


ONE WORLD? ARCHAEOQOLOGY
Series Editor: P. . Ucko

Awnimals tnto Art
H. Morphy (ed.), vol. 7

Archavological Approaches so Cultural Wderiity
S. J. Shennan {ed.), vel. 10

Archagological Heritage Managemend in the
Modern World
H. E. Cleere {cd.), vol. 9

The Aschacology and Anthropalogy of Landscape;
shaping your landseape
P.J. Ucko & 1. Layton {cds), vol. 30

Archaeology and Language 11 theoretical and
methodological otientations
R. Blench & M. Spriggs (eds), vol. 27

Archaeology and Language 11: archacological data
and linguistic hypotheses
L. Blench & M. Spriggs {eds), vol. 29

Archaeology and Language III: artefacts, languages
and texts
R. Blench & M. Spriggs (eds), vol. 34

Archaeology and the Information Age: a globai
perspective

P, Reilly & S. Rahtz (eds}, vol. 21

The Archaeology of Africa: feod, metals and towns
T. Shaw, P. Sinclair, B. Andah &

A. Okpoko (eds), vol 20

Centre and Periphery: comparative studies in
archaeology

1. C. Champion {ed.), vol. 11

Conflict in the Archacology of Living Traditions
K. Layton {ed.), vol. 8

‘The Constructed Past: experimental archaeology,
education and the public

P. G. Stone & P, Planel {eds), vol. 36

Crtltural Resource Management in Confemporary
Society: perspectives on managing and presenting
the past

F. P. McManamon & A. Hatton (eds), vol. 33

Daomtination and Resistance
D. Miller, M. ]. Rowlands & C. Tilley
{eds), vol. 3

Early Human Behaviour in Global Contexi: the
rise and diversity of the Lower Palacolithic Record
M. D. Petragha & K. Koriserar (eds), vol. 28
The Excluded Past: archacology in education

P. Stone & 1%, MacKcenzie (eds), vol. 17
Feraging amd Farming: the cvolntion of plant
explottation

1. B Hams & G. C. Hillman {cds), vol. 13
From the Baltic to the Black Sea: siudies in

medieval archaeology
D. Austin & L. Alcock {(cds), vol. 18

Historical Archaeslogy: back from the edge
P. P. A. Funard, M. Hall & 5. Jones (eds),
vol. 31

Huinters of the Recent Past
L. B. Davis & B, O. K. Receves (eds),
vol. 15

The Meanings of Things: material culture and
symbolic expression
I. Hodder {ed), vol. &

The Origins of Humman Behaviour
R. A. Foley {ed.}, vol. 19

‘The Politics of the Past

P. Gathercole & D). Lowenthal {eds),

vol, 12

‘The Prehistory of Food: appetites for change

C. Gosden & J. G. Hather (cds), vol. 32
The Presenited Pasi: hertage, musenms and

education
P. G. Stone & B. L. Molyneaux (eds), vol. 25

Sacred Sites, Saered Places
1. L. Carmichael, J. Hubert, B. Reeves &
A, Schanche (eds), vol. 23

Signifying Anitnals; human niearing in the natural
world
R, G Willis (ed.), vol. 16

Sactal Construction of the Past: representation as
power

G. C. Bund & A. Gilliam {eds), vol. 24
State and Seciety: the emergence ond development
of soctal hierarchy and political cenrralization

J. Gledhill, B. Bender & M. T. Larsen
{cds), vol. 4

Time, Process and Struetured Transformation in
Archaeology

S. E. van der Leeuvw & [. McGlade (eds),
vol. 26

Tropical Archaeobotany: applications and
developmient
J. G. Hather {ed.), vol. 22

The Walking Larder: pattems of domestication,
pastoralistm and predation
J. Clutton-Brook (ed.), vol. 2

What is an Animal?
T. Ingold (ed.}, vol. |

What’s New? A doser look at the process of
AOVALion

S. E. van der Leeuw & K. Torrence (eds),
vol. 14

Who Needs the Pasi? Indigenous values and
atchaeology
K. Layton (ed.), vol. 5

ARCHAEOLOGY AND

LANGUAGE IV

Language change and cultural

transformation

Edited by

Roger Blench and Matthew Spriggs

TLE
©0 Oo
& i

]
i
o . o*
% Franc®

London and New York



1 The languages of Africa: macrophyla
proposals and implications for
archaeological interpretation

ROGER BLENCH

INTRODUCTION

The question of the genetic classification of the language phyla of the world,
from being a marginal study outside mainstrearn linguistics, has again begun to
comrnand considerable attention from both professional linguists and researchers
in related disciplines. There appear to be two major forces behind this change
in attitudes: the potential for correlation with genetics, notably mitochondnal
DNA, and the opening of the former Soviet Union to the world.

Hypotheses generated by DNA studies nced to be confirmed by other
types of evidence, and language groupings offer broader, older and more
coherent structures than archaeology. Moreover, in sampling terms, more is
known about languages and their affiliations than archaeclogy in alnost all
parts of the world. Geneticists have therefore looked to macrophyla classifi-
cations as evidence for their continent-spanning hypotheses (e.g. Excoffier
ef al. 1987; Cavalli-Sforza er al. 1994).

At the same time, the tradition of genetic lingwstics in the former Soviet
Union, with its often idiosyncratic methods, had remained almost unknown
to western scholarship until the frontiers began to open. A concem with
large-scale language groupings and long-range comparison has been the thrust
of much of this tradition. Although many of the actual results of these
researches are properly treated with scepticism by scholars in the western
tradition, access to publishing has meant that classification has been placed
firmly back on the agenda of linguists. Indeed, the now notorious conflicts
over Greenberg’s ‘Language in the Americas’ underlines the newly developed
importtance of classification.

One consequence has been to reopen many existing questions relating to
both the internal classification and the external affiliations of African languages.
Older proposals claiming that the major African language phyla are to be
united with other, non-African pbyla, have again been given prominence.
At the same time, what can only be described as disarray rules in relation to
the internal arrangement of the principal phyla.



30 R. M. BLENCH

The purpose of this chapter is to summarize the present situation, and to
present to archaeologists and prehistorians what can be salvaged from this
academic chaos in terms of cross-disciplinary interpretation. It sets out some
recent views of the traditionally recognized phyla and explores some recent
more wide-ranging and speculative theories. Although DNA studies have
been important in returning language classification to the agenda, they are
dealt with here only in passing (see summaries in Ruhlen 1992; Renfrew
1991, 1994).

CLAIMS ABOUT RECONSTRUCTION

The recent revival of macrophylum theory has led to some striking claims
for the reconstructibility of lexical items of cultural and historical significance
in African language phyla. Most notable in the context of this chapter are
the claims made for Afroasiatic, for example in Militarev (1990) or Orel and
Stolbova (1995). According to these authors, almost a full set of terms
connected with both agriculture and livestock production can be reconstructed
for Afroasiatic. However, a detailed investigation of terms for domestic animals
in Afroasiatic (Blench in press, b) could not substantiate these claims. An
investigation of Proto-Omotic by Bender (1988) suggested that the only terms
for crops that could be reconstructed in Omotic were those that were already
part of the native flora of Ethiopia.

A similar problem has arisen in the case of Nilo-Saharan. Not only is the
internal structure of the phylum much disputed, but opposing claims have
been made about the reconstruction of food crops. Ehret (1989, 1993, in
press) has claimed that cultivated plants are reconstructible to a high (i.e.
ancient) level. Bender (1991b, 1996a) has been unable to substantiate such
reconstructions.

This poses an important methodological question: if different linguists have
opposing views about reconstructions, can others make use of their results?
The only conclusion that can be drawn from this is that extreme caution is
necessary when using reconstructions of lexical items carrying such a heavy
interpretive load. Obviously, serious researchers claim to exercise such caution;
the existence, however, of major disagreements must suggest that very different
notions of the comparative method coexist. The strategy for dealing with
this 1s:

1. no reconstructions can be accepted without data tables;
2. reconstructions based on isolated occurrences of words must be regarded
with extreme scepticisim.

These probably seem quite restrictive demands that would exclude the imag-
inative approach sometimes necessary in historical linguistics. However, where
a cultural revolution so major as, for example, the inception of agriculture
is being implied, a necessary scepticism is essential.
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THE LANGUAGE PHYLA OF AFRICA

In contrast to the New World and Papua, the composition of the major
language phyla of Africa is generally agreed within the scholarly community
(Blench 1993a, 1997). Their internal classification remains disputed, as does
the position of various isolates. However, given that Africa has the highest
absolute number of languages of any continent, their classification remains a

considerable achievement. Figure 1.1 shows a sketch of the approximate distri-
bution of the major language phyla.
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Figure 1.1 Approximate distribution of the major African language phyla
Source:  Blench
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Isolated languages | | .
The existence and classification of language isolates in Afn;a [emains contro-
versial. Table 1.1 shows the languages often considercd to be 1sqlates. The nclu-
sion of Hadza and Sandawe on this list is controversial, bccguse in many quarters
these are still considered to be related to Khoisan. Jalaa, lllke Lanl in Chad; has
a significant proportion of loanwords from a scatter of .nelghbounng langgages,
but a core of apparcntly unidentifiable lexemes. Little is known abou_t KllJaFgE,
except that Doombos and Bender report a 29 per cent cognacy ‘wuh(glelgli—
bouring Chadic languages. New data has recently bccome available on Hngo q
(Fleming et al. 1992), and Blazek has argucd that it 15 Nllo—Saharag, bt 11;; case
has vet to be accepted. The existence of Oropom has been que.suonc.? (h eine,
p.c.) and certainly no new information on these pcople has come to lighe.

Table 1.1 African language isolates

Language name Location  Source Commenis

Jalaa (=Cupn Tuum) Nigena  Kleinewillinghdfer (in press)

Laal Chad Boyeldieu (n.d) .
Kujarge Sudan IDoornbos and Bender {1983) Perhaps Chach.u_: _
Ori;_;ota Ethiopia Fleming et al. {1992) Ee;haps Afroasiatic
) i 1970 Xistence
QOropom Uganda  Wilson { ) itence,
Hadz: Tanzania  Sands (1995 and p.c.) _
Saa:)dzalwc Tanzania  Sands (1995) Perhaps Kho}s”an
Kwadi Angola  Westphal {1963) . Perhaps Khoisan

These languages arc almost all threatened, at Fhe very least. There were on}ll}i
a handful of speakers of Kwadi when Wcstphgl %nvestlgated the language in the
1950s; given the disruption of the Angolan civil war,’th.erc may welll ble nor‘le
today. The number of Ongota speakers had fallen to six in .1 997“ (Mikesh, p.c.)1
whilst there are only a few of speakers of Jalaa (Kleinwillinghofer, p.c.).. Iff,a
and Kujarge were recorded prior to the wars that have become a cl_l‘ror’nlc ca-
ture of the Sudan/Chad borderland since the 1?709:1 _Some f’f Africa’s moiz
crucial languages, in terms of reconstructing its linguistic prehistory, may we
become extinct before they are adequately recorded.

Khoisan . L
The Khoisan or ‘click’ languages in eastern and southern Africa .pafaglé t ‘ff
languages of Australia, in that they are defined by shared phonolggma X eatures
rather than by an evident conunon lexicon. Arguments _For the links <1:tween
all the Khoisan languages bave been advanced by various authors, but n(}
onc schema is generally accepted. Westphal (1971) was a strong advoc;ltlcfc;l
the view that even the Khoisan languages of southern Africa did not . (11

into a single phylum. Most recent classihcamon_s follow th_c e_xten?led study
of Kahler (1981), who proposcd a sedes of 150@05?65 hnk_lng the major
Khoisan famihes. Traill (1986} has put forward further isoglosses linking Khoi
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and San, whilst warning that until our understanding of the process of lexical
diffusion improves, guarantceing that these are proof of genetic relationship
remains difficult. Central Khoisan is the most well-substantiated family with
a significant number of reconstructions (VoBen 1988, 1997).

Bleek, Greenberg and, most recencly, Ehret (1986) argue that Khoisan is in
turn linked to Sandawe and Hadza, click languages spoken in cast Africa. This
has hcen guestioned by other Khoisanists {e.g. Elderkin, 1983 for Sandawe).
Sands’ (1998) study of Khoisan rclationships has shown that especially in the
case of Hadza, most of the lexical arguments that were advanced to support
this case rest on very doubtful correspondences or erroneous lexical citations.

The classification and indeed the inventory of K hoisan speech forms remains
in doubt. One recendy published ‘tree’ following Kohler is Grimes and Grimes
(1993). This has been combined and corrected in consultation with Rainer
VoBen (and compared with Vof3en, 1990) to produce the tree given in Figure
1.2. However, the present diagram represents an uneasy compromise, since
1t does not climinate the lects mentioned in Grimes and Grimes that could
not be reconciled with other known speech-forms.®

Nilo-Saharan and a proposed Nj;gernSaha‘ran macraphylum

Nilo-Saharan was first characterized by Greenberg (1966, 1971}, and extended
by Bender (1983a, b, 1989, 19912, b, 19964, b) and Ehret (1989, 1993, in press)
Later studies have confirmed Greenberg’s basic hypothesis as to the overall unity
of the family. The most elaborate proposals for the subclassification of Nilo-
Saharan have been developed by Bender (1996a). Bender bases his classifica-
tion on grammatical isomorphs and shared innovations, but it is considerably
at vamance with that of Ehret. Bender {1996a, b) considers at some length
the reasons for this dissonance and relates it to rather general philosophies of
classification. Figure 1.3 shows the classification proposcd by Bender.

The detatls of the classification retnain to be tully worked out, but the essen-
tial feature is a split between the outliers (Songhay, Salaran, Kunama-llit and
Kuliak) and the remaining languages including the Sudanic languages, For, Berta,
Koman and Kadu (=Kadugli-Krongo). The membership of Kadu (=Kadugli-
Krongo) and Kuliak is not accepted by all researchers (e.g. Eliret 1995a). It has
recently been argued that Shabo® is part of Nilo-Saharan, although its position is
disputed (Blench 1995a). The case for Ongota is even more precarious: Fleming
et al. (1992) express the opimion that it is Afroasiatic, whilst Blazek (1991)
has argued for Nilo-Saharan affiliation. Moreover, the relationship between the
members is still uncertain and no overall ‘tree’ is vet agreed by scholars.

Although Greenberg considered Nilo-Saharan to be a wholly distinct phy-
lum, there has been a succession of papers adducing evidence for a close link
with Niger-Congo. Gregersen (1972) orginally proposed a ‘Kongo-Saharan’
superfamily, and Blench (1995a) has presented a detailed case for a unification
of Nilo-Saharan and Niger-Congo, suggesting that Niger-Congo is most closely

related to the Central Sudanic languages. The proposed macrophylum would
be named ‘Niger-Saharan’.
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Figure 1.2 Classification of the Khoisan languages

Source:  Rainer VolBen and Roger Blench

If a Niger-Saharan macrophylum is accepted, Niger-Congo then becomes
one branch of it, rather like Bantu, despite its size, is simply one sub-branch
of Niger-Congo. The challenge is then to see exactly where Niger-Congo
branches from Nilo-Saharan. Blench (op. cit.) argucs that Niger-Congo split
off from Nilo-Saharan at the same time as Central Sudanic. Excluding the
branches further away from Niger-Congo, a minimal ‘tree’ of Niger-Saharan
can be constructed as shown in Figurc 1.4

If this model is substantiated by further work, then a clear conclusion can
be drawn from it: that Nilo-Saharan is far older than Niger-Congo. The deep
divisions within Nilo-Saharan have led previous writers to this conclusion.
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Proto-Nilo-Saharan

T |

Songhay  Saharan Kuliak

Maba  For Central Sudanic Berla Kunama Corc

Satellite-Core Group

| ! I

East Sudunic  Koman  Gumuoz Kado

Figure 1.3 Nilo-Saharan in the classification of Bender {1996b)
Source:  Bender 1996b
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| ]
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[
Niger-Central Sudanic* l

East
Sudanic

- Kado
Niger-Congo Central- (SRadugli-Krongo)
Sudanic

Figure 1.4 Proposed Niger-Saharan ‘cree’ minimal hypothesis
Source:  Blench 1995a

The c.ha]lengc.is to attempt somehow to link this with processes evident in
the archaeological record (see MacDonald, Volume 1I, Ch. 1)

Niger-Congo

Niger-Congo is the most wides

pread of Africa’s language phyls i
the majority of its languages — et ot Nimer s

in excess of 1,500. The concept of Niger-Congo



16 R. M. BLENCH

has its roots in Westermann's (1927) Sudan-Sprachen, and many of the familics
recognized today were first established there. Westermann was the first to
illustrate the strong links between the Bantu languages and those spoken in
West Africa, and his demonstrations have generally been accepted by later
scholars (Blench 1989, 1992, 1993b).

The possible linkage with Nilo-Saharan is discussed above. However, the
internal structure of Niger-Congo has itself been under review as more data
becomes available for the various subgroups. Figure 1.5 is based on a recent
study of the distribution of lexical items (Blench in prep):

A notable feature of this revised classification is the treatment of both Gur-
Adamawa and Kwa-Benue groups as continua rather than as discrete language
familics (Kleinewillinghdfer 1996). The representation of continua with trans-
verse double lines derives from a convention introduced by Ross (1988) and
supposes that these originally represented dialect chains rhat coalesced into
distinct language groupings.

Afroasiatic

The Afroasiatic language phylum has a somewhat ambiguous status among
the major language phyla of the world. As the grouping that includes not
only several languages sanctified by major world religions, but also the carliest
written language, it has benefited from a massive research and publication
offort in certain rather specific areas. It also has old-established traditions of
scholarship that have not always had a positive cffect on ipnovative research.

Ruhlen (1991: 87 ff.) gives a useful concise history of the classification of
the languages that constitute the phylum. The kinship of Hebrew, Arabic
and Aramaic was recognized as carly as the 1330s, and Ludolf pointed out
the affinity of Ethio-Scmitic with the Near Eastern languages in 1702 The
name ‘Semitic’ was proposed in 1781 by von Schlgzer. Berber and some of
the Chadic languages, notably Hausa, were added during the course of the
ninetecnth century.

A phylum under the name Afroasiatic goes back to Joseph Greenberg
([1950] rev. 1966}, Previously, the preferred name had been ‘Hamito-Semitic’,
an unfortunate conjunction both clumsy and redolent of suspect racial theones.
Hamito-Semitic is by no means expunged from the lexicon, whilst other
proposcd names include Afrastan, Listamic and, more strangely, Lislakh. These
have not been widely adopred. Afroasiatic has been the subject of a number
of overviews; historically, the most important of these have been Cohen
(1947), Diakonoft (1988 and Perrot (1988). Reconstructions of Afroasiatic
have been proposed by Ehret (1995b) and Orel and Stolbova (1995). The
distribution of Afroasiatic languages 1s shown in Pigure 1.6.

Significant developments in the classification of Afroasiatic have been:

1 the recognition that Greenberg's “Westemn Cushitic’ s quite distince
from other branches of Afro-Asiatic;
2 the break up of Southern Cushitic as traditionally constituted.
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Figure 1.5 Niger-Congo: a reclassification
Source:  Williammsog, and Blench 199%

West iti
e ern Cus%ch has been renamed Omotic (Bender 1975). Most scholars
accepte . o i - l- ont
cceptec the coherence of Omotic as a group and agrec on its assi
to Afroasiatic. Some researchers would prefer t in O ot within
© Mo : _ woul o retain Omotic within
Ofcush',tibutl thes;} are now 1 a minority. In the casc of the other branches
itic, there has also been considerable discussion about whether it rc‘ally
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constitutes a family, and Beja, Ethiopian Cushitic and Southem Cushitic are
often treated as distinct branches. Ehret (1987} has proposed a ‘Proto-Cushitic’,
making explicit the hypothesis that these branches form a unity.

Ehret {1980} argued for a Southern Cushitic based on a membership of:

West Rift Iraqw, Gorwa, Alagwa and Burunge
East Raft Asa, Kwadza
Outside Ma’a(=Mbugu}, Dahalo

Recent work on Ma’a suggests that it is rather a ‘register’ of a Bantu language
and that the Cushitic elements are a superstratum consisting of both eastern
and southern elements (Mous, pers. comm.). Meanwhile, better data on 13ahalo
(Tosco 1991) suggests that it may either be a very aberrant member of Eastern
Cushitic or form a branch of its own with Yaaku and Galaboid with which
1t shares some intriguing isoglosses. Ehrct proposes the internal grouping of
Cushitic shown in Figure 1.7.

Ehret’s (1995b) schema of the internal structure for Afroasiatic is fairly
similar to the models proposed formally or informally by other researchers.
The major difference with Ehret’s classification is that he does not see a
special relation between Cushitic and Chadic, but does have Chadic branching
off directly after Cushitic.

A radically different view is taken by Orel and Stolbova (1995), who con-
sider that Cushitic and Omotic are not genetic groupings at all but an ancient
Sprachbund. The outline proposed by Orel (p.c.) is shown in Figure 1.8.

Such a tree should be treated as a working hypothesis; it does not really
address the rcladons of Berber-Egyptian and Semitic in detail, nor does it
atternpt to tnake the inter-relationships of Cushitic fully coherent,

Bender (1997) has also proposcd a radically new structure for Afroasiatic
(‘upside-down Afrasian’ in his terminology). His revised tree is shown in
Figure 1.9. Bender proposes a homeland for Afroasiatic (the region where
Chad, Sudan and Libya meet today) and a date (10,000 Bp). Perhaps even
more starthingly, he canvasses the possibility that Indo-European is somehow
an offshoot of his ‘Macro-Cushitic’. Whether these suggestions will be taken
on board by the scholarly community will depend on the presentation of
fuller evidence than is given in this short chapter.

Proto-Cushitic

Beja Agaw Eastern Southern

Figure 1.7 TInternal structure of Cushitic
Source:  Ehret 1995h
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Proto-Hamito-Semitic (=Afroasiatic)

Cushomotic Chadic  Egyptian  Berber Semitic
Sprachbund

Figure 1.8 Internal strucrure of Afroasiatic {after Orel)

Source:  Orel p.c.

Afroasiatic
Central
Macro-Cushitic
|
Egyptian- Berber Semitic Cushitic Omotic

Chadic Coptic

Figure 1.9 The internal structure of Afroasiatic (after Bender 1997)

Source:  Bender 1997

Blazek (this volume) proposes that Elamite, an extinct language of the
Ancient Near East, either constitutes a seventh branch of Afroasiatic or 18
co-ordinate with it. Elamite is usually classified with Dravidian, spoken m
couth India, but does show clear cognates with Afroasiatic. Blazek proposes
a structure where Afroasiatic 1s related to Dravidian ac a higher level and
Elamite forms a bridge between the two. Whether the links between Elamite
and Afroasiatic is a genctic rclationship or simply a casc of extensive loan-
words remains to be explored. ) -

Blench (in press, b} has put forward a view of the structure ot Afroasiatic
¢hat is explicidy linked to archacological data. This model proposes that
Chadic and Cushitic are closely linked and that the Chadic speakers are m
reality Cushitic pastoralists who migrated to Lake Chad along the Wadi Hawar.
The resulting tree is not very different from that of Ehret, and I have adapted
some of his proposed names for the nodes (c.g. North Afroasiatc and
Erythraic). Figure 1.10 shows a composite view of Afroasiatic incorporating
some of the recent proposals made concerning Elamitic, Ongota, etc.
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Nurth Afroasiatic

Chadic

Dahale?
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RMB, December, 1997

Figare 1.10 TProposed revised Afroasiatic classification

Source:  Blench in press, b

EXTERNAL LINKS FOR AFRICAN LANGUAGE PHYLA

The Nostratic hypothesis

E\/Iorc. speculative proposals have been advanced that are intended to explore
deep-level’ relationships of African language phyla. Afroasiadic is the African
language phylum that has been most commonly proposed as related to other
phyla of Egrasia. To cnumerate all these proposals would be lengthy, but apart
from Dravidian mentioned above, Afroasiatic is frequently conncctcé to Indcov
European and more broadly to ‘Nostratic’ (Bomhard 1994; Hegediis 1997;
Dolgopolsky 1998). Ruhlen (1991} provides a useful summary of these dcbatcs,
Although there is definitely not a consensus in this arca, there are two basic view;

1 ‘that Atr.o:isiatic (like Kartvclian and Dravidian) is co-ordinate with
Eurasiatic” (Greenberg, Starostin);

2 that Afroasiatic is a member of Nostratic (Pedersen, Illitc-Svityé
Bombhard, Dolgopolsky). ,

A compromise view is represented in Figure 1.11,

_ These hypotheses are stimulating; they extend the debate on broad connee-
tions and §1mi13ritics between languages at a very great time-depth Héwevelr
they remain linguistic hypotheses; their conclusions should not b'e extendeci
to other discie]ines, notably archaeology. Macrophylum Cl‘lSSiﬁC'ltiOl’l" :
much less well founded than low-level reconstructions The' (arc : b 31'19
to help linguists to think than representations of the p.ast. g ere fooR

The lost language of the pygmies

Tﬁlc.questi(?n QF the origin_ of the pygmies of the African minforest and their
relative antiquity has remained controversial (Cavalli-Sforza 1986). Although
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Proto-Nostratic

Afroasiatic l l

West East Eskimo-Aleut

|
| | |

Indo-Furopean  Kartvelian Dravidian Uralic Alraic

Figure 1.11 Afroasiatic and Noseratic (after Hegedis, 1997)
Source: Hegediis 1997

in many ways the pygmies appear to be the ancient i[111alfi;]arlts (:lf ttillibf:drc;t,
partly displaced by the incoming Bantu, researchers havc} gen ::m bl thz
the complete absence of distirzlctwe languages spoken by the pygnnes
i archaeological evidence. _
amll;;%:::;)izt (1992, 1%1933, b) has recently !:)resel?tcd an cxtren;lclyAcl?allzrégilﬂi
view of the history of the pygmy popultatlon_s, n parucula_r t fcm. a2 | ihe
Baka. Despite speaking langnages of quite different genetlc‘s‘x.‘u1at‘1;)ilzl,l hese
groups prove to have comunon vocabul'aty: concemcdh‘e‘spcuabyh b Tood
gathering in the rainforest. If Bahuchet 1is nght,‘then this \];c?cafu hry onsth
tutes a trace of the lost language of the pygmues. Bahuchet u—rt er lg?ed
that the reduction in the rainforest at the end _of the PlelSt.O(;lcan };Z(:lathe
pygmoid groups in relict forest. Thesc groups dlﬁscd Eut\_.v‘::torsm when the
forest began to expand again, eventually encountering tue 1}1; lglgtion i
cultivators. The results of this cncounter, gnd in. particular the evc()1 U
chent relationships, account for the ethnolinguistic pattern s.cilf:_nl today. .
An alcemnative view is presented in Blench (ml press, a) which argues a;e
the absence of a true pygmy language is. no accu:‘lent: that the p(;]gnlue} e
to be identified genetically wich their cultivator neighbours. lnijf, tIT 11ea ; Ig:
mentary hunter-gatherer peoples and iso.lat.ed languages thaF today 10:; " nmE
around the rainforest represent the remaining traces of a l_ost Foillp e “,Iho
pygmoid hunter-gatherer populations, _speakm_g highly dlvcr:,]f:1 lallg;ﬁiea o
inhabited Africa prior to the spread Qf Fhe major langua.ge p yha. T e
sity would then have been largely climinated in the reg';ons \:;’e :::rr1 e majer
language phyla expanded. Nilo—S-.lha;an 1::;51;11;agr(:0$a§;ul;1c\zsfu1 n the oS
iger-Congo was substan
;)f:cpé;rrlfl;hibcu:al?glf If this i% s0, the situation wou}d then liescmblehlflore ;LL:EZ
-ons of the world where hunting and gathering dominated the econor
il ve e_scale state systems evolved to impose unifor-

until recently and where no larg ‘ "
mity. The main regions where this is the case are the New World, Australia,

Papua and Siberia.®
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CONCLUSIONS

The gradual increase in availability of data has led to major disagreements
between scholars as to the internal classification of many of Africa’s language
phyla. As with Indo-European, it is easicr to discern a large number of discrete
groups than to fit them together into a hierarchical tree structure. Para-
doxically, a slightly clearer image of African prehistory is beginning to emerge
from the present synthesis. The four major phyla may be reducible to three
if the Niger-Saharan hypothesis is accepted, but they are unlikely to split into
more phyla. Even if the macrophyla proposals gain acceptance, they are
unlikely to change estimates of the relative internal diversity of existing phyla
and therefore estimates of their relative antiquity.

A scatter of ‘remnant languages’ across the continent may be unclassifiable
because they have an extremely complex language history or because they are
genunc survivors of otherwise vanished phyla. Such languages correspond to the
position of Basque in Europe or Burushaski in Asia. Thesc languages may be
the only remaining traces of the earlier inhabitants of the continent. Originally
spoken by mobile hunter-gatherers, they have remained in traces in isolated pop-
ulations. Influenced by all the neighbouring languages, they usually show a com-
plex texture of loanwords as well as a core of words of unknown etymology.

The Khowsan languages probably fit together but are so deeply internally
divided that this question is likely to remain controversial. A useful parallel here
is the situation in Papuan or Australian. Striking phonological similarities suggest
genetic unity. There are good historical/archaeological reasons for supposing
that we arc dealing with essentially hotmogeneous populations in these cases.
Haowever, their languages have been ramifying for so long that the lexical con-
nections berween them have reduced to a point of near invisibility.

Khoisan is, therefore, probably the oldest phylum and the Khoisan langnages
that remain are just a fractionr of those that were once spread over eastern
and southern Africa. Whether the Niger-Saharan hypothesis is accepred or
not, Nilo-Saharan is likely to be older than Niger-Congo and Afroasiatic,
However, despite various claims, there are no convincing reconstructions of
lexemes for agricultural items in the proto-languages of any of the African
language phyla. In other words, the processes that led to their expansion took
place in a pre-agricultural phase,

The likely correlate of these cxpansions is micro-climate Huctuations, but
the doubt hanging over the internal classification of these phyla suggests that
attempts to draw up large-scale models is presently a fruitless task. 1n the case
of macrophyla proposals, it should be emphasized that these are very much
linguists” constructs. Many of the methods used to argue for the very existence
of these groupings are disputed by other linguists. Moreover, macrophylum
proposals, especially in the case of language isolates such as Basque or Ainu,
have a habit of producing multiplexcs of different solutions.

More probletnatic is how the archacologist should respond to the disagree-
ments over the internal classification of the major language phyla. In principle,
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trying to model the dispersal of an entire phylum is a fruitless task at our
present stage of knowledge. Even Indo-European, the most-researched
phylun1, has vet to be analysed as a convincing tree-structurc, and there 15
considerable disagrecement about the link between archaeology and present-
day linguistic geography.

The task then should probably be to work with much smaller-scale group-
ings. Every phylum is divided into manageable units, most of which are
gencrally accepted by the linguistic community. Examples of these would be
Mande, Bantu, Nilotic, Omotic, ctc. Although a sadsfactory model of the
expansion of these familics is yet to be worked out, they are neither so
ancient nor so vast that such a task is in principle unachievable.

NOTES

1 1 am grateful to Matthias Brenzinger for inviting me to the Round Table on
Endangered Languages in Africa at Leipzig, August 1997,

2 In addition, the representation of clicks is not as accurate as it might be, duc to

limitations in the drawing programme.

I am grateful to Anbessa Teferra for data on the Shabo language.

4  Smaller subregicns such as the Andamans could also be included.

]
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