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The four vowel system of Proto Eskimo was simplified to three vowels in the Inuit  (Eastern Eskimo) branch, although the Yupik languages all still have the original system.  Some of the westernmost Inupiaq dialects in Alaska actually retain a phonetically distinct entity, although in nearly all Inuit dialects from Inupiaq to West Greenlandic, there has been a merger of the historical vowel, primarily with i.  Although completely merged phonetically, the former vowel leaves traces, causing linguists to puzzle over how to treat the two types of i: one that causes palatalization and/or assibilation of a following alveolar and the other that does not, but undergoes instead vowel alternation or deletion.  This paper will discuss the disappearance of the fourth vowel and will explain its remaining manifestations, along with information about new developments and possible future developments in the inherently unstable phonological systems that have emerged from this historical merger.

