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Traditionally, Forest Enets and Tundra Enets have been called dialects (cf. Prokof’ev 
1937, Tereščenko 1966, Labanauskas 2002, Sorokina 2010), though recently scholars have 
suggested them to be separate languages (Janhunen 2009, Salminen 1997, 2007, Siegl 2013). 
Culturally, the two linguistic communities are clearly distinct, have different self-dominations, 
and do not consider themselves as belonging to the same ethnic group. As our field experience 
has shown, the degree of mutual comprehensibility is not a neutral question and depends on the 
stance that a speaker takes at the moment of conversation, whether stressing the difference 
between the two ethnic groups or aiming at reaching his/her communicative goal. With this 
paper, we make an attempt to supply the discussion with more data, leaving the taxonomy issue 
aside for the moment. 

Indeed, a full account of what differs the two varieties has never been provided: Enets 
scholars have been referring to a handful of evident diverging reflexes of Proto-Northern-
Samoyedic phonemes and a dozen of non-cognate lexemes with identical meanings, without 
going any further (Prokofjev 1937, Tereščenko 1966, Helimski 1985). (Helimski 2007) 
described recent phonological changes in Forest Enets that had made the two language varieties 
sound even more unlike than 100 years ago. 

While preparing a pan-dialectal grammar of Enets, we have studied in details dozens of 
Enets morphological, morphosyntactic, and syntactic structures, and can now claim that the they 
are different for the two Enets lects only in a surprisingly small number of cases. So, whereas the 
phonologies of Forest Enets and Tundra Enets suggest a split of at least several hundred years 
ago, and lexicostatistical calculations go even further by dating the split ca. one thousand years 
ago (Koryakov 2018), the match between the two Enets grammars is so striking that it 
contradicts this scenario. 
 On the other hand, analysis of the data on linguistic geography and history of the two 
Enets communities in the last three hundred years (e.g. Patkanov 1912, Materialy 1926, 
Ostrovskih 1929, Dolgih 1946, 1960, 1970; Vasil’ev & Simčenko 1963, Vasil’ev 1979, 1982) 
has prompted us to suggest a very tentative hypothesis of secondary convergence in the 19th 
century of the once more distinct Enets lects, followed by a secondary divergence in the 
beginning of the 20th century. If, for several generations, the two Enets groups shared the same 
territory and spoke languages which were mutually comprehensible (at least after some limited 
experience), it is not so surprising that this language contact resulted in massive morhosyntactic 
and syntactic calquing producing almost identical grammars of Forest and Tundra Enets that we 
see in the 20th century. 
 In the oral paper, we will complement our hypothesis with a catalogue of all features that 
separate the two Enets varieties and with linguistic maps reconstructing changes in the territories 
of the two ethnic groups in the last 300 years. 
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