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Attempts 1o link Taneua - familics and archacological culture, have a long
history, although carly chors ended more towards the realm ol mytholos
than - ne . Many arly writers had the pereeption that languae provided a
window into histor . but a histor: o 1orehortened by Biblical chronolosy as to
e almost uscless. Modern linguistic classifications . em 1o beging, not with
Indo Furopean as is usually suppo. ~d, but with the Uralic lnguages (Ruhlen
19911, Progrc, has been unevens it was not until the 1980s that some type of
Cassification coverire all the world's languaer . was available,

Farly attempts to unravel prehistory from language were penerally alopo
the line of the “Woze .7 che” method: tal ing the lexical attestations for
individual items and recmstracting their history as material culture or social
institution, ‘The agenda was established in the nineteenth centu beginning
with the linguistic palac atoloc *of Picter (18> 63) who sct out his theories
linkin - th hit ories of words with a specalative history of Indo European
peoples. For African Linguages the first attempt occurs in-an anlik "7 ot by
Johnston (1886) who set out a method for reconstructing Bantu culture history.
Krause (1895) made some penctrating ob ~rvations on African culture history
as woll s Cstablishine a number of kev Janguage family nane - that remain in
nse and looked Torward 1o a Dioloss ot T al history. The apotheosis of this
approack. s Gamkrelidh ¢ and Ivanov (1994) for Indo I uropean; a recent exam
ple in African histor is & hoenbrunn’s (1997) acc unt of the Bantu of the
Great Lalc  As an approach it has also been important in Oceanta, especially
with Austronesian (see Ross ef alif 1999 for e ent evample).

In the carly period, there was litde or no attempt 1o link the results of
historical 1econstruction direetly with archacological evidern. e+ indeed there
vae hardly ae - such evid nees Indeed, some linguists have held the view that
the method of historical reconstruction is an abstiact proce that shonld be
undertaken guite independently or what cor we miht know about history.



However, in general, as archaeological evidence has bulked larger so has the
process of integrating it with linguistic results. Where archaeology is sparse, as
in much of Africa, linguists have in general been more wary of such interdisci-
plinary hypotheses.

This process has not been without its problems, the most troubling of
which has been its hijacking by nationalist agendas. Blench (19994) describes
how, both in Nazi Germany and Soviet Russia, ethnological and linguistic data
were misused to bolster a tendentious prehistory. Even without such overtly
political processes, it has sometimes been difficult to disentangle the claims of
different categories of linguists. Supporters of macrophyla proposals, such as
Nostraticists, put forward historical reconstructions that are rejected by the lar-
ger body of mainstream historical linguists.

Even a sympathetic archaeologist could be forgiven for wondering if this
represents progress. But this is partly a consequence of an overambitious
project; trying to correlate very large-scale archaeological or genetic results with
phylum-level linguistics. The successes in this area have all been on a much
smaller scale, and there may be reasons for thinking that this is the only scale
on which such correlations are likely to apply. This paper? explores some
general principles that should apply the effective interlinking of archaeological
and linguistic data and applies these principles to the interpretation of the
distribution of the Berber languages, a family of closely-related speech forms
spoken across the Sahara. On the basis of this it concludes with some sugges-
tions for further interpretations of Eurasian language families.

2. WHAT WORKS AND WHAT DOESN'T

Ethnography suggests that there is no reason why language and archaeol-
ogy must necessarily be correlated. Western culture, with all its material attri-
butes, has diffused widely across the world, and is a powerful influence in non-
Indo-European speaking areas. As a few dominant speech-forms spread, many
smaller language communities are assimilated. Some lose their material culture,
but elsewhere they retain it, at least in part. Language shift and cultural assimi-
lation are evidently common and the pace at which they occur is greater in

11 am grateful to Barbara Barich for inviting me to. present this paper in Roma in the framework of
the “Forum for African Archaeology and Cultural Heritage”, December 1998, and for the comments of
those present, especially Giorgio Banti. The present version has been prepared for submission to Origini,
and the original preliminary matter which looked at language classification on a world-wide basis has been
omitted to focus more specifically on the Berber problem. Maarten Kossmann and Vaclav Blazek kindly
read the revised version, and gave me a number of useful comments. Maarten has also sent me some valua-
ble additional data as well as suggesting some rearrangements of the tables. I freely admit to not being a
Berber specialist, and this assistance has helped me avoid a number of errors.
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large land masses such as Africa and Eurasia where there are few geographical
boundaries to inhibit interaction.

Yet this does not mean the project is hopeless, merely complex. The area
where linking language and archaeology is most likely to succeed is when there
has been a significant physical expansion of population, ‘demic diffusion’ in
one terminology (e.g. Renfrew 1992). This can occur either when the lands into
which a population expands are actually empty, or where the population den-
sity is so low and the technological advantage of the incoming group so signifi-
cant that the impact on their social and material culture of assimilating or elimi-
nating the existing population is so slight as to be undetectable. An example of
the first case would be Polynesia; most islands in the Polynesian region seem *o
have been uninhabited before the first migrations. The earliest seafarers could
normally not return to their source island; there is thus a general correlation
between first settlement and the gradual diversification of the language.
Archaeology, linguistics and genetics are broadly in agreement (Bellwood 1987).

A similar situation applies, although not quite as neatly, to the Bantu expan-
sion into Eastern and Southern Africa. Beginning some 4000 years ago, groups of
Neolithic farmers began to expand south and east into the rainforest of the
Central Zairean basin (Blench 1996). They may have encountered scattered fora-
gers in the forests but in numbers too small to have a major impact on their rapid
demographic growth and language diversification (Blench 19995). As a result, the
archaeological ‘signature’ of the Bantu can be detected fairly unambiguously,
both south of the forest in Angola and east of the forest in East Africa.

Bellwood (1991) has argued that this is typically the case with agricultural
expansions, Austronesian, Uto-Aztecan and Indo-European being cited as
examples. There is another important aspect to this; Austronesian and Bantu are
in no wise the same sort of entities. Bantu is, despite its large territorial area, lin-
guistically a ‘subgroup of a subgroup of a subgroup’, i.e. only the most recent
branching of the complex tree of Niger-Congo, in turn the language phylum in
the world with the most languages. Austronesian, however, is a phylum in itself.
Because of its coherence, Bantu has attracted considerable interest from linguists
and we know a great deal about its expansion, compared with older and more
complex subgroups of Niger-Congo, such as Mande or Atlantic.

There are, moreover, expansions that cannot be due to agriculture, if only
because it was not present in the region at the time. Pama-Nyungan in Australia,
Greenlandic, Niger-Congo in West Africa cannot have been due to agriculture,
but may have been the result of technological advantage (McConvell, Evans
1998). There are also expansions that appear to be due to either military prowess
or pastoralism and possibly the two intertwined (Mongolic and Turkic). So wha-
tever model we propose has to make space both for the linguistic patterns we
encounter and the archaeology they hypothetically reflect.
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Unless historical documentation exists, it is hard to date these movements
precisely; only Polynesia allows us to set a ‘clock’ for expansion. Yet speed is
clearly a key factor; if a group of people has apparently increased in numbers
and spread to new territories extremely rapidly, they will not have had time to
negotiate with resident populations, develop complex cultural mixtures and a
variety of sociolinguistic situations that rapidly become difficult to interpret
archaeologically. Pastoral peoples are particularly suited to accelerated expan-
sions. Their high degree of mobility and often aggressive stance in commanding
pastures for their herds makes it possible to subsume vast territories rapidly
without the costs of high levels of internal culture change. The classic example of
this in historical times is the Mongol Empire which for some decades covered half
Eurasia. However, other military/pastoral expansions, such the Ful6e in West-
Central Africa or the Arabs in the Near East illustrate the same phenomenon.

We can argue the case for the Mongols or the Arabs because copious
historical documentation supports the argument. But a more convincing test of
the archaeological and linguistic hypotheses would be to argue for a pastoral
expansion from present-day ethnographic and linguistic data to a likely
archaeological signature. This paper makes such a case for the Berbers of North
Africa, for whom historical materials are both scanty and late but whose broad
geographical diffusion suggests a process similar to those invoked above.

3. CASE-STUDY: THE EXAMPLE OF BERBER
3.1 Afroasiatic and the place of Berber

The Afroasiatic language phylum dominates Northern Africa and
Ethiopia, as well as extending far into the Middle East and the Arabian penin-
sula. Afroasiatic 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 earliest written language, it has
benefited from a massive research and publication effort in certain rather speci-
fic areas. It also has old-established traditions of scholarship that have not
always had a positive effect on innovative 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 recognised as early as
the 1530s, and Ludolf pointed out the affinity of Ethiosemitic with the near
Eastern languages in 1702. The name ‘Semitic’ was proposed in 1781 by von
Schlézer. Berber and some of the Chadic languages, notably Hausa, were added
during the course of the nineteenth century. The internal classification of
Afroasiatic remains controversial and recent competing reconstructions of the
phylum have not all reached the same conclusions. Orel and Stolbova (1995)
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have published a massive ‘Comparative Hamito-Semitic dictionary’ and Ehret
(1995) a reconstruction of Afroasiatic with a schema of the internal structure
for Afroasiatic fairly similar to the models put forward formally or informally
by other researchers. Blench (1999¢) adapts some of Ehret’s proposed names
for the nodes (e.g. North Afroasiatic and Erythraic) and shows a composite
view of Afroasiatic incorporating some recent proposals made concerning
Elamitic, Ongota etc.

An aspect of Afroasiatic that is striking and somewhat perplexing to lin-
guists is the relative diversity of some branches and the uniformity of others.
Egyptian, Dahalo and Beja are single languages, while Agaw, South Cushitic
and Berber are small groups of closely related languages. Chadic, Omotic and
East Cushitic consist of large numbers of highly diverse languages. In the case
of Agaw, South Cushitic and Berber, the first two consist of languages that are
geographically very close to one another, and it is usually assumed that such
groups previously did have more diversity but that their other relatives became
extinct or were assimilated. Berber, however, is different; it is spread over a vast
area and yet is only weakly differentiated from one end of its range to the other.
Known principally by its best-known and most widespread group, the Semitic
languages, which include Arabic and Hebrew, Afroasiatic is often represented
as originating in the Near East (e.g. Diakonoff 1988; Militarev 1990). It has, for
example, been identified with the Natufian culture (op. cit.). However, lingui-
stically, this is most unlikely, since Egyptian, Berber and Semitic are very undi-
verse. The Semitic languages are a tightly knit group almost certainly reflecting
recent expansion. The diversity of Afroasiatic is almost entirely in a belt stret-
ching from Ethiopia to Lake Chad and Reinisch long ago suggested that this
ought to point to its origin in sub-Saharan Africa (Blench 1999¢).

3.2 The distribution of Berber

The Berber languages are today spoken from a remote isolated group in
Mauritania, the Zenaga, to Siwa Oasis in Egypt. Fig. 1 shows the distribution of
Berber languages today and their conjectural past distribution. It is generally
accepted that the languages of the Canaries, collectively known as Guanche,
were Berber, but these became extinct before they could be recorded by profes-
sional linguists (Wolfel 1965). There is also loanword evidence for Berber con-
tact with languages spoken at the Nile Confluence (Behrens, 1985, 1989;
Bechhaus-Gerst 1984-85, 1989).
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Fig. 2 — Distribution of Bérber languages today and their conjectural past distribution.

The Appendix Table gives a listing of all described Berber lects \ivi'th avery
tentative classification. Despite a wealth of information, Berber classification is
still very uncertain (see Galand 1988, Ameur 1990, Kossmann 1999). The place
of Guanche and Numidian are likely to remain unclear. However, although
Siwa is the easternmost lect, it is not the most conservative one, and it is lik.ely
that the poorly documented Libyan lects Awgila and Elfoqaha, together wuh
Ghadamgs, retain a greater repertoire of archaic forms. I have ther'efore consi-
dered that only forms with attestations in both Zenaga and Awgila/Elfogaha
can be reliably reconstructed to proto-Berber. .

The present-day enclaving of Berber is very much a function of t'he spread
of Arabic since the seventh century. Although Berber would have interacted
both with the Semitic languages spoken in the Maghreb, such as Punic, and
later with Latin?, these never became so widespread as to drive Berber frqm
much of its range. The disappearance of Berber-speakers from the Nile
Confluence region is less easy to interpret; but whether Berber presence there
was ever other than an wandering, isolated group is unclear. ‘

Whether other languages were spoken in the Saharan/Maghreb region prior
to Berber is not easy to answer. The Garamantes wrote in a Libyan script, althoggh
we have no evidence they spoke Berber®. What they did speak is open to conjec-

2 There are a number of loans between Latin and Berber, including Berber gistus into Latin caztus,
‘cat’ and Latin carta into Berber tkardat, ‘paper’. by Lef
3 T owe this information to Giorgio Banti, since texts on the Garamantes generally assert they left no

written records.
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ture; the most likely hypothesis is that they spoke a Nilo-Saharan language, rela-
ted either to Songhay or to Teda, the present-day language of the Tibesti. It has
been suggested that the Basque-Tartessian languages spread down from Iberia
across the Straits of Gibraltar. Although there are few links between Basque and
mainland Berber today, Wolfel (1965) noted a number of interesting Basque
cognates in Guanche, pointing to a period of contact between a Basquic-speaking
people and the Berber groups who settled the Canaries.

There are references to pastoralists in the deserts west of the Nile Valley in
Egyptian records. Ramses III defeated a Libyan tribe called the I-S-B-T-U usually
identified with the Asbytes of Herodotos. The ‘Tehenu’ appear in Vth Dynasty
sources (3200 BC) as livestock keepers of the Western Desert and later numerous
other tribes are mentioned (Vernet, Onrubia-Pintado 1994: 56). Another specula-
tion surrounds the identity of the peoples referred to by Herodotos, living along
the North African littoral. Herodotos names some seven tribes, giving them ever
more fantastic attributes as they are further from Egypt, whence came his infor-
mation. Vernet and Onrubia-Pintado (1994: 61) present a map both of ancient
names for North African peoples and speculate on their modern counterparts,
although given the high degree of mobility of these populations this might seem to
be a fruitless exercise. The cultural diversity described by Herodotos tends to
imply a greater linguistic diversity than Berbers exhibit today.

3.3 Dating the Berber expansion

The earliest concrete evidence for Berber comes from the ‘Old Numidian’
inscriptions (Rossler 1958). These are graved on rocks in North Africa and
rarely consist of more than personal names and simple memorials. Nonetheless,
the script they use is the ancestor of modern-day Berber scripts such as the
Tifinagh of the Twareg. Hard-to-interpret inscriptions, apparently in
Numidian-type script, are found on rocks in the Canaries (Cubillo 1984). The
Berber affiliation of the language the inscriptions represent is usually accepted
(e.g. Rossler 1964, though see dissenting views in Galand 1988), but they are
too fragmentary to tell us much about the history of the Berber language.
Nonetheless, we can assume that by 200 BC Berber was well established and
widespread.

However, a date for Berber of 200 BC is very late for most researchers;
Behrens (1985, 1989) suggests a date as early as 6000 BC. But the case of
Berber admits of a wide variety of solutions. The problem is as follows;

a) Berber shows surprisingly little internal differentiation, as if it represen-
ted a recent expansion

b) Yet is very different from its neighbours in Afroasiatic as if it split away
a long time ago.
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Sociolinguistically, two alternative explanations for this state of aftairs can
be put forward. Either;

a) Berber was indeed once much more diverse and its apparent unifor-
mity is because a powerful cultural force expanded and assimilated speakers of
diverse but related languages. The example of Hausa assimilating related West
Chadic languages would provide an analogous situation

b) Berber expanded some time ago, and sociolinguistic factors have acted
to keep groups in contact with one another, reducing the pressure for language
diversification. The Fulfulde language of West Africa, spread by pastoralists
during the last 1000 years, but still intelligible across more than 2000 km of the

Sahel, provides a parallel.

Whatever the case, the phenomena here are sufficiently dramatic and
widespread for it to be difficult to imagine that they are not associated with
comparable socio-cultural patterns, and that these in turn would leave material
traces. The question, therefore, is what archaeological data can be used to inter-
pret the present-day distribution of Berber languages?

3.4 Were the Berbers Capsians?

The term ‘Capsian’ in Maghrebin research applies both to the Palaeolithic
populations who appear to have reached this region from 10,000 bp onwards
and the ‘Capsian Neolithic’, livestock producers whose traces appear in sites in
north Africa from about 6500 bp onwards (Camps 1974; Camps-Fabrer 1989).
The main Capsian sites are in Tunisia and Algeria (Relilai, Mechta-al-Arbi,
Columnata, Ain Kéda) and in Libya (Haua Fteah). There are striking resem-
blances between the material culture of the pre-agricultural Capsians and the
Natufians, who are usually considered to extend from 10,500-8300+200 BC in
the Near East and Camps-Fabrer (1989) argues that the Natufians gave rise to
Capsian culture, although the mechanisms of this process are not spelled out.
The term ‘Neolithic’ is also used for any sites where pottery is found, and since
some of these are very early in the Sahara (>9000 bp) such ‘Neolithic’ cultures
have neither agriculture nor domestic animals.

An aspect of the archaeological literature that is confusing in a linguistic
context is the use of ‘Paleoberber’ and ‘Protoberber’, both usages originally
deriving from Camps (1980). In this terminology the ‘Paleoberbers’ would be
the ancestral populations in the region present until a key point in the Saharan
Neolithic, about 4000 bp. The ‘Protoberbers’ would be the immediate ance-
stors of modern-day Berber populations present after this period. In linguistic
terminology, ‘Proto-Berber’ would be the reconstructed language spoken by
the population that broke away from Afroasiatic.
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“.. 1 - Proto-Berber ‘goat’ *t-aynd-t
|3 !

_Lect
Gnadames
Awgila
Nefousa
Siwa
Chleuh
Fisuig
ene i
5 ast Zenati
T 1usi
.okna
Tayirt
Tawellemet
M-b
Rn
Kabyl
Middle
Atlas

Tals! 1 sl

Attcetation

tC.at
tyg
tyidet
tyag
tayatt

tyaft / tiyidett

tad
tyaat
tyaat
iyid
Layat
tayat
Lyat
tyat
Layat
tayaft

Tah. 2 - Proto-Berber ‘male goat’ a-2Vlay

I cct

'\W._!ilu
Nele
Siwa

Tiout ( -}
Tawella.t
Ayr

Aha ar
Sened

Ghat

Table 2 shows a data 1able fo

1)

Glor-
chovr
capra
capretta
f.
chevre
chovre
chévre
f.
.
kid
kid
kid
chévre
chévre
chevre
chovre

Attestation flnce
azawaq pror
zalay  apror

zalaq houe

azlay houe

azolay houe

ezolay houe

dhilay bouc

azloy pl. izulay (L)) male ~

ajulay (Lu) male ~

p o fore N for tma!

» data ible for a proto-lorm *t-w;ad tlor * wat’,

[RH1E.
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Tab. 3 - Proto-Berber ‘goat, kid’ *iyayd

Tab. 5 - Proto-Berber ‘small ruminant’ *t-iysi

Lect Attestation Gloss Lect Attestation __ Gloss
Ghadames aeid  chevreau Awgila, Figuig tixsi menu bétail
Awgila ayided capretto Elfoqaha, Ouargla tixsi chevr.e
Elfoqaha ayid, ayéd capretto Kabyle, Chleuh, Middle Atlas, Rif, Chaouia tixsi b.rebls
Chaouia ivid  chevreau Mzab . tixsi small ruminant
Nefousa id caprett Zenaga teksi, toksi caprin, ovin
' pretio Tawellemet. A téysé  téte de menu bétail
Chleuh ivid  chevreau awe emet, AYr . _—
Figuig iyid pl. iyayden chévre Table 5 shows a root attested for Zenaga and Awgila, probably meaning ‘small
Tayirt eyed kid ruminant’.
Tawellemet eyed k}d Tab. 6 - Proto-Berber ‘ram’ *ikreri
Tamesgrest eyed kid
Tafaghist eyejd kid Lect Attestation Gloss
Sokna iyid kid Nefusa akrﬁl: montone
Zenaga ojgad" kid Aures ikerri be/lt_er
Sous, Ntifa, Tachlit iyozd  chevreau Ouargla ikeryi Z{ﬁ{er
Rif cluster igiid  chevreau Rif 15ari eiier
Rif iyeyd Zenaga egrer bell.er
Kabyle, Ouargla, Middle Atlas iyid  chevreau Tawellemet akar bélier
Ayr éker bélier
e~ Ahaggar ékrer bélier
Table 3 shows a data table for a proto-form *iyid for baby goat. Kabslge ikerri mouton castré

Tab. 4 - Proto-Berber ‘goats’ “welli

Table 6 shows a table for ‘ram’, *ikreri. The lack of attestation in Awgila and
Ghadamés may mean that it was not in proto-Berber, although it is attested in

the otherwise divergent Zenaga.

Lect Attestation Gloss

gﬁ:ﬁglﬁz EF(I-}‘)C) arid an?;:: flock %(t)‘.’:tt Tab. 7 - Proto-Berber ‘ewe’ “tehele

Ghadames welli goats Lect Attestation Gloss
Elfogaha ulli gregge Guanche Gran Canaria tahatan, tahaxan ewe
Chleuh ulli petit bétail Siwa ottoni  older lamb
Kabyle ulli brebis Nefusa tili pl. tatton ewe
Figuig ulli moutons Tahaggart tehele or tihati pl. tihattin ewe
Ouargla welli, ulli livestock herd Tayirt tele ewe
Tawellemet wolli goats Tawellemet tilej ewe
Tamesgrest wolli goats Tamesgrest tele ewe
Tafaghist ulli ! goats Tafaghist tehele ewe
Rif uggi " ovins et caprins Zenaga tijih pl. tatonh ewe
Zenaga u’lla’n brebis, chevres, agneaux Tachlit tili pl. tatton ewe

Table 7 shows a root for ‘ewe’. The consistency of forms both in Guanche and
from one end of the Berber spectrum to the other, argues strongly for the pre-
sence of sheep production in the earliest phase of Berber culture.
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Table 4 shows a root that was probably a suppletive plural originally, meaning
‘flock of goats’. Whether the Guanche forms are truly cognate is uncertain.



Tab. 8 - Proto-Berber ‘ram, lamb’

Lect Attestation Gloss
Guanche (GC) aridaman flock of goats
Ghadames azumar pl. zumaron ram
Elfoqaha Zamar montone
Nefusa zumar pl. izamar agnello
Siwa izmor pl. izomron ram
Chleuh izimmr bélier
Aures izmer agneau
Figuig izmer agneau
Rif izma agneau
Zenaga 9ji’mmorh ram
Sous izimer pl. izamaron ram
Tayirt ezemor lamb
Tawellemet ezemar lamb
Tamesgrest azemor lamb
Kabyle izimer agneau
Middle Atlas izimer agneau qui ne téte plus

The meaning of the root compiled in Table 8 is much less certain, although the
geographic spread is very convincing. The —daman element in the Guanche
citation might be cognate and so is given here.

Tab. 9 - Proto-Berber ‘cow’ *afunas, tafunast, [tazt]

Tab. 10 - Proto-Berber ‘calf’ *agenduz

Lect Attestations Gloss
Siwa t(a)funaast cow
funaas bull
Sokna tafunast cow
Ghadames tafunast cow
Tayirt tagt cow
Tawellemet tast cow
Tamesgrest N tagt COwW
Tafaghist ‘ tas cow
Zenaga toffullo§ heifer of 7-12 months
Tachlit tafuniist cow
Tamazight tafunast cow
Kabyle tafunast cow
Riff cluster afunas
Mzab afunas bull
Wargla afunas bull

Table 9 shows the words for ‘cow, bull’ divided by the forms cited with and
without the t- female affix. Whether the tast forms are cognate with the others
is hard to tell; they have been aligned in a separate column at present.
Kossmann (p.c.) has also proposed the following as proto Berber although the

attestations are relatively few;

182

Lect Attestation Gloss

Kabyle agenduz veau
Middle Atlas agenduz veau
Rif ayenduz taureau
Tiout ayenduz veau

Given the persistent finds, both of ostrich egg-shell (e.g. Camps-Fabrer 1989:
88) and the rock-art representations of dancers with ostrich-plumes (Behrens
1985, 1989) it seemed worthwhile to see if any words for ostrich would recon-

struct.

Tab. 11 - Proto-Berber ‘ostrich’

Lect Root I Root H Root I
Ghadames awozz
Nefusi asil pl. isilon

Sus asid pl. isiden

Oued Noun asit

Mzab asil

Djebel Bani (S. Tachlit) anhir

Tahaggart anhél

Tawellemet anil

Ayr enil

Ghat anhil

Table 11 shows the rather limited set of languages for which a term is recorded;

The forms Zenaga alnem and Mzab anneam are loanwords from Arabic.
The presence of an apparently distinct root in conservative Ghadames argues
that a true proto-Berber form cannot be reconstructed. Although there are
clearly three distinct roots, they cover a wide geographic spread and it may be
that they were originally words for male and female or marked size differences.

3.6 The antiquity of Berber and the significance of overlapping isoglosses
The linguistic evidence suggests rather strongly that the Berbers were a
close-knit livestock-producing ethnolinguistic group with a similar lexicon

across their entire range. However, it would be unusual for a people that
dispersed as long ago as 7000 years to retain such homogenous vocabulary.
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Bantu and Polynesian, respectively ca. 4000 and 3500 years old, have split into
many more lects than Berber. However, the alternative is to try and tie Berber
to some more recent archaeological culture and propose that the Capsian
Neolithic represents a wholly different population. No plausible suggestion of
this type has ever been made and the equation, Berber = Capsian Neolithic,
remains alluring.

Such linguistic homogeneity could therefore only be the result of a con-
stant pattern of migration, back migration and relexification from already clo-
sely related languages. One aspect of Berber does suggest that this might
indeed have been the case. An aspect of Australian languages that has per-
plexed scholars is the difficulty of finding isoglosses or sound-shifts with suffi-
cient common geography to define groups of languages or lects. Almost every
linguistic feature seems to have its own distribution. This has led Dixon (1997)
to argue that Australian languages have reached an ‘equilibrium’ state. Dixon’s
generalisation of this argument to other language phyla has been much critici-
sed, but it would seem to apply to Berber. Basset (1936, 1939) undertook a
very extensive lexical enquiry into Berber and produced some parts of a
remarkable project, a linguistic atlas, regrettably never completed. Later,
reviewing his results, he commented on how few isoglosses seemed to match
one another (Basset 1952). Drawing lexical and phonological isoglosses produ-
ces complex overlapping patterns. In this, Berber seems to resemble Australian
more than Polynesian or Ijo In other words, highly mobile populations already
speaking closely related languages, constantly encountering one another in
open terrain, helped maintain a remarkable uniformity over the 7000 years
since they expanded westwards from the Nile Valley.

4. CONCLUSIONS

According to the principles established in (§2.), it should be possible to
seek examples of closely-knit language families around the world and see if
they respond to archaeological interpretation. Examples comparable to
Polynesian, Bantu or Pama-Nyungan are in the minority, but other intriguing
cases suggest themselves, notably, Mongolic, Turkic, Jjoid and Berber. Each of
these language families are relatively undiverse and each has some association
with pastoralism or fishing nomadism. Mongolic and Turkic have spread relati-
vely recently and show a limited degree of diversification compared with agri-
cultural populations. Ijoid remains tightly-knit because its speakers seem to
have been mobile fishing populations until recently (Williamson p.c.). Berber
is clearly older than these, but nonetheless, remains a good candidate for simi-
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lar processes. This suggests that good correlations between language and
archaeological data can be made under specific circumstances. To deny the
potential of this approach in totality because there are cases where it clearly
cannot be applied is to bypass a major source of data for interpreting the past.

* Querseas Development Institute - London
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Appendix Table 1. The Berber Languages, outline classification®

Branch Sub-branch Lect
Guanche Guanchet Ferro
Fuerteventura
Gomera
Gran Canaria
Lanzarote
Palma
Tenerife
Old Numidian East Numidian 1 (=Old Libyan)
Berber Western isolate  Zenaga
Eastern isolates Ghadames
Elfoqaha
Awjila
Eastern Siwa
Sokna
Zurg (=Kufra)
Fezzan Tmessa
Twareg Tawellemet Abalagh (=East)
West
Tayirt Ingal
Gofat
Tamesgrest Azerori
Tafaghist
Tahaggart (=Ahaggar)
Ghat
Northern
Atlas Tachlhit (=Shilha)
Tamazight Senhaja
Kabyle Kabyle
Zenati Riff cluster Shawiya
Tidikelt
Tuat
Tarifit (=Riff)
Ghmara
Tlemcen
Sheliff Basin
Iznasen
Mzab-Wargla Gurara
Mzab
Wargla
Ghardaia
Tugurt
SeghruSen
Figuig
East Zenati Tmagurt
Sened
Jerba
Tamezret
Taujjut
Nefusi
Zwara

*I have adapted this classification from more conventional sources (e.g. Ameur 1990) on the basis of an unpublished
sketch kindly sent me by Maarten Kossmann.
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