substantially further in this domain – 

beyond suspicion, towards certainty.  

 
Through her previous work she has established herself as one of the most 

trustworthy of experts in all three of the language groups at issue.  Largely 

based on fieldwork of her own (for these languages do not have long 

descriptive traditions that armchair theorists could build on), she has 

produced lexical and grammatical accounts of (a) Yukaghir, (b) of Eastern 

Uralic languages, and (c) of the Tungusic language Udihe.  Her grammars 

and dictionaries are models of empirical scholarship, and they are 

theoretically exceptionally well informed.  (There are few other field and 

documentary linguists around who have equally contributed to theoretical 

debates as Irina.  Only remember her work on finiteness and her latest book, 

with Mary Dalrymple, on information structure and object marking.) 

 
Second, in addition to her theoretically-informed descriptive work on 

languages of North Asia/Siberia, Irina is on record with an astonishing 

amount of historical work on these languages, in particularly their lexicons. 

 
And, as she has shown previously and has shown again in her inaugural 

lecture, representing the culmination of her previous thinking about these 

matters, she has the know-how that you need to reconstruct the history and 

prehistory of languages and the relations between them.  She is an 

accomplished craftsman (woman?, person?), and the classic tool in this 

craft is the Comparative Method.  There are fancier methods on the 
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market of ever popular long-range language comparison, but none has 

proven its value and some (notably glottochronology) have been proven 

worthless (to little avail, it seems).  In a nutshell, the Comparative Method 

consists in observing systematic correspondences of form-meaning 

pairings (both of lexical and grammatical morphemes) and also perhaps of 

grammatical constructions across languages – and these correspondences 

will crucially be differences rather than exact (hence less revealing) 

identities!  Such observations of systematic correspndences then need to be 

accompanied by plausible diachronic stories to account for how 

something that was once, in the proto-language, the same could, in the 

daughter languages, become different.   

 
The Comparative Method is not automatic;  computers don't help here (yet) 

with the essentials.  To practise the Comparative Method, to be able to even 

begin to recognise cognates if you see (or hear) any (= words 

systematically differing across languages, hence pointing to a common 

source), you need to know a lot about the systems of the languages 

concerned and their history – and it needs intimate knowledge about 

phonological, semantic, and morphosyntactic structures and their 

developments.  [Are English clean and German klein, E speak and G 

sprechen cognates?  Don't ask your computerised databases of Swadesh 

Lists.]   In her inaugural lecture and her previous work Irina Nikolaeva has 

demonstrated the right kinds of expertise for the task at hand.  What needs 

to be specially acknowledged here is her reconstruction of large parts of the 

Yukaghir(ic) lexicon, without which any comparing of Yukaghir(ic) with 

Uralic and Tungusic would have remained as amateurish as it used to be.  

An example (references supplied on request):  When you want to show that 

Greek and Rapanui (the language of the Easter Islands) are historically 

related, amassing similar forms with similar meanings from today's Greek 



 5 

and Rapanui is futile, because the relevant kinship must have obtained in 

the past.  It's old forms, of the appropriate age, often reconstructed forms, 

that make or don't make the point. 

 
Hence, there is more than an a priori declaration of confidence that we owe 

to Irina:  her demonstration of the different kinds of historical relationships 

linking Yukaghir(ic) with Uralic on the one hand (as next-of-kin) and with 

Tungusic on the other (as in-laws) deserves that we take it seriously enough 

to either accept it or attempt to come up with an even better story, 

connecting Yukaghir(ic) differently or leaving it unconnected.  

 
Lest the non-linguists in the audience go away suspecting that linguists 

can't talk (or perhaps think) straight but need to rely on metaphor, lacking 

an analytic language of their own, let me assure you that when Irina and her 

historical colleagues talk about "families" of languages (using social and 

biological imagery), about "trees" and their "branches" (borrowing from 

botany, like mathematical topology does, too), about "inheriting" and 

"loaning" and "borrowing" (social concepts, the former also genetic), or 

about languages "in contact" (like physical things), forming "superstrates" 

and "substrates" (like in geological stratigraphy), this is only for simplicity 

or from habit.  All of this talk could (and probably always should) be 

translated into ling-speak proper, using these terms of reference: 

 
– speech communities, 

– whose members produce and process speech acts according to shared norms, 

– which are represented in the minds/brains of individual members as a  

 mental lexicon&grammar, 

– which is acquired, on the basis of the experience of speech acts witnessed  

 and of universal constraints, across generations of members of the  

 speech community,  
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– and which is modified over the life-spans of community members,  

 sometimes in contact with members of other speech communities, 

 hence sometimes bi- or multi-lingual, having more than one  

 lexicon&grammar at their disposal. 

 
To get an angle on the external, rather than only internal linguistic history, 

we further need these non-linguistic terms of reference: 

 
– populations (as social, ethnic, or also genetic units); 

– geographic areas (habitats of populations, pathways of population  

 movements); 

– time, in various senses: 

 – the time of producing and processing speech acts, 

 – the time to acquire a lexicon&grammar (generational time, aka  

  diachrony), 

 – the time to modify one's lexicon&grammar (life-span) 

 – the time for innovations to diffuse thtough speech communities; 

 – the time for pre-language to become language (evolutionary time). 

 
Don't be afraid, I won't go on and translate Irina's talk into proper ling-speak.  

It easily could be done, though – which distinguishes it from a not-

insubstantial body of work in historical linguistics lost in metaphor.   

 
Let me only note that even when we deal with very early linguistic history, 

we can't compete with our colleagues in genetics, palaeontology, geology, 

or cosmology whose professional concern is seriously deep time.  When 

we identify the time when Yukaghiric separated from the rest of Uralic – as 

convincingly as Irina has done just now, positing the 4th or 3rd millennium 

BCE as the end point of Uralic-Yukaghiric unity – we are talking of 

something that happened as recently as some 240 generations ago (1 
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generation = 25 years).  240 cycles of language acquisition means there 

were 240 opportunities or really doing things differently as far as the 

lexicon and grammar is concerned.  Is that much or little?  For us linguists, 

poor relations of cosmologists reaching back to milliseconds after the bing 

bang, a family with this kind of time depth, and reliably reconstructed 

lexicons and grammars, is not to be scorned.    

 
We are grateful for having proto-Uralic in this widened sense, now 

definitively including Yukaghir(ic).  And we are waiting for further 

enlightenment on details of the subgrouping of this family.  For instance, 

what are the shared innovations that link Yukaghiric with Samoyedic (as in 

tree (a)), only alluded to in today's lecture?  Or are better arguments to be 

found for either of the two alternative subgroupings, (b) or (c)?  I'm sure 

Irina has answers up her sleeves, to be published before long.   

 
 
(a)  Uralic     (b)              Uralic-Yukaghiric 

 

Finno-Ugric    Samoyedic-Yukaghiric                Uralic         Yukaghiric 

 

    Samoyedic        Yukaghiric    Finno-Ugric    Samoyedic 

 

(c)                      Uralic 

 

      Finno-Ugric     Samoyedic     Yukaghiric 

 

 
Let me bid you farewell – or rather invite you to join Professor Nikolaeva 

and Professor Webley at the reception upstairs – with one final, and 

perhaps more philosophical question concerning isolate-hood.   

 



 8 

Suppose, against all the odds, that Irina's services of a midwife on behalf of 

Yukaghir(ic) will ultimately be judged unsuccessful.  If Yukaghir(ic) were 

to remain an orphan forever, a daughter of dubious, unproven maternity, a 

branch attached to no stem on the universal linguistic Stammbaum, what 

would that mean? 

 
Is it conceivable for a linguistic isolate (individual language or equally 

the oldest ancestor of a family other than proto-human itself) to have 

sprung out of nowhere – that is to say, to be a case of a language directly 

transformed from pre-language, not derived from, not modelled by a 

generation of acquirers on, one or another existing full-fledged language? 

 
This isn't really just a question about Yukaghir(ic), it is a question about 

the geographical and historical patterns of linguistic isolates in general.  

And they are no wholly negligible lot:  of the current ca. 7000 languages, 

1–2% have earned themselves this singular status.  Their incidence seems 

unequal in space and time:  they seem most frequent in Papua New 

Guinea, the Americas, and perhaps Africa.  Tending towards extinction, 

they must once have been more frequent than they are now. 

 
If these patterns cannot be plausibly explained (a) through population-

historic events (such as population movements, population extinction, 

language replacements), or (b) through changes of physical geography 

affecting the habitats of populations, or simply (c) through gaps in our 

historical-linguistic knowledge, then could the right scenario perhaps be 

one of polygenesis of languages rather than monogenesis of Language?  

It wouldn't be the only case that a cultural and cognitive achievement has 

been independently re-achieved – remember farming, the use of the 

wheel for transport, the tying of knots, counting, writing, or signing in 

deaf communities. 


