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Yuchi (a.k.a. Euchee, Tsoyaha)

This document is a synthesis of existing scholarship and tribal-language-program
documentation. It has been prepared by Lost Worlds Institute, a youth-led language
preservation organization.

Purpose of this Document

This kit does not report new fieldwork. Instead, each claim traces back to a
citable source (published grammar, language program, reference work, etc.) The
Yuchi language belongs to a living community with its own language
organization, the Yuchi (Euchee) Language Project, currently running immersion
classes in Glenpool, Oklahoma. Anyone using this kit to learn more, teach a unit,
or point students toward further reading should treat the Language Project's own
materials and the underlying grammars as the primary sources. This document
serves as a “care kit” for being a repository of information & resources on the
Yuchi language and the people.

Classification: A Language With No Relatives

Linguists classify Yuchi as an isolate: a language with no demonstrated
relationship to any other known language, living or dead. Most languages can fit
into a family tree, connected to other languages in some way. Yuchi, however,
does not. Lyle Campbell, one of the field's more skeptical voices on long-range
comparison, maintains the isolate classification and treats proposed connections
as unproven.

The most-cited attempt to give Yuchi relatives is Edward Sapir's 1929 placement
of it within a speculative “Hokan-Siouan” grouping, alongside Siouan, Iroquoian,
and Caddoan languages. The proposal hasn't held up under closer comparison,
and the working consensus, including at the Yuchi Language Project itself, is that
the distant-Siouan link “has not been demonstrated and [is] increasingly in doubt.”

In practice, the status of being a language “isolate” means the following: there is
no sister language to borrow reconstructions from, no comparative method to
lean on when a word's origin is unclear, and no related grammar to check Yuchi's
grammar against. Whatever record exists of Yuchi has to come from Yuchi itself,
recorded directly from speakers, which is most of why the work the Language
Project is doing now (while fluent elder speakers are still living) is not replaceable
later by reconstruction.



Where are Yuchi Speakers? What Remains

The Yuchi people’s own name for themselves is Tsoyaha, often glossed as
“offspring of the sun.” Before removal, Yuchi speakers lived across what's now
eastern Tennessee, the western Carolinas, northern Georgia, and Alabama, allied
at various points with English colonists and later with the Muscogee Creek,
alongside whom they were forcibly relocated to Indian Territory in the early
nineteenth century. The community is centered today in Creek, Tulsa, and
Okmulgee counties, Oklahoma, without federal recognition as a separate tribe
from the Muscogee (Creek) Nation.

The speaker count of Yuchi is the starkest fact in this kit and further reason for
the urgency of language preservation. Around 15 fluent speakers were estimated
in 2000; by 2006 that had fallen to seven; by 2011, a documentary on the
language put the number of first-language speakers at five. Linguist Mary Linn's
2009 estimate was similarly around five. The Yuchi Language Project describes
roughly 1% of an approximately 2,000-person Yuchi population as speakers
today, nearly all of them elders.

That trajectory is also where the more hopeful part of the record sits. The
Language Project, founded by Richard Grounds in the mid-1990s, reports that for
the first time in close to a century, parents are raising children as Yuchi
first-language speakers at home. Halay Turning Heart, the Project's
administrator, has raised three children speaking only Yuchi to them since
infancy, and the Project's Yuchi Immersion School in Glenpool, opened in 2018,
currently serves children from infancy through age nine in an English-free
instructional environment that still meets Oklahoma state academic standards.

Writing Yuchi

Yuchi had no standard orthography until the 1970s. Linguist James Crawford and
Yuchi speaker Addie George developed a phonetic transliteration system that
subsequent linguists, including Mary Linn, refined into the practical writing
system used in current teaching materials. The system has to do real work: Yuchi
has 49 distinct sounds, 38 consonants and 11 vowels, roughly double the
inventory of most other Indigenous languages of the southeastern United States,
which is part of why the language carries a reputation for being difficult for
outsiders to pick up.

Grammatically, Yuchi is agglutinative: words are built by stacking prefixes and
suffixes onto a stem rather than by rearranging separate words, and basic clause
order is SOV (subject-object-verb).



Complexities in Grammar (Two Ways of Expressing Ideas)

The Yuchi language has distinct men's and women's speech registers. The same
idea can be said in a noticeably different form depending on the speaker's gender,
layered on top of Yuchi's existing tense system and on top of a separate
distinction in how something is phrased depending on whether the speaker is
Yuchi or not.

This sits alongside a noun-classification system, documented in detail in Mary
Linn's dissertation grammar, that sorts nouns into six classes: three for
inanimate objects, sorted partly by shape and spatial orientation, and three for
animate referents. Within the animate classes, nouns referring to individual
people who are members of the Yuchi community by ancestry are marked
separately by masculine or feminine class, a distinction that doesn't extend to
non-Yuchi people in the same way. Linn's account of who counts as classifiable
this way ties the grammar directly to Yuchi descent rules rather than to a generic
human/non-human split, which is the kind of detail no comparison to a related
language could ever surface, because there isn't one.

Documentation of Yuchi: Collected Resources

Below, we have listed certain critical pieces of literature and documentation
regarding Yuchi. Please consider looking at these and disseminating them to
students or members of your community. Language preservation requires
community engagement to work!

Mary S. Linn, A Grammar of Euchee (Yuchi) (Ph.D. dissertation, University of
Kansas, 2000). A full descriptive grammar of phonology, the noun-class system,
the pronoun and verb-agreement paradigms. This grammar is the source behind
many grammatical claims about Yuchi since.

Giinter Wagner, “Yuchi,” in Franz Boas, ed., Handbook of American Indian
Languages, Part 3 (1938). This handbook is the earlier structural sketch that Linn's
grammar builds on and revises.

Yuchi (Euchee) Language Project: yuchilanguage.org. This project is the living
organization of the Tsoyaha people. With immersion classes, the Yuchi
Immersion School, master-apprentice sessions pairing elders with learners, and
the home-language initiative. Please look at their work. It should be amongst the
first places to direct anyone who wants to learn more about the language.

Endangered Languages Project (entry of the Yuchi language):
endangeredlanguages.com. A page that links to the recordings and videos of the
Yuchi Language Project.



https://www.yuchilanguage.org/
https://www.endangeredlanguages.com/resource/yuchi-language-project

First Nations Development Institute, “The Yuchi Language Comes Home”:
firstnations.org. Profile of Halay Turning Heart and the Immersion School, the
clearest plain-language account of where the revitalization effort stands now.

Lost Worlds Institute, “Notes on Yuchi: A Preliminary Product of Lost Worlds
Institute”: Our Yuchi team, a team that is earlier in the research process than
many of our other teams, has produced a document of notes that they seek to
share. If you are interested in reading a holistic view on Yuchi’s grammar and
structures, along with further sources and reading, please check out this
document.

Notes for Anyone Building on this Document

I’d like to state two things worth noting. First, the Yuchi Language Project is an
active, funded organization run by Yuchi people for Yuchi language transmission.
Anything built here should point traffic and credit toward them, not compete
with or duplicate their materials. Second, the gap between “five fluent
first-language elders” and “a growing cohort of new child speakers” is the real
story of this language right now, and it's a story the Yuchi Language Project is
living, not one a research kit assembled from published sources can claim to be
part of. The honest role for a document like this is to make the existing
scholarship easier to find. In line with Lost Worlds Institute’s mission, we affirm
that language preservation should be community-led. For too long have linguists
obstructed the work that needs to be done most. We hope to begin addressing
that.


https://www.firstnations.org/stories/the-yuchi-language-comes-home/
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1wUqt8xizk-yU0h2OWvcm6B-Cvb-MwkGrBEvgr5CYXUg/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1wUqt8xizk-yU0h2OWvcm6B-Cvb-MwkGrBEvgr5CYXUg/edit?usp=sharing
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