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Among various 20th century proposals for the affiliation of Zuni, the idea, presented in an unpublished
note by John P. Harrington (cf. Campbell 1997: 78), that Zuni is related to Hokan, seems to be the most
productive. Such a relation suggested itself again through the ASJP project of automated language
comparison. In the similarity-based tree of the world’s languages by Miiller et al. (2009), meant to be
exploratory and hypothesis-generating, Zuni emerged as a sister of Chimariko. In the later version of
Miuiller et al. (2013), Zuni appears as a sister of Salinan. Taking these leads, Wichmann (2015) looked
closer at the total evidence, using Hokan reconstructions by Kaufman (1989, n.d.). Seventy-seven
possible Hokan-Zuni cognate sets are presented. They exhibit a number of regular correspondences
and the semantic latitude allowed is minimal. Among the apparent cognates are some that might
qualify as “individual-identifying evidence” in the sense of Nichols (1996), i.e. combinations of evidence
that are highly unlikely to be coincidental. Thus, there are two possible cognates meaning ‘louse’,
which is the fourth-most stable concept of the Swadesh list according to Wichmann and Holman (2023:
Table 3): pHokan *imela ‘flea, louse’: Zuni me ‘body louse’ and pHokan *péla ‘worm; flea/louse’: Zuni
pitaso ‘rabbit louse’; and there are two cognates meaning ‘to say’, where one looks to be derived from
the other through an element i-, namely pHokan *kYa : Zuni k”a and pHokan *ik"’a : Zuni ?ik"a. Also
strengthening the evidence is the fact that it tends to be the more stable rather than less stable
meanings on the Swadesh list that recur in the possible cognate sets. It is interesting to compare this
to the opposite case of Quechuan-Aymaran, where similarities increase as stability decreases,
something which was used as an argument for contact rather than inheritance in that case in Heggarty
(2010). The proposed cognates include representatives of 36.3% of the 40-item extra-stable subset of
the Swadesh list of Holman et al. (2008). All this evidence together makes for an unusually strong
argument for a long-distance relationship.

The present paper will review the evidence, attempt to retrieve the cognates underlying the
reconstructions by Kaufman that were not included by Kaufman himself—he just presents the bare
reconstructions—, add morphological comparisons, inspect relevant work by Harrington, and include
discussion of the Hokan family proposal, which is in itself not uncontroversial.
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