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Abstract

In popular conception, Altaic is often assumed to constitute a language fam-
ily, or perhaps a phylum, but in reality, it involves a historical, areal, and
typological complex of five separate language families of different origins—
Turkic, Mongolic, Tungusic, Koreanic, and Japonic—to which Uralic also
adheres in the transcontinental context of Ural-Altaic. The similarities be-
tween the individual Altaic language families are due to prolonged contacts
that have resulted in both lexical borrowing and structural interaction in a
number of binary patterns. The historical homelands of the Altaic language
families were located in continental Northeast Asia, but secondary expan-
sions have subsequently brought these languages to most parts of northern
and central Eurasia, including Anatolia and eastern Europe. The present
review summarizes the basic facts concerning the Altaic language families,
their common features, their patterns of interaction with each other andwith
other languages, and their historical and prehistorical context.
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DEFINITION AND TERMINOLOGY

In a neutral sense, Altaic is best understood as the cover term for a group of five distinct language
families whose origins can be traced to the southern parts of Northeast Asia. Linguistic expansions
in the last couple of millennia have taken these languages in different directions over the Eurasian
continent, including the Japanese Islands in the east, Siberia in the north, parts of the Qinghai-
Tibetan Plateau in the south, and the entire Central Asian belt in the west, extending from eastern
and western Turkestan to the Iranian Plateau, Afghanistan, Anatolia, and parts of eastern Europe.

The five language families that have been classified under Altaic include, in a rough west-to-
east succession, Turkic, Mongolic, Tungusic, Koreanic, and Japonic. Historically, the definition
of Altaic has varied, and the term has also been used to denote only Turkic, Mongolic, and Tun-
gusic, a complex also known as Micro-Altaic or Core Altaic. To these, Koreanic and Japonic are
added in a context known as Macro-Altaic. Another term recently introduced for Macro-Altaic is
Transeurasian. In a truly transcontinental framework, known as Ural-Altaic, Altaic has also been
linked with the Uralic language family in the west.

An essential feature of all definitions of Altaic is that the concept has to include Turkic and
Mongolic, a link also known as Turko-Mongolic (Németh 1912; Ramstedt 1914–1916). From this
basic link, the concept has been expanded eastward to include Tungusic, Koreanic, and Japonic, in
this order.Other classifications, proceeding from east to west, operate with similar links claimed to
exist between Japonic and Koreanic (Koreo-Japonic), Koreanic and Tungusic (Koreo-Tungusic),
or Tungusic and Mongolic (Mongolo-Tungusic), but these links, without Turkic, remain outside
of the mainstream framework of Altaic.

It is important to note that Altaic should not be mistaken for a language family in the sense lan-
guage families are normally understood in the framework of historical and comparative linguistics.
The terms phylum or macrofamily, as occasionally used, are similarly misleading, since they also
imply the presence of common genetic (genealogical) descent, though perhaps at a deeper time
level. More appropriately we may speak of the Altaic complex, or the Altaic phenomenon, with
the general reservation that these terms have a variety of implications, some of which go beyond
the narrow definition of Altaic.

HISTORY OF THE CONCEPT

The term Altaic (Swedish Altaisk) was first used in 1845 by the Finnish linguist M. A. Castrén
(Castrén 1846, pp. 184–185), who understood by it the transcontinental belt of languages in-
cluding Finno-Ugric, Samoyedic, Turkic, Mongolic, and Tungusic, with the possible inclusion of
other eastern languages. In the same context, Castrén also used the term Uralic (Swedish Uralsk),
by which he meant the Finno-Ugric languages. This framework immediately gave rise to the term
Ural-Altaic (German Ural-Altaisch), first used in 1847 by Herman Kellgren, another Finnish lin-
guist (Kellgren 1847). Both earlier and later, several other terms, including Scythian, Ta(r)tarian,
and Turanian, have been used for a varying selection of Inner Asian languages more or less equal
to Ural-Altaic (Orlandi 2020).

Castrén’s original idea was that the Altaic languages, which in his definition also included the
Uralic languages, had expanded from the Altai region in southern Siberia and western Mongolia
(Castrén 1849). At the same time, he presupposed an original genetic affinity between all these
languages. Although the geographical association with the Altai region no longer has any serious
support, the concept of an ancient Ural-Altaic affinity at the level of a macroscopic language family
or phylum is still alive and has also led to even broader speculations concerning transcontinental
linguistic relationships in Eurasia in the context of the Nostratic (Dolgopolsky 1998, Renfrew &
Nettle 1999) and Eurasian (Greenberg 2000–2002) frameworks.
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Critical scholars already rejected the idea of a Ural-Altaic affinity in the early twentieth century
(Shirokogoroff 1931), afterUralic had been defined as a separate language family consisting only of
Finno-Ugric and Samoyedic (Paasonen 1917). This left Altaic alone, but the idea of a relationship
between the Micro-Altaic entities was further developed by G. J. Ramstedt (posthumously 1952–
1966), also from Finland. After defining what he thought was a definitively proven language family
consisting of Turkic, Mongolic, and Tungusic, he worked on Korean and Japanese and ended up
including the former, but not the latter, in his final version of Altaic (Ramstedt 1949). This version
of Altaic was subsequently adopted by Nicholas Poppe (Poppe 1960, 1965); however, he later also
included Japanese (Poppe 1975).

The work of Ramstedt and Poppe created the basis for what may be called the standard formu-
lation of the so-called Altaic Hypothesis, also known, misleadingly, as the Altaic Theory (Poppe
1965, pp. 125–156).As soon as this hypothesis had been created and presented in a systematic form,
it was criticized on several different grounds by others, including Władysław Kotwicz (posthu-
mously 1951), Sir Gerard Clauson (1956), Gerhard Doerfer (1963, pp. 51–105; 1966), A. M.
Shherbak (1966), Louis Ligeti (1971), and András Róna-Tas (1974). This led to the formation of
two camps, the so-called pro-Altai(ci)sts and anti-Altai(ci)sts, of whom the former are in favor and
the latter against the Altaic Hypothesis. Although the issue is still being debated, the balance has
beenmoving in favor of the anti-Altai(ci)sts,with the last pro-Altai(ci)sts being grouped around the
Nostratic and Transeurasian frameworks, both of which are tarnished by serious methodological
problems.

The principal specific issue regarding which new contributions have been produced by the
pro-Altai(ci)st camp after Ramstedt involves the position of Japonic, as well as its possible relation
to Koreanic (Lewin 1976). The possibility of the Altaic adherence of Japonic had been proposed
already by Anton Boller (1857) and Heinrich Winkler (1909) in the context of Ural-Altaic, but it
was reraised by R. A. Miller (1971, 1996) and K. H. Menges (1975), followed by S. A. Starostin
(1991) and Martine Robbeets (2005). Typically, the arguments and databases presented in favor of
this possibility differ widely from author to author,meaning that there is no consensus concerning
the actual details. The inclusion of Japanese in the Altaic context has also found some support
in Japan, but more often Japanese ( Japonic) has been viewed as a mixed language with several
components, one of which is thought to have been Altaic (Murayama 1975, Itabashi 2003).

The anti-Altai(ci)sts have, on their side, produced several pieces of scholarship that demon-
strate in detail the problems involved with the conventional comparisons either generally (Georg
2003) or between selected pairs of languages, such as Tungusic and Mongolic (Doerfer 1985) or
Koreanic and Japonic (Vovin 2010). The most obvious methodological fault of the conventional
comparisons is that they are carried out on a nonbinary one-to-many basis in a framework that has
been termed omnicomparativism (Doerfer 1973). In this framework, lexical items and grammatical
features that are present in a given Altaic language or family are routinely, often with insufficient
linguistic sophistication, compared with whatever similar items or features are found in any other
Altaic language or family, a method that multiplies the possibility of genetically irrelevant chance
similarities.

The Altaic Hypothesis also has a political dimension. Originally created to corroborate rising
Finnish nationalism in the nineteenth century, it was later adopted by other young nations, in-
cluding Turkey after World War I and Korea after World War II. For these nations, the alleged
Altaic identity of their national languages has become a dogma, which is often taken to the literal
extreme, in that not only the languages but also the peoples are assumed to have come from a com-
mon homeland in the Altai region. This populist and pseudohistorical aspect of the issue (Logie
2019) was exploited before World War II by the so-called Turanian movement, also known as
(pan-)Turanism (Levent 2015), which flourished in countries such as Hungary, Turkey, and Japan
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(which at that time also included Korea). Traces of Turanian ideology can still be discerned in the
Turkic-speaking republics of the former Russian Central Asia.

ALTAIC LANGUAGE FAMILIES

When taken individually, the five language families covered by the term (Macro-)Altaic are all
relatively shallow. In terms of their internal diversification they are typically small or medium-
sized families, with the number of independent member languages varying from two (Koreanic)
to some 30 or more (Turkic). Both historical information and the type of the inherited lexicon in
each family allow their origins to be dated to a period ranging, roughly, from the late Iron Age
(c. 2000 BP) to the late Middle Ages (c. 800–600 BP). Due to their shallow chronology, all Altaic
language families exhibit a relatively modest degree of internal diversification, a circumstance
that makes it occasionally difficult to determine the boundaries between transitional dialects and
separate languages.

The languages and dialects belonging to each individual Altaic language family go back to
a protolanguage, which may be defined as a relatively uniform idiom spoken by a historical or
prehistoric population in a relatively compact geographical area. These protolanguages can be
approached by the standard methods of historical and comparative linguistics, complemented
by written information from historical sources. Time levels beyond the protolanguages can be
reached by using the method of internal reconstruction, which allows some aspects of what may
be called preprotolanguages to be recovered. Another source of preprotolanguage-level data is
offered by traces of early contacts of the individual Altaic protolanguages with each other, or with
other languages. In some cases this allows us to postulate parallel branches, or paralanguages,
which add at least a few centuries to the depth of the otherwise reconstructable protolanguages.

All five Altaic language families are today reasonably well documented, with up-to-date hand-
books being available on Turkic ( Johanson & Csató 2021), Mongolic ( Janhunen 2003), and
Tungusic (Vovin et al. forthcoming), as well as Koreanic and Japonic (Tranter 2012). There are
also more specific diachronic treatments on the history and internal diversity of Turkic (Räsänen
1949, 1957; Johanson 2021), Mongolic (Poppe 1955, Nugteren 2011), Tungusic (Benzing 1956),
Koreanic (Lee & Ramsey 2011), and Japonic (Frellesvig 2010). Collective information on the lan-
guages of the Altaic complex is mainly available in pro-Altai(ci)st formulations, in which the terms
Altaic (Blažek et al. 2019) and Transeurasian (Robbeets & Savelyev 2020) are used more or less
synonymously. There are also philological compendia focused on written sources in the Core Al-
taic languages (de Rachewiltz & Rybatzki 2010). It has to be said, however, that compared with
Core Altaic, both Japonic and Koreanic remain understudied for the purposes of historical and
comparative linguistics. In particular, the possibilities offered by internal reconstruction and traces
of external contacts remain insufficiently exploited.

The problem with Koreanic is that it is a very shallow and internally uniform language family.
Although often described as an isolate, it is better understood as consisting of at least two distinct
members,Korean (proper) and Jeju (Cheju), whose mutual separation goes back to the lateMiddle
Ages, a period that marks the beginning of the written use of Middle Korean in a native phonemic
script (Hangul). As a language,Middle Korean is essentially identical with Proto-Koreanic, and its
transformation into modern Korean(ic) involves a rather straightforward and transparent process
(Martin 1992). By contrast, the earlier history of Korean (Lee & Ramsey 2011, pp. 50–99), lead-
ing back to the period of Old Korean (late first millennium AD), is obscured by the scarcity of
preserved written material, though there are indications that one or more Para-Koreanic lineages
may have existed apart from the one that led to Middle Korean. Even so, internal evidence allows
the history of Koreanic to be traced back no further than one and a half millennia, at most.
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Compared with Koreanic, Japonic is several hundred years deeper, and its division into the
Japanese (proper) andRyukyuan branches, as well as the internal diversification of the latter into six
or more separate languages (Bentley 2008), allowmore insights to be gained about its background.
Japanese is also historically well documented (e.g., Vovin 2020), and it offers good prospects for
internal reconstruction (Martin 1987). A dating for Proto-Japonic is supplied by the archeological
and protohistorical context, which suggests that Japonic was introduced to the Japanese Islands
as a single lineage from southwestern Korea in the late Yayoi period (approximately 2000 BP). A
parallel lineage, Para-Japonic, continued to be spoken in parts of Korea, until it was extinguished
by the expansion of Koreanic. Unfortunately, the linguistic data remaining from Para-Japonic are
too scarce to allow them to be used for any purpose other than identification.

Mongolic and Tungusic, which each have some 10 to 15 separate languages, share many fea-
tures in their external development. Both families have had a historically important and, as it
seems, relatively monolithic southern branch, which in the case of Tungusic is represented by the
Jurchenic ( Jurchen-Manchu) lineage and in the case ofMongolic by the Khitanic (Khitan) lineage.
In addition, they both have a northern branch that is responsible for most of their synchronically
documented internal diversity. A difference between the two families is that the southern branch
of Mongolic, which yielded the Khitan literary language, as documented in written sources from
the tenth to thirteenth centuries (Kane 2009), subsequently became extinct, while the northern
branch emerged as Middle Mongol, the spoken and written language of the historical Mongols
(twelfth to fifteenth centuries).

Taxonomically Khitanic, which is known only from written sources preliminarily deciphered
in the twentieth century (Wu & Janhunen 2010, pp. 13–48), is best identified as Para-Mongolic,
while the language family containing both Khitanic andMongolic (proper) may be termedMacro-
Mongolic, though the term Serbi-Mongolic has also been used (Shimunek 2017). In a similar
way, it is useful for certain purposes to speak of Macro-Turkic ( Janhunen 2016), which involves
the Turkic language family in the largest sense and includes both Turkic (proper) or Common
Turkic and Bulghar Turkic or Bulgharic, also known as Oghuric. The Common Turkic branch,
with 30+ modern languages, including the taxonomically idiosyncratic Khalaj language (Doerfer
et al. 1971), goes back to a protolanguage relatively close (though not identical) to Old Turkic,
a language recorded in written monuments from the seventh to thirteenth centuries (Erdal
2004). The Bulgharic branch, by contrast, is synchronically represented by a single language,
Chuvash.

ALTAIC LINGUISTIC EXPANSIONS

There are multiple reasons to assume that the homelands of the five Altaic language families
were located in a compact region consisting of the Korean Peninsula and the adjacent parts of
southern Manchuria, possibly extending to western Mongolia and what is today northern China
( Janhunen 1996, pp. 216–256). From this region, each of the protolanguages concerned started
expanding outside of its original location in connection with the formation of protohistorical po-
litical centers and states, which favored population growth,military conquests, and the absorption
of neighboring languages.

It seems that there were, in particular, two ethnopolitical frameworks that conditioned the
expansion of the Altaic language families. On the one hand, in the western part of the homeland
complex, there were the entities known in Chinese sources as the Xiongnu and the Xianbei, often
characterized as tribal confederations, of which the former came to be centered on Mongolia and
the latter in the Liaoxi region of southwestern Manchuria. On the other hand, in the eastern part
of the homeland complex, there were the protohistorical polities of the Korean Peninsula and the

www.annualreviews.org • The Unity and Diversity of Altaic 139

A
nn

u.
 R

ev
. L

in
gu

is
t. 

20
23

.9
:1

35
-1

54
. D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
fr

om
 w

w
w

.a
nn

ua
lr

ev
ie

w
s.

or
g

 A
cc

es
s 

pr
ov

id
ed

 b
y 

H
el

si
nk

i U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

n 
03

/0
8/

23
. S

ee
 c

op
yr

ig
ht

 f
or

 a
pp

ro
ve

d 
us

e.
 



adjacent Liaodong region in southeasternManchuria, extending northward to parts of central and
eastern Manchuria.

The political and linguistic map started evolving with the coexistence and rivalry of the
Xiongnu and Xianbei, as well as their interaction with the Han dynasty of China (202 BC to
220 AD).The three actors represented the three regions of Northeast Asia: Mongolia,Manchuria,
and China, among which Manchuria played a role against the China–Mongolia symbiotic axis
(Barfield 1989). Although all protohistorical tribal confederations are likely to have been multi-
ethnic, both linguistic and contextual circumstances suggest that the dominant language spoken
in the context of the Xiongnu was Pre-Proto-Bulgharic, while the Xianbei were dominated by
speakers of Pre-Proto-Mongolic. The collapse of Xiongnu power in Mongolia (after the second
century AD) led to a series of nomadic migrations and accompanying waves of linguistic expansion
westward, which must have brought the Bulgharic language to the Volga, where it survived until
the late Middle Ages as the language of the Volga Bulghars, from whom it was transferred to the
ancestors of the modern Chuvash.

The Xiongnu were followed by the Ancient Turks (Kök Türk) as rulers of Mongolia. The shift
from Bulgharic to Common Turkic was probably relatively easy because of the relationship of
the two languages. The Turk khaganates (546–744 AD), followed by the Uighur khaganate (744–
840 AD), constituted the political power that spread the Common Turkic language northward to
southern Siberia, where it was divided into the later Lena Turkic (Yakut), Sayan Turkic (Tyva),
Yenisei Turkic (Yenisei Kirghiz), and Altai Turkic branches (Schönig 1999), of which Lena Turkic
later continued its expansion northeast to central and northern Siberia. After the transfer of the
Uighur political center to the Tarim basin, the road was open to the Turkicization of the whole
of Central Asia (Golden 1992). The process involved large-scale language shift in which the local
populations,which had previously spoken Iranian languages, as well as, in the west,Greek, adopted
a Turkic language ( Janhunen 2009).

Polities formed in the Xianbei realm included the Northern Wei (386–534 AD) of the
Tabghach and the Liao (907–1125 AD) of the Khitan. The Tabghach (Toba) are known to have
spoken a (Para-)Mongolic language (Ligeti 1970) and may be seen as the more or less direct
linguistic ancestors of the Khitan. The difference between Khitanic and Mongolic is, however,
considerable,whichmeans that theMongolic branchmust have been formed by an early expansion
from the Liaoxi region to northwestern Manchuria, probably in the context of the protohis-
torical Shiwei, a northern branch of the Xianbei. This became the homeland of the historical
Mongols ( Janhunen 2008), who after the collapse of the Uighur khaganate (840 AD) filled the
political vacuum of Mongolia and created the Mongol empire (eleventh to fourteenth centuries),
which ultimately resulted in the expansion and diversification of the modern Mongolic languages
( Janhunen 2020). Recently, epigraphic evidence has been brought forth suggesting thatMongolic,
or Para-Mongolic, was present in Mongolia already prior to the historical Mongols (Vovin 2019),
but the issue remains unresolved.

The linguistic history of the Korean Peninsula may be viewed in direct relationship with
the protohistorical political division of the region into the so-called Three Kingdoms (Samguk):
Koguryŏ (Goguryeo) in the north, Paekche (Baekje) in the southwest, and Shilla (Silla) in the south-
east. Opinions diverge widely concerning the linguistic identity of these three polities, to which
a fourth one, Kaya (Gaya) was joined in the south. However, Koguryŏ (37 BC to 668 AD), which
extended from northern Korea to southern Manchuria, was located in a territory later occupied
by its successor states Bohai (698–926 AD) and Jin (1115–1234 AD), the latter of which was the
context of the Tungusic Jurchen. As there is no reason to assume a major linguistic change in
the region, it is more than likely that Koguryŏ was also dominated by Tungusic speakers. From
this southern homeland, Tungusic spread along the Sungari to the Middle Amur basin, which
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then became the secondary homeland for the northern branch that later expanded all over Siberia
( Janhunen 2005, 2012).

Compared with Koguryŏ, Shilla and Paekche were later formations (from the fourth century
AD), though theywere preceded by local tribal unions known as theThreeHan (Samhan).As it was
Shilla that ultimately subjugated both Paekche and parts of Koguryŏ, thus politically unifying the
Korean Peninsula, it is obvious that it was also the source of Koreanic, which finally replaced the
other languages once spoken in Korea (see also Unger 2001). Paekche, by contrast, is likely to have
been dominated by Para-Japonic speakers, who had ethnopolitical ties across the Korean Strait
with the Japanese Islands. Pockets of Para-Japonic speakers were still present in Korea after the
political unification of the peninsula, as is confirmed by toponymic material in the dynastic history
of the Three Kingdoms (Samguk Sagi). This material is often misunderstood as representing the
language of Koguryŏ (Beckwith 2004), but it actually points to the former territory of Paekche
(Toh 2005).

The expansion of Japonic from Korea to the Japanese Islands was apparently a process lasting
for several centuries, but the dominant position of Japonic in Japan was confirmed only by the
consolidation of the first Japanese state, conventionally known as Yamato, during the Kofun period
(third to sixth centuries AD).Thanks to their access tomore advancedmethods of food production
(especially rice cultivation), the population of immigrant Japonic speakers soon exceeded in size
the Pre-Yayoi indigenous population of the Japanese Islands, whose languages had evolved in the
context of the Neolithic Jomon culture (Hudson 1999). As a result, Japonic ultimately replaced
virtually all of the former insular languages, with only one lineage, Ainu, surviving to historical
times (cf. Shibatani 1990).

ALTAIC AS A TYPOLOGICAL SPHERE

The geographical closeness of the homelands of the five Altaic language families explains the
fact that the Altaic languages share a conspicuous structural similarity, which may be generalized
under the notion of Altaic typology. This similarity, however, also includes the Uralic languages.
At the time of the Altaic protolanguages (approximately 1000 to 2000+ BP), the Uralic language
family, which has a much more substantial depth, was already represented by nine distinct
branches, ranging from Finnic and Saamic in the west to Samoyedic in the east (Grünthal et al.
2022). From this point of view it would be more appropriate to speak of Ural-Altaic typology, but
for the sake of brevity and convention we may classify the Uralic languages as typologically Altaic
in reference to the large Transeurasian areal context that may also be termed the Altaic typological
sphere.

Altaic as a typology is firmly anchored in its areal environment, and its nature can be under-
stood only in comparison with other typologies. In East Asia, Altaic typology contrasts with Sinitic
typology,with the former being areally focused onNortheast Asia and the latter on Southeast Asia.
Although Sinitic typology is prototypically thought to be associated with Chinese, as the term im-
plies, it is most prominently present in languages distributed south of Chinese, includingHmongic
(Miao-Yao), Taic (Tai-Kadai), and Vietnamese. Strictly speaking, Chinese is divided between the
Altaic and Sinitic spheres, with the northern and western varieties (Mandarin Chinese) being
more Altaic and the southern varieties (Cantonese and others) more Sinitic (Szeto & Yurayong
2021). The fact that Chinese has historically undergone a process of Altaicization was pointed out
long ago (Hashimoto 1986), but it is today obvious that this process was preceded by a period of
Sinicization. All of this means that typologies can be acquired by language contact.

Another point of contrast is offered by the so-called Pacific Rim typology, a controversial
concept that covers some of the specific features of the non-Altaic languages of Northeast
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Asia and Northwest America (Bickel & Nichols 2006). On the Asian side, these languages are
conventionally labeled as Paleo-Asiatic or Paleo-Siberian, among which the two that have most
often been considered in the context of Altaic are Ainu (Kurilic) in Japan and Ghilyak or Nivkh
(Amuric) in the Amur basin and on Sakhalin. There is, indeed, no doubt that these languages show
substantial structural differences as compared with Altaic typology. Even so, the circum-Pacific
features quoted, in particular, from Ainu (as in Bugaeva et al. 2021), are conspicuously shallow
and do not favor the assumption of wider historical or areal connections, while Ghilyak seems
to have three typological layers, suggesting that its original structure has secondarily undergone
both Altaicization and de-Altaicization (Gruzdeva & Janhunen 2020).

The phenomenon of Altaicization shows that Altaic typology is not a stable property of lan-
guages. It is also not a property reserved for the languages conventionally classified as Altaic.
Rather, it is a typological orientation that can be both acquired and lost depending on the circum-
stances. Even so, it has been an expansive typology, in that the expansions of the Altaic language
families, as well as of the Uralic languages, have brought it to regions where it was not origi-
nally present ( Janhunen 2007). In the west, the principal contact zone of Altaic typology has been
formed by the Indo-European languages, once widely spoken all over the Central Asian zone. In
these regions, Altaic typology prevails surprisingly well, without having been massively modified
by the typological impact of the linguistic substratum. Even under strong cultural influence and
bilingualism, as in the Turkic languages spoken in the Islamic sphere, the basic properties of Altaic
typology remain largely intact.

There are, however, examples of Altaic languages becoming de-Altaicized, meaning that they
have acquired a significant number of non-Altaic features due to contacts with languages repre-
senting a different typology. This is the situation in areas where Altaic typology is involved in a
Sprachbund situation, with a mutual structural levelling as a result. A case in point is the Amdo
(Gansu-Qinghai) Sprachbund, located in the Upper Yellow River region at the border between
China and Tibet, where Turkic, Mongolic, Bodic (Amdo Tibetan), and Sinitic (Northwest Man-
darin) languages have been in intensive contact for centuries.While the local varieties of Chinese
show traces of rather profound Altaicization, the Altaic typology of the Turkic and Mongolic lan-
guages in the region has also been obscured by the introduction of a strong component of Bodic
and Sinitic features (Szeto 2021).

Since, consequently, Altaic typology can be both lost and acquired, it is logical to ask whether
the actual Altaic languages, or some of them, might also have acquired this typology secondarily,
that is, whether their observed adherence to the Altaic complex might actually be the result of a
prehistoric process of Altaicization. This possibility is particularly obvious in the case of Japonic,
which is in many respects the most typologically aberrant Altaic language family. Internal re-
construction allows a layer to be distinguished in Pre-Proto-Japonic that is more similar to Sinitic
than to prototypical Altaic ( Janhunen 1997). It has, indeed, been suggested on lexical grounds that
Japonic, which spread to the Japanese Islands from Korea, may have arrived in Korea from the
East Asian continent, where its original typological environment was certainly non-Altaic (Vovin
2021). In fact, both Japonic and Koreanic seem to have undergone circles of typological trans-
formation, involving both Altaicization and de-Altaicization ( Janhunen 1999, Yurayong & Szeto
2020).

Just how Altaic a language is typologically also depends on how it is described. Korean and
Japanese are examples of languages that have often, especially after World War II, been described
in frameworks that tend to obscure or distort their Altaic features. This is mainly because the
traditions of Anglo-American grammatical analysis and terminology have been blindly transferred
to these languages without considering their actual typological profile. When properly described
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in the tradition of Altaic Studies, the modern forms of both Korean (Ramstedt 1939) and Japanese
(Kiyose 1995) turn out to be fairly regular (Ural-)Altaic languages. This does not mean, however,
that their prehistoric ancestors must have been equally Altaic in their typological orientation.

PROPERTIES OF ALTAIC TYPOLOGY

When it comes to the concrete properties of Altaic typology, they are best observed at the level
of the protolanguages, for within each Altaic language family there is a considerable synchronic
diversity as to how well the individual characteristics of Altaic typology are manifested in each
given modern language. The number of structural features shared by all the Altaic protolanguages
is surprisingly small, and many of these features are rather trivial and universally common. A very
general characterization of Altaic typology would be that these are languages with a relatively
simple phonemic and phonotactic system, a rich agglutinative suffixal morphology, and a verb-final
syntax with a nominative-accusative argument structure (SOV), as well as with morphologically
expressed adverbial forms of the verb, or converbs, linking subordinated clauses to themain clause.

A common property of all Altaic languages, including their corresponding protolanguages, is
the interaction between nominalization and predicativization. All Altaic languages exhibit a gram-
matical distinction between nominals and verbs (verbals), but verbs in finite predicative position
are normally not used as such, except, in some languages, in the function of imperatives. Instead,
they occur with a nominalizing suffix, a feature sometimes referred to by the somewhat confusing
terms verbalization and insubordination (Malchukov & Czerwinski 2021). This means that nom-
inalized forms of verbs play a central role in the grammar. Typically, these forms, conventionally
known as participles, are multifunctional entities, which are used in the roles of independent head
nouns (infinitives), adnominal modifiers (participles proper), and finite predicates (cf. Yamakoshi
2014). With transparent case marking, they also occur as nonfinite predicates, or quasiconverbs,
which, when fully grammaticalized, are the source of actual converbs (proper).

There are, however, also several features that divide the Altaic languages, suggesting that some
of them may not have been so Altaic in the past. A selection of such features is presented in the
following sections with a focus on phonology and morphology.

Morpheme Structure

The prototypical roots in most Altaic families are of the types (C)VC or (C)V(C)CV for nomi-
nals and (C)V for pronouns and auxiliaries, though the type (C)V is marginally also attested in the
regular lexicon and may have been more common in the past. Clusters of two consonants are orig-
inally permitted only in medial position. Secondary deviations from these patterns are observed
in the modern languages, but more importantly, Proto-Japonic differed from all the other Altaic
protolanguages in that it had predominantlymonosyllabic basic roots of the types (C)V(i) for nom-
inals and (C)VC for verbs. Moreover, the verbal roots were always followed by a suffixal vowel,
meaning that the language had only open syllables, a property still retained by modern Japanese,
with the modification that the language also has two syllabic consonants (nasal and glottal).

Consonant Paradigm

All Altaic families may be said to exploit four places of articulation (labial, dental, palatal, velar),
with sibilants placed in the palatal set, as well as fivemanners of articulation (nasals, stops, fricatives,
glides, liquids). A fifth place of articulation, postvelar or uvular, is secondarily present in several
modern languages due to language contact and internal developments. In other respects, there are
considerable differences, especially between the Core Altaic languages and Koreanic and Japonic.
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The Core Altaic consonant paradigm is best illustrated by Proto-Tungusic, which had two sets
of stops, strong (p t c k) and weak (b d ɟ g); two fricatives (s x); four nasals (m n ŋ); two glides
(w j); and two liquids (l r). Pre-Proto-Koreanic may have had a rather similar system, though it
later underwent both simplifying and complicating developments, among which the origination
of two additional sets of stops, aspirated and reinforced,was themost important. Japonic originally
had a very simple paradigm with only 13 segments, consisting of four basic obstruents (p t s k),
four prenasalized obstruents (mb nd nz ŋg), two nasals (m n), two glides (w j), and one liquid (r).
Both the feature of prenasalization and the lack of a distinctive velar nasal set Japonic apart from
the rest of Altaic.

Consonant Phonotactics

All Altaic languages have systematic restrictions for the liquids, which are generally not permitted
in initial position, except for the lateral (l) in Tungusic and, secondarily, in Mongolic. Tungusic
is also the only Altaic language family that permits the velar nasal (ŋ) in initial position, a feature
that has areal connections elsewhere in both Northeast and Southeast Asia. The original weak
obstruents inKoreanic (later lost), as well as the prenasalized obstruents in Japonic,were permitted
only in medial position, a restriction that may point to the secondary origin of these segments.

Vowel Paradigm

The original vowel systems of Turkic, Mongolic, Tungusic, and Koreanic were closely similar, in
that they all consisted of eight basic segments, including two high and two low rounded vowels
(u y o ø) and two high and two low unrounded vowels (ɨ i a e), though for Turkic an additional dis-
tinction between low and mid-high unrounded vowels (a ɛ versus ə e) has also been reconstructed.
Both Proto-Turkic and Proto-Tungusic had distinctive long vowels, as well as, possibly, sequences
of two separate vowel qualities. Secondary mergers, especially of the two unrounded high vowels
(ɨ i), have reduced the qualitative paradigm in Mongolic, Tungusic, and Koreanic, but the original
system is synchronically well retained in most Turkic languages. While all of this is fairly uncon-
troversial, it is more difficult to reconstruct the original Japonic vowel system. With estimates
ranging from four to eight, it is perhaps reasonable to postulate six primary vowels (u o a ə e i)
and two diachronically secondary vowels (ɛ ɨ) (cf. Vovin 2020, p. 45), of which the distinctiveness
of three vowels (ə ɛ ɨ) was later lost. What is in any case clear is that the vowel systems signal a
clear difference between Japonic and the other Altaic language families.

Vowel Harmony

All Altaic language families, with the exception of Japonic, have a progressive vowel harmony that
contains both the root and the suffixes. In the eight-vowel system, the vowels are divided into
two mutually incompatible classes, conventionally identified by the phonetically neutral terms
male vowels (u o ɨ a) and female vowels (y ø i e). The phonetic realizations of the two classes
vary, in that in the west (Turkic, western Mongolic, western Tungusic), as also in Uralic, they are
opposed on the front (palatal) versus back (velar) axis, while in the east (eastern Mongolic, eastern
Tungusic, Koreanic) a difference in height and tongue root position is involved. The two types are
also referred to as palatal-velar harmony (PVH) and tongue root harmony (TRH), respectively.
Strictly speaking, the difference has little relevance as long as the number of distinctive segments in
the paradigm remains unchanged, but the question as to which type of harmony is more original
has become an issue of dispute between those favoring the western type ( Janhunen 1981) and
those favoring the eastern type (Ko 2018, Ko et al. 2014). Areally, TRH may be seen as a Pacific
Rim feature since it is also present in other languages to the north (Amuric and Chukotic). Even
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so, at least Mongolic and Tungusic must originally have had PVH, which, in a process of vowel
rotation, was transformed to TRH in the eastern members of these language families (Barrere &
Janhunen 2019). Again, the fact that Japonic remains outside of this phenomenon suggests a major
typological split within the Altaic complex.

Tonality

Prototypically, Altaic languages have no tones, nor any other phonologically distinctive supraseg-
mental properties. Tonal distinctions, popularly known as pitch accent, are, however, present in
Japonic, where the phenomenon has a wide range of realizations in the modern idioms (de Boer
2010). It seems that the monosyllabic roots of Pre-Proto-Japonic were marked by two [(C)VC] to
four [(C)V] tones, while the creation of bi- and polysyllabic stems by compounding and deriva-
tion resulted in the synchronically observed relatively complex tonal patterns. As the Japonic tones
cannot be shown to be due to external influence, they must be relatively original. A similar system
of tonal distinctions, partly enhanced by Chinese but also connected with internal developments,
was present in Middle Korean, as still preserved in a few dialects. The Korean tones are, how-
ever, secondary (Ramsey 1991) and may originally have arisen under the influence of continental
Para-Japonic. Japonic is, thus, the only Altaic language family with endemic tones.

Property Words

An important division line within the Altaic complex that separates Core Altaic from Koreanic
and Japonic is the status of property words, or adjectives. In all the Core Altaic language families,
adjectival meanings are expressed by nominals, which are most typically used as modifiers before
a head noun but also occur as independent nominal headwords and nominal predicates. In Kore-
anic, by contrast, all property words are static verbs, or verbal adjectives, which, when occurring
in adnominal position, are used in a participial form. For this detail, Koreanic is reminiscent of
Amuric, as well as possibly, though less transparently, Chinese. In Japonic, most adjectival mean-
ings are likewise conveyed by verbs, or the so-called inflected adjectives, though there are also
nominal or uninflected adjectives (Vovin 2020, pp. 377–406). Importantly, however, the Japonic
static verbs are all derivatives containing a verbalizing suffix (-k-), and in many cases, the adjectival
meaning can also be expressed by the corresponding nominal stem. This means that the verbality
of adjectives in Japonic must be secondary. In all likelihood, this is a feature that was acquired by
Japonic during its interaction with (Pre-Proto-)Koreanic at the time when both lineages were still
interacting on the Korean Peninsula.

Grammatical Gender

Grammatical gender, in the sense it is known from, for instance, the Indo-European languages,
is not characteristic of Altaic typology, and even the pronominal distinction between he and she
is absent in the Altaic languages, unless it has been secondarily introduced as a marginal feature
(as in modern Japanese). From this point of view, it is surprising that the Para-Mongolic Khitan
language had a systematic distinction between masculine and feminine forms in both adnominal
modifiers and finite verbs of the past tense range (Kane 2009, pp. 48, 144). Although the details
of this phenomenon are still unknown, it seems to have been an original feature, a conclusion
confirmed by the fact that Mongolic (proper) also has traces of gender-specific morphology. Apart
from feminine forms of color terms and the numeral two (Poppe 1955, pp. 239–241), Middle
Mongol had several finite forms of the verb, again of the past tense range, that were differentiated
by gender (Weiers 1969, pp. 146–159). As gender is a feature alien to all neighboring languages,
both Altaic and non-Altaic, its historical background in Mongolic remains enigmatic.
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Number Marking

The use of a fully grammaticalized obligatory suffixal plural marker is typical of Turkic, and also of
Uralic, although the Common Turkic plural suffix itself is secondary (Georg 1990). Tungusic like-
wise favors obligatory plural marking, though southern Tungusic is transitional toward Mongolic,
which uses plural marking only for emphatic and individualizing functions, while the basic form
of a noun with no marking can be used as a generic plural. Koreanic and Japonic might perhaps
better be said to have quasi-plural collective markers (Lee & Ramsey 2011, pp. 174–175), which
moreover, are used with lexical restrictions (Vovin 2020, pp. 110–125). In a number of lexicalized
examples, Japonic also uses reduplication to convey plural meanings. All of this corresponds to
the well-established areal fact that morphological synthesis in Eurasia tends to increase toward
the west and north, while the languages distributed in the east and south, also within the Altaic
complex, exhibit a more analytical typology (Austerlitz 1970).

Case Marking

The number of morphologically marked cases in the Altaic languages varies from just a few (in
southern Mongolic and Manchu) to some 15 (in northern Tungusic). In Koreanic and Japonic it
is often difficult to distinguish case suffixes from clitics and particles, but the analysis of all case
markers as particles (Martin 1992, pp. 282–283) is certainly wrong. The functions expressed by
the cases are typically grammatical, local, or modal, though many cases are multifunctional. The
case systems signal two important divisions within the Altaic complex. First, in the local cases, the
distinction between the locative (where?), ablative (whence?), and dative (whither?) functions are
grouped in two different ways in Core Altaic,with Turkic opposing the dative to a locative-ablative
case (Räsänen 1957, pp. 61–62) against Mongolic and Tungusic, which oppose the ablative to a
dative-locative. This may suggest that the two systems originated in different areal contexts. A
similar opposition exists between Koreanic and Japonic, in that the locative function is combined
in Koreanic with the ablative (Martin 1992, pp. 503–504) and in Japonic with the dative. Second,
Koreanic and Japonic differ from the other Altaic families in that they use overt case marking
for both the nominative and the accusative, while the other families of the Altaic complex use
the unmarked nominal stem in the function of the nominative. Moreover, Koreanic and Japonic
feature a separate topic marker, which replaces the nominative case marker (and can be combined
with other case markers) in sentences built in the framework of topic prominence. Topic marking
with less grammaticalized elements is also present in Mongolic and Tungusic.

Person Marking

Suffixal person marking of actor (on finite predicates) and possessor (on nouns) was present at the
protolanguage level in Turkic and Tungusic. Due to the use of nominalized forms of the verb as
finite predicates, the two sets of person markers, though originally distinct, have in many modern
languages been confused, and the system has also undergone constant recreation, especially in
Turkic ( Johanson 2021, pp. 455–460, 619–623). In both language families, the person markers
are diachronically connected with the personal pronouns, but secondary developments have in
some cases distanced them from the pronominal forms, suggesting that their suffixalization was
completed relatively early in the corresponding preprotolanguages. Analogous markers are also
present in thoseMongolic languages that are spoken in the neighborhood ofTurkic (in the west) or
Tungusic (in the north), but person marking inMongolic is a recent innovation that appeared only
during the Middle Mongol period and is still synchronically not fully present in several modern
languages. Koreanic and Japonic, on the other hand, lack person marking altogether, an obviously
areal feature that also extends to most varieties of Manchu.
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Negation

Negation is another feature for which the Altaic language families use different strategies. For the
negation of finite predicates, Turkic and Japonic use the morphological strategy with a postver-
bal suffixal negation marker, while Mongolic and Koreanic originally had one or more preverbal
negation particles, and Tungusic, like Uralic, has a fully conjugated negation verb combined with
an invariant connegative form of the semantic main verb. The general trend to express grammat-
ical functions by suffixes has, however, led to the secondary origination of postverbal suffixal (or
postclitical) negation markers in Mongolic and Koreanic, as well as in some forms of Turkic and
Tungusic.

Summarizing the selection of features described in this section, we can see that Japonic differs
substantially from the other Altaic language families on as many as five points: morpheme struc-
ture, consonant paradigm, vowel paradigm, vowel harmony, and tonality. Japonic and Koreanic,
as opposed to Core Altaic, are similar on several details concerning number marking, case mark-
ing (marked nominative), and (the absence of ) person marking, although Korean conforms with
Turkic on the system of local cases (locative-ablative). Korean stands originally alone with regard
to the verbality of property words, secondarily followed by Japonic, while Mongolic is the only
family showing (traces of ) grammatical gender. Tungusic has some phonotactic properties (initial
velar nasal and lateral) absent in the other Altaic language families. The strategies of negation
divide the Altaic complex into three groups: Turkic and Japonic, Mongolic and Koreanic, and
Tungusic.

MATERIAL EVIDENCE

The Altaic Hypothesis was originally based on the structural similarity of the Core Altaic lan-
guages, supported by material similarities in the lexicon. A further analysis of the material
similarities revealed a number of regular correspondences, reminiscent of sound laws, as typi-
cally observed between languages descending from a common protolanguage. On this evidence,
the pro-Altai(ci)sts concluded that the Core Altaic languages must be related to each other in
the context of a language family. However, the correspondences exhibited by the Core Altaic lan-
guages are also accepted by the anti-Altai(ci)sts, who maintain that they are no proof of linguistic
relationship. In fact, it is not rare that loanword corpora show perfectly regular sound laws, a
good example being offered by the Sinitic components in the lexicon of Korean (Sino-Korean)
and Japanese (Sino-Japanese).

The fact that the lexical corpus shared by the Core Altaic languages is a result of borrowing
has been confirmed with three separate lines of argumentation. First, the Core Altaic languages
do not share any nonborrowed items of basic vocabulary (Georg 1999/2000, Erdal 2019). An
exception is formed by a few pronominal roots, notably first-person ∗mi/∗bi and second-person
∗ti/∗si,which, however, have a wide distribution all over Eurasia and are conditioned by nongenetic
factors of language evolution (Nichols 2012), as well as, possibly, contact ( Janhunen 2013). Second,
the lexical items shared by the Core Altaic languages show a clear distributional pattern, in that
they are divided into items shared by Turkic and Mongolic, or Mongolic and Tungusic, or by all
the three families but not by Turkic and Tungusic. This indicates that the basic flow of loanwords
was directed from Turkic to Mongolic to Tungusic (Doerfer 1985, pp. 274–283). Third, there is a
clear isogloss, the so-called rhotacism–lambdacism,which shows that the oldest layer of loanwords
from Turkic to Mongolic, conventionally classified as Proto-Altaic, actually derives from Pre-
Proto-Bulgharic, a prehistoric language (of the late first millennium BC) that coexisted with Pre-
Proto-Mongolic, apparently in the context of the Xiongnu–Xianbei interaction.
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Rhotacism–lambdacism is understood to refer to the correspondence of Common Turkic [z]
and [ʃ] to Bulgharic (Chuvash) and Mongolic [r] and [l], respectively. Rhotacism, in particular, is a
regular correspondence observed in a large number of items, and it is conventionally explained by
reconstructing a distinct protosegment, a palatal vibrant<ŕ>, an explanation that goes against uni-
versal trends of phonetic development. In fact, it has been shown that the correspondence derives
from the regular sibilant ∗[s], which, in the position after long vowels and bisyllabic sequences,
developed into [r] in Bulgharic and [z] in Common Turkic (Shherbak 1970, pp. 83–88). The fail-
ure to recognize this simple combinatory sound law divides Altaists up to the present day between
rhotacists and zetacists, of whom the latter assume that the development was from vibrant to sibi-
lant, rather than vice versa. Rather unexpectedly, some anti-Altai(ci)sts have also joined the zetacist
camp (Doerfer 1988). The situation with lambdacism is different, for it requires the reconstruc-
tion of a separate protosegment, which most probably was a palatal (palato-alveolar) sibilant ∗[ʃ],
though the conventional reconstruction of a palatal lateral [ʎ] also has support ( Johanson 2021,
pp. 399–401) in spite of its obvious phonetic unlikeliness. Incidentally, if we accept the rhotacist
line of argumentation, a terminus post quem for the development is provided by the word for ‘stir-
rup’, which shows rhotacism in Bulgharic (Chuvash) and possibly in Mongolic (if the etymology is
accepted) and cannot predate the invention of the stirrup (in the first millennium BC).This allows
us to date not only the early Turko-Mongolic contacts but also the separation of the Bulgharic
and Common Turkic branches of Macro-Turkic (Róna-Tas 1972).

It is, then, obvious that the old layer of Turkic borrowings in Mongolic, which shows the fea-
ture of rhotacism–lambdacism, originated in a Bulgharic language. The same language was also
the source of borrowings to Samoyedic ( Joki 1952, Róna-Tas 1980), as well as later, in its sec-
ondary western location, to Pre-Proto-Hungarian (Róna-Tas & Berta 2011). Apart from these
early contacts, the interaction between Turkic and Mongolic has continued in a number of local
contexts up to the present day (Shherbak 1997, 2005; Schönig 2001, 2003; Khabtagaeva 2009), as
has the interaction betweenMongolic and Tungusic ( Janhunen 2015, Rozycki 1994, Khabtagaeva
2017).Turkic and Tungusic also finally came into contact after the expansion of Lena Turkic (from
the southwest) and northern Tungusic (from the southeast) to central Siberia (in the second mil-
lennium AD). Some of the results of this very late contact are interesting from the point of view
of areal linguistics (Pakendorf 2009).

Compared with the Core Altaic languages, which do share a large corpus of lexicon, though
only on an areal basis, Koreanic and Japonic offer much less lexical material linking them to Core
Altaic or to each other. Although pro-Altai(ci)sts have produced thousands of Macro-Altaic cog-
nate sets (Starostin et al. 2003), their corpus has little value for comparative purposes, not only
because of its inflated size but also because it was built without consideration of the generally ac-
cepted methods of historical linguistics (Vovin 2005). At the same time, the parallels mentioned in
favor of a Koreo–Japonic relationship (Martin 1966, 1990; Whitman 1985, 2012) also suffer from
technical problems, even though traces of actual contact between the two language families can-
not be denied (Unger 2009). An attempt to save Macro-Altaic has been made in the Transeurasian
framework by postulating a number of morphological parallels in the realm of verbal derivation,
extending from Japonic to Turkic (Robbeets 2015).However, it has been shown that these parallels
also apply to Uralic and are actually due to a misrepresented statistical illusion (Georg 2021).

FORMATION OF THE ALTAIC COMPLEX

It may be concluded that the Altaic complex is an areal-typological union of separate language
families with a long history of contacts ( Jankowski 2013). Moreover, the discrepancies in the
typological details suggest that the member families joined this complex at different times and
from different directions. Japonic, in particular, seems to be a relative newcomer to the Altaic
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sphere, but Koreanic is also in some respects idiosyncratic enough to suggest the possibility that
it was originally a language with a different typology that has been secondarily Altaicized under
the influence of its neighbors. This leaves the Core Altaic families, with Uralic, as the candidates
for the original source of Altaic typology. Within Core Altaic, again, each of the three language
families has some idiosyncratic features, suggesting that they also originally developed in separate
areal contexts. From the material point of view, however, Mongolic and Tungusic exhibit a few
apparently nontrivial parallels that might suggest an ancient connection in the context of a
Khinganic language family ( Janhunen 1995). Unfortunately, the evidence is too scanty to permit
a definitive conclusion.

It should be stressed that the Altaic complex is about languages, not peoples. The mistaken
tradition of identifying peoples with languages has an old history in (Ural-)Altaic Studies (e.g.,
Winkler 1884), but we now know that languages often spread with surprisingly little gene flow.
From this point of view, recent attempts at confirming the Altaic Hypothesis in the Transeurasian
framework by using data from human genetics and a vague reference to the early agricultural
populations in Manchuria and adjacent regions (Robbeets et al. 2021) miss the point. In fact, the
multiple origins of the linguistic lineages in the region are reflected in the genetic diversity of the
local populations (He et al. 2022).

Although the Altaic Hypothesis, including its Transeurasian follow-up version, cannot be cor-
roborated by linguistic data, the formation of the Altaic complex remains a relevant topic for
multidisciplinary research.The five Altaic language families, especially when viewed together with
Uralic, offer a well-defined field for the analysis of areal typology, language contacts, lexical bor-
rowing, and structural interaction. In this context, extralinguistic aspects, including geography,
archaeology, cultural history, written sources, and human genetics, also deserve to be considered.
As a field of research, Altaic Studies is a great tradition that still has potential to yield impor-
tant new insights into the evolution of language in general and the development of the Eurasian
linguistic landscape in particular.
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