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TRANSCRIPTIONS AND PHONETICS

RECONSTRUCTIONS

The reconstructions of  Nostratic, Afroasiatic, and Indo-Hittite
follow those of  the scholars upon whose work the relevent
chapters are largely based. These are Allan Bomhard and John

C. Kerns for Nostratic; Vladimir E. Orel and Olga V. Stolbova for
Afroasiatic; and Thomas V. Gamkrelidze and Vjac*eslav V. Ivanov for
Indo-Hittite. Their reconstructions are similar but not identical.  All use
an apostrophe after stops  p’, t’, k’ to indicate emphatic, sometimes glottalic
consonants. Their precise nature is unclear but  they are neither voiced
nor unvoiced. When quoting Bomhard and Kerns and Gamkriledze and
Ivanov, I use a capital H to signal a “laryngeal” of  uncertain precise
quality, as they have been lost in all branches of  Indo-Hittite (except
Anatolian). H is not necessary for describing the super-family of  Proto-
Afroasiatic because distinct “laryngeals” >, œ, h, ˙ and ∆ have been pre-
served in several of  its  families. The diacritic [h] after a stop indicates a
phonetic not phonemic, or meaningful alternation.

EGYPTIAN

The orthography used in Egyptian words is the standard one used by
Anglo-American Egyptologists and in previous volumes of  this series,
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xviii BLACK ATHENA

the only exception being that the sign traditionally transcribed as k ≥ is
written q in this volume.

Whatever the exact sound of  the Å in Old and Middle Egyptian (3400–
1600 BCE), it was used where Semitic names contained r, l, or even n.
This consonantal value was retained until the beginning of  the New
Kingdom. In Late Egyptian (spoken, 1600–700 BCE), it appears to have
become an >aleph and later, like the Southern English r, it merely modi-
fied adjacent vowels. The Egyptian ̂ corresponded to the Semitic >aleph
and yo \d. >Aleph is found in many languages and in nearly all Afroasiatic
ones. It is a glottal stop before vowels, as in the Cockney “bo>l” and
“bu>E” (bottle and butter). The Egyptian ‘ayin, which occurs in most
Semitic languages, is a voiced or spoken >aleph. The Egyptian form
seems to have been associated with the back vowels o and u.

In early Egyptian, the sign w, written as a quail chick, may have origi-
nally had purely consonantal value. In Late Egyptian, the stage of  the
Egyptian spoken language that had most impact on Greek, it seems to
have been frequently pronounced as a vowel, either o or u. The Egyp-
tian sign transcribed as r was more usually rendered as l in Semitic and
Greek. In later Egyptian, as with the 3, it weakened to become a mere
modifier of  vowels.

The Egyptian and Semitic h≥ was pronounced as an emphatic h. It
appears that the sign conventionally transcribed in Egyptian as h ° was
originally a voiced g ;. In Middle and Late Egyptian, it was devoiced to
become something approximating the Scottish ch in “loch.” The sign
transcribed as h_ was pronounced as h °y. In Middle and Late Egyptian, it
was frequently confused with s̈. s̈ used to transcribe a sign that originally
sounded something like h°. It later was pronounced as sh or skh.

As mentioned above, q represents an emphatic k≥.
The letter t _ was probably originally pronounced as ty. Even in Middle

Egyptian it was already being confused with t. Similarly, d_was frequently
alternated with d. In Late Egyptian, voiced and unvoiced stops tended
to merge. Thus, there was confusion among  t, t, d _, and d.

Egyptian names

Egyptian divine names are vocalized according to the most common
Greek transcriptions, for example, Amon for >Imn and Isis for St.

Royal names generally follow A. H. Gardiner’s (1961) version of  the
Greek names for well-known pharaohs, for instance, Ramesses.
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TRANSCRIPTIONS AND PHONETICS xix

Coptic

Most of  the letters in the Coptic alphabet come from Greek and the
same transcriptions are used. Six other letters derived from Demotic are
transcribed as follows:

v s = ] h° j j
[ f ; h / c=

Semitic

The Semitic consonants are transcribed relatively conventionally. Sev-
eral of  the complications have been mentioned above in connection with
Egyption. Apart from these, one encounters the following.

In Canaanite, the sound h° merged with h≥. Transcriptions here some-
times reflect an etymological h ° rather than the later h ≥. t ≥  is an emphatic
t. The Arabic letter tha\’ usually transcribed as th is written here as ty. The
same is true of  the dha\l, which is written here as dy. The letter found in
Ugaritic that corresponds to the Arabic ghain is transcribed as g ;.

The West Semitic tsade was almost certainly pronounced ts and the
letter s;in originally seems to have been a lateral fricative similar to the
Welsh ll. In transcriptions of  Hebrew from the First Millennium BCE the
letter shin is rendered s=. Elsewhere, it is transcribed simply as s because I
question the antiquity and range of  the pronunciation s=.

Neither the dagesh nor begadkephat are indicated in the transcription.
This is for reasons of  simplicity as well as because of  doubts about their
range and occurrence in antiquity.

Vocalization

The Masoretic vocalization of  the Bible, completed in the ninth and
tenth centuries CE but reflecting much older pronunciation, is transcribed
as follows:

Name of sign Plain with y y with w w with h h

Patah≥ Bæ ba – – – –
Qaæmes ≥ B; bå yBæ bâ –  h B; båh
H≥≥îreq Bi bi yB ≥ bî – – –
S≥e\rê B́ be\ yB´ bê – hB´ be\h
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xx BLACK ATHENA

Sego \l B, be yB, bê≥ – hB, beh
H≥o\lem B bo\ – – wOB bô hB bo \h
Qibûs≥ B̈ bu – –   WB bû – –

The reduced vowels are rendered:

B] be j} h ≥a= j’ h≥e= j’ ho=.

Accentuation and cantillation are not normally marked.

GREEK

With some hesitation I have privileged the Greek alphabet over the He-
brew (Aramaic) and Egyptian hieroglyphs by retaining it whenever a
new term is introduced, while transliterating all other scripts. The rea-
son for this is that Egyptologists and Semitists as well as many lay users
of  the Roman alphabet find the Greek alphabet easy to read. By con-
trast, relatively few classicists can read Hebrew and virtually none, hi-
eroglyphics. Determinatives are included when they can provide infor-
mation not available from the transcription.

The transcriptions of  the consonants is orthodox. The same is true of
the vowels h and w, which are written as /e \/ and /o\/. Long a \ is ren-
dered /a\/. U is conventionally transcribed as /y/ despite the fact that
nearly all the borrowings mentioned in these volumes took place before
u /u/ was fronted to become /ü/. Some Semitic loans into Greek may
be later as the same shift took place in Phoencian. Nevertheless, the most
regular correspondences with the Greek u were with earlier Semitic and
Hebrew /u/ or Egyptian /w/.
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3d. ———, Ehret.
3e. ———, Blench
3f. ———, Bender
3g. ———, Bernal, 1980
3h. ———, Bernal, 2004

4. Diffusion of   Indo-European
5. Ancient East Mediterranean
6. Southern Greece
7. Boiotia.

CHARTS

1. Indo-Hittite Language Family
2. Egyptian Chronology
3. Aegean Chronology
4. Greek  Chronology
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MAPS AND CHARTS xxiii

MAP 2
Diffusion of Nostratic
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xxiv BLACK ATHENA

MAP  3a
Diffusion of Afroasiatic: From Asia, Militarev and Schnirelman
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MAP  3b
Diffusion of Afroasiatic: From Africa, Diakonoff
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xxvi BLACK ATHENA

MAP  3c
Diffusion of Afroasiatic: From Africa, Orel and Stolbova
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MAP  3d
Diffusion of Afroasiatic: From Africa, Ehret
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MAP  3e
Diffusion of Afroasiatic: From Africa, Blench
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MAP  3f
Diffusion of Afroasiatic: From Africa, Bender
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MAP  3g
Diffusion of Afroasiatic: From Africa, Bernal, 1980
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MAP  3h
Diffusion of Afroasiatic: From Africa, Bernal, 2004
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MAP  4
The Diffusion of Indo-European
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MAPS AND CHARTS xxxiii

MAP  5
Ancient East Mediterranean
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xxxiv BLACK ATHENA

MAP  6
Southern Greece

MAP  7
Boiotia
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CHART 1
Indo-Hittite Language Family
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xxxvi BLACK ATHENA

CHART  2
Egyptian Chronology

Dynasty Breasted Meyer CAH Helck Mellart Bernal

1st 3400 3315±100 3100 2955 3400 3400
2nd 2900 2780 3200 3200
3rd 2980 2895±100 2730 2635 2950 3000
4th 2900 2840±100 2613 2570 2850 2920
5th 2750 2680±100 2494 2450 2725 2800
6th 2625 2540±100 2345 2290 2570 2630
7th 2475 — 2181 2155 2388 2470
8th 2475 — — — 2388 2470
9th 2445 2360±100 2160 — — 2440

10th — — 2130 — — —
11th 2160 2160 2133 2134 2287 2140
12th 2000 2000/1997 1991 1991 2155 1979
13th 1788 1778 1786 ? 1946 1801
14th — — — — — —
15th — — 1674 1655 1791 1750
16th — — 1684 — — —
17th — — — — — —
18th 1580 1580/75 1567 1552 1567 1567
19th 1315 1320 1320 1306 1320 1320
20th 1200 1200 1200 1196/86 1200 1200

Sources: Breasted (1906, I, pp. 40–5); Meyer (1970b, pp. 68 and 178); Cambridge
Ancient History (charts at the end of  vols I.2B, II.1 and II.2); Helck (1971, chart; 1979,
pp. 146–8); Mellaart (1979, pp. 9 and 19).
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MAPS AND CHARTS xxxvii

CHART  3
Aegean Chronology

Ceramic
Period CAH K & M Bet. Bernal 1 Bernal 2

EMI 3000? 3300
EMII 2500? 3000
EMIII 2200 2400
MMIA 1900 2050
MMIB 2000 1950
MMII 1800 1820
MMIII 1700 1775–50 1730 1730
LMIA 1600 1675–50 1650 1675
LHI 1550
LMIB/LHIIA 1500 1600–1575 1610 1550 1600
LMII 1450 1500–1475 1550 1450 1520
LHIIB 1430 1550 1520
LHIIIA1 1400 1490 1470
LMIIIA 1380 1490 1470
LMIIIA2/
LHIIIA2 1430–10 1410
LMIIIB/
LHIIIB 1275 1375–50 1365 1370
LMIIIC/
LHIIIC 1180 1200 1220

CAH = Cambridge Ancient History, 3rd edition.
K & M = Kemp and Merrillees (1980) Minoan Potterv in Second Millennium Egypt.
Bet. = Betancourt (1989) ‘High chronology and low chronology: Thera archaeologi-

cal evidence.’
Bernal 1 = Black Athena, Volume 1.
Bernal 2 = Black Athena, Volume 2.
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xxxviii BLACK ATHENA

CHART  4
Greek Chronology

Destruction of  Thebes 1230–1225 BCE

Trojan War 1215–1205
Dorian and other invasions 1150–1120
“Dark Ages”
Hesiod and Homer 1050–850
Geometric Ceramic period 900–750
Orientalizing period 750–650
Archaic period 776–500
Classical period 500–320
Alexander and Hellenistic period 320–100
Roman 100 BCE–300 CE
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THE PREVIOUS VOLUMES AND

THEIR RECEPTION

In 1879 the pioneer anthropogist E. B. Tylor published his
famous article comparing the Mexican game patolli with the
Indian board game pachisi. He argued that the two were not inde-

pendent inventions but the result of  diffusion from one to the other.1

He based his case on the great number of  similarities between the two
games. As he wrote in a later article: “The probability of  contact in-
creases in ratio to the number of  arbitrary similar elements in any two
trait-complexes”2 [my italics]. Volume 3 of  this project is based on this
principle. It is concerned with language, different aspects of  which are
more or less arbitrary. Phonology is ultimately limited by the mouth and
tongue. Therefore, to link two items convincingly they must share mul-
tiple phonetic similarities either within the word or in its context. Mor-
phology, syntax and lexicon, however, are inherently arbitrary, though
most languages have more onomatopoeia and phonesthemics than
Ferdinand de Saussure supposed, when he declared the absolute dis-
tinction between signifier and signified. In any event, words are not fish-
hooks. Phonetic and semantic similarities between items in different
languages should be taken much more seriously than similarities among
fishing gear.

Language is the most controversial aspect of  the Black Athena project.

INTRODUCTION

Mixture is the ultimate engine of  growth in society.

(Laurence Angel, 1971)
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2 BLACK ATHENA

Many reviewers of  the first two volumes have taken the position that the
historiography was more or less all right, the archaeology was dubious
and the language was crazy. This is a thoroughly liberal or broad-minded
response: “on the one hand, on the other and in the middle. . . . ” After
the publication of  Volume 2, The Archaeological Evidence, the reaction to
this aspect of  the work became more nuanced. Reviewers generally dis-
liked my “methodology” or rather of  what they saw as my lack of  method.
On the other hand, there was a reluctance to challenge my conclusions
especially those concerning the closeness of  relations around the East
Mediterranean during the Bronze Age, 3000–1000 BCE. The generally
hostile anonymous reviewer in the archaeological journal Antiquity put his
or her finger on this sense of  unease: “Bernal has the alarming habit of
being right for the wrong reasons.”3

It seems to me that if  “being right” is not merely the result of  a fluke
but has become habitual then one should question why the conventional
“reasons” could have led to the wrong conclusions. I believe that the
answer is quite simple. Where I have merely aimed at “competitive plau-
sibility” conventional scholars in these fields have required “proof.” Spe-
cifically they have tended toward minimalism in both time and space.
This tendency leads to an acceptance of  the argument from silence. On
questions of  time they assume that a phenomenon was not present until
shortly before it is first attested. Spatially, they have given the privileged
position to isolation and required proof  of  contact between different cul-
tures and societies. The ideological reasons for this latter requirement as
it affected the East Mediterranean were considered at length in Volume
1 of  Black Athena. Essentially, they were to preserve a pure, and purely
European, image of  Ancient Greece.

During the past three decades the historiography of  the ancient East
Mediterranean has shifted significantly. In the first place, archaeologists
have discovered increasing evidence of  close contacts between Egypt
and the Levant on the one hand and the Aegean on the other: an Egyp-
tian statue base with place names from the Aegean; Egyptian and
Levantine styles and representations on the wonderful frescoes uncov-
ered under the volcanic deposits of  Thera, which erupted in the seven-
teenth century BCE.4 Others include the Mesopotamian and Syrian seals
found at the Greek Thebes; the astoundingly rich and cosmopolitan
fourteenth-century shipwreck found off  the South Turkish coast near
Kas∫‘; the paintings with Egypto-Minoan motifs found at Tel Ed Daba’a,
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INTRODUCTION 3

the capital of  the Hyksos, who were Syrian rulers of  lower Egypt in the
seventeenth century BCE. There are also the newly published pictures of
Mycenaean Greeks found in Eighteenth Dynasty Egyptian representa-
tions. Lead isotope analysis indicates that some copper and silver found
in fourteenth-century Egypt was mined at Laurion in Attica.5 Finally,
there is a strong possibility that two Egyptian-style pyramids long known
in the Argolid in the northeast of  the Peloponnese should now be dated
to the first half  of  the Third Millennium BCE, the pyramid age in Egypt.
Previously they were thought to be of  classical or Helenistic construc-
tion. This revised dating indicates cultural influences from the Nile to
the Aegean at this very early period.6

Such discoveries have made archaeologists reluctant to dismiss out of
hand the hypotheses of  profound cross-cultural influences. At the same
time as this internalist pressure or academic influence has arisen from
within the disciplines, externalist forces of  reaction against racism and
anti-Semitism have been widespread in academia since the 1960s. These
have combined with a growing awareness of  the social embeddedness
of  knowledge and the acceptance that earlier classicists and ancient his-
torians not only operated in racist and anti-Semitic societies but were
sometimes pioneers of  these unsavory movements.

Thus, in the 1980s some broad-minded scholars, notably Walter
Burkert, Martin West and Sarah Morris, published powerful works stress-
ing the importance of  Levantine influences on the Aegean and recog-
nizing that a major reason for their previous neglect had been the
anti-Semitism of  earlier scholars.7 These works were conceived in the
late 1970s at very much the same time as Black Athena and would seem
to be the result of  the same intellectual atmosphere or Zeitgeist. The fact
that these scholars were professionals, however, sharply differentiated
their works from Black Athena both in their nature and in their reception.
In time, Burkert and Morris, though not West, tend to limit the “orien-
tal” influence they see in Greece to the Late Archaic period, 750–500
BCE, rather than including the Bronze Age. In space, all three restrict
this influence to the Levant and do not include Egypt.8

These limitations have eased the reception of  their work. The enthu-
siastic welcome given to these works—Sarah Morris’s book received the
annual prize of  the American Institute of  Archaeology—needs further
explanation. This acceptance sharply contrasts to the hostility many clas-
sicists have expressed towards Black Athena and, earlier, to the works of
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4 BLACK ATHENA

Cyrus Gordon, as well as to Michael Astour’s thoroughly scholarly vol-
ume Hellenosemitica that detailed many striking mythological parallels be-
tween the Levant and the Aegean.9

These works were rejected not merely for their content, but also be-
cause they were written by outsiders: Gordon and Astour were very dis-
tinguished Semitists. Not only status but also content, however, was
important. Although earlier works by classicists, such as those by Martin
West’s Early Greek Philosophy and the Orient or Peter Walcot on Hesiod or
Ruth Edwards’s Cadmus the Phoenician, were not savaged. Rather, these
works were not taken seriously by the classical establishment. That is to
say, their work had no perceptible influence upon the way classicists
carried on their isolationist business as usual.10

“CLASSICS HAS BEEN MISUNDERSTOOD”

In the 1990s things changed drastically. The opening passage of  the
presidential address to the American Philological Association in Janu-
ary 1993 shows this change. Ludwig Koenen, the president of  this larg-
est and most prestigious body of  classicists in the world, addressed his
colleagues:

Since the beginning of  this century, an increasing number of  schol-
ars in our field have studied the influence of  Near Eastern cultures
upon the Greeks: archaeologists and art historians have articulated
the Orientalizing period; new finds cast light even into the Dark
Age; the decipherment of  linear B has changed our view of  Greek
prehistory; unearthing many new texts in Greek, Ancient Egyp-
tian and Near Eastern languages has advanced our knowledge of
these societies. We can no longer afford to look at early Greece in
isolation. What is known to researchers, however, does not always
reach the classroom, and the general public is hardly aware that
our picture of  ancient cultures and, in particular, of  early Greek
culture, has undergone dynamic changes. The Western tradition,
with its hold on education, has tended to stress the uniqueness of
Greek culture and literature. . . . 11

This sophisticated defense of  the discipline of  classics refutes charges
that it failed to set Ancient Greece in its wider geographical and cultural
context. The professionals can now argue that my work and that of  all
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INTRODUCTION 5

the Afrocentists are redundant because for many decades they them-
selves have been completely open to the idea of  foreign influences on
Ancient Greece. What is more, they can view our work as pernicious
because they see it as “politicizing,” and making polemical, issues that
should remain objective and purely academic.12

The idea that the Afrocentrists and I introduced politics into this area
of  ancient history is no longer tenable. Thoughtful observers now gen-
erally accept the fact that ideology intensely influenced classics as a dis-
cipline in its formative period in the early nineteenth century, as I set out in
Volume 1 of  Black Athena.

This present-day acceptance seems to contradict Koenen’s view that,
while the professionals knew about the outside influences on Ancient
Greece, not they but the educators were reluctant to divulge these facts.
This claim but has some truth, at least since the onset of  self-consciously
reactionary cultural politics after 1980. Before then, however, many gen-
eral historians, such as H. G. Wells in his Outline of  History and Will and
Ariel Durant in their Story of  Civilization, were no more misleading about
interrelations around the Mediterranean than the classicists. See, for
instance, the isolationism in the popularizing works of  such profession-
als in the field as H.D.F. Kitto, Moses Finley or Chester Starr.13 Koenen’s
claim that the misapprehension came from the professionals’ failure to
communicate the results of  their research is seriously misleading. Clas-
sicists bear a major share of  the blame for perpetuating the nineteenth-
century myth of  the “Greek Miracle”ex nihilo.

Professor Koenen’s reference to the “increasing number of  scholars”
[italics added] during the twentieth century injects a spurious notion of
progress. In fact, many archaeologists and ancient historians working at
the beginning of  the twentieth century, such as Sir Arthur Evans and
Eduard Meyer and Gordon Childe, were more open to the idea of  Egyp-
tian and Levantine influences on Greece than have been more recent
professionals. Colin Renfrew’s early work is only an extreme example of
such modern isolationism.14

The fact that Professor Koenen himself  comes from the Cologne
school of  classicists complicates matters. For some decades this school
has been exceptionally open to the idea of  Near Eastern influences on
Ancient Greece. Strikingly, Walter Burkert and Martin West, whose open-
mindedness was mentioned above, have both been in contact with this
school. Their teacher Reinhold Merkelbach was a great authority on
Greek and Roman mystery cults, an area of  classics in which overt
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6 BLACK ATHENA

Oriental influences are so overwhelming that they cannot be avoided.
Koenen is in the spirit of  this school when he emphasizes or focuses on
the orientalizing period, 750–650 BCE. Koenen, Merkelbach, West and
Burkert all play down the role of  Egypt. Nevertheless, all are convinced
that it is impossible to understand Greek culture in isolation.

Until recently, the Cologne School’s work on oriental influences has
been marginalized, even though its members have been impeccably
trained. Now, in response to external pressure, their work is being placed
at the center of  the discipline as evidence of  its long-term open-
mindedness.

ANATHEMA FROM A G.O.M.

Let me provide an instance of  this reaction. Early in 1995 (the last year
of  his life), Paul O. Kristeller, the grand old man (G.O.M.) of  Renais-
sance history, turned his attention to Black Athena.15 Kristeller was a
man of  such great age and eminence that, unlike other reviewers, he
saw no need to pull his punches. I believe, therefore, that his criticism is
particularly significant because he could express openly what many se-
nior classicists feel but prefer not to state in public.

Needless to say, Professor Kristeller did not like my work. He saw it as
“full of  gross errors of  fact and interpretation.” He did not, however,
provide any examples, preferring to stick to generalities. “Above all” he
was appalled by my “extremely poor” scholarly credentials in classics,
since I was a specialist in Chinese. He went on to list six of  his own
teachers, who were leading scholars of  the early twentieth century.

This approach neatly illustrates a point made to me in a personal
letter from Noam Chomsky. Chomsky wrote that he was happy to be
working at Massachusetts Institute of  Technology (MIT) among scien-
tists because—among other things—when faced with a new idea, their
first question is “does it work?” Scholars in the humanities, on the other
hand, tend to ask “who are you? what are your credentials? who taught
you?”16 I think Chomsky’s distinction is overdrawn. Scientists, too, are
concerned with credentials and I have been impressed by the number
of  classicists and ancient historians who have tried to assess the ideas set
out in Black Athena Volumes 1 and 2 using the criterion of  efficacy. Fur-
thermore, it is far more difficult to tell what “works” in the humanities
than it is in the natural sciences. Nevertheless, as Kristeller illustrated,
Chomsky’s distinction is well worth making.
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INTRODUCTION 7

Kristeller’s second point was that all his teachers in Germany in the
1920s emphasized the significance of  such Oriental influences as Egyp-
tian influences on Greek art, the Phoenician origin of  the alphabet and
eastern—“more Mesopotamian than Egyptian”—influences on Greek
astronomy.17 He was not convinced by the claims of  “later” (Hellenistic-
Roman and early Christian) writers on the effect of  Egyptian thought
on Greek theology and philosophy. Apparently unaware of  recent schol-
arship showing their deep roots in Egyptian religion and their immedi-
ate Egyptian precedents, he dismissed the “Greek” Hermetica as “forgeries
of  a much later period.”18

Professor Kristeller’s greatest scorn was reserved for my linguistic ar-
guments. He began by slightly exaggerating my position: “Bernal makes
much of  the claim that of  the Greek classical vocabulary, only one third
was of  Indo-European origin. . . . ” In fact, I have always maintained
that it is almost 40 percent. He continued, “Yet [Bernal] does not tell us
what these sources were.” I do repeatedly state that the sources were
largely Ancient Egyptian and West Semitic. Similarly, Kristeller asserts
“He [Bernal] gives no evidence whatsoever for this statement.” In fact,
I have provided enough examples for linguists to publish three scholarly
articles about them.19

Kristeller then provided a splendid instance of  the “it’s not true, and
if  it were it wouldn’t matter” argument. He stated, “I have nowhere
found such evidence [of  foreign loans] and I am convinced that no such
evidence exists. Yet even if  this opinion were true it is irrelevent to the
problem.” Kristeller’s reserve or fallback position was simply the asser-
tion, for which he gave no grounds, that “only words with a concrete
meaning were generally used” in early Greek. This volume shows how
strenuously I contest this claim. Therefore, Kristeller continued, “what
matters was the acquiring of  new and abstract meanings, which was
largely achieved by the use of  purely Greek prefixes and suffixes.” As I
hope to show in this volume, many prefixes, including the prepositions
kata “down” and syn- “with” as well as such suffixes as -de “toward,” -then

“from” and -eus “the one who,” are not Indo-European and may well be
Afroasiatic. Nevertheless, most prepositions are certainly of  Indo-Euro-
pean origin and I readily concede that many new terms using these
prepositions were invented in Greek and that these transformed the lan-
guage. In the earlier volumes I have already indicated, however, that a
number of  centrally important abstract words—such as kudos “sacred,”
sophia “wisdom,” time@ “honor” and makarios “blessed”—have plausible
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8 BLACK ATHENA

Afroasiatic etyma and lack Indo-European competitors. I shall propose
these etymologies and many others in this volume.

Kristeller went on to give an accurate picture of  the attitude of  con-
ventional classical philologists of  the twentieth century: “The rich mod-
ern literature on Greek (and Latin) vocabulary gives no evidence of  any
external source.”20 Unlike archaeologists and art historians, pure clas-
sicists, especially philologists, have always tended to be narrow-minded
regarding influences on the Aegean from the south and east. Like
Kristeller, they have been uncomfortable with the idea that substantial
sectors of  Greek religion and philosophy came from Egypt and the Le-
vant. Above all, they want to reject any notion that the Greek language
could have been substantially influenced, let alone modified, by Egyp-
tian or Semitic.

Language is central to classics.21 As by far the most difficult aspect of
the discipline, it is seen as a sine qua non, the touchstone of  the competent
scholar. Language is also central to classics because the discipline was
founded in the heat and passion of  the early romantic period (1815–
1830) when language was seen as the soul or distinctive essence of  a
people. In many ways this view still prevails.

Romanticism is also acutely concerned with authenticity, seen as pu-
rity and frequently associated with the notion of  “race.” Thus, the new
classicists of  the early nineteenth century found intolerable previous be-
liefs that the Greek language was in any way mixed, let alone influenced
by “racially inferior” Egyptians and “Semites.”

In late nineteenth-century China some conservative reformers used
the slogan Zhongxue wei ti Xixue wei yong “Chinese studies as the essential,
western studies as the practice [or technique].” According to this slo-
gan, it was right to import western practices or techniques (yong) but it
was even more important to preserve the Chinese essence (ti).22 In gen-
eral, nineteenth- and twentieth-century classicists and humanists, have
felt a similar urge to preserve what they see as the essential authenticity
of  the culture to which they are so deeply attached. The more broad-
minded are well represented by Professor Kristeller in his willingness to
accept that technical borrowings took place. He and they, however, draw
the line at the idea that any Near Eastern influence could have affected
the “soul” of  Greece: its religion, philosophy and, above all, language.
The only exception to the last being the admission that Phoenicians
introduced “practical” Semitic etymologies for the names of  spices and
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INTRODUCTION 9

other trade goods to Greece. A possibility considered appropriate for a
“trading people.”

In fact, as the course of  modern Chinese history has shown, no neat
dichotomy exists between ti and yong. To the extent that it useful to pos-
tulate such a distinction at all, the ti and yong are always hopelessly en-
tangled with each other. Furthermore, in his insistence on the
fundamental independence of  the Greek language Kristeller confuses
authenticity with autochthony.

Koenen saw the situation much more clearly when he stated:

we . . . get a better sense of  what the Greeks owe to others, and we
better comprehend how they used foreign concepts productively,
making them building blocks of  their own culture. Originality lies
rarely in the grand idea, born out of  nothing in the brain of  a
genius; it more often develops from the reworking of  a concept
received from others.23

I could not agree more. Until very recently, however, Koenen’s view did
not represent that of  the majority of  classicists. Most in his field were,
and remain, a deeply emotional attachment to the image of  the essen-
tial autochthony and purity of  Ancient Greece. Only this attachment
can explain why scholars have assumed that its two most powerful lin-
guistic neighbors, Ancient Egyptian and West Semitic, should not have
massively influenced the Greek language.

This observation takes us back to the three responses to Black Athena

listed near the beginning of  this introduction: that the historiography
was more or less all right, the archaeology was dubious and the lan-
guage was crazy. For classicists and ancient historians, the stakes are
relatively low on historiography. Although historiographical conclusions
can be uncomfortable, these specialists believe that they can take them
or leave them and continue their “practical” or “real” history without
being affected by such challenges. Accepting a new archaeological ap-
proach is more difficult but the previously isolationist archaeologists can
salvage their pride by attacking my lack of  method. Language is the old
classics’ last bastion from which the only possible retreat is the fallback
suggested by Kristeller, which he and most traditional philologists are
extremely loath to take.

Denial of  the possibility of  substantial Greek linguistic borrowings
from Ancient Egyptian and West Semitic becomes totally unreasonable
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10 BLACK ATHENA

when one accepts three propositions: (1) Nineteenth- and twentieth-cen-
tury philologists were ideologically blinkered against the possibility of
substantial linguistic loans from Ancient Egyptian and West Semitic into
Greek. (2) A consensus has emerged among contemporary archaeolo-
gists that contacts around the East Mediterranean were close during
certain periods in the Bronze and Early Iron ages. (3) Over half  the
Greek vocabulary is inexplicable in terms of  Indo-European. Given the
geographical proximity, the known contacts and the immense span of
time—approximately three thousand years—it would be extraordinary if
there had not been massive linguistic exchange among the three great
cultures and if  the predominant flow should not have from the older,
richer and more elaborate civilizations of  the southeast toward the northwest.

OUTLINE OF VOLUME 3

Given developments in all fields concerned and my general malleability,
it is not surprising that this book is different from the one outlined twenty
years ago in Volume 1. In the first place, I originally planned for two
chapters on documents and archaeology, but they exploded to become
Volume 2 with more than 700 pages. Thus, Volume 3 is devoted to
language alone. I will now describe its structure.

From the beginning, I was faced with a fundamental organizational
problem: Should the book be built on the known and accepted, then
proceed from the certain to the probable, and from there to the plau-
sible, ending at the merely speculative? Alternatively, should the struc-
ture be chronological? Chronology inevitably involved moving from the
unknown, or scarcely known, most ancient periods to the more recent
and more easily accessible. I chose a chronological scheme for two rea-
sons: the aesthetic appeal of  the narrative through time and the close
links between causality and time.

Therefore, before coming to the work’s core, the linguistic influences
of  Ancient Egyptian and West Semitic upon Greek, I look wider and
more deeply into the putative language hyper-family “Nostratic” to which
all three languages may belong. From there I go on to the accepted super-
family Afroasiatic, which includes Egyptian and Semitic and the Indo-
European family, including Greek. It should be emphasized from the start
that the following sections only form an outline. The chapters themselves
contain many issues and much material not included in this summary.

The first chapter is concerned with historical linguistics and ideas
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INTRODUCTION 11

about language contacts. Historical linguistics began with the working
out of  the Indo-European language family and that family has remained
central to the field in two major ways. First, although much work has
been done on other language families, Indo-European is explicitly or
implicitly taken as the point of  reference and model for the reconstruc-
tion of  proto-languages and the overwhelming majority of  reconstruc-
tive examples are taken from Indo-European.

The second, more profound, effect of  Indo-European studies on his-
torical linguistics is the focus on the genetic model itself. The terms “fam-
ily” and “genetic relationship” suggest permanence and propriety and
the most common image or diagram for a language family took—and
still takes—the form of  a tree. Historical linguistics betrays its early nine-
teenth century origins in this preference. Romantics loved, and love,
trees because they are both living and stable, rooted in their own soil.
Furthermore, although they grow and ramify, they generally do not grow
into or mix with other trees but retain a single stem fitting the image of
purity. Transhistorical reasons also exist for this preference. In most cul-
tures the oak, ramifying from a single acorn and trunk, is pleasing aes-
thetically. Compared to other models the tree is easy to comprehend.

Although the philologists have not used it in this way, an actual tree
provides a better model if  one does not stop at the stem but considers
the multiple roots. Some Caribbean writers have tried to convey this
concept with the word rhizome, the Greek word for “root.” As John Milton
wrote, “new presbyter is but old priest writ large,” so one could say that
root and rhizome amount to the same thing. In modern botany, however,
rhizome is used for “rootstock” and in particular for the tangled web of
mangroves, which many Caribbean intellectuals see as a more appro-
priate image for their culture than that of  a large tree with a single stem.

Here we face a good example of  the general contradiction between
accuracy and coherence. To my mind, a mangrove swamp provides a
more accurate model of  human cultures, so intermixed with each other,
than does an oak. The mangrove, however, lacks the tree’s coherence
and explicability. The attempt to describe the complex Caribbean cul-
ture in terms of  a transplanted African tree has rightly been displaced
by a picture of  multiple intertwining rhizomes. In other cases, however,
the advantages of  coherence outweigh those of  accuracy and enough
overall unity has been imposed on a particular language for it to be
conveniently seen as a tree with a trunk, although always with multiple
roots. I put Egyptian, West Semitic and Greek in this last category. In
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12 BLACK ATHENA

many other cases, however, the permeability of  cultures makes the model
of  the mangrove swamp more appropriate.

Macro-historical linguistics

Scholars who self-consciously want to transcend Indo-European and
other recognized language families also use the tree model. Chapter 2
covers this topic. Thus scholars have proposed hyper- or super-families.
The most generally accepted and most relevent super-family is
Afroasiatic, previously known as Hamito-Semitic or Semito-Hamitic.
This huge range of  languages includes the following families: Semitic,
spoken in Ethiopia and Eritrea as well as in southwest Asia; Chadic,
Hausa and other languages around and to the west of  Lake Chad; Berber,
the original languages of  northwest Africa still spoken in its mountains
and remote oases; East Cushitic, Somali and related languages; Central
Cushitic, the language of  parts of  Ethiopia; South Cushitic spoken by
scattered groups in Kenya; and Omotic, spoken in southwest Ethiopia.
Some branches are made up of  single languages: Beja, spoken between
the Nile and the Red Sea, and Ancient Egyptian. Linguists have discov-
ered enough common features among all these branches to postulate a
single, though very ancient, ancestral language. Other linguists have
found even larger super-families, such as Niger-Congo stretching from
Senegal to Swaziland. Casting their nets even more widely, they have
discerned a Nilo-Saharan family scattered across northern Africa with
very few common features indeed.

Since the late nineteenth century, attempts to establish genetic links
between Indo-European and other language families have appeared
sporadically. Their nonacceptance by mainstream Indo-Europeanists is
overdetermined. At an ideological level any such connections would in-
fringe on Indo-European purity and at a methodological one the at-
tempts require imprecisions not tolerable to men and women working
within the tight elegance of  a single language family.

The first attempt linked Semitic and Indo-European. The externalist
or ideological reason for this was the belief—common in the mid-
nineteenth century—that the Indo-European and Semitic “races” were
the only ones that contributed to the progress of  humanity. The internalist
reasons were the facts that verbal roots in both families were based on
triple consonants and that the large number of  plausible cognate, or
apparently related, words are found in both.
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INTRODUCTION 13

Interest in this connection faded with the rise of  anti-Semitism and,
especially, after the relationship between Semitic and some purely Afri-
can languages was established in the Afroasiatic family. Some scholars
have continued to envisage the Nostratic hyper-family and see Indo-
European and Afroasiatic, as a whole, as related. In the last forty years,
however, interest in another hyper-family “Euroasiatic” has increased.
Core members of  this family include Indo-European; Uralic (Finnish,
Hungarian and other northern Eurasian languages); Altaic (Turkish,
Mongol etc.); Tungus (Manchu); Korean; and Japanese, Ainu and Inuit.
Some scholars also include Kartvelian (Georgian and related languages),
Northwest Caucasian (Abkhaz) and Dravidian (Southern India) in this
hyper-family. A political motive for setting up this grouping was to es-
tablish a language family that encompassed the extraordinarily varied
linguistic mosaic in the Soviet Union. It was found that, although these
language families shared fewer similar words than did Indo-European
and Afroasiatic, the morphology or case systems and verbal patterns of
Indo-European, Uralic and Altaic showed striking resemblances not
found elsewhere. For many reasons linguists preferred to rely on these,
rather than lexical, similarities.

Despite the utility of  the tree model in explaining relationships within
and beyond language families, this model of  development can be espe-
cially misleading for historical linguistics. To take one of  the best known
and most thoroughly studied trees of  this kind: many of  the features of
the Romance languages can be explained as divergences from the vul-
gar Latin of  the Roman Empire. On the other hand, understanding of
other aspects of  individual languages requires some knowledge of  the
languages spoken in the various provinces before the arrival of  Latin.
This understanding is usually extremely difficult to obtain. Even more
important, one needs to take into account the linguistic effect on the
former Roman provinces of  the languages of  neighbors or conquerors:
Slavs on Romanian; Goths, Arabs and Greeks on Italian; Franks on
French; and Arabs and Berbers on Spanish and Portuguese. If  this cau-
tion is necessary for the recent, massively attested and geographically
compact Romance “family,” it is even more important for the majority
of  language families that are older and more widespread.

Dominated by the origins of  their discipline and frightened of  the
imprecision and uncertainty that come from leaving the tree model, tra-
ditional historical linguists have a great distrust of  nongenetic linguistic
contact. The discipline’s vocabulary shows this distrust. For example,
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14 BLACK ATHENA

the term used for the adoption of  a word from one language to another
is “borrowing.” “Borrowing” and “lending” are—if  we are to believe
Shakespeare’s platitudinous Polonius—undesirable activities with sor-
did commercial connotations. They add confusion and “dirt” in its fun-
damental sense of  “misplaced matter.” What is more, loans are meant
to be temporary. In fact, of  course, loaned words cannot be returned and
they usually last as long in the “borrowing” language as native terms. To
the early nineteenth-century German linguists who first coined the term
Entlehnung “borrowing” or “loan” such words did appear to be tempo-
rary and unnatural. Those linguists tried to transform the German lan-
guage by replacing words of  French or Latin origin with terms
constructed from “authentic” Teutonic roots.24

Over the last twenty years, the study of  language contacts and mix-
ture has become more fashionable. Approaches have varied but share
various features. The most important commonality is the conviction that
languages are not autonomous entities but social creations spoken by
living populations. Therefore, linguistic contact is a reflection of  social
contact. A corollary is that, while similarity of  language, such as that
between English and German, may ease borrowings from one language
to another, the social and cultural relations between the two groups of
speakers form the determining factor. Thus, for instance, substantial
cultural contact over many centuries has led to massive Chinese influ-
ence on the Japanese lexicon, even though the two languages are com-
pletely unrelated.

In addition, different types of  contact affect different aspects of  the
language. When, for example, speakers of  one language abandon their
own and take on another they tend to learn new words but retain old
habits of  pronunciation and grammatical structure. Examples can be
found in the pidgins of  New Guinea and Melanesia, where the vocabu-
lary is almost entirely derived from English or other colonial languages
but the structure and pronunciation are completely local. Similarly, Irish-
English contains very few Gaelic words, yet the old language has deeply
affected the intonation and syntax of  the newer one.

Conversely, the languages of  politically, culturally or economically
dominant groups tend to affect the lexicons of  subordinate societies more
than their morphologies or syntaxes. Swahili is full of  Arabic words but
still has a fully Bantu grammar and morphology. Japanese has retained
its elaborate inflection despite the saturation of  its vocabulary by words
from Chinese, which has a completely different grammatical structure.
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INTRODUCTION 15

Chapter 3 of  this volume focuses on Africa. It is concerned with the
early development of  agriculture on the continent and the relation of
this process to Joseph Greenberg’s scheme of  the four great African lan-
guage families: Khoisan, Nilo-Saharan, Niger-Congo and Afroasiatic.
While Greenberg concentrates on the last, he is also concerned with
Afroasiatic lexical contacts with other families.

In Chapter 3 a number of  published hypotheses about the region of
origin, or Urheimat, and subsequent spread of  Afroasiatic are set out.
These include one that sets the Urheimat in the Levant. The majority of
scholars place it in North Africa, although many differ over the loca-
tion. I argue for southern Ethiopia on two principles: the greatest re-
gional diversity of  Afroasiatic languages and language families is found
here and because I see Afroasiatic as having borrowed the Central
Khoisan grammatical structure of  sex-linked gender. Thus, at a funda-
mental level, I see Afroasiatic as “Khoisanized” Nostratic.

This chapter also includes specific discussions of  Egyptian and Semitic,
the two language families with the closest interactions with Greek. In
this consideration of  Semitic, I have changed my earlier view that it
originated near the territory in southern Ethiopia now inhabited by
speakers of  the Gurage languages. I now, much more conventionally,
place the Urheimat of  Semitic at the southern end of  the Red Sea, on
either the African or the Arabian side. I see Semitic speakers as then
having spread across what is now the Arabian Desert, but much of  which
was savanna during the Holocene after the last Ice Age. Entering
Mesopotamia from the south, Semitic went on to Syria and the Levant.

Ancient Egyptian gives every indication of  being a mixed language.
Even allowing for the inability of  the scripts in which it was written to
express vowels, its morphology was far less elaborate than those of  other
Afroasiatic language families, notably Semitic. Its syntax was, therefore,
proportionately more demanding. Mixture is also indicated by two con-
trasting features. On the one hand, Egyptian shared with Semitic and
Berber a system of  triconsonantal roots, which were significantly less
frequent in the other Afroasiatic language families. On the other hand,
judging from its lexicon, Ancient Egyptian is closest to the Chadic branch
of  Afroasiatic. After considering other hypotheses of  its origin, I pro-
pose that the Egyptian language and culture came from two sources:
first, from the western Sahara, hence the Chadic parallels, and, second,
from Proto-Semitic-Berber, which had spread through southwest Asia
and across northern Africa.
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16 BLACK ATHENA

Throughout the more than three thousand years of  its history, An-
cient Egyptian culture was acutely conscious of  the duality of  Upper
(the Nile Valley) and Lower Egypt (the Delta). This division partly re-
sulted from different geographical environments. It may also derive,
however, from reflexes of  the two linguistic and cultural sources. While
both descend from Afroasiatic, they each developed significant gram-
matical and lexical distinctions.

In Chapter 4, I discuss the origins of  both Indo-European and the larger
family to which it belongs, Indo-Hittite. This larger family includes both
Indo-European, in the narrow sense, and its earliest branch, the Anatolian
languages of  which Hittite is the best known. The Georgian linguist
Thomas V. Gamkrelidze and his colleague the Russian Vjac *eslav V.
Ivanov place the Urheimat of  Indo-Hittite in eastern Anatolia, thus ex-
plaining Kartvelian or Georgian parallel words in Proto-Indo-Hittite
(PIH) and Proto-Indo-European (PIE). For detailed reasons given in
Chapter 4, I prefer to follow Colin Renfrew in seeing PIH as associated
with the ancient agricultural region of  the plain of  Konya in central
Anatolia, best known for the famous site of  Çatal Hüyük.

Gamkrelidze and Ivanov propose a number of  loans from other lan-
guages notably Kartvelian and Semitic into PIH and PIE, or exchanges
between them. I find most of  these acceptable as they explain a number
of  parallels between words widespread in both Indo-European and
Afroasiatic that cannot plausibly be attributed to Nostratic. I end Chap-
ter 4 considering the possibility that Indo-European borrowed a pat-
tern of  sex-linked gender from Semitic. None of  the other Euroasiatic
languages have this pattern. For these others, the predominant binary is
animate/inanimate. Indo-European retains the latter as the neuter gen-
der, something absent from Afroasiatic, while splitting the animate into
male and female. My argument is based on the rare structural parallels
and also on the predominant feminine suffix in Indo-European -a@, which
seems to be found in the early northern Semitic language of  Eblaite.

Afroasiatic languages and the formation

of  Greek

Chapters 5 to 7 have the overall title “The Greek language in the Medi-
terranean context.” The first of  these chapters, on phonology, is largely
negative, in that the phonological alterations that took place between
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INTRODUCTION 17

PIE and the earliest Greek can largely be explained as internal develop-
ments, without recourse to Afroasiatic influences. Furthermore, where
similar changes, such as that from initial s- to initial h- or the breakdown
of  labiovelars, took place in both Greek and nearby Afroasiatic lan-
guages the Greek shift seems to have been earlier. On the other hand,
Afroasiatic clearly influenced the distribution of  phonemes in Greek
through lexical loans. For instance, the frequency of  the uniquely Greek
medial -ss-, -tt- was greatly increased by renditions of  the Semitic /s`/
plausibly reconstructed as /ts/. The very high number of  Greek words
beginning with p- can be explained by the many borrowings of  Egyp-
tian words incorporating the prefixes pÅ “the” and pr “house.” Even
more importantly, a high number of  prothetic, or initial, vowels occur
in Greek. It is generally agreed that all PIE words began with a conso-
nant. Nevertheless, most Indo-European languages have prothetic vow-
els either deriving from initial consonental clusters that were difficult to
pronounce or from traces of  lost PIE “laryngeals” *H1,H2,H3,etc. prob-
ably resembling * h, hy, ˙, ∆, œ, g (not necessarily in that order). The
inordinate number of  prothetic vowels in Greek can be explained as the
result of  borrowings from Egyptian and Semitic words beginning with
’aleph or ‘ayin.

Chapter 6 is concerned with morphology and syntax. As stated above,
Greek morphology is undoubtedly fundamentally Indo-European. One
or two forms do, however, indicate Afroasiatic influence. Decades ago,
Saul Levin demonstrated that the oblique dual endings -oiin, -aiin de-
rived from the West Semitic dual -ayim. From the Egyptian agental suf-
fix -w comes the Greek -eus; “the one who.”

As for syntax, I argue that a number of  the key syntactical terms in
Greek, kai “and” as well as the crucial, but difficult to define, particles
gar and oun lack Indo-European etymologies but have plausible deriva-
tions from Egyptian. Even more important is the definite article, deriv-
ing from a reduced demonstrative. This form originated in Upper Egypt
around the beginning of  the Second Millennium BCE and spread by
“calquing” (taking the idea and applying it to native roots) to West
Semitic, Greek and, hence, most European languages.

With Chapter 7, I reach the central theme of  the book, lexicon. In
the conventional view of  the formation of  the Greek language, which I
call the Aryan Model, the language resulted when Indo-European–
speaking Hellenes conquered the mysterious Pre-Hellenes, who, though
viewed as “racially” European, could not have spoken an Indo-European
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18 BLACK ATHENA

language. This last point is needed to explain the large number of  Greek
words and even larger number of  proper nouns without Indo-European
etymologies. It has been proposed that these words were the remnants
of  the pre-Hellenic substrate. This explanation is plausible for place-
names, which are often preserved after the advent of  a new language.
Such influence is less plausible for the vocabulary. The most frequent
pattern is for the substrate to affect the phonetics and grammar of  the
new language rather than to introduce new words into it.

While making some modifications, I accept the conventional view
that almost 40 percent of  the Greek vocabulary is Indo-European. From
this base, I go on to challenge the belief  that most of  the rest derive
from lost “pre-Hellenic” languages. Instead, I claim that a further 40
percent are loans from Ancient Egyptian and West Semitic. The modi-
fications I propose to the Indo-European component of  the Greek vo-
cabulary involve Armenian and Latin. If  the only Indo-European cognate
to a Greek word is found in Armenian or Latin, it should be scrutinized
with extreme care. The general belief  that Armenian has a special ge-
netic relationship within Indo-European has recently been seriously chal-
lenged. It should further be noted that the Armenian language was only
first attested in the fifth century CE, when most of  the early texts were
religious translations, sometimes literally taken from the Greek. Arme-
nian also borrowed from Aramaic and Syriac. Thus, parallels between
Greek and Armenian words need not be genetic but can be the result of
loans or common borrowings from Semitic.

Latin and Greek come from different branches of  Indo-European.
The Romans, however, took massively from Greek culture in all respects
including vocabulary. It is, at the same time, clear that both Greek and
Latin borrowed heavily from Semitic, and, more surprisingly, that Egyp-
tian words also occur in Latin. Thus, similarities between Greek and
Latin terms that are not direct loans are not necessarily genetic cog-
nates; they can also be common borrowings from Afroasiatic.

Chapter 8 begins with a discussion of  the criteria by which one should
assess the plausibility of  proposed Greek etymologies from Afroasiatic.
On the phonetic side, one should find three parallel consonants in the
same order. While the semantic criteria are less precise, they require
equal or more attention. Naturally, an Indo-European etymology weak-
ens or destroys the possibility of  an Afroasiatic one. This weakness, how-
ever, can also depend on the strength of  the genetic claim.
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INTRODUCTION 19

In looking for parallels one must consider sound shifts in the three
languages. Most of  Chapter 8 consists of  a survey of  phonetic changes
in Semitic and Egyptian in the last three millennia BCE and the ways in
which at different periods they were interpreted differently by Greeks.
As well as providing evidence on the plausibility of  borrowing, sound
shifts in Semitic and Egyptian can provide information about the date
of  borrowing. For instance in Semitic, around the middle of  the Second
Millennium, the phoneme /t 2 ¢/ merged with /s ∫/. Thus the city name T¢or
became S ¢or as it still is in Hebrew. In Greek, however, the name re-
mained Tyros, Tyre. Thus, Greeks must have learned the name before
1500 BCE. At about that time the Canaanite /g !/ ghayin merged with /Œ/
Œayin. In Hebrew, the southern coastal city we know as Gaza, is Œazzåh,
indicating that the Greeks, from whom we gain the name, knew about it
before that shift.

Egyptian sound shifts also resulted in different Greek renditions of
the same “letter.” The two most significant of  these were ß conven-
tionally rendered /ß/ and a /Å/ “double aleph.” Judging from
Afroasiatic parallels, it is now clear that ß was originally pronounced
/∆/ and that it shifted to /ß/ sometime in the Third Millennium. Thus,
it is interesting to find a number of  Greek words beginning with c- or k-
for which plausible etymologies exist from Egyptian terms with initial
ß-. Such loans would have to be extremely early, possibly introduced
before the arrival of  the Hellenes or preserved in Cretan languages.
After this shift, Greek lacking the phoneme /ß/ sometimes rendered it
as /cq/ and later still as /x/ or simply /s/.

The development of  a /Å/ is equally interesting. From Afroasiatic
parallels and Egyptian transcriptions of  Semitic names and terms, we
know that it was generally pronounced as a liquid /r/ or /l/ into the
second half  of  the Second Millennium. After that, it merely modified
vowels, rather as the medial and final “received” British /r/ and /l/
have done: farm-fa@m, calf-ca @f etc. If  the earlier consonantal value is
taken into account, a very large number of  Greek words without Indo-
European etymologies can plausibly be provided from Egyptian.

The last section of  Chapter 8 is concerned with what I see as a pat-
tern by which an Egyptian /m/ was rendered /f/ in Greek. This change
did not result from a sound shift. Rather, the semantically controlled
examples seem to illustrate the slippage from one to the other, which is
common in many languages.
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20 BLACK ATHENA

Chapter 9 is primarily concerned with the definite articles masculine
pÅ, feminine tÅ and plural nÅ ny. These articles became so firmly at-
tached to the nouns they modified that they were borrowed together,
much as European languages accepted alchemy, alchohol, algebra and alcove

with the Arabic definite article >al , as part of  the word. In this chapter,
I also discuss the roles of  the Egyptian pr “house,” and the locative r- in
Greek borrowings, particularly of  place and personal names. Middle
Egyptian did not feature definite articles. These articles are in fact the
type markers of  Late Egyptian; they only became standard throughout
Egypt in the second half  of  the Second Millennium. Late Egyptian,
however, is as old as, or older than, Early Greek. Mycenaean Greece
was largely contemporaneous with the Egyptian Eighteenth and Nine-
teenth dynasties. Thus, many examples of  definite articles could well
have been borrowed into Greek in the Bronze Age. The last section of
Chapter 9 contains an annotated list of  words taken into Greek from
Egyptian and beginning with the causative prefix (r)dˆ.

Chapters 10 and 11 are concerned with some terms for central con-
cepts in Egyptian culture, some of  which were borrowed into Greek
many times. In Chapter 10 these include ntr, “growth, divinity” with
some compounds sntr “to make holy” and *kÅ ntr “holy spirit”; kÅ “spirit”
or “double”; Œn∆; “life”; sbÅ; “star, astronomy, wisdom”; dr; “limit, goal”;
mÅ Œt, “balance, fate”; and ∆pr “to become, impermanence.”

Chapter 11 is devoted to only two Egyptian terms. The first is nfr

“beautiful, young,” which with the plural definite article nÅ ny nfrw pro-
vides a good etymology for Nymphai “nymphs.” The second is msˆ “birth,
child, midwife.” This term is generally acknowledged to be the origin of
the Hebrew name Moses but I argue that it is also the source of  the
Greek Mousai “Muses.” This chapter also contains a study of  the paral-
lel iconographical sequence from images of  Thueris, the hippopotamus
goddess of  childbirth, to the Minoan and Mycenaean genii to the Ar-
chaic half-wasp, half-nymph and on to Hesiod’s vivid description of  the
Muses. In these and other examples of  Afroasiatic loans, cited below, in
which there is an Indo-European competitor, I discuss the latter in the
text but not in this introduction.

The title of  Chapter 12 is “Minor Roots. . . . ” These roots are only
“minor” in comparison to those discussed in the previous two chapters.
They include some roots that provide central terminology for Greek
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INTRODUCTION 21

society and politics and, hence, those of  modern Europe: ˆsw “ fair re-
ward” the origin of  the Greek prefix iso- “equal”; ˙tr “bind together,
yoke,” which leads to both hetairos “companion” and heteros “other of
two,” and dmˆ “town, village” and dmˆ w “fellow citizens” leading to
de @mos “people.”

Nmˆ in Middle Egyptian means “to travel.” Interestingly it is often
written with the sign of  the “winding wall” #, which, whether pro-
nounced as nm or mr, is associated with cattle. It is also used, for instance,
in nmˆ “to low like cattle.” The sign also appears in some writings of
nmˆw ßŒ “Bedouin, sand farers.” The association with cattle occurs indis-
criminately in words with nm, mr or mn. Mnˆ is “to be a herdsman” and
mnˆw were “herdsmen.” This “winding wall” sign associated with cattle,
boundaries and nomadism fits well with the basic sense of  the Greek
verb nemo@ “to allocate cattle lands” and the nouns nomas- nomas- nomados

“nomad” and nomos “law.”

With Chapter 13 we turn to the Semitic contribution to the Greek vo-
cabulary. The first consideration is of  proposed loans from West Semitic
into Greek beginning with s-. Most words in this category simply render
s- for s-. Complications occur on both sides. First, there is the Greek
shift s->h-; second, there is the rendition of  the Canaanite ß- as sk-, skh-

and khs-. Accepting these allows one to explain previously inexplicable
semantic bundles. For example, the Canaanite ÷ßll/h “spoil, plunder”
appears to have as its basic meaning “to flay an animal” or “to strip the
bark from a tree,” as found in the Arabic sala∆a. In Greek one finds not
only sylao @ “to strip the arms from an enemy, pillage,” but also a cluster
around skyllao @ “pillage” and skula “arms taken from a beaten enemy.”
Xylon in Greek means “brushwood, wood used for construction,” and
xéo @ is “to scrape, scratch, polish.” If  the word had been borrowed before
1500 BCE the s- would have become h-, and indeed one finds hyle @ “brush-
wood, wood that has been cut down for fuel.” Several other similar clus-
ters are described.

The second section of  Chapter 13 is concerned with words originat-
ing from the Afroasiatic fricative lateral /Ò/, resembling the Welsh /ll/.
This form survives today in some South Arabian languages and clearly
persisted in Canaanite as /s !/ well into the First Millennium BCE and
later still in Arabic. Non-Semitic speakers heard it alternatively as /ls/,
/s/ or simply /l/. The best known example of  the first is the Hebrew
word bås !åm rendered balsamon “balsam” in Greek. The other two alter-

Bernal, M. (Ed.). (2006). Black athena : afroasiatic roots of classical civilization; volume iii: the linguistic evidence. Retrieved
         from http://ebookcentral.proquest.com
Created from uhm on 2018-03-08 14:59:53.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

6.
 R

ut
ge

rs
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



22 BLACK ATHENA

nations can explain semantic clusters beginning with s- or l-. For ex-
ample, the Canaanite root ÷s !p˙, later ÷sp˙ “bark, skin, thin cover, erup-
tion, scab.” This single source has two Greek stems: the first around
se @pomai “to make rotten, mortify” (from which our “sepsis”). The second
is lepo @ “scale” and lepros (from which “leprosy”).

The third section of  Chapter 13 focuses on terms in which the initial
s- has been “sheltered” by a following /p/. The first of  three examples
given here is the cluster including speudo @ “zealous,” sphodra “vehement”
and spodos “ash.” These apparently disparate meanings can be derived
from the single concept of  mourning, and the Canaanite ÷spd means
“to mourn, wail, smite the breast.”

This book is not concerned with previously accepted Semitic etymolo-
gies in Greek, those concerned with exotics and especially with material
luxuries. Therefore, in Chapter 14, I consider fourteen plausible Semitic
origins for Greek nouns of  centrally important semantic clusters. These
contain such concepts as “ falsehood, truth, beauty, sacred”; such ob-
jects as “bronze, temple”; and the most frequent verbs for “to do, come,
go, and talk.”

With Chapter 15 the focus of  the volume shifts from phonetic corre-
spondences and Greek developments of  important Egyptian and Semitic
terms to semantic clusters. It is helpful to establish these to show that
suggested etymologies are not random isolates but can be seen as ele-
ments in a wider environment. This, in turn, enhances the plausibility
of  each individual proposal. Inevitably this section overlaps some with
items that have been discussed previously. As far as possible, this is handled
by cross-referencing to the relevant footnotes in other chapters.

Chapter 15 is an attempt to look at Egyptian etymologies equivalent
to the type of  practical material terms that have been widely accepted
as coming from Semitic. The first section is headed “agriculture” and
includes marshes, reeds and grass; bushes, trees and fruits; cultivation;
livestock; birds; and implements and containers. Other sections con-
cern cooking and medicine. A number of  these loans, however, have
been abstracted to more fundamental concepts. For instance, the Egyp-
tian wrwmt “awning, roof ” may have led in Greek to both Ouranos
[Uranus] and Olympos and dqrw “fruit” or “date” provides a plausible
origin for daktylos “finger.”
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INTRODUCTION 23

Where Chapter 15 is exclusively concerned with Egyptian etymologies,
all later chapters cover etymologies from both Egyptian and Semitic.
They are in semantic areas in which the search for Greek etymologies
from any Afroasiatic language has been severely discouraged, if  not for-
bidden. Chapter 16 covers terms concerning warfare, hunting and ship-
ping. Objections to proposed Afroasiatic loans in these semantic fields
has been particularly fierce. For example, the proposed derivation, of
xiphos, the most common Greek word for sword, from the Egyptian sft
Coptic sefe “sword” has been challenged on trivial grounds. Similarly,
the Semitic etymology for another frequent Homeric word for sword,
phasganon, has been systematically neglected. For scholars working in the
Aryan Model the idea that these and many other military terms could
have come from “Orientals” whom Aristotle had described as “of  slav-
ish disposition,” was inherently impossible. The richest family of  Greek
military terms is that around stratos “camp.” This derives from a devel-
opment of  the Egyptian sdr “to sleep, spend the night,” sdrt “bivouac,
camp.”

Greeks were supposed to have pioneered navigation. Thus, one finds
a reluctance to concede Afroasiatic loans in this semantic field. Two
examples demonstrating this are given in the last section of  this chapter.
While scholars have been willing to accept a Semitic origin for gaulo"
“bowl,” they balk at gau'lo" “boat.” Second, scholars accept the deriva-
tion of souson “lily” from the Egyptian sßn “lotus” but reject that of
souson “ships’ cordage” from sßnw “ropes, cordage.”

Chapter 17 treats society, politics, law, and abstraction. The semantic
sphere of  “society” is necessarily ill-defined. Nevertheless, Afroasiatic
loans include the central term laos “people.” In the early seventeenth
century the great Huguenot scholar Samuel Bochart proposed that the
Phoenician word found in the Hebrew lE>o\m “people” is the probable
origin of  the Greek laos “people.” No one has since found a better one.
Bochart’s proposal is strengthened by the fact that in epic attestations of
laos, the accusative singular and genitive plural forms with a final -n are
more frequent than the other cases.

The section contains many other proposals such as that the Egyptian
wr ˆb, literally “great heart” but meaning “insolent, arrogance,” is the
origin of  hybris. This etymology involves the one acceptable metathesis,
the alternation of  liquid between the second and third positions. The
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24 BLACK ATHENA

Egyptian root ts means “to tie together, marshal troops.” Tst are “troops,
a requisitioned gang of  workmen.” The @s /The@tos is a “slave, paid worker,
laborer, lowest stratum of  citizens.” In Greece today The @teia is “military
service.”

A standard image in Phoenician art is of  a woman looking through a
lattice window, symbolizing enclosure. In Hebrew the plural form for
lattices is h ≥a *raki$m. In Aramaic one finds h ≥a *raka ( “window.” The Greek
herkos is an “enclosure around a house by barrier or wall, net for hunt-
ing, etc.” and horkane @ was “prison.” The Semitic loans also include the
etyma for the Greek mitilos and mytilos terms referring to both “cutting”
and “youth.” A Semitic root ÷btl “sever” is generally assumed. The most
common form of  this term is batul “virgin” either boy or girl. It is pos-
sible that referring to these young people as “cut” suggests male circum-
cision, which is known to have existed among West Semitic speakers,
and female genital mutilation, which may well have done so. Thus, in
Semitic, as in Greek and Latin, one finds the double meanings of  “youth”
and “cutting.” The semantic correspondence more than makes up for
the alternation, initial m- for initial b-, a change which is in fact very
common.

An interesting pattern can be found in plausible Afroasiatic words for
the herding, assembling and counting of  cattle and other livestock, ap-
pearing in Greek as social and political terms for humans. The relation
between nomos “law” and nmi “to travel, with cattle” has been described
above. In Egypt, iÅwt was a “herd of  cattle or humans.” This form pro-
vides a plausible etymology for the Ionian and Doric (h)ale @s or aolle @s “as-
sembly.” The Athenian counterpart for this word was athroos “crowd,
squeezed together” coming from the Egyptian ̂ dr “herd.” Then there is
the origin of  ethnos from tnw “number” or “numbering,” and tnwt “cen-
sus of  cattle, prisoners etc.” These, together with the Egyptian sources
for de ¤mos and iso- mentioned above, are among the many Egyptian etyma
for Greek political terms referred to in Chapter 17.

Chapter 18 deals with religious terminology. Etymologies proposed here
include (h)ieros “sacred” and (h)iereus “priest” from the Egyptian ˆÅˆ
“praise” and ˆÅt, later ˆÅwt, “office, official.” This form may have been
contaminated by ˆrˆ “to do, act” and specifically to “act as an official,
celebrate a festival.” Another important Greek religious term is hosios

“sanctioned by divine law.” Hosio@te @ !r was a “perfect animal fit for sacri-
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INTRODUCTION 25

fice.” The Hosíoi were priest at Delphi who were concerned with such
animals, and hosioo @ was to “consecrate”or “purify.” An Egyptian ety-
mology, persuasive on both phonetic and semantic grounds, is from the
Egyptian verbs ̇ sˆ “to sing” and ˙s(z)ˆ “to praise.” The Coptic form ho @s
is “to sing, make music, praise.” Still more interesting is the Egyptian
˙sy, the Coptic hasie or esie “drowned or praised person.” The latter was
recorded in Greek as Esie@s, referred to as the “Egyptian for praised dead.”

The Egyptian wÅg meant “to shout, a religious festival.” WÅg was
clearly related, through palatalization, to wÅd “green, make green, flour-
ish,” used for the Delta after the annual flood. It appears to have been
transmitted to Greek at two different periods. The first borrowing, when
/Å/ still possessed consonantal value, was as a Greek cluster of  words
beginning with org-. These words cover remarkably similar semantic
fields. Orge @ “passion, anger, temperament,” especially “the changeable
moods of  women.” Another use of  orge @ is found in a hapax that appears
to mean “sacred land.” Orgao @ “to be full of  sap or vigor” refers to fertile
land or growing plants. Orgas was “well watered but generally not culti-
vated land.” The second borrowing as (hyak) came after the /Å/ had
become merely vocalic. With the suffix -nthos from the Egyptian ntr

“growth, divinity,” it becomes the Spartan spring festival of  Hyakinthia
from which the mythical hero Hyakinthos gained his name.

The term myste @rion “mystery”comes from Semitic, probably from the
root ÷str “hide, veil,” with a nominalizing or localizing prefix m-. The
etymology was so obvious that a nineteenth-century German scholar
felt obliged to forbid others from even suggesting that myste @rion derived
from str.

Chapter 19 is concerned with mythical names, those of  gods, strange
creatures and heroes. It focuses on the derivation of  the name Apollo
from Ôprr, the Egyptian god of  the sun at dawn. It also treats the names
of  many other divinities. These are certainly enough to justify Herodotos’s
statement that “the names of  nearly all the gods came from Egypt.”

Plausible Egyptian origins for the names of  Greek demigods, heroes
and monsters are also listed. It is striking how few of  these have Semitic
etymologies.

Chapter 20 is devoted to place-names. The first section covers names
of  islands. Among these are apparently a large number of  Semitic
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26 BLACK ATHENA

etymologies and rather few Egyptian ones. The balance is more equal
when it comes to mountain and river names. The difference would seem
to me to be the presence of  nautical Phoenicians in the Aegean. Thus,
Semitic island names given in the Early Iron Age likely replaced several
earlier Indo-Hittite and Egyptian names.

The Afroasiatic etymologies of  most of  the city names mentioned in
this chapter were or would be discussed elsewhere. The only substantial
argument in this section concerns Corinth, which I derive from the
Semitic qryt “city.”

Chapter 21 is about Sparta. The name comes from the Egyptian spÅt

“district, district capital.” Those of  Lakonia and Lakedaimon are calques
in which the initial Lak- derives from lakein “canine behaviour” (gnaw-
ing, barking etc.). This connection fits with the fact that the spÅt par

excellence in Lower Egypt was associated with the jackal god ̂ npw “Anubis.”
Furthermore, -daimo@n “spirit” corresponds with the Egyptian kÅ (ka).
Thus, Lakedaimon provides a neat parallel with kÅ inpw—Kano@bos or
Canopus, the western branch of  the Nile Delta (that closest to Sparta)
and in myth the name of  the steersman of  the Spartan King Menelaos.

Other cultic and cultural similarities between Egypt and Sparta are
also discussed, including the plausible Late Egyptian etymologies for
specifically Spartan social and political terms. These similarities fit with
traditions that the Spartan lawgiver Lykourgos gained institutional ideas
from his travel to Egypt. Spartan institutions are also clearly similar to
Phoenician political institutions. Both Egypt and Phoenicia influenced
Lakonia during the Early Iron Age.

The Greek Hermes was believed to correspond to two Egyptian gods,
Anubis and Thoth. The Anubian aspects of  Hermes, Psycho-pompos,
leader of  souls, were particularly prominent in Sparta. In Chapter 19, I
argue that Hermes was associated with the planet Mercury at least as
early as the seventh century BCE. Just as the planet’s orbit moved from
the “dead” sky of  the circling stars to the “live” sky inhabited by the
sun, moon and other planets, Hermes/Anubis connected the living with
the dead. Many of  the complications are considered in Chapter 21, but
I conclude that the least unsatisfactory primary etymology for the name
Hermes is from the Semitic root ˙rm /∆rm in the sense “to penetrate,
pierce, string together.” Also, cults of  Hermes and the entry to death
were exceptionally well established in Sparta.

The final chapter is on Athens. Previously, I have derived the name
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INTRODUCTION 27

of  the city and its goddess Athena from Ót Nt, the temple or city of  the
Egyptian goddess known to the Greeks as Ne @ith. The one serious pho-
netic problem with this derivation was the length of  the middle vowel in
Athe @ne @. In response to the critics who have noted this, I have changed
the proposed Egyptian etymon Ót Nt to the equally attested forms Ót-
ntr Nt or Ót-ntr nt Nt, “temple or city of  Ne @ith.” These were variant
names of  what was known in secular terms as Sais, which Plato saw to
be the sister city of  Athens.

The massive yet elegant semantic parallels between the Egyptian and
Greek goddesses and their cities overwhelm any phonetic complications
of  this etymology. The two cults can be linked iconographically through
the so-called Shield Goddess in Minoan Crete and the armor on a pole
of  the Palladion. The cults of  both goddesses involved the weaving of
sacred cloth. Historically, one finds in the sixth century BCE simulta-
neous promotion of  Ne @ith by the pharaoh Amasis reigning from Sais
and of  Athena by the Athenian tyrant Peisistratos. In the fourth century,
Plato described the sisterhood of  Sais and Athens and argued that the
same goddess had founded both.

Because of  the many Egyptian etymologies for other terms associ-
ated with Athena and her cult, Chapter 22 is long. In concluding this
semantic section of  the book, I hope to have shown that, although the
proposed Afroasiatic loans can be found in many, if  not all, spheres of
the Ancient Greek language, they are not scattered randomly but fit
together in coherent ways. The richness of  the Greek language and Greek
culture as a whole comes from its incorporation of  many sources and by
far the most important were those from Egypt and the Levant.
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NINETEENTH-CENTURY ROMANTIC

LINGUISTICS: THE TREE AND THE FAMILY

Nineteenth-century historical linguistics established—and was
obsessed by—the idea of  language “families.” Unlike the
eighteenth-century Enlightenment concern with spatial arrange-

ment and classification, nineteenth-century intellectuals were concerned
with time and development. As positivist progressives living in the age of
capitalist expansion across the world, they believed in increase and rami-
fication in all things, and, as romantics and geographical determinists,
they liked to see simple roots nourished by native soils. Thus, the image
of  a tree growing and spreading through the ages became dominant in
the development of  species, or “races,” and languages. Above all, they
insisted that good languages were organic, growing from the inside, not
inorganic, imposed from the outside.1

The standard linguistic terms “loan” and “borrowing” themselves
indicate something interesting and important about the early nineteenth-
century romantic scholars who worked out the Indo-European language
family. To them, such terms suggested impermanence and distasteful
“trade.” “Family” and “genetic relationship,” on the other hand, sug-
gested permanence and propriety. Similarly, the model of  a ramifying
tree was not only aesthetically attractive and satisfying but it was also
able to explain many relationships between and among languages.

HISTORICAL LINGUISTICS AND THE IMAGE

OF ANCIENT GREEK

CHAPTER 1

Bernal, M. (Ed.). (2006). Black athena : afroasiatic roots of classical civilization; volume iii: the linguistic evidence. Retrieved
         from http://ebookcentral.proquest.com
Created from uhm on 2018-03-08 14:59:53.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

6.
 R

ut
ge

rs
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



[CH. 1] THE IMAGE OF ANCIENT GREEK 29

This idea leads to the general principle upon which my whole project
is organized: there are no simple origins. Thus, imaging historical linguistic
or biological development by using the model of  a tree, with a single
stem from which grow branches and ever smaller branches and twigs, is
seldom useful. Only if  one takes the multiple roots into account can the
tree model sometimes be useful. The past, I believe, is better envisioned
as a river in which currents come together to form a unity, then diverge
and combine with others to form new unities and so on. The uncertainty
of  this image should not lead to despair or paralysis. The fact that the
chase is endless adds to, rather than detracts from, its fascination.

Early Perceptions of  Relations

between Languages

Language families were envisioned long before the nineteenth century.
Probably even under the Assyrian and Babylonian empires Jews were
aware of  the obvious relationship between Hebrew and the official lan-
guage Aramaic. Jews living within Islam added Arabic to the cluster.
Judah Halevi (1075–1141 CE) the Andalusian poet who wrote in Arabic
and Hebrew, was quite explicit on this relationship. He maintained, in
the orthodox way, that Hebrew was the language of  God and should,
therefore, be used in prayers. He went on to the unorthodox notion that
Abraham had spoken Aramaic in everyday life and had taught it to his
son Ishmael who had then developed Arabic.2 There was a difficulty
here in that Hebrew was seen as the paternal language, whereas Arabic
is, in fact, much more archaic. Only after the weakening of  Judeo-
Christian influence on language studies at the end of  the nineteenth
century was Arabic seen as closer to the original Proto-Semitic than
Hebrew.

In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, when Portugal became
involved in Ethiopia and the Ethiopian church contacted Rome, the Ethio-
pian classical liturgical language of  Ge’ez was added to the cluster of
Hebrew, Aramaic and Arabic.3 The outer bounds of  the family began
to be defined by the Abbé Jean Jacques Barthélemy in the 1760s, when
he argued plausibly that, although there were similarities between Coptic
and Semitic languages, the Egyptian language did not belong to what he
called the “Phoenician” language family.4 In 1781 the Göttingen scholar
A. L. Schlötzer gave the scheme academic ratification as the “Semitic”—
from Noah’s son Shem—language family.5
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30 BLACK ATHENA

Earlier in the eighteenth century, a number of  other language “fami-
lies” had been recognized. Malay, Malagasy and Polynesian were seen
as related in the family now known as Austronesian. The Uralic family,
including Finnish and Hungarian, was also established.6

 Most historical linguists consider these discoveries unimportant. For
them the crucial step was what is seen as the heroic foundation of  Indo-
European studies: William Jones’s Third Anniversary Discourse to the
Royal Asiatic Society at Calcutta in 1786. Jones set out what he saw as
the excellence of  Sanskrit over its “sister languages” Latin and Greek.
He saw all these languages as coming from a common source. In addi-
tion, Persian and, with some alterations, both “Gothick” and “Celtick”
also derived from this source.7 Like Schlötzer’s establishment of  Semitic,
Jones’s scheme, too, had antecedents. Medieval and Renaissance schol-
ars had long recognized that in some languages God was called variants
of  Deus, in others of  Gott and still others of  Bog, thus defining the Ro-
mance, Germanic and Slavic families. By the eighteenth century these
three families had been quite thoroughly worked out.

As early as the sixteenth century, European priests and other travelers
had noticed similarities between Sanskrit and European languages.8

Where Jones went beyond his predecessors was in focusing on similari-
ties of  morphology—the conjugational systems of  verbs and the declen-
sions of  nouns and especially common irregularities—rather than on
mere resemblances between words.

This emphasis has worked well for closely related languages. Further-
more, to study morphology one needs a thorough training, which ben-
efits the guild of  professional linguists by keeping out amateurs. This is
an important factor behind the preference of  historical linguists for mor-
phology over lexicon.

The insistence on the relative unimportance of  lexical parallels has
hampered attempts to connect more distantly related languages. In fact,
common words often outlive morphological parallels. For instance, we
know from linguistic history that Russian and English are both members
of  the Indo-European family. Today, however, the two languages show
no morphological parallels. On the other hand, a number of  basic words
in Russian and English, those for “mother,” “brother,” “son,” “milk”
etc. are clearly cognate. Thus, lexical comparison is still an essential tool
for relating languages, despite potential confusion caused by chance and
the possibility of  loaning.
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[CH. 1] THE IMAGE OF ANCIENT GREEK 31

The legend of  “scientific” linguistics

By the last quarter of  the nineteenth century, linguistics had become a
well-established academic discipline. As such it required a genealogy.
Therefore, German and Scandinavian practitioners established a stan-
dard historiography, or hagiography, of  the development of  “scientific”
historical linguistics. According to their scheme, the discipline passed
through four stages or generations. The precursers were Sir William Jones
and Friedrich Schlegel; the founders were Franz Bopp, Jacob Grimm
and Wilhelm von Humboldt. The consolidators included Georg Curtius,
August Schleicher and August Fick and the final developers were the
Junggrammatiker or Neo-Grammarians, August Leskien, Karl Brugmann,
Hermann Osthoff  and Berthold Delbruck.9 The list reveals a number
of  interesting and significant features. First, it consists almost entirely of
German men. Apart from Jones, only two other non-Germans are re-
ferred to as having played roles that do not fit well in the sequence: the
Dane Rasmus Rask and the Italian Graziado Isaia Ascoli. The last is the
only scholar whose native language was not Teutonic.

In the late twentieth century, the historian of  linguistics Hans Aarsleff
set up a broader view of  the discipline’s origins. Aarsleff  argues that the
central figure Wilhelm von Humboldt not only spent his formative years
in Paris but also drew heavily on the linguistic ideas of  French figures of
the Enlightenment, especially Ettienne de Condillac, Denis Diderot and
Joseph-Marie Degérando.10 The failure to note this influence reveals a
desire on the part of  the nineteenth-century historians to portray “scien-
tific linguistics” as an essentially Germanic discipline. It also diminishes
the role of  gentlemen scholars in its development to the benefit of  pro-
fessional academics.

The historical linguist and historian of  linguistics Anna Morpurgo-
Davies has described Humboldt as “embarrassing” in two major respects:
First, his intermediate relationship between the Enlightenment and the
romantic positivists of  the nineteenth century and, second, the ambigu-
ity of  his position between amateur and professional.11 The second em-
barrassment is true of  the founders of  all academic disciplines. The
first is the more interesting. In Volume 1 of  this series, I sketched out the
central role of  historical linguistics in the formation of  the modern uni-
versity in Germany and elsewhere in Europe and North America.12  I
focused on Humboldt, whom I portrayed as the founder both of  the
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32 BLACK ATHENA

Prussian—later German—academic system and of  modern romantic-
positivist linguistics. This view must now be modified in view of  Aarsleff ’s
work. Humboldt clearly remained part of  the Enlightenment in his broad
interest in all languages and in his concern with both their diachronic-
historical and their synchronic structural aspects. In these respects he
was very different from his successors or one might almost say, in some
cases, his products. The latter were exclusively concerned with historical
linguistics and with the Indo-European language family and very largely
with Germanic or classical languages.

Humboldt was, however, a romantic in his conviction that inflected
Indo-European languages were ineffably superior to all others. For him,
Sanskrit was the perfect language and Greek the most harmonious.13

Sanskrit was knocked from its pedestal as the original mother tongue by
the professionals in the second half  of  the nineteenth century, but through-
out the twentieth century Greek maintained its unsullied reputation as
the most harmonious language in Indo-European and, hence, world lan-
guages. The only challenger was Latin, which had preserved more of
the nominal cases of  PIE than Greek. Nevertheless, despite the German
and British identification with Rome, consolidated after 1870 when both
claimed to be empires of  the Roman type, academics tended to prefer
Greek.

Jones’s immediate successors were less cautious than he in their fam-
ily scheme. Where Jones saw Sanskrit, Greek and Latin as “sister” lan-
guages descended from a lost parent, German scholars of  the
mid-nineteenth century tended to see Sanskrit itself  as the ancestral lan-
guage. Only in the 1860s did scholars begin to see that, although the
ancient Indian language was archaic in many respects, in others it had
made more innovations. Thus, a trend emerged to revert to Jones’s posi-
tion and give equal or even superior status to Greek and Latin. It should
be noted at this point that German historical linguistics did not fit the
general progessivism of  the nineteenth century and that for the linguists
preservation of  original features was considered the mark of  a superior
language. This value influenced German scholars to move away from
the name Indoeuropäisch “Indo-European,” proposed by Bopp to
Indogermanisch.14 The suggestion was that the Indo-Aryans and the Ger-
mans had been the last to leave their supposed Central Asian homeland
and had, therefore, preserved the purest form of  PIE.
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[CH. 1] THE IMAGE OF ANCIENT GREEK 33

The Neo-Grammarians

The scholars who made the decisive shift away from Sanskrit as the
mother language were the Neo-Grammarians. At one level the move
was forced by the recognition that the vowel system of  the European
branches was objectively more archaic than that of  Sanskrit. On an-
other level this shift was an assumption of  European superiority in the
decades of  imperial or more specifically of  Germanic—German and
English—triumph over the globe and the final jettisoning of  all Oriental
influences upon Europe.15

The Neo-Grammarians were described as the final developers of  nine-
teenth-century historical linguistics. Mostly based in Leipzig, they flour-
ished between 1870 and 1900. The epithets “new” or “young” attached
to branches of  academic disciplines usually indicate continuity rather
than the break they wish to indicate. Such continuity was certainly the
case with the Neo-Grammarians, who basically only ratified or fixed
previous trends. In the previous decades historical linguists had begun to
question the maternal role of  Sanskrit. Although the Neo-Grammarians
claimed to have broken away from their predecessors’ “organicism” (the
belief  that language was an organism with a life of  its own independent
of  the speaker), they were not, in fact, able to make this break. Further-
more, their own teachers had practiced the positivism they proclaimed.16

The German positivist linguists’ most important model came from
Charles Lyell’s “uniformitarian” geology. Lyell’s scheme projected pro-
cesses observable in the present onto the past and emphasized steady
progress and regularity.17 This pattern fit well with men who saw the
passage of  time in terms of  the “Whig Interpretation” of  British history,
as a smooth upward path from the Glorious Revolution of  1689 to the
nineteenth century. Men and women in tumultuous continental Europe
tended to perceive development rather differently. During the last twenty
years of  the twentieth century, their view of  irregular or catastrophic
development even reached complacent academics in the United States.
The Darwinian view of  gradual biological development has been chal-
lenged by scientists like Stephen J. Gould, who have argued against the
steadiness of  evolution in favor of  punctuated equilibria or rapid leaps fol-
lowed by level plateaus. As with the issue of  isolationism and diffusionism,
I believe that one should be open to the possibility that either steady
progress or revolutionary change could have taken place in any particular
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34 BLACK ATHENA

period. Uniformitarianism and revolutionary change are connected to
the contradiction between diffusionism and isolationism: Although the
overlap is not complete, gradual evolution tends to be associated with
local development and rapid change is often associated with diffusion,
especially that of  the genocidal type.

Problems with the Neo-Grammarian scheme

Let us explore the question of  the originality of  the Junggrammatiker. Even
what is generally considered to be their greatest contribution, Die

Ausnahmslosigkeit der Lautgesetze “the exceptionessless of  sound laws,” had
been proclaimed by the earlier scholar August Schleicher, against whom
they set themselves.18 According to this principle, every aspect of  lan-
guage change could be explained systematically and rationally. This ap-
proach has generally been very successful, and, together with analogies
from similar patterns, the “laws” have been able to explain approximately
70 percent to 80 percent of  cases within language families.

Such an approach, however, has significant limitations: the laws are
not universal but language-specific.19 Furthermore, they apply only to
phonetics not to semantics. Even accepting analogy, application of  the
laws always leaves a substantial “residue” of  inexplicable shifts or resis-
tances to change.

This residue results from a number of  factors that disturb the regular-
ity of  sound shifts. One of  these is what has been called “phonesthemics.”
Phonesthemes associate certain experiences or states with specific pho-
netic elements. These associations can be partially onomatopoeic as with
the series slip, slide, slop and sleazy, or flash, splash, dash, crash, clash,
mash and hash. Onomatopoeia, however, is not necessary. One finds
such clusters as fly, flow and flutter, or, even more distantly, glitter, gleam,
glow and gold, or the inconstant or iterative meanings of  flutter, fritter,
putter, glitter. All of  these forms can best be described as “sound sym-
bols,” phonetic associations with meanings.20 These, then tend to form
clusters, although they may come from different sources or would “regu-
larly” have diverged.21 In such cases, semantics, for which, there is much
less regularity, impinges on phonetic “certainty.” Neo-Grammarians and
their followers today seldom discuss this kind of  mixture. If  they are
forced to do so, they refer to it pejoratively as “contamination.”

Another source of  the residue that cannot be explained in terms of
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[CH. 1] THE IMAGE OF ANCIENT GREEK 35

sound laws is described by modern scholars as “lexical diffusion.” In this
process some words undergo regular sound shifts, while others, for no
clear phonetic reason, remain unaffected or go in different directions.22

As the historical linguists in the mid- and late nineteenth century fo-
cused almost exclusively on Indo-European, they paid no attention to its
possible contacts with other languages except for those arising from what
they called—using their geological model—“the substrate.”23 This sub-
strate consisted of  the real or imagined influences on Indo-European
languages from the non–Indo-European languages of  peoples conquered
by Indo-European speakers.

The Neo-Grammarians’ lack of  interest in non-European languages
is easy to explain. First, living in an intensely romantic age, they believed
in the creative power of  purity and the overriding importance of  inter-
nal developments. Furthermore, as mentioned above, “they continued
to treat language as a ‘thing’ independent of  the speaker and his social
context” and, further, believed that languages as “independent things”
did not mix.24 The linguists, like all European intellectuals of  the time,
saw the speakers of  Indo-European languages as the most active peoples
in history. Therefore, they did not believe that their languages could have
been substantially influenced by those of  “less dynamic populations.”
Third, study of  language contact risked confusing the image of  geologi-
cally slow developments because contact could lead to acceleration of
change and, even worse, to irregularity.

Walter Burkert, the leading modern authority on Greek religion,
maintains when discussing loans into Greek, that “no rules of  phonetic
evolution can be established.”25 I would not go so far, believing that loans
tend to be adapted with phonetic consistency; however, this is true only

when they take place over the same period and between the same dialects.26 In the
real world, languages change and regional dialects vary. Furthermore,
loans come through various channels: the literary language, popular con-
tact, religious ritual, trade, slavery or warfare. Loans made at different
times or by different routes frequently do not follow the same patterns.
Further uncertainty is added by a widespread phenomenon of  “folk ety-
mologies,” the turning of  strange words into something more familar.
Burkert continued about words introduced into Greek: “They imitate
and go into hiding, adapting themselves to the roots and suffixes of  na-
tive Greek.” He went on to cite the German for “hammock” (an
Algongquin word) Hängematte “hanging mat” which looks native but is
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36 BLACK ATHENA

not.27 An even more dramatic transformation is that of  the German
Eidgenossen “(band) bound by oath” into the French “Huguenot” alleged
to be a diminutive of  the common name Hugues.

SAUSSURE AND THE TWENTIETH-CENTURY

EPIGONES OF NINETEENTH-CENTURY

INDO-EUROPEAN STUDIES

Since the work of  Ferdinand de Saussure, twentieth-century linguistics
as a discipline has turned away from the study of  the diachronic to the
synchronic, from the way in which a language has developed to the way
in which a language works as a system at any given time. The few schol-
ars who have remained concerned with historical linguistics have re-
mained in the shadow of  their nineteenth-century forefathers.

Only two major developments in Indo-European studies occurred in
the twentieth century. The first was the discovery of  texts in two (possi-
bly three) extinct “Tocharian” languages in Xinjiang in western China.
What is striking about these languages is that in some important respects
they resemble western European languages, a fact that suggests that these
eastern and western outliers have preserved archaic features lost at the
center, and confirms the earlier scholarly move away from Sanskrit as
the earliest and purest language.28

The second and more crucial discovery was the decipherment of  cu-
neiform tablets in Hittite, the language of  the powerful empire of  the
Second Millennium BCE which was based in central Anatolia, modern
Turkey. The “new” language turned out to be similar to Indo-European
though not conforming to the latter’s morphology. The discovery strongly
affected the reconstruction of  PIE phonology because the language was
found to contain indications of  two laryngeals /h/ and /hh/. The exist-
ence of  these laryngeals justified a hypothesis previously put forward by
Saussure, who held that, although such sounds, which existed in Semitic
and other languages, had not been found in any Indo-European lan-
guage, they should be reconstructed to explain anomalies of  vocaliza-
tion within Indo-European.29

Hittite, together with a number of  other extinct languages found in
what is now Turkey, has been accepted as the Anatolian subfamily, the
earliest branching away from the Indo-European family. Edgar
Sturtevant, the linguist who established Hittite as a sister, not a daughter,
of  Indo-European, invented the title “Indo-Hittite” to replace the older
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[CH. 1] THE IMAGE OF ANCIENT GREEK 37

term for the larger language family. This title was accepted by a number
of  general linguists but not on the whole by those specializing in Indo-
European.30 Their refusal to employ this useful term would seem to come
not only from a reluctance to drop “European” from the title but also
from an attachment to the nineteenth-century traditions of  Indo-
European studies. This devotion to a term epitomizes the modern Indo-
Europeanists’ general retention of  their predecessors’ tendencies to
organicism, geological modeling and the romantic preference for isola-
tion and purity.31

While all Indo-European languages have been viewed in this way,
Greek, the language of  the culture seen as the cradle and epitome of
European civilization, has been seen as the extreme of  purity. Conven-
tional linguists still see Greek as fundamentally organic. Hence, they at-
tribute its shifts to internal developments unaffected by outside influences.
Those aspects of  Greek that cannot be derived from Indo-European are
attributed geologically to the “substrate.” They have markedly resisted
the idea that Greek could have borrowed or copied from other contem-
porary languages.

RAMIFICATION OR INTERLACING

Walter Burkert wrote about the traditional Indo-Europeanist spirit as it
affects Greek:

Greek linguistics has been the domain of  Indo-Europeanists for nearly
two centuries; yet its success threatens to distort reality. In all the stan-
dard lexicons, to give the etymology of  a Greek word means per

definitionem to give an Indo-European etymology. Even the remotest
references—say, to Armenian or Lithuanian—are faithfully recorded;
possible borrowings from the Semitic, however, are judged uninter-
esting and either discarded or mentioned only in passing, without
adequate documentation. It is well known that a large part of  the
Greek vocabulary lacks any adequate Indo-European etymology; but
it has become a fashion to prefer connections with a putative Aegean
substratum or with Anatolian parallels, which involves dealing with
largely unknown spheres, instead of  pursuing connections to well-
known Semitic languages. Beloch even wanted to separate the Rhodian
Zeus Atabyrios from Mount Atabyrion=Tabor, the mountain in Pal-
estine, in favor of  vague Anatolian resonances. Anti-Semitism was
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38 BLACK ATHENA

manifest in this case; elsewhere it was often operating on an unseen
level. Even first-rank Indo-Europeanists have made astonishing mis-
judgments.32

Burkert’s description brings us back, first, to the conventional model of  a
ramifying tree from a single trunk, rather than one with roots or the
image of  a complex lattice or mangrove, and, second, to a preference for
self-generating developments within languages or language families.33

The tree model usefully explains divergence but not convergence.
Most modern historical linguists are reluctant to consider areal shifts

in ancient languages, especially in PIE and particularly in Greek. Most
particularly object to shifts that go across language boundaries of  the
type found in historically observed changes. It would be much better for
Indo-Europeanists, and specially those concerned with PIE and Greek,
to consider sociolinguistics and, therefore, be open to the possibility or
likelihood of  interference from other contemporary languages. They
might learn from more recent linguistic developments. For instance, the
use of  the auxiliary verb “to have” as the dominant or even the sole way
to mark the perfect tense appears to have originated in France under the
militarily powerful and culturally prestigious rule of  Louis XIV. This
usage is now found in France; peninsular Spain, but not Latin America;
in northern, but not southern, Italy; and in western, but not eastern,
Germany. A similar transformation in phonetics is the precisely plotted
expansion of  the uvular /r/, which started in Paris or Versailles but can
now be found generally or sporadically in eight languages: French, Basque,
Spanish, Italian, Dutch, Danish, Norwegian, Swedish and German.34

Before investigating contacts between individual Indo-European and
non–Indo-European languages, we should consider relations between
Indo-European as a whole and other languages and language families.
The next three chapters will be concerned with these relationships.
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Linguists seem to have stopped, or at least suspended, the debate
over whether there was a single or multiple origin of  all existing
languages. A consensus that all existing languages are ultimately

related to each other now appears to have emerged. Bitter debates re-
main, however, as to whether it is possible to demonstrate specific rela-
tionships or to reconstruct any aspect of  the original ancestral language.
In general terms, the division is between those crudely identified as
“lumpers” and “splitters.” Lumpers look for the common features mani-
fested in different phenomena, while splitters are more concerned with
the distinctions among them. Splitters can be characterized as having a
desire for certainty and a fear of  error. Lumpers tend to believe that
perfect accuracy and certainty are not attainable and that the most one
can or should aim for is “competitive plausibility.” To put it in another
way, lumpers tend to be frightened of  two different kinds of  error: First,
errors of  commission often involving the statement “x is related to y”
which is later disproved. Second, errors of  omission in which no rela-
tionship is proposed where, in fact, one exists. Splitters, by contrast, are
overwhelmingly afraid of  errors of  commission.

In recent years, the best known American linguistic lumpers have been
the late Joseph Greenberg of  Stanford and his student Merritt Ruhlen.
Greenberg, who began as an anthropologist, will be remembered as the
Linaeus or grand systematizer of  the world’s languages. His classification

THE “NOSTRATIC” AND “EUROASIATIC”
HYPER- AND SUPER-FAMILIES

CHAPTER 2
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40 BLACK ATHENA

of  African languages has become standard; his Euroasiatic scheme, similar
to that of  Soviet scholars, is now frequently accepted. His division of
American languages into three families, including the vast “Proto-
American,” is still fiercely contested. Ruhlen, who accepts all of
Greenberg’s macrofamilies, is now compiling what is already becoming
the standard Guide to the World’s Languages and hopes to use this wide sweep
to reconstruct Proto-Human or Proto-World.1

At the other end of  the scale are the linguistic splitters; the most ex-
treme of  whom are the conventional Indo-Europeanists. These work, in
the tradition referred to in the last chapter, on the elegant intricacies of
the genetic relationships among Indo-European languages. Their atti-
tude is epitomized in a remark by the Indo-Europeanist Eric Hamp,
reported from a conference in 1996: “Our job is to produce an abso-
lutely spotless reconstruction of  Indo-European. Nothing else really
matters.”2

Indo-Europeanists tend to be unhappy both with attempts to relate
Indo-European to other language families and with the messy and, to
them, aesthetically displeasing, process of  linguistic borrowings from
outside the Indo-European family.3 Though few Indo-Europeanists deny
the possibility of  wider linguistic relationships, they tend to dismiss any
proposal of  specific links as “mere speculation.” The requirement of
certainty is often linked to a certain intellectual rigidity and a reverence
for the scholarly ancestors that has made dialogue between them and
other comparative and historical linguists increasingly difficult.

NOSTRATIC AND EUROASIATIC

Between the vague generalities of  the reconstructors of  Proto-World and
the narrow-mindedness of  the Indo-Europeanists, some scholars work
at the intermediate level, considering large clusters of  languages. The
clusters of  most concern to the subject of  this book are Nostratic and
Euroasiatic. The name Nostratic is distasteful because it is derived from
the Latin nostras “our countryman,” which implies that speakers of  lan-
guages from other language families are excluded from academic discus-
sion. Nevertheless, no other generally accepted term exists for this very
useful concept.

The idea of  genetic relationship between Semitic and Indo-European
languages goes back to the origins of  modern historical linguistics in the
early nineteenth century and, beyond that, to the days of  the church
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[CH. 2] “NOSTRATIC” AND “EUROASIATIC” FAMILIES 41

fathers and the Middle Ages, when the language of  both Eden and the
Tower of  Babel was assumed to have been Hebrew.4 In the nineteenth
century, a number of  attempts were made to demonstrate the relation-
ship between Indo-European and Semitic verbal roots. Research along
these lines, however, was inhibited, partly by the difficulties of  achieving
certainty but equally by the cult of  the noble Indo-European-speaking
Aryans. The passionate anti-Semitism of  the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries was equally impeding. The two significant excep-
tions to such trends were Hermann Möller and his student Holgar
Pedersen.5 Möller was ignored and Pedersen’s ideas on this topic were
considered an eccentricity in a major Indo-Europeanist and historian of
Indo-European linguistics. Pedersen’s views, however, should not neces-
sarily be seen as more enlightened than those of  his colleagues, as the
French linguist Albert L. M. Cuny pointed out: “Pedersen did not hide
his faith in the single origin of  the languages of  the White Race.”6 In any
event, as the contemporary historical linguist R. L. Trask puts it: “Pedersen
did little work on his idea, and the Nostratic proposal languished half-
forgotten in the literature for decades.”7

Soviet linguistics

After 1950 Nostratic studies revived in the Soviet Union. During the
1940s, Russian linguistics was dominated by Nikolay Yakovlevich Marr.
Marr, who was born in Georgia in 1865, maintained that one linguistic
super-family contained Indo-European, the Caucasian languages and
Basque. He further held that linguistic stages demonstrated that languages
reflected the social and economic organization of  the society in which
the language was spoken. English, for example, was a bourgeois lan-
guage. This scheme was officially sanctioned in the Soviet Union from
Marr’s death in 1934 until 1950. In that year, Joseph Stalin published a
short article on linguistics which—for obvious reasons—was widely ac-
claimed.8 In it he denounced Marr’s rigid view of  the ties between lan-
guage and society. The article caused a relaxation of  political pressures
on linguists. Thus, after 1950, Stalin himself  protected linguists from
Stalinism. Stalin, who was fluent in both Georgian and Russian, did not
attack Marr’s views on language families. In any event, both before and
after 1950, the Soviet Union with its staggering diversity of  languages
required and supported linguists who were not restricted to Indo-European.
The state also wanted to establish relationships beyond Indo-European
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42 BLACK ATHENA

so one language family could encompass all the languages of  the Soviet
Union and could be used to unite them into one nation.

For these reasons, it is not surprising that the modern founders of
Nostratic studies, Vladislav Illich-Svitych and Aharon Dolgopolsky,
emerged independently in Moscow around 1960 and that their ideas
spread to the West in the 1970s with the diaspora of  Soviet Jews. Illich-
Svitych was killed in a traffic accident in 1966, but Dolgopolsky contin-
ues his work in Haifa. Another Soviet Nostraticist, Vitaly Shevoroshkin
has been installed at the University of  Michigan since 1974. From there,
over the last thirty years, he has been publicizing these general ideas
with great passion.9

Such ideas, however, have not been exclusively Soviet or Russian. For
decades, Carleton Hodge an American linguist specializing in Ancient
Egyptian and the northern Nigerian language of  Hausa (which belongs
to the Chadic family of  Afroasiatic) promoted what he called ‘“Lislakh”
to denote a smaller language family than Nostratic. This language merely
embraced Afroasiatic and Indo-European.10 The classicist and Semitist
Saul Levin has also been working out detailed comparisons among the
western classical languages of  Hebrew, Sanskrit, Greek and Latin.11 The
scholar most responsible for establishing Nostratic in the West, however,
is Allan Bomhard, a computer specialist who works for Chiquita Ba-
nana.12

Different scholars have given Nostratic different boundaries. Origi-
nally, it was described as containing Indo-European and usually
Afroasiatic and Uralic, the family to which Finnish and Hungarian be-
long. A number of  linguists now extend the super-family to Altaic (which
includes Turkish and Mongol) and Korean and even Japanese, Ainu and
Inuit (Eskimo). Also sometimes seen as members of  the family are
Dravidian, still dominant in south India, and Kartvelian, the family of
the Georgian languages of  the Caucasus.13

In an article published in 1965, Illich-Svitych presented 607 possible
common Nostratic roots. Dolgopolsky has claimed more than 1,900 but
has so far not published them.14 Bomhard has brought out a list of  601.15

Although Dolgopolsky and Bomhard agree on many reconstructions,
they are not always in agreement and their lists frequently do not coin-
cide. The mathematical linguist Donald Ringe has challenged all
Nostraticists saying that, while the commonality of  vocabulary within
Indo-European is significantly higher than one would expect, that seen
in Nostratic corresponds almost exactly to chance.16 Ringe does not claim
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[CH. 2] “NOSTRATIC” AND “EUROASIATIC” FAMILIES 43

that this “disproves” the Nostratic hypothesis; he merely says that the
lexical similarities do not demonstrate it. He then goes on to insist that
“objective proof ” is required in historical linguistics.17 He has been cited
as having said words to the effect that: “What matters about all this is the
method. The results are not that important.”18 Ringe’s model has been
challenged on mathematical grounds.19 I have a further objection: his
method treats the individual proposed correspondences as equal. As the
specialist in east African languages Archie Tucker stated convincingly,
“Comparison of  pronouns has long played a leading in the postulation
of  genetic relationship.”20 Indeed one obtains a different picture by looking
at the “hard core” of  first and second person pronouns or pronominal
elements, since these are generally stable and unlikely to be loaned. The
pronouns include the following stems:

*mi-/*me, 1st singular
*wa/*we, 1st plural
*na-/*ne, 1st plural
*t[h] ú-/*t[h] e-, 2nd singular.

Demonstrative stems beginning with s- and t[h] as well as relative and
interrogative stems beginning with kw[h] exist widely in Nostratic.21 So
too does a causative /s/.22 Although no morphological or structural fea-
tures can be traced throughout Nostratic, in Euroasiatic—that is Nostratic
without Afroasiatic—they can be detected in a concatenation or chain
from Indo-European, or the larger family of  Indo-Hittite, to Uralic. The
chain continues from Uralic to Altaic from Altaic to Korean and Japa-
nese, Yukagir, Chukchi and Inuit. Kartvelian (Georgian and related lan-
guages) and Dravidian are less easy to classify in this way.23

Common vocabulary is not the only link among Nostratic languages.
In the last ten years, scholars led by Greenberg and Ruhlen have turned
away from Nostratic toward Euroasiatic. Special relationships with the
other members of  the old Nostratic, such as Afroasiatic, Kartvelian and
Dravidian, are not denied but they are not seen as belonging to the
Euroasiatic core. In this book, I shall use the name Nostratic for the larger
grouping and Euroasiastic for the smaller.

In 1990 the Russian scholar Sergei Starostin read a paper in which
he argued that PIE, Proto-Kartvelian, Proto-Uralic and Proto-Altaic were
“daughters” of  Proto-Nostratic and Proto-Dravidian was descended from
Proto-Prenostratic. Proto-Semitic was still more distant.24

Starostin’s argument was based on principle of  glottochronology set
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44 BLACK ATHENA

out in the 1950s and 1960s by Maurice Swadesh, an Indian linguist,
based in North America. Swadesh compiled a list of 100 (originally 200)
words found in all societies, including those without agriculture. Swadesh
argued that such basic words diverged from each other very slowly at a
more or less regular rate. Therefore, he maintained, the fewer such words
two related languages had in common, the longer their speakers had
been apart. Swadesh also maintained, projecting back from historically
observed separations like that of  English and German, that one could
establish an approximate date for those in prehistory. 25 In addition to the
inherent imprecision of  Swadesh’s method, even his champion Starostin
concedes that his own calculations were in some ways arbitrary. Particu-
lar words receive different “weights.” Nevertheless, Starostin has faith in
both aspects of  the basic system, not merely the degree of  separation
but their absolute dates. He also admits that he only investigated Semitic,
not Afroasiatic as a whole.26

Greenberg and Ruhlen agree with Starostin that Afroasiatic is a sister,
not a daughter, language of  Euroasiatic. Even Bomhard, who was ini-
tially attracted to parallels between Indo-European and Afroasiatic, hesi-
tated for some years on the degree of  relationship.27 Recently, however,
he has rejoined the only published hold-out for a more intimate relation-
ship between the two families—Aaron Dolgopolsky.28

When Afroasiatic is roughly compared to Greenberg’s list of  com-
mon Euroasiatic morphological features (a list that is essentially Indo-
European centered), Afroasiatic scores significantly lower than Uralic
and Altaic but at very much the same level as the other families.29 On the
other hand, Afroasiatic and Indo-European share a feature lacking in
other Euroasiatic families— sex-linked gender. The other language fami-
lies generally distinguish only between animate and inanimate entities. I
shall argue in Chapter 4 that Indo-European gender was at least par-
tially copied from Afroasiatic.

Starostin’s omission of  six of  the seven Afroasiatic language families
significantly skews the numbers of  Euroasiatic cognates he finds. For
instance, the first person singular form *mi found throughout Euroasiatic
is not found in Semitic but it is in Chadic and Highland East Cushitic.30

In general, the personal and other pronouns given above are almost all
restricted to two Nostratic families, Indo-European and Afroasiatic.

Long ago in 1974, the Semitist Robert Hoberman wrote a paper in
which he showed convincingly that, following the Hopper-Gamkrelidze
reconstruction of  PIE (See below Chapter 4), the triconsonantal roots
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[CH. 2] “NOSTRATIC” AND “EUROASIATIC” FAMILIES 45

of  Indo-European and Semitic were remarkably similar. Furthermore,
they were bound by the same constraints regarding which consonants
could occur with each other.31

In morphology, the Egyptologist John Ray demonstrated extraordi-
narily close parallels in both form and function among the Egyptian
“stative,” the Akkadian “permansive” and the Hittite -h°i conjugation.
These together with similar Indo-European and Afroasiatic prepositions
(discussed below) and the parallel uses of  ablaut or vowel change led him
to conclude, “while we should continue to enter a plea for caution, it is
becoming more and more likely that the Semitic, Hamitic and Indo-
European languages were originally one.”32

Ray wrote this without taking into account the discovery in the 1970s
of  the ancient Semitic language Eblaite. This language was not only
spoken, but also one of  the written languages used by the bureaucracy
of  the wealthy and powerful city of  Ebla in the middle of  the Third
Millennium BCE. 33 When studied with the equally ancient Semitic language
Akkadian and the “sister language” Ancient Egyptian, some of  the Eblaite
prepositions show remarkable similarities to reconstructed PIE:

Eblaite Akkadian Egyptian Canaanite PIE English
in, ina ina m lE en in
ìna ana n/r >el an(u) to, on
ade adi r Œad ad up to, to.

m bE bi/be by, at.34

itti hnc Œet eti yet, with.

The last two examples have not yet been found in Eblaite, but even so
they indicate links between Afroasiatic and Indo-European.

Swadesh’s list does not include any prepositions or conjunctions, even
though these forms would seem to be as stable and good indicators of
relationships as his basic nouns and verbs. Given this situation, it is inter-
esting to note the remarks of  the Semitist I. J. Gelb about these apparent
cognates:

One important feature of  Iblaic [sic] which should not be left out
of  the discussion concerns the occurrence of  certain prepo-
sitions . . . which Iblaic shares partly with Akkadian but with no
other Semitic language. This very old feature of  Iblaic furnishes
an important piece of  evidence linking early Semitic languages
with Indo-European.35
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46 BLACK ATHENA

Furthermore, the internal pattern within Semitic of  the first two ex-
amples, in and ìna, indicates that there was a shift from n>l. Egyptian
and Canaanite have similar n>l correspondences. In this case, a number
of  words only attested with /l/ in Semitic become parallel to PIE /n/.
For instance, the Akkadian and Arabic la| Canaanite lo > <*na @> (the
Egyptian n or nn ) “no” strikingly resembles the PIE *ne|. The Akkadian
lilatu, Ge’ez lelit Canaanite, lyl “night” but lyn “to spend the night” from
a reconstructed reduplication *netnet resembles the PIE nekw-t “night.”36

Such words would seem fundamental and unlikely to be borrowed.
On the other hand, as shown in Chapter 1, almost any aspect of  lan-
guage can be transferred. In the case of  Afroasiatic (probably its most
northern member Semitic) and Indo-European it is clear that many words
and probably even the sex-linked gender system (see Chapter 4) were
borrowed. One should not overemphasize the genetic relations to the
exclusion of  later contacts.

At this point, it is worth pushing speculation still further to glance at
the possible origins of  Nostratic itself. John Kerns believed that it was a
branch of  the Dene-Caucasian or Nadene, now surviving in the Caucasus,
China, Tibet and Burma and in northwest America.37 This idea seems
plausible, although, as we shall see below, there appear to be significant
Khoisan influences on Afroasiatic.

A place of  origin for Nostratic

It would now seem helpful to consider three of  the ways in which histori-
cal linguists attempt to pinpoint regions of  origin. The first criterion by
which one can locate the original home or Urheimat—to use the German
term preferred by linguists—of  a language family is simply that of  the
geographical convenience.38 Find a place in or near the region in which
it is known that the languages are spoken, or were spoken historically,
and from which they could easily have diffused. This approach is called
the principle of  least moves.

It would be implausible, for instance, to propose that Indo-European
arose in Africa. None of  its member languages are attested as having
been spoken on that continent and it would be difficult to postulate ways
in which Indo-European could have spread over its later known range
from such a center. Nevertheless, sometimes languages or language fami-
lies appear to have originated on, or beyond, the fringe of  their later
ranges. For instance, the Navahos of  Arizona and New Mexico make up
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the great majority of  Nadene speakers in North America. No linguists,
however, suppose that the language family originated there. The con-
sensus is that the language family came from Asia. Nevertheless, in gen-
eral, geographical plausibility remains a basic way to approach this
problem.

A second way of  discovering an Urheimat is to establish the original
geographical range of  the speakers of  a language family, through vo-
cabulary. The use of  words common throughout a language to indicate
the level of  material culture of  the peoples speaking the proto-language
has been mentioned earlier. Similarly, other terms can be used to esti-
mate the landscape and climatic zone of  the Urheimat. One must, how-
ever, be particularly careful about this. The semantics of  a word for natural
phenomena can change drastically. Clearly related words from the re-
constructed PIE form *mori can be found in most European languages
but they have a range of  meanings from “swamp” to “lake” to “sea.”
Thus, the words provide no information as to whether or not the speak-
ers of  PIE lived by a sea. On the other hand, the root *bergo occurs in
most Indo-European language families meaning “birch”—although the
Latin derivation signifies “ash.” Birches do not grow around the Medi-
terranean. Similar cases can be made for the common words for willow,
as well as for snow and for such animals as the bear, beaver and wolf.
These commonalties suggest that PIE developed in a territory with a
northern climate. Although this technique should be used with great
caution, it can provide some indication of  a language family’s original
home.

The third method of  locating the place from which a language fam-
ily dispersed is to look at the degree of  variation among dialects or lan-
guages in a given area. Behind this method is Swadesh’s idea that all
languages diverge at approximately similar rates over time—fundamen-
tally, the principle of  glottochronology. While glottochronology is con-
cerned with time, the principle of  diversity is concerned with space. That
is to say, the greater the variations of  a particular language or language
family in a particular region, the longer it is likely to have been spoken
there.

The most commonly used example of  this principle is that of  the
distribution of  English dialects. In Britain, where English has been spo-
ken for more than a thousand years, there are many distinct dialects,
some of  them like Geordie, which is spoken in parts of  Durham and
Northumberland, restricted to quite small areas. Along the east coast of
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48 BLACK ATHENA

America, where English speakers have lived for three to four hundred
years, distinctive dialects can be found in New England and “the South.”
By contrast, in the vast territory of  the Midwest and West where English
has been used for less than two hundred years, there is a remarkable
uniformity. Time is generally more important than space in the diversi-
fication of  languages.39

One problem with this principle is that many languages are not left
alone to diversify in peace and are affected by neighboring languages.
Thus, they can produce different dialects and languages at much faster
rates. For instance, the speech of  New York City is distinctive because it
has been heavily influenced by the high proportion of  New Yorkers for
whom English is a second language. The principle of  local diversity can
also be misleading if  the original region in which the language was formed,
or its Urheimat, is overrun by a single dialect or another language. For
instance, historical records and place names show that the Celtic branch
of  Indo-European developed in areas of  continental Europe where Ger-
man is now spoken. Today it only survives in western Britain and Brittany.

Another problem is that states can establish common standards of
speech over wide areas that tend to obscure earlier variation: French in
France, Italian in Italy etc. Today, looking at diversity among Romance
languages one would choose Switzerland as the Urheimat since French,
Italian and Romansch are all spoken there. When in reality we know
from historical records that Lazio or the Latin Plain around Rome is the
original home. Nevertheless, in the absence of  such historical records
the principle of  diversity is one of  the few pointers available to indicate
where language families began.40

These three methods are full of  uncertainties and the earlier the “dis-
integration” of  a language occurs the more difficult it is to discover where
it took place. Even so, in conjunction with each other and with linguistic
relationships and archaeological remains, these methods often make it
possible to establish plausible hypotheses for a language family’s Urheimat.

ARCHAEOLOGICAL EVIDENCE FOR THE

ORIGIN OF NOSTRATIC AND EUROASIATIC

I shall argue in the following chapters that the Afroasiatic and Indo-
Hittite language families originated with the spread of  agriculture within
the last 12,000 years. Therefore, the origins of  Nostratic must go back
still further at least into the Mesolithic or Middle Stone Age. An outer
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limit is provided by the strong likelihood that modern people (Homo sapi-

ens sapiens ) only moved out of  Africa approximately 100, 000 years ago,
and the fact that other language super-families exist makes it impossible
that Nostratic spread at that time.41 Thus we are looking for a period
between 100,000 and 12,000 years BP (before the present).

Nostratic and the “Epipaleolithic” cultures of

the Nile

The linguist Carleton Hodge proposed that Lislakh, his name for
Nostratic, began in the Middle Nile between 20,000 and 14,000 years
BP.42 Archaeologists agree that group of  Late Old Stone Age cultures did
indeed flourish along the Nile in Nubia and Upper Egypt between 18,000
and 14,000 years BP. The general name given to this type of  culture is
sometimes confusing. Some observers use Middle Stone Age or
Mesolithic. Since Mesolithic cultures, however, tended to be coastal and
the Middle Nile is far from the sea, these cultures are generally called
Epipaleolithic. These people lived by gathering seeds and fruit, hunting
small animals, catching birds and fishing, but increasingly they also har-
vested and ate grains. The large numbers of  querns, or grinding stones,
found in the area make this fact evident. Furthermore, recovered teeth
of  these people were found to be worn down, apparently from eating
grain containing grit from the grinding stones.43 Querns, however, were
also used for tubers, charred remains of  which have been found from
this period, 18–17,000 years ago.44

What is striking about these cultures, apart from their dense popula-
tion, was their use of  microliths.45 Microliths are tiny flints or other sharp
stones blunted on one edge so they can be set in wooden shafts as arrow
heads. They make it possible to hunt small game with bows and arrows
and were also set in series on sickles, imitating animal jawbones. Their
use on sickles allowed for harvesting of  grasses, for the first time, and the
development of  agriculture.46 Finely made microliths had been develop-
ing in various parts of  central and southern Africa as early as 70,000
years ago.47 They appear to have spread north to the Nile Valley cultures
by 17,000 BP. Sheen indicates that many microliths were in fact used for
cutting grasses, possibly including barley.48

As I hope to show below, Afroasiatic probably began somewhere be-
tween the confluence of  the White and Blue Niles and southern Ethio-
pia and northern Kenya around 11,000 BP and Indo-Hittite in central
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50 BLACK ATHENA

Anatolia around 10,000. Thus, in looking for the original speakers of
Proto-Nostratic, we need a population living between or near these two
zones sometime between 30,000 and 12,000 BP.

Languages usually expand when their speakers have a greater power
or possess some social or economic advantages over their neighbors. Latin
spread with the Roman Empire, Arabic with the expansion of  Islam and
English with the British and American empires of  the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries. Thus, in searching for the material culture of  the
speakers of  Proto-Nostratic, one should focus on what appear to have
been the most successful societies and estimate their level of  develop-
ment. As mentioned above, one method of  estimating the time at which
a language family broke up is to look at the technology for which there is
a common vocabulary in the daughter languages. Thus, for instance,
Indo-Europeanists plausibly argue that PIE speakers possessed agricul-
ture and polished stone tools but did not cast metal, because no words
for “bronze” or “cast metal” are common to members of  the family.

By general agreement, the initial spread of  Nostratic cannot be at-
tributed to agriculture. Dolgopolsky states that the speakers of  Proto-
Nostratic were not agricultural and that their language “has no words
for sowing or ploughing, but has words for harvesting.”49 Furthermore,
he believes that the proto-language had no word for pottery.50 Allan
Bomhard holds that Proto-Nostratic had roots involving the preparation
of  vegetable foods: *÷bar/bEr, “grain, cereal, barley,” *÷gar/gEr, “crush,
grate, grind” and *÷mul/mol, “rub, crush, mill.” He, too, can find none
for planting or sowing.51

A proto-agricultural society in the Nile Valley during the later stages
of  the last Ice Age would fit well with what one would predict from
verbal roots common to Nostratic. The advantage that people of  the
Middle Nile possessed was, as Hodge suggested, microliths.52 As men-
tioned above, there is no doubt that southern Africa was the earliest re-
gion to develop these. They appear not to have reached Europe until
around 9000 BP.53 In China, however, microliths could possibly go back
to 24,000 BP and they were certainly widespread by 22,000.54 Although
much later than the early southern African microliths, the Chinese arti-
facts are earlier than those of  the Nile cultures. More than likely the
Chinese invention was independent. It is interesting to speculate that the
lack of  the “Nostratic advantage” is the reason why Chinese remains in
the earlier Nadene family.55

The major objection to the hypothesis that Proto-Nostratic came from
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such a proto-agricultural culture is that, although the stone tools used at
this time in the Nile Valley generally followed the microlithic tradition,
the proportion of  microliths used and the types of  tools made, varied
considerably from place to place and time to time.56 Archaeologists may
have exaggerated these distinctions. We know that modern people use
rocks that are locally available and that the quality of  different stones
affects the types of  tools made. Furthermore, when people camp in spe-
cific places to exploit particular resources they use very different tools.57

The variation of  lithic culture does weaken the hypothesis that the Nile
proto-agriculturalists had a single, or even a single dominant, language.

Nevertheless, I am convinced that the advantages of  the argument
outweigh the disadvantages. Dolgopolsky argues on the principle of  Wörter

und Sache “words and things” that the existence in his reconstructed Proto-
Nostratic of  roots for “snow” and “frost,” as well as for “leopard” and
“hyena,” indicate a warm Mediterranean Urheimat.58 Dolgopolsky be-
lieves that it was in southwest Asia. The four thousand years between
18,000 and 14,000 BP or 17,000-13,000 BCE were still in the last Ice
Age and the climate of  Lower Nubia and Upper Egypt then was appar-
ently considerably cooler and more humid than it is today. That climate
resembled that found after the end of  the Ice Age in the foothills around
the Fertile Crescent in southwest Asia. In the earlier case, however, the
annual flood of  the Nile helped the natural abundance.

Kerns, who located the origin of  Euroasiatic in the Fertile Crescent
just south of  the Caucasus, agreed with Carleton Hodge on the type of
culture that promoted Nostratic:

The more I study the matter, the more I am convinced that the
spread of  the Nostratic speaking peoples was occasioned by the
spread of  Mesolithic culture, for it occupied the right positions in
time and space and its characteristic features are compatible with
the residual vocabulary of  the Nostratic families—it was the last
of  the pre-agricultural eras in Eurasia.59

Working from linguistic evidence, Kerns suggested around 15000 BCE

for Proto-Nostratic.60 Starostin, using glottochronology, arrived at circa
11000 BCE (13000 BP) for the break up of  Pre-Proto-Prenostratic in-
cluding Dravidian and that of  Proto-Nostratic at circa 9,000 BCE (11000
BP).61 Thus the evidence from archaeology and linguistics is roughly in
synchrony.
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52 BLACK ATHENA

The breakup of  the Middle Nile culture

Both the size and the number of  settlements found strongly suggest that
the population boom at this time suddenly decreased, possibly owing to
a series of  extremely high Nile floods. Similar population density along
these stretches of  the Nubian and Egyptian Nile Valley was not reached
again for another 6,000 years, until just before the beginning of  dynas-
tic rule in the Fourth Millennium BCE.62

Meanwhile in Palestine, a similar culture, the Kebaran, may be dated
as early as the Thirteenth Millennium. This culture, like the earlier and
contemporary Nilotic cultures, appears to have been proto-agricultural
with microliths and morters. Given the earlier development of  microliths
and morters and the consumption of  grains further south, the Nile cul-
tures probably give rise to the Kebaran. The African linguist and prehis-
torian Christopher Ehret sees the Kebaran as having interacted “by the
12th millennium BCE at the latest” with the Mushabian culture of  Lower
Egypt, which collected wild grass and grain. From this mixture, the proto-
agricultural Natufian culture emerged between 11,000 and 10,000 BCE.63

In the following millennia Natufian culture played an important role in
the creation of  southwest Asian agriculture.64 The significance of  Afri-
cans in these cultures and early development of  agriculture in southwest
Asia and Anatolia can be seen from “African” skeletal traits and painted
images both among (Mediterranean) Natufians, and early farmers (at
Çatal Hüyük and Nea Nikomedia).65

I think it is helpful to see the Mushabian and Kebaran microlithic and
proto-agricultural material cultures as those of  the speakers of  Proto-
Euroasiatic. In the improving climate and the opening up of  the glaciers
of  Asia and Europe, Euroasiatic spread into Eurasia replacing Nadene
and other language families spoken by Paleolithic hunters and gather-
ers, especially the big game hunters, whose game was becoming extinct.

The origins of  agriculture

Until about forty years ago, prehistorians simply saw the adoption of
agriculture as an advance of  knowledge and technique worthy of  the
title “revolution.” More recently, however, this idea has been qualified
by the discovery that many peoples who gather wild fruits tubers and
grains today have a good knowledge of  plant propagation but are still
reluctant to grow food. They argue, quite reasonably, that since they can
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reap enough wild plants why should they go to the trouble of  sowing
them? In some ways, then, the adoption of  cultivation should be seen
not as progress but as the result of  failure—the failure of  wild plants to
sustain the population. On the other hand, once women and men begin
to select grains for planting genetic planning could certainly have raised
yields sharply. This increase coupled with a greater regularity of  har-
vests can allow for bigger grain supplies that could support much higher
population densities.

GORDON CHILDE AND COLIN RENFREW

At this point we should consider two of  the dominant figures in twentieth-
century British archaeology and “deep” linguistics, Gordon Childe and
Colin Renfrew.

Gordon Childe

Born in Sydney in 1892, Gordon Childe was both ugly and charismatic.
As an upper-class Australian, he studied at Oxford where he became
interested in the origins of  Europe and particularly in the nature and
diffusion of  the Indo-European language family. In the early stages of
his career his political views were the very Australian combination of
social radicalism and racism. His first major book was entitled The Ary-

ans. Later he became a Marxist and realized that the two belief  systems
were incompatible. He became a consistent opponent to Nazism and
racism in both politics and archaeology. As a Marxist, Childe shifted his
interest from language to prehistoric material cultures, but he never lost
sight of  the information to be gained from other sources of  information.
Equally, he took a middle position on the question of  diffusion. He re-
jected the view of  prehistory as a series of  migrations and conquests by
“master races” who imposed their civilizations on lesser peoples or sim-
ply exterminated them. On the other hand, he was fascinated by what
he saw as the spread of  specific cultural traits. Thus, he proclaimed what
he called “modified diffusion” in which, at certain times for various rea-
sons, cultures adopted and adapted features from elsewhere.

Childe was concerned in particular with what he saw as “the irradia-
tion of  European barbarism by Oriental civilization.”66 Even during the
later stages of  his life, however, he viewed “the irradiation” only as a
“prelude” to the “real” European civilization of  the Indo-European
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54 BLACK ATHENA

speakers. Still, affected by his earlier notions of  excellence and survival
of  the fittest, Gordon Childe committed suicide in 1957 by throwing
himself  off  a beloved mountain in New South Wales. In a letter, only
opened twenty years after his death, he explained that he did not want to
be an old man inhibiting younger scholars and hampering the develop-
ment of the field.67

Colin Renfrew

In a surprising number of  ways, Colin Renfrew sees himself  as Childe’s
successor. Although he may not seem so at first glance, Colin Renfrew is
a spectacular figure. For a time in the 1950s, his fate, and possibly those
of  ancient history and Britain, hung in the balance as the Cambridge
student hesitated between conservative politics and archaeology. He chose
the latter and, with enormous energy and intelligence, he promoted the
“new archaeology”—a school that believes in introducing “scientific
rigor” into what they see as a flabby field. Its members promote the use
of  such techniques as radiocarbon dating and neutron activation. They
also support those who argue that techniques devised to study Old Stone
Age cultures should be applied to research on later periods. These tech-
niques would include the mathematical study of  the distribution of  ma-
terial objects, such as flints and pot sherds. Applied to later periods, these
methods might cover a given area and the calculation of  econological
niches, such as the amount of  land and resources needed to support a
given population.

For such schemes, islands might form the ideal units and there is no
doubt that for Renfrew the most exciting and rewarding sites have been
the Cyclades Archipelago southeast of  the Greek mainland and the
Orkney Islands to the north of  Scotland. Very much a child of  the 1940s
and 1950s, Renfrew loves “Modern Art” and simple purity of  form and
line. These ideals are elegantly represented by the beautiful smooth marble
Cycladic figures from the Early Bronze Age and by the scalloped treeless
land and seascapes of  bleak and wonderful Orkney. Although consciously
reacting against the lush romanticism of  the nineteenth century, the ro-
mantic search for purity and authenticity survived in this new form for
most of  the twentieth.

Renfrew may have abandoned politics but his past has stood him in
good stead. For members of  the establishment, he stands out in an aca-
demic world where brilliance and left-wing views tend to be distressingly
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aligned. Hence, he is now a lord, the former Master of  Jesus College,
Disney Professor of  Archaeology at Cambridge and director of  the well-
endowed McDonald Institute for Archaeological Research. These posi-
tions, combined with his energy and intelligence, make him a major power
in international archaeology.

In many of  his ideas and even in the specifics of  his career Renfrew
has followed the lead of  Childe: Childe was concerned with the origins
of  agriculture; Renfrew is concerned with the origins of  agriculture.
Childe wrote books on the roots of  European civilization; Renfrew wrote
a book on the roots of  European civilization. Childe excavated in Orkney;
Renfrew excavated in Orkney. In two major respects, however, they have
differed profoundly. First, in politics, where Childe was a Marxist, Renfrew
is a conservative. In another way, however, Renfrew has been much more
radical than Childe. Where Childe was a modified diffusionist, Renfrew
began his career as a strict isolationist.

One of  Renfrew’s initial major preoccupations was the denial of  Near
Eastern origins for Europe. Childe wrote extensively about the “Orien-
tal Prelude to European Prehistory” while Renfrew’s major work, al-
though dedicated to Childe, has the remarkable and provocative title of
The Emergence of  Civilization: The Cyclades and the Aegean in the Third Millen-

nium BC. In this work he claimed that despite the undoubted similarities
between technical developments in the Near East and the Aegean, there
was no reason to suppose that the development of  the two cultures was
connected. Furthermore, he argued, since the beginning of  the Neolithic,
Europe had been distinct from Asia and Africa and European cultural
developments had been essentially local.68

Renfrew also found the conventional view of  the diffusion of  Indo-
European intolerable as it required substantial outside influences in Eu-
rope, thousands of  years after the first practice of  agriculture there. In
1987 he published a book entitled Archaeology and Language: The Puzzle of

Indo-European Origins. In this he argued against conventional wisdom, that
Indo-European had started as the language of  early agriculture in cen-
tral Anatolia and had spread from there westwards to Europe and possi-
bly eastwards to Iran and India.

Even sympathetic reviewers objected that Renfrew had not made the
crucial distinction between the broader language family of  Indo-Hittite
and Indo-European in the narrow sense. They also objected that the
early agriculture of  Iran and India was associated with peoples who were
clearly not Indo-Hittite speaking. 69
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56 BLACK ATHENA

Renfrew responded imaginatively to such criticisms. In an article
published in 1989, he argued that the origins and spread of  both Indo-
European and Dravidian should be linked to the development of  agri-
culture. That is to say, the inhabitants of  the hilly areas around
Mesopotamia and further west spread their culture and language as they
migrated. In so doing they brought agriculture into areas that had previ-
ously only been sparsely inhabited by hunters and gatherers.

In the 1990s, Renfrew went still further, making a u-turn from his
earlier isolationism. He has become a “long-ranger” and is now inter-
ested in macro-language families and vast temporal and geographical
sweeps in prehistory. Using his powerful academic position, he has single-
handedly made Euroasiatic and Nostratic and other possible distant lin-
guistic relationships, legitimate topics of  scholarly debate in the West.
He invited Dolgopolsky to publish his Nostratic hypothesis and then asked
others sympathetic and hostile to it to comment. He has continued to
bring out books on American languages and “Time Depth in Historical
Linguistics.”70

LANGUAGE AND GENETICS

Before ending this chapter it would seem useful to consider something
that I believe to be a red herring, at least on the questions with which we
are concerned. During the past few years, a number of  scholars have
tried to link language to genetics. They have shown, for instance, signifi-
cant correlations between very slight genetic differences and national
and linguistic divisions in Europe.71 While these correlations may hold
for individual languages, they do not hold true for language families. For
example, Slavic speakers are closer genetically to Hungarians and Turks,
who speak non–Indo-European languages, than they are to speakers of
the Indo-European German and Italian. General attempts to correlate
language families with genetic populations are even less impressive. Even
the Italian geneticist Luigi Cavalli-Svorza, who proposes such correla-
tions, concedes that the Sino-Tibetan language family, which includes
Chinese, Tibetan and Burmese, is spoken by two genetically distinct
populations, the north Eurasian and southeast Asian.72 Even more strik-
ing is the case where peoples of  starkly different Melanesian and
Polynesian physical appearances speak languages of  the quite closely
related Oceanic subfamily of  the Malayo-Polynesian family.73 The case
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of  Afroasiatic, which bridges the most profound genetic divisions, will be
considered later.

What should be made clear at this point is that in looking at the spread
of  Nostratic, we are considering cultural and linguistic shifts with no
necessary connection to genetic or “racial” ones. By the period 16,000–
10,000 BCE, we are looking at relatively rapid cultural and linguistic dif-
fusion in which whole populations may or may not have migrated. Thus,
it would seem likely that the hypothetical northwards spread of  Nile
Valley proto-agricultural culture was primarily a cultural and linguistic
one, even though peoples with African characteristics appear among the
early agriculturalists of  southwest Asia.74 In the long run, neither the
Caucasoid populations of  southwest Asia nor the people or East Africa
types found to the south of  Egypt changed basically.

CONCLUSION

Dealing with such widespread and varied hypothetical language families
as Nostratic and Euroasiatic is bound to cause considerable confusion
and uncertainty. Nevertheless, the linguistic and archaeological evidence
do converge to provide an approximate period, 15,000-12,000 BP, and
an approximate location, the Middle Nile, for the origin of  Nostratic
and the Mesolithic in western Eurasia. The same tools suggest that Proto-
Euroasiatic should be associated with the Mushabian, Kebaran and
Natufian material cultures in the Levant. Thus the conventional long-
range wisdom that Afroasiatic formed further south and is the oldest
branch or sister of  Euroasiatic is convincing. A number of  significant
features, however, suggest a special relationship between Afroasiatic and
Indo-European. Some of  these, such as the pronouns and the preposi-
tions mentioned above, can be explained by the two families being par-
ticularly archaic and less influenced by Nadene and other Asian language
families. Others can be explained by contacts between Afroasiatic and
PIE speakers.75 We shall see later that a number of  lexical loans occurred
between these two.76 Thus, it would seem likely that morphological and
other important features of  PIE, notably binary sexual gender, were in-
fluenced by Afroasiatic. I shall discuss these issues in the next two chapters.
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THE ORIGINS OF AFRICAN LANGUAGES

AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF AGRICULTURE

IN AFRICA

Before considering the rise and spread of  Afroasiatic, I should like
to look at linguistic and agricultural developments in Africa as a
whole. As mentioned in the last chapter, Joseph Greenberg usu-

ally used the method of  mass lexical comparison. He compared word
lists for basic things, qualities and processes, generally corresponding to
the Swadash list, from hundreds of  languages and dialects. This tech-
nique has roused suspicion and hostility from more conventional lin-
guists who have traditionally preferred to compare languages two by two
or better still, to examine morphological parallels. As I argued in Chap-
ter 1, while morphological parallels are preferable to lexical ones if  one
can find them, they are seldom visible among distantly related languages.1

Using his method of  mass lexical comparison, Greenberg established
a scheme according to which all African language families could be clas-
sified as belonging to one of  four families: Khoisan, Nilo-Saharan, Niger-
Congo and Afroasiatic.

The Khoisan family is now concentrated in the deserts and scrub land
of  southwestern Africa but there are possible outliers among hunter-
gatherers in east Africa, as far north as Tanzania. Although only spoken
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by very few people, these languages are extremely diverse and are widely
supposed to be linked only by possessing the famous clicks. They have
virtually no common lexicon or items of  vocabulary.2 This variety sug-
gests that the family is extremely old in the areas where it is still spoken.
Its distribution and the present occupations of  Khoisan speakers strongly
suggest that they had nothing to do with the development of  African
agriculture. It is also very likely that Khoisan was formerly spoken over
much of  eastern and southern Africa and was replaced by the languages
of  the herders and agriculturalists who spoke other languages.

The best known speakers of  Nilo-Saharan languages are the Nuer
and Shilluk peoples of  the southern Sudan and the Luo and Masai of
Kenya and Tanzania. Many speakers of  these languages are associated
with a particular physical type. They tend to be tall, thin and very black.
These languages are similar to the Nubian now spoken on the Nile in
northern Sudan and southern-most Egypt. Many other less-close Nilo-
Saharan languages, however, are spoken in relatively small, but wide-
spread, pockets from the upper reaches of  the Niger to the eastern Sahara.
As mentioned above, the family could even have links to Dravidian in
India. Their widespread and great diversity suggests that this family too
is extremely ancient. Although most Nilo-Saharan speakers are now herd-
ers or cultivators, hunters and gatherers almost certainly were the first
speakers. The range of  Nilo-Saharan seems originally to have been in
the Sahara and in the Sahel to its south. The complexities of  the relations
among the different Nilo-Saharan families are epitomized in the very
different family trees set up by two of  the leading scholars of  this and
other African language families: Lionel Bender and Christopher Ehret.3

Niger-Congo includes the vast majority of  the languages of  western
Africa as well as the huge Bantu subfamily that covers nearly all of  cen-
tral and southern Africa.4 Its success seems to have been linked to the
spread of  agriculture in the Sahel. Recently, some African linguists have
begun to “outlump” Greenberg and they now see Niger-Congo as merely
an extremely successful branch of  Nilo-Saharan or, as they now call the
macrofamily, Kongo-Saharan or Niger-Saharan.5

The linguist and agricultural specialist Roger Blench, a proponent of
Niger-Saharan, has also pointed out an interesting discrepancy between
the great genetic and phenotypic diversity in Africa and the relative sim-
plicity of  Greenberg’s language classification. Blench, therefore, has not
been surprised to find traces of  “remnant” or pre-Niger-Saharan lan-
guages in west, central, and east Africa.6
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60 BLACK ATHENA

With its great reach over time and the impossibility of  agriculture
contributing to the success of  Niger-Saharan, an Urheimat for this family
more precise than northern and north central Africa is impossible to
propose. The spread of  the “sub-branch” Niger-Congo, on the other
hand, may be related to such African agricultural developments as the
domestication of  millets and sorgum, as well as to expansion into a well-
watered Sahara after the end of  the Ice Age. Using the principle of
linguistic diversity, the origins of  Niger-Congo have conventionally been
placed at the western end of  the Sahel, somewhere in the region of  the
Niger’s headwaters. Proponents of  this view have assumed that the
Kordofanian speakers of  the Nuba or Kordofan Mountains of  west cen-
tral Sudan had migrated from the west.7 Roger Blench disagrees and
bases his argument on linguistics. First, he sees the closest relatives to
Niger-Congo within Nilo-Saharan, as Central Sudanic now spoken in
Chad and western Sudan. Second, following Greenberg, he sees the great
differences between Kordofanian and the rest of  the Niger-Congo as
indicating the earliest split in the family. Thus, he proposes western Sudan
as the Urheimat of  Niger-Congo. In this case the region of  origin seems
relatively close to that of  Afroasiatic and possibly that of  Nilo-Saharan.8

THE ORIGINS AND SPREAD OF

AFROASIATIC

Paleoclimate and archaeology

Before looking at the linguistic arguments on the origins and spread of
Afroasiatic, I will consider the paleoclimatic and archaeological back-
ground. As discussed above, correlations between language and mate-
rial culture are dangerous. Nevertheless, they are necessary, given the
lack of  historical or precise linguistic information.

When viewing rapid linguistic “explosions” historians have rightly
looked for exceptional causes. For instance, the expansion of  Bantu can
be plausibly linked to the introduction of  forest rim agriculture and the
use of  iron, which opened up a whole new ecological niche.9 A similar
opportunity opened from natural causes in north Africa in the Twelfth
Millennium BP, at about the time, postulated on linguistic grounds for
the “explosion” of  Afroasiatic.
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The end of  the Ice Age and the agricultural

revolution

The present conventional wisdom on the origins of  agriculture is the
following: The last Ice Age ended about 12,000 years ago. Its end had
two major effects on the world’s climate: First was a global warming of
the kind that is causing concern today. Second was a general, though not
universal, increase of  rainfall, as the shrinking polar ice caps and other
ice sheets released melting water. In this new climate, it is striking to find
that between 12,000 and 6000 BP plant cultivation began in several
different regions; southwest and southeast Asia, China, Papua, South
and Central America and in a belt across northern Africa. Animals were
also domesticated in several of  these regions. We do not know enough
about the ends of  earlier ice ages and it may be that, this time the rapid
warming took place in the best possible way to encourage the develop-
ment of  agriculture. What is certain, however, is that for the first time
Homo sapiens sapiens was present in many continents at such a period,
apparently the critical factor in the development of  agriculture.

The existence of  a very early proto-agriculture in the Nile Valley
(discussed in the last chapter) would help explain why southwest Asia
and northern Africa appear to have been the earliest regions to go through
the agricultural revolution.

In southwest Asia and Lower Egypt, agriculture became based on
wheat and barley, wild forms of  which still grow in the hills of  southwest
Asia. For this reason, this region was assumed to be where these crops
were first cultivated. From there they were thought to spread into the
Nile Valley. Barley, however, could have been cultivated in Ethiopia even
earlier. Although wild barleys are not found in Ethiopia, the country
contains a far greater variety of  domesticated barley than southwest Asia.
Following the general principle that a crop would have been first estab-
lished in a region that now has the greatest diversity of  that plant, some
paleobotanists have suggested that barley was cultivated in Ethiopia be-
fore it was in southwest Asia.10 The wild Asian barleys could be explained
as “escapes” from domestic varieties. It would seem more likely, how-
ever, that both the southwest Asian and Ethiopian barleys derived from
the barley harvested and possibly sown earlier in the Middle Nile (see the
previous chapter). Sorghums, millets and other crops were also culti-
vated in warmer regions of  Ethiopia, possibly as early as the Seventh
Millennium BCE, though most were domesticated in other parts of  Africa.11
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62 BLACK ATHENA

In this warm and wet period what had been—and is now—rain forest
expanded into what is now the tree savanna region, and what is now the
Sahel became tree savanna. The Sahara shrank to less than half  its present
size and was divided in two by what has been called the “Saharan fertile
crescent,” an area that linked the Sudanese Nile to the Maghreb.12 “Medi-
terranean” forest grew in the highlands of  Tibestsi and Hoggar and from
them flowed a network of  rivers linking to the Niger and Lake Chad,
which was twice its present size. All the east African lakes appear to have
been connected to the Nile.13

The expansion of  thick forest cover made hunting more difficult. Thus
the savanna hunter-gatherers (and planters?) were both pushed and drawn
into the Sahara. The new ecological niche, however, was far greater than
the one they had lost, large numbers of  newcomers appear to have driven
the original Nilo-Saharan speakers into remote regions, where some still
survive many millennia later.14 Evidence from physical anthropology in-
dicates that during the early “boom” period from the Tenth to the Sixth
Millennium BP the population was largely “negroid.” On the other hand,
while this appears to be confirmed in early preherding rock paintings,
later paintings from the so-called Bovidian period indicate a more mixed
population, though still predominantly “negroid.”15

Khartoum Mesolithic or “Early Khartoum”

A common material culture is known as Khartoum Mesolithic or “Early
Khartoum” from its type site, excavated in the 1940s.16 Evidence of  this
culture, dating from the Tenth to the Seventh Millennium BP, has been
found in more than forty sites over a huge range stretching from Central
Kenya to Eastern Sudan and as far west as Algeria and Senegal.17 As
Map 1 shows, its ecological zone is quite clear: with one exception, all
the sites are north and east of  the present Sudanian region of  woodland
and grass savanna. This area seems to have been tropical rain forest at
the time. Most sites are in the present Sahara in regions that were then
probably Sahelian grass steppe and light woodland. All were close to
what were then lakes or rivers.

The characteristic objects of  this material culture were bone harpoon
heads, most of  them barbed on only one side, or uniserial, and pottery
decorated with wavy, or, later, dotted wavy, lines. These local inventions
are attested before 9000 BP, earlier than the use of  pottery in southwest
Asia.18 In the Sahara the pottery was probably made in imitation of
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natural containers of  liquids, ostrich eggs and calabash gourds. It ap-
pears to have developed from clay basket linings made to prevent seeds
from falling through the mesh. Containers like this are still used in parts
of Sudan and Ethiopia.19

Many authors have seen these objects as clear-cut indication of  the
spread of  a single culture.20 The distinguished prehistorian of  Africa
David Phillipson, however, insists that while the harpoon heads and the
wavy line pottery are remarkably uniform “the chipped-stone industries
show considerable variation” and may be based on earlier local tradi-
tions.21 The equally distinguished archaeologist Alison Brooks insists that,
given geological differences, lithic cultures over large regions cannot be
uniform.22 Thus, the uniformity of  the wavy line pottery and uniserial
harpoons provides sufficient evidence to justify seeing this material cul-
ture as coherent.

The location of  the finds near former lakes or water courses and the
presence of  harpoons both indicate that the society was “aquatic,” or
based on abundant fish, turtles, crustaceans and other water life. In this
connection, Roger Blench has demonstrated a common vocabulary for
many of  these creatures, one that cuts across African language fami-
lies.23 The archaeologist and geographer of  the Sahara, G. Camps has
claimed that the presence of  pottery in the same sites indicates that agri-
culture was there in this early period. He argues that, although agricul-
tural sites without pottery have been excavated, “the opposite has not
yet been clearly demonstrated.”24 Typologically this statement is mis-
taken. The Japanese Jo |mon pottery, roughly contemporary with
Khartoum Mesolithic, was made by people who lived off  seafood, com-
pletely without agriculture. All that pottery indicates is settlement in one
place. Nomads cannot use pottery, which is too fragile to travel. The
abundant aquatic life in the Holocene Sahara would have allowed for
intensive settlement. The settlers’ livelihood was enlarged by the hunt-
ing of  hippopotami with multiple harpoons in a way still practiced by
the Songhai on the upper Niger and, thousands of miles to the east, the
Elmolo on Lake Turkana. Camps plausibly backs his argument for the
existence of  agriculture not merely by the increasing presence of  grind-
stones and mullers or abraders in the Saharan sites, but also by remains
of  what he sees as cultivated pearl millet (Pennisetum glaucum) from a stra-
tum he dates to about 6000 BCE.25 The editor of  the relevant volume of
The Cambridge History of  Africa, J. Desmond Clark, was clearly unhappy
with Camps’s conclusion and inserted a subversive footnote doubting it.
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64 BLACK ATHENA

Later discoveries in the oases of  the Egyptian Western Desert, however,
have tended to confirm Camps’s early dates for the cultivation of
millet.26

The relative uniformity of  this Saharan material culture (pace

Phillipson) and its approximate beginning in the Tenth Millennium BP

have been established. Two major problems remain: where did this cul-
ture originate and is there any indication of  what language or languages
its users spoke?

David Phillipson argues that, “The degree of  similarity between these
Saharan industries and broadly contemporary material from southern
Tunisia, supports the view that the initial repopulation of  the Sahara
may have taken from the North.”27 People from all directions probably
joined in the Saharan landrush. Nevertheless, Phillipson’s suggestion that
the predominant group came from the north is implausible. His caution
and the word “broadly” were both necessary because Camps has argued
that the Neolithic of  the Capsian tradition was later and more impover-
ished materially than both the Mediterranean Neolithic on the coast
and the Saharan-Sudanese Neolithic to the south. Camps had previ-
ously stated that “there is an evergrowing difficulty in defining precisely
the boundary line between the Epipaleolithic (or the Mesolithic) and the
Neolithic.”28

It is unlikely that the Saharan culture developed along the Nile. True,
the wavy line pottery did overlap in time with the last Sudanese
Epipaleolithic cultures. In addition, the recent discovery of  designs, pos-
sibly of  fish traps, dated to 8000 BP at El Hosh, between Edfu and Assuan
shows that the Nile Valley was not uninhabited during the Holocene.29

Nevertheless, as mentioned in the previous chapter, it is overwhelmingly
likely that the population of  the Middle and Lower Nile fell drastically
in the Holocene after its peaks during the Ice Age. Camps points out
that “at the period with which we are concerned [after the Tenth Mil-
lennium BP] these Nile countries were not in any way more privileged
than the Saharan regions of  Bahr el-Ghazal [southwestern Sudan] or
the Ténéré [in northern Niger].”30 He suggests that the Saharan culture
came from the west. Several early carbon datings from the south Sahara
go back to the Tenth Millennium BP and appear to be slightly earlier
than the dates associated with pottery found near Khartoum.31

If  the place of  origin of  the earliest pottery in Africa—or, for that
matter, the western world—cannot be located more accurately than the
southern Sahara, prototypes for other aspects of  the Saharan culture
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suggests a southeastern origin. Most strikingly, southeastern precedents
exist for the uniserial harpoons found in the Sudanese-Saharan Neolithic.
One likely antecedent is indicated by harpoon finds from Ishango near
Lake Edward on the Congo-Uganda border.32 Previous doubts about
the antiquity of  the finds have now been settled and the earliest strata
containing bone harpoons are clearly much more than twenty thousand
years old.33 Even more startling are the harpoons found at Katanda,
seven kilometers downstream; they date to 90,000 BP.34 As its excavator
John Yellen points out, the seventy thousand-year gap makes this tradi-
tion by far the longest lasting nonlithic material culture attested any-
where.35 This early date makes it impossible that the harpoon was
borrowed from the Magdalenian culture in Europe, where it is first at-
tested around 20,000 BP.36 In the earlier levels at Ishango the harpoons
were barbed on both sides and appear to have developed from arrow-
heads. The notch to attach a line came later, and uniserial barbs later
still. Phillipson, who did not know of  the Katanda dates, wrote that:

Ishango, which is the most southerly of  the East African harpoon
fishing sites, is also the oldest. It and some of  the Lake Turkana
sites show that this adaptation developed significantly before the
local beginning of  pottery manufacture. When pottery did appear
its earliest East African manifestation showed strong similarities
with those of  the Sudanese Nile valley.37

With the Holocene these uniserial harpoons appear to spread through-
out Africa. They have been found from the Kalahari to Morocco.38

As mentioned in the last chapter, some of  the Nile Valley cultures
used microliths as early as 17,000 BP. It is unlikely, however, that the
Saharan microliths derived from these, even though the culture that pro-
duced Early Khartoum wavy line pottery overlapped in time with the
Later Nile Epipaleolithic cultures. As the geo-archaeologist Karl Butzer
pointed out “the lithic assemblages are clearly different and intrusive.”39

Intrusive from where? To the southeast the pattern is patchy with older
stone industries surviving for much longer in many places. Interestingly,
however, at Matupi Cave in northeastern Congo, less that 200 kilome-
ters from Ishango, a microlithic industry was active at least thirty thou-
sand years ago. Ishango itself, like many other sites in the region, shows
no sign of  this advanced industry.40 Information about stone industries
in western Africa is scanty and unreliable. Phillipson argues that
“microlithic technology in West Africa began at least 12,000 years ago.”41
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66 BLACK ATHENA

Thus, although the harpoons can clearly be derived from the southeast,
the microlithic stone tools of  the Saharan cultures of  the Holocene could
have come from anywhere to the south of  the previous desert. The same
is true of  pottery and agriculture.42

The most widespread of  the Saharan stone assemblages has been called
Ténéréan. This beautiful microlithic industry is named after finds in the
Ténéré desert in northern Niger. That location, however, is near the
western edge of  its range. This industry stretched 2000 kilometers to
the east to the White Nile above Khartoum.43 The culture was initially
largely aquatic and grass grinding. By the Eighth Millennium BP animals
were domesticated: sheep and goats from southwest Asia and cattle that
had been domesticated locally.44 Bones and wonderful rock paintings of
the so-called Bovidian period attest to the existence of  these animals.
The paintings show bicolored cattle—the result of  deliberate breeding—
and milking. Customs later found among Egyptians, such as tying single
legs of  a row of  calves with one cord also appear. In this connection it is
interesting to note Camps’s emphasis on the close similarities between
Ténéréan and Egyptian fine geometrically shaped flint tools: “the re-
semblances between the industries are to be found also in the domain of
art.”45

The Western Desert

Let us now consider the oases of  the Egyptian Western Desert, the east-
ernmost region of  the Sahara. Greater activity occurred along the line
of  oases to the west of  the Nile from Nabta Playa on the south to the
Fayoum and Qattara to the north, than along the river itself. Some cen-
turies of  Mediterranean rains in the Seventh Millennium BP occurred in
the northern half  of  the belt. Nevertheless, this band was not the well-
watered “paradise” of  the central Sahara. Wendorf  and Hassan described
the general pattern: “The vegetation was most likely thin and concen-
trated around ephemeral lakes. It was an arid open desert steppe with
wild grasses, thorn bushes and occasional acacia and tamarisk trees.”46

Culturally, the band was a zone of  contact. Clearly, there were surviv-
als of  the old Middle Nile tool-making traditions. On the other hand,
one uniserial harpoon and some wavy line pottery have been found,
although development of  the latter seems to have been inhibited by the
abundance of  ostrich shells, remains of  which were plentiful on the sites.47

Sorghum, possibly domesticated, was consumed at least as far north as
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Farafra. Bones of  domestic cattle have been found at Nabta Playa. All
these provide evidence of  contacts to the southwest. On the other hand
sheep, not cattle, were herded at Farafra in the Eighth Millennium BP, a
fact that indicates influence from southwest Asia.48

The languages of  the Sahara during the

Holocene

What language or languages were spoken by the people of  the Saharan
civilization? A quarter of  a century ago, the archaeologist John Sutton
proposed that the language was Nilo-Saharan. He used four arguments
to justify his claim: first, a geographical correspondence of  the material
remains of  the aquatic civilization to the present distribution of  Nilo-
Saharan; second, the identification of  both the aquatic civilization and
Nilo-Saharan with “negroid peoples”; third, the fact that many Nilo-
Saharan speakers are now fishermen and, fourth, a Cushitic taboo against
fish shows a distinction between Cushitic-speaking cattle herders and
“negroid” fishermen.”49

Sutton’s hypotheses contain just the kind of  bold thinking required in
African, or any, prehistory, where, as it cannot be emphasized too often,
one is dealing with competing plausibilities not certainties. Despite some
quibbles by other writers he has demonstrated the existence of  an aquatic
civilization by the Tenth Millennium BP.50 Sutton’s linguistic conclusions
are much less certain than his prehistorical hypothesis. First, Greenberg’s
concept of  a Nilo-Saharan super-family has not been accepted by all
scholars.51 Second, even if  one accepts this concept, the great diversity
of  this super-family indicates that its disintegration took place well be-
fore 10,000 BP.

The present distribution of  Nilo-Saharan languages overlaps with the
regions occupied by the aquatic civilization. The correspondence, how-
ever, is far from being as clear as Sutton suggested. His best case is that
of  the Songhai in the upper Niger, who speak a Nilo-Saharan language
and still hunt hippopotami with harpoons in the way of  the aquatic civi-
lization.52 Sutton himself  admitted that Lake Chad was fished by Chadic
(Afroasiatic speakers) and further added, in a footnote, that in two aquatic
civilization areas that appear to fit most neatly Nilo-Saharan speech and
speakers arrived at quite a late date.53 His statement also applies to an-
other region in which wavy line pottery and uniserial harpoons have
been found: around Lake Turkana, in northern Kenya.54 There the
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68 BLACK ATHENA

Elmolo people, living on islands in the lake, fish and hunt hippopotami
in the traditional way and speak Turkana, a Nilo-Saharan language.55

These people, however, changed their language from a Cushitic to a
Nilo-Saharan one in living memory.56 In general, eastern Nilo-Saharan
speakers arrived in the region as cattle herders and sorghum growers
during the last three or four millennia.57

It is also generally agreed that East Sudanic River Nubian, spoken
between the fifth and first cataracts of  the Nile, came from the west.
Sutton argues that they were preceded in the region by other Nubian
speakers, possibly including among those Meroitic, the dead language
spoken in the Egyptianized civilization that flourished around its capital
Meroë above the fifth cataract.58 After repeated attempts scholars have
still failed to link Meroitic to Nilo-Saharan.59 Thus, we can be sure that
speakers of  many different languages have lived around the Upper Nile,
including the Afroasiatic-speaking Beja.60

It also seems that only two of  the terms associated with aquatic “hip-
popotamus” and possibly “fish” can be traced to Proto-Nilo-Saharan.61

Others, such as boat, net, fishhook, bone harpoon, bow and pot, have
not so far been found.

The makers of  the Khartoum Neolithic culture appear to have been
direct descendents of  those of  the Khartoum Mesolithic.62 William
Adams, an expert on Nubian history and prehistory, writes, “the
Khartoum Mesolithic has a distinctly African rather than a Near East-
ern flavour.” Therefore, he argues that these Mesolithic people might
well have been ancestors of  the present Nilo-Saharan–speaking Nubians.63

This is not necessarily the case if, as I argue, Proto-Afroasiatic speakers
were also “African.”

The origins of  Afroasiatic and the Saharan

aquatic civilization

If  there are few common Nilo-Saharan roots for elements of  the Sa-
haran aquatic civilization, a number of  terms associated with that civili-
zation occur in Proto-Afroasiatic. The most important of  these is qs

“bone” found in Berber, Chadic, Lowland East Cushitic and even
Omotic.64 The Semitic attestation for qs has been disputed, but the num-
ber of  triliterals semantically related to this base, make the attestation
extremely probable. Qrsl/n “small bones” occurs in Akkadian and
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[CH. 3] AFROASIATIC, EGYPTIAN AND SEMITIC 69

Canaanite and, with an initial k-, in Arabic.65 Qss in Arabic is “to suck
the marrow” from a bone. The uniserial harpoons of  the Sahara were
made of  bone. In this respect, the Egyptian qs “bone” is particularly

interesting because its hieroglyphic determinative å (T19) gives a pre-
cise picture of  a “uniserial barbed harpoon.” The central significance of
this image is demonstrated by the representation of  wŒ “one” by A
(T21) “uniserial harpoon” and sn “two” by a (T22) “double-sided
arrow.”66 Triliterals also reflect the other aspect of  “bone harpoon.” There
is the Egyptian qÅs “strong bow, string a bow, bind.” The Hungarian
lexicographer of  Ancient Egyptian Gabor Takács sees this form as cog-
nate with metathesis to the Semitic qsr “bind, compel.”67

Another triliteral, qws alternating with qys “bow, arrow” is found in
Semitic, Chadic and South Cushitic.68 Y/nqs+ means “fowler” or “to en-
snare” in Ugaritic and Hebrew. A derivative môqes + found in the Book of
Job has caused great difficulties to translators. The description is of  a
struggle with the Behemoth-Crocodile (or hippopotamus) in which môqe\s+îm
(plural) are used to pierce his nose. The commentator Marvin Pope
puzzled, “the verb ‘pierce’ does not suit the action of  a snare or trap.”
He then cites numerous attempts to solve the dilemma.69 This can be
resolved by considering the following description of  traditional hippo-
potamus hunting on the Niger, “ Sometimes over a hundred hunters pelt
the animals with harpoons. The beast becomes entangled in the lines
and vegetation and eventually sinks.”70 Apparently related roots ÷qos
“strike, pierce” and ÷kos “pierce, cut” occur in most Chadic and other
Afroasiatic languages.71

The root ÷ h ≥r “net, trap, capture”

The root ÷h ≥r “to net, trap, capture.” appears widely in Egyptian, Chadic
and Semitic. The Egyptian triliterals are h ≥Åm “to catch fish,” h≥Åd “fish
trap,” h ≥Åq “to plunder, capture,” ̇ Åti “fine linen, cloudiness,” ̇ Åyt “ban-
dage.” In Hausa there are hard “to enmesh” and harg “to fasten, embroil”
or “small harpoon.” Semitic contains ˙rm “to net, to fish,” ˙rz “to string
together,” ˙rg “confined” and ˙rs “entangle.”72
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70 BLACK ATHENA

The root *db “hippopotamus”

The Russian lexicographers of  Afroasiatic, Vladimir Orel and Olga
Stolbova describe the Afroasiatic root ÷dab as “big animal” by basing
this description on the Semitic ÷dabb/dubb “bear.”73 It seems more plau-
sible to begin with the Egyptian db “hippopotamus.” The first reason for
this preference is the Arabic use of  the root ÷dabb “to creep, crawl.”
More importantly, another Afroasiatic root ÷dab “to trample flat” is found
in Semitic and West Chadic.74 Such a term is entirely appropriate for
hippopotami who flatten the land hundreds of  feet around their pools
during their night feedings. The Hausa word for hippopotamus is dorina.

The Afroasiatic root survives in that language, however, in daba “to col-
lect, surround as hunters.” Then there is dabilbila “to trample up ground.”
The base ÷dbl could also explain a root ÷dbn, found in the Egyptian dbn

“go around a place, encircle.” Takács relates dbn to Semitic roots ÷dabl or
÷dibl “round.”75 Orel and Stolbova see a root ÷dabin “enclosure.”76 Thus,
Proto-Afroasiatic appears to have had a common word for the animal
and for its hunting, both of  which were central to the aquatic civilization.

Plant harvesting and cultivation?

The evidence strongly suggests that Proto-Afroasiatic had a common
vocabulary suitable to the aquatic civilization. It is possible to find com-
mon roots indicating Neolithic culture if  we bear in mind Camps’s warn-
ing about the difficulty of  distinguishing between the Saharan
Epipaleolithic and Neolithic.77 There are a number of  common Nilo-
Saharan agricultural terms for “field,” “herd,” “cow” and “goat.” Blench
and Ehret, however, argue separately that their distribution indicates they
originally came from Afroasiatic.78 Indeed, Orel and Stolbova list scores
of  common Afroasiatic terms for domestic animals and plants and their
collection and harvesting; these can be found in their Hamito-Semitic Ety-

mological Dictionary.79 Some of  these may not indicate that the speakers of
Proto-Afroasiatic lived in a Neolithic society since the terms could have
been derived from names given to wild plants. Nevertheless, it is unlikely
that all can be explained away in this manner. Different branches of  the
super-family are still less likely to have adapted words for hoeing and
planting independently from preagricultural concepts. To give a few ex-
amples from Orel and Stolbova: § 2377, *tat- “to sow, plant” in Central
Chadic and South Cushitic; § 1106, *Œog “to dig, cut, hoe” found in
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Egyptian and East Chadic; § 1365 *h°ubV “to hoe, till” Semitic, Egyp-
tian and West Chadic; § 1738/9 *mar “hoe” Semitic, Egyptian, Chadic
and Highland East Cushitic; § 2177, *sak “hoe” West Chadic, Egyptian,
Berber, Semitic; § 566, *c$ud/c$a>ad “harrow” Chadic, Egyptian, Semitic.
Thus, it would seem that Afroasiatic spread with the aquatic civilization
and then, or very soon after with herding and agriculture.

African Afroasiatic

The name “Afroasiatic” comes from the fact that languages of  this fam-
ily are spoken in both Africa and Asia. The “Afro-”comes before the
“-Asiatic” because seven of  its eight subfamilies Chadic, South Cushitic,
Central Cushitic, East Cushitic, Beja, Berber and Ancient Egyptian are,
or were, spoken exclusively in Africa and the seventh, Semitic is spoken
on both continents.80 This ratio is obscured by the facts that by far the
best known member of  this family is the Semitic subfamily of  languages
and that Arabic—a Semitic language from Asia—is today spoken as a
mother tongue or is culturally dominant in over 90 percent of  the terri-
tory where Afroasiatic has traditionally been spoken. There have been a
number of  hypotheses about the Urheimat of  Afroasiatic and, not sur-
prisingly, most of  them place it in Africa, although a more precise loca-
tion is still controversial. Before looking at these debates, it is worth
considering the modern successors to the earlier views that the family
came from Asia. From these theories came the super-family’s first name,
Semito-Hamitic.

Militarev and the theory of  Asiatic origin

(map 3a)

The idea of  an Asiatic origin has, I believe, been a factor in leading a
number of  scholars, notably the Russian scholars A. Yu Militarev and V.
A. Shnirelman, to propose that Afroasiatic originated as the language
corresponding to the Natufian material culture of  the Eleventh Millen-
nium BCE in Syria and Palestine, referred to in the last chapter.81 Militarev’s
proposal can be backed by the example of  southwest Asian crops and
stock in north Africa and by the fact that the Levant is relatively close to
the original homelands of  the other Nostratic language families.

The scheme, however, presents four difficulties. In the first place, as I
have argued above, southwest Asia was not the sole source of  agriculture
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72 BLACK ATHENA

in the general region. Also, the hypothesis cannot explain the deep di-
versity of  Afroasiatic language families in Africa and the great variety of
languages within these families. Blench points out that the Afroasiatic
languages in southwest Asia are “very undiverse” in general an indica-
tion of  late development.82 Third, an Asiatic origin for Afroasiatic leaves
unsolved the location of  Omotic, now spoken in southwest Ethiopia.
Omotic is widely agreed to be the earliest separate branch of  the super-
family.83 Last, such an origin makes it difficult to explain a central fea-
ture, not found in Nostratic and among other African languages, that
Afroasiatic shares with a number of  Khoisan languages: binary sexual
gender.84

Nevertheless, Militarev and Shnirelman have been supported on ge-
netic grounds by Luigi Cavalli-Svorza and his colleagues who explain
the similarities between the populations of  southwest Asia and north
Africa as the result of  a reflux from Asia to Africa.85 Against this, the
physical anthropologist Shomarka Keita argues that the movement was
really in the other direction; that is to say, that Asians and Europeans
genetically resemble eastern and north Africans because they derive from
these parts of  the continent.86 Furthermore, not only have recent works
shown skeletal evidence of  Khoisan presence in Ethiopia but also some
studies demonstrate a close genetic relationship between Khoisan and
Oromo and Amharic-speakers of  Afroasiatic in central Ethiopia. Sug-
gesting to the authors a population continuum across Africa from south
to east.87 As the anthropologist Daniel Mc Call has argued, however, in
the case of  Afroasiatic at least, one should be wary of  linking ancient
genetics to a more recent language.88

African origins

All other major hypotheses on the location of  the origin of  Afroasiatic
put it in Africa. The question of  where on the continent it should be
placed has been affected by what many scholars see as a fundamental
distinction between the northern Afroasiatic languages—Berber, Egyp-
tian and Semitic with many triconsonantal roots—and the southern lan-
guages—South, East and Central Cushitic; Beja; Chadic and Omotic
which have only a few of  these roots.

DIAKONOFF (MAP 3B). For most of  his life, the Russian linguist and histo-
rian I. M. Diakonoff  who, among many other achievements, pioneered
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[CH. 3] AFROASIATIC, EGYPTIAN AND SEMITIC 73

Afroasiatic studies, placed the Urheimat in the Sahara.89 Diakonoff  pro-
posed that no later than the Sixth Millennium BCE Afroasiatic split into
northern and southern branches.90 The northern branch remained in
the desert and developed triconsonantalism, while the southern branch
moved south of  the Sahara and retained the original biconsonantal sys-
tem. The southern branch divided into the western Chadic and the east-
ern Cushitic branches. Within the northern branch this scheme requires
Egyptian to have split off  from Berber and Semitic. When the latter two
separated, Semitic passed through the Nile Delta to reach southwest
Asia.91

The idea of  an origin in the Holocene Sahara is attractive because of
the Proto-Afroasiatic terms associated with the aquatic civilization and
mentioned above. Nevertheless, apart from the same difficulties affect-
ing the Levantine hypothesis, three further problems affect Diakonoff ’s
scheme: First, how does one explain the special lexical affinities between
Egyptian and Chadic? Second, the Chadic languages become more uni-
form as one moves from east to west.92 This indicates a spread in this
direction, not from north to south. Third, apparently for many millen-
nia Nilo-Saharan speakers occupied much of  the desert that was unaf-
fected by the Holocene climatic improvement. Some of  them still live
there.

OREL AND STOLBOVA (MAP 3C). The lexicographers of  Afroasiatic,
Vladimir Orel and Olga Stolbova, put forward a different scheme. They
see the basic division as between two groups: First is between “Cushmotic”
and others. Cushmotic includes all the Cushitic families and Omotic.
Orel and Stolbova see this grouping not as genetic but as an ancient
areal Sprachbund. The second division is between Chadic and Egyptian,
on the one hand, and Berber and Semitic, on the other. Thus, for them
the distinction between bi- and triconsonantalism is insignificant.93

EHRET (MAP 3D). The historian and linguist Christopher Ehret sees the
original home of  Afroasiatic speakers as along the Red Sea coast from
Eritrea to southeastern Egypt.94 He envisions the first branching as that
of  Omotic from the rest, which he calls Erythraic. He then sees a north-
south division. He does not, however, strictly associate this with tri- as
opposed to biconsonantalism, because he sees the Chadic speakers who
largely used biconsonantal roots as having moved south across the Sa-
hara from the Maghreb.95 The academic reason for this hypothesis is
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74 BLACK ATHENA

what he sees as the frequency of  lexical parallels between Chadic and
Ancient Egyptian and Berber. (I shall take up the first issue below.) Against
Ehret’s hypothesis is the point, made above, that the apparent move-
ment of  Chadic speakers was from east to west rather than from north to
south. Furthermore, although languages of  two Afroasiatic families, Beja
and Semitic, have been spoken for a long time in the region Ehret pro-
poses as the Urheimat, it is not the region with the greatest diversity of
Afroasiatic families or languages.

BLENCH (MAP 3E). Another view is that of  the agriculturalist and lin-
guist Roger Blench. While he, too, believes in the importance of  the
distinction between northern and southern Afroasiatic, in addition, he
suggests a different scenario. He proposes that the Urheimat is in the Omo
Valley in southwest Ethiopia. People who remained in the valley became
the Omotic speakers. After that division, Blench sees a further divide
between North and South Afroasiatic. He believes that North Afroasiatic
traveled down the Nile, then branched east to form Semitic and west to
form Berber. He associates the Semitic speakers with the Natufian mate-
rial culture in Syro-Palestine and the Berbers with the preagricultural
Capsians, whose material culture appears to have derived from Natufian.96

He then faces the problem of  why Berber has such relatively little varia-
tion if  it is so ancient (± 7000 BP) and has been spoken over so wide an
area. His answer is that with “a constant pattern of  migration” Berber
may have reached an “equilibrium state,” a term the linguist Robert
Dixon uses to describe the relative uniformity of  most Australian
languages.97

According to Blench, Egyptian speakers remained on the Nile and in
the eastern Sahara where the language was heavily influenced by Chadic
speakers. These Chadic speakers themselves had moved due west from
the original Urheimat at a later date, around 4000 BP.98 Speakers of  the
other South Afroasiatic languages moved east dividing into the Beja and
the East, Central and South branches of  Cushitic.99 This hypothesis avoids
the substantial population and cultural movements required by the ideas
of  Militarev and Diakonoff  and provides a more plausible explanation
of  the distribution of  Chadic languages than Ehret offers. Blench also
tries to avoid the genetic explanation of  Chadic-Egyptian and Chadic-
Berber relations and argues that the many lexical parallels are the result
of  later loans. Connections with Egyptian, however, are difficult to make
if  Chadic speakers only reached the southern Sahara in the Second
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[CH. 3] AFROASIATIC, EGYPTIAN AND SEMITIC 75

Millennium BCE. His proposed Urheimat is also rather too far north for
what he would call the Hadzic (and I, the Khoisan) influences on Proto-
Afroasiatic, in which we both believe.

BENDER (MAP 3F). The leading specialist in Ethiopian languages, Lionel
Bender proposes the confluence of  the White and Blue Niles as the source
of  Afroasiatic. Beginning about 10,000 BP, he sees a series of  “explo-
sions.” The first sent Chadic far to the west and Omotic to the southeast.
Soon after, Egyptian moved down the Nile, leaving Berber, Semitic and
Cushitic behind.100 He is skeptical of  the common belief  in a special
relationship between Egyptian and Chadic. He attributes this belief  to a
greater scholarly knowledge of  Chadic than of  the Cushitic “branches.”101

The second “explosion” sent Berber to the northwest while Semitic
and Cushitic moved into what is now Ethiopia. A final split was between
Cushitic and Semitic; the latter moved across the Bab el Mandeb straits
at the southern end of  the Red Sea. Then through Arabia to its later
range. Bender insists that the key grammatical isomorphs within
Afroasiatic link Egyptian, Semitic, Berber and Cushitic. Where Diakonoff
dismissed the sporadic occurrence of  triliterals in Cushitic as unimpor-
tant, Bender sees them as significant. Similarly, he emphasizes the fact
that both prefix and suffix conjugations, standard in Semitic and Berber,
also appear from time to time in Cushitic.102

Bender generously acknowledges the influence on this scheme of  an
unpublished paper, I presented in 1980.103 Nevertheless, we have some
significant differences. In the first place, where he proposes an Urheimat

at the confluence of  the two Niles, I argued that Afroasiatic originated
around the Rift Valley in southern Ethiopia and northern Kenya.

Bender and I both accept the conventional view that the separation
of  the rest of  the super-family from Omotic—a family that Bender was
the first scholar to define—was the earliest division. Omotic has very
low percentages of  basic vocabulary cognates with other Afroasiatic lan-
guages.104 Equally important, Omotic lies outside a significant number
of  Bender’s morphological isoglosses.105 On the other hand, Omotic
shares enough Afroasiatic features—/s/ causative, /t/ intransitive and
the noun plural in /n/—for there to be little doubt of  its membership in
the family.106

Several scholars have gone further to suggest that the concept of  a
“Cushitic” language family is not useful.107 While all members are linked
by morphological similarities, these are not exclusively “Cushitic” but
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76 BLACK ATHENA

are shared by other members of  Afroasiatic. Bender avoids this problem
by constructing a “Macro-Cushitic.” In his construction of  Afroasiatic
as a whole, he now sees an initial three-way split: Chadic-Central-Omotic.
Later, Central branched into Egyptian and Macro-Cushitic and, last,
Macro-Cushitic into Berber-Semitic-Cushitic.108

BERNAL 1980 (MAP 3G). I do not believe that the split between Chadic
and the rest was as fundamental as Bender supposes. In 1980, I saw the
non-Omotic “branches” of  Afroasiatic as having “exploded” relatively
quickly, within a thousand years. The possible reasons why an “explo-
sion” can be the best model for a linguistic family, come under three
headings. First, a large state that had previously established overall lin-
guistic unity could collapse with the resulting breakdown of  communi-
cation among its segments. The best historical examples of  such breakups
are the western Roman Empire, the Muslim Caliphate and Tang China.
In all three cases, however, strong centripetal forces survived; a unified
subpolitical religion in the first two and later political, though not lin-
guistic, reunifications in China. The existence and disintegration of  a
political state in Africa around 11,000 BP, however, is, to say the least,
extremely unlikely.

The second reason for an apparent linguistic “explosion” might be
the migration of  speakers of  a language away from each other with a
resulting loss of  contact. This migration would have to occur in so short
a period that no linguistic innovations would take place between the
splits. Such a change could have happened in the case of  Afroasiatic but
it is less likely than the third possibility.

In the third model, changes may have taken place between bifurca-
tions but these would not be significant enough to be evident because of
later contacts between branches or other “noise” that increases with time.
Thus, the more distant the period in which a series of  separations took
place the less easy it is to distinguish relative differences between them.
To give a concrete example, the rapid expansion of  Bantu was “by Afri-
can standards a very rapid one.”109 Nevertheless, through lexico-statistics
it is possible to pick up fine differences between bifurcations that hap-
pened within a century or two of  each other.110 Those we are consider-
ing, however, took place over the last three millennia. If  we were to look
at the Bantu family over eight thousand years, it would almost certainly
be impossible to detect the order in which splits occurred, let alone have
any idea of  the time that had elapsed between them. We seem to be in
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this position in the investigation of  Afroasiatic. The accumulated “noise”
of  ten thousand years deafens us to the fine distinctions. Thus, to say
that the Afroasiatic super-family is the result of  an “explosion,” not a
“tree,” is not to claim that it developed as fast as, say, Bantu. Neverthe-
less, this statement does suggest that, with the exception of  the split with
Omotic, the whole process took less than a millennium.111

In 1980, I believed that such a scheme would explain the fact that the
structural isoglosses connecting Afroasiatic families as set out by Diakonoff
and Bender are remarkably uniform.112 Very much the same picture
emerges from Bender’s tables of  lexical similarities based on his modi-
fied version of  Swadesh’s 100-word list. While it is true that Berber,
Egyptian and Semitic share a high percentage of  cognates, so too does
Proto-Chadic; only “Cushitic” and Omotic score significantly lower.113

Even excluding Omotic, there appears to be no common “Cushitic,”
as opposed to Afroasiatic, vocabulary. The Central Cushitic language of
Awngi and the “Northern Cushitic” Beja have a cognate percentage of
7 percent and Beja and the South Cushitic language of  Iraqw (spoken in
northern Tanzania) have 10 percent. These figures are of  the same or-
der as the 7 percent Bender gives between Proto-Bantu and PIE and the
8 percent between PIE and Akkadian. As a linguistic family “Cushitic”
even fails Bender’s minimum requirement that any member of  the fam-
ily should not have a higher percentage of  cognates with an outside lan-
guage than the average percentage within the group.114 Phonologically,
nothing distinguishes “Cushitic” languages from any other Afroasiatic
language family.

It still seems to me, pace Bender, that the most plausible way in which
to interpret this information is to follow Diakonoff, Ehret and Orel and
Stolbova in associating Semitic, Berber, Egyptian and Chadic.115

BERNAL 2003 (MAP 3H). Since 1980, I have changed my views. I still
maintain that the Urheimat of  Afroasiatic was in southern Ethiopia or
northern Kenya. The linguistic reasons for this preference are the prin-
ciples of  diversity and least movement. The Ethiopian Rift Valley is close
to the present location of  Omotic speakers. It is also the region with the
greatest number not only of  Afroasiatic language families but of  lan-
guages within those families.116 The linguistic and the archaeological in-
dications differ, however. The zone of  maximum diversity within
Afroasiatic is in the southern Ethiopian highlands. Against this zone is
the absence of  material evidence from this period around the Ethiopian
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78 BLACK ATHENA

Rift lakes, which were dry during the Ice Age. Three or four hundred
kilometers farther south, however, on the shores of  Lake Turkana, har-
poons developed very early.117 This line of  thinking moves the Urheimat

some distance away from the center of  Afroasiatic diversity but it does
put the location inside regions where Khoisan was spoken.

Relations between Central Khoisan and

Afroasiatic

The idea of  an Urheimat of  Afroasiatic in the Rift Valley is reinforced by
the strong possibility of  links with Khoisan.

While most Khoisan speakers are now in southern Africa, two lan-
guages, Hadza and Sandawe, are still spoken by hunter-gatherers in
Tanzania.118 Although it has very few lexical parallels with the Khoisan
languages spoken farther south, Sandawe would seem to be distantly
related not only because it shares the rare feature of  clicks but also be-
cause it has similar constraints on what can be used as a second conso-
nant.119 The position of  Hadza, which has clicks but lacks these
constraints, is less secure. Roger Blench classifies it as an isolate “with
reasonable certainty.”120 On the other hand, Christopher Ehret sees it as
an outer member of  the Khoisan family.121 According to Bonnie Sands,
Hadza and Sandawe share “large numbers of  [lexical] similarities,” but
she went on to argue that these could as easily come from later contact as
from a genetic relationship.122

Some factors indicate a possible connection between Khoisan lan-
guages and early Afroasiatic. First, at a phonological level, as the linguist
Amanda Miller-Ockhuizen argues, Khoisan gutteral clicks could be con-
sidered as clearer articulations of  gutterals—laryngeal and pharyngeal.
Such gutterals and the constraints against their coincidence in a root re-
semble those found in some Afroasiatic and, particularly, Semitic languages.123

There appear to be particular parallels between Ethiopic Afroasiatic
and Central Khoisan languages: KhoeKhoe or Nama, Nharo,
||Ganakhoe, Shuakhoe and Tshwa are all spoken in a band from
Namibia to Zimbabwe. Morphologically, if  one accepts Greenberg’s se-
quence that deictics become articles and on to gender markers, the Nama
masculine singular marker -p becomes interesting.124 It would fit with
the -b as a masculine suffix in Dime and the third-person base -b- in the
Ometic languages Gonga, Janjero and Ometo and also -b- as a mascu-
line single marker in Beja.125 Then there is the deictic masculine singular
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p- in Egyptian. Too much, however, should not be made from this single
example as none of  the other suffixes match.

Syntactically it is worth noting that the pattern subject-object-verb
(SOV), found in the Central Khoisan languages and Sandawe though
not in Hadza, is shared by nearly all Ethiopian Afroasiatic languages
both Semitic and Cushitic.

While none of  these parallels is strong in its own right, their conjunc-
tion makes them rather more substantial. They are in fact reinforced by
the possibility that the Afroasiatic gender system was borrowed from
Khoisan. Whatever their relationship with the Khoisan of  southern Af-
rica, both Sandawe and Hadza share with Central Khoisan the features
of  number and binary sex-linked gender.126 The North and South
Khoisan languages do not possess sex gender. Normally, one expects the
periphery to retain archaic features. Thus, the existence of  binary sex-
gender in Hadza and Sandawe and in Kwadi, an isolated Khoisan lan-
guage once spoken in Angola, makes it unlikely that the form is an
innovation in Central Khoisan. It is also striking that while Takács lists
four loans into Egyptian from Central Khoisan he finds none from the
northern or southern branches.127 Other linguistic features also suggest
that Central Khoisan rather than North and South Khoisan had con-
nections with Proto-Afroasiatic. First, Central has a richer morphology
than the “non-Khoe” languages.128 Linguists have long recognized that,
while inflected languages frequently “break down” to become isolating,
isolating languages can often turn particles into morphological features.
Nevertheless, even though this breakdown cannot be used to claim that
Khoe is more archaic than the northern or southern branches, it does
show that the language resembles Afroasiatic.129

Equally, while Hadza and Sandawe could have borrowed gender from
Afroasiatic, such a loan would have been virtually impossible for Central
Khoisan, which now has no neighbor with sex-gendered language for
two thousand miles. The fact that neither South nor North Khoisan
possesses this feature is best explained by their having lost it through
long contact with Bantu speakers whose language has a multiple gender
or class system.130

In Africa, sex-linked gender only occurs in some Khoisan languages
and Afroasiatic.131 In Indo-European it appears as a secondary feature;
this fact will be discussed in the next chapter. As Greenberg pointed out,
apart from Indo-European, “other branches of  Euroasiatic do not have
grammatical gender.”132
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80 BLACK ATHENA

A number of  writers are skeptical about any attempt to establish ge-
netic relations between Khoisan and Afroasiatic or Indo-European lan-
guages on this basis.133 Derek Elderkin, a specialist in South Cushitic
languages, argued that genetic relationship is not the only form of  con-
nection and suggested what he called an “areal,” neither genetic nor
contact, basis for relations between the South Cushitic and Khoisan lan-
guages.134 As we are considering people, I cannot see how “areal” can
avoid the idea of  contact. Indeed the genetic relationship between
Khoisan and Ethiopic Afroasiatic speakers, mentioned above, raises the
possibility that Proto-Afroasiatic was originally a Nostratic overlay on a
Khoisan-speaking population.135 An apparent example of  this possibil-
ity on a small scale is Dahalo spoken by a subordinate caste on the Kenya
coast; this language is South Cushitic with clicks.136 Copying of  sex-linked
binary gender from Khoisan into Proto-Afroasiatic would explain why
Afroasiatic would be the only Nostratic language family to possess gen-
der as a fundamental feature.137 Given the vast lexical divergence within
Khoisan, it is extremely difficult to trace any lexical borrowings from
these languages into Proto-Afroasiatic. Nevertheless, as mentioned above,
Takács has proposed four plausible cognates between Khoisan and Egyp-
tian.138 Less surprisingly, Ehret sees other important ones in South
Cushitic.139

To sum up this section, three explanations could cover the existence
of  binary grammatical sex-gender in both Central Khoisan and
Afroasiatic: First, the existence of  sex-linked gender in both languages is
merely a coincidence; second, Proto-Afroasiatic borrowed the construc-
tion from Khoisan and third, Afroasiatic is the result of  the imposition
of  a Nostratic language on a Khoisan-speaking population.

The arguments in favor of  the first explanation are that sex-linked
gender, although rare, is not a unique feature among world languages.
Furthermore, the Khoe system is unlike Afroasiatic in possessing an in-
definite form that can sometimes function as a neuter. Finally, the only
possible phonetic parallel among the gender markers is the -p mentioned
above. Against these possibilities are the arguments in favor of  explana-
tions two and three.

In favor of  borrowing is the, admittedly circular, argument of  geo-
graphical proximity with sex-gendered Khoisan languages, if  one ac-
cepts an Ethiopian or Kenyan Urheimat for Afroasiatic. The linguistic
and cultural mixing in southern Ethiopia, Kenya and Tanzania has al-
ready been mentioned. There is also the fact that binary sex-gender sys-
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[CH. 3] AFROASIATIC, EGYPTIAN AND SEMITIC 81

tems are not merely rare in the world but unique in Africa. Against these
are the arguments in favor of  the first explanation and those for the
third.

The following case can be made for the third explanation: it is un-
doubtedly possible that anything can be borrowed from one language to
another, indeed in Chapter 4 I shall argue that Indo-European borrowed
the feminine gender from Afroasiatic. On the other hand, the more su-
perficial aspects of  a language, i.e. words, are more likely to be borrowed
than the fundamental ones like phonetics and basic structural features.
The latter would certainly include gender. Therefore, while there is no
trace of  the characteristic Khoisan clicks in Afroasiatic (as there are in
Dahalo and the South Bantu languages Xhosa and Zulu), the similarity
of  gender systems can be explained as the result of  a Khoisan substrate
to Proto-Afroasiatic. Finally, although it is always risky to confuse ge-
netic with linguistic arguments, Semino and her colleagues have found a
close genetic similarity between Khoisan and Ethiopian Afroasiatic
speakers.140

All in all, I find the arguments for the third explanation the most
persuasive.

The disintegration of  Afroasiatic

Given the difficulties in establishing distinct bifurcations in the family,
apart from that involving Omotic, and given the great time span, it still
seems useful to envisage an “explosion.” For instance, I find it a waste of
time to classify “Cushitic” or Chadic as “in” or “out” of Central
Afroasiatic. I now accept, however, that one cannot overlook the signifi-
cance of  triliteralism and agree that development in this direction in-
creased in the northern range of  Afroasiatic.

Before coming to this discussion, I should like to consider the spread
of  some of  the other branches of  Afroasiatic. South Cushitic moved
south into what is now Tanzania. Some East Cushitic speakers stayed in
southern Ethiopia and others moved east to Somalia. Both South and
East Cushitic languages probably replaced Khoisan. This substitution
can be seen most clearly in Dahalo. The Central Cushitic speakers moved
north to central Ethiopia and the Beja or North Cushitic speakers went
still further to their present territory in the north of  Eritrea and along
the Sudanese and southern Egyptian coasts of  the Red Sea.141

As mentioned above, Chadic speakers spread west as far as northern
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82 BLACK ATHENA

Nigeria, although the initial territory through which they passed was
inhabited by Nilo-Saharan speakers. Unlike Blench, however, I believe
that the contacts with Ancient Egyptian indicate that the movement
reached the southern Sahara considerably before his suggested date of
4000 BP.142 As many of  these cognate forms appear in Egyptian texts of
the Old Kingdom, the only way in which their presence can be explained
is to see them as loans from Egyptian into Chadic or vice versa. This
possibility, however, is unlikely not only because desiccation of  the Sa-
hara had by this point made contact between Egyptian and Chadic speak-
ers more difficult, but also because their forms indicate either very early
phonetic exchanges or genetic relationships.143

Origins of Semitic

In 1980 I maintained that Semitic had emerged in the region where
South Ethiopic Semitic is spoken today. I am less certain of  that today. I
now think it more likely that Semitic originated either in the Ethiopian
province of  Tigre or the present Eritrea or in Yemen and the Hadramawt,
where many different Semitic languages have been spoken in the past
and, in the east of  the region, still are today.144 Thus, I now find myself
more conventional and tend to agree with Edward Ullendorff, the Semitist
and specialist in Ethiopian languages who wrote thirty years ago:
“Whether the original home of the ancestor of these [Semitic] languages
is to be sought in the Arabian peninsula or the Horn of  Africa is within
the realm of  speculation and cannot be securely established.”145

I argue that in this region at the southern end of  the Red Sea, Semitic
increased the number of  triconsonental roots from the relatively small
number that existed in other branches of  Afroasiatic. Most languages in
the world have only mono- or biconsonantals. These can be enlarged by
tones, or reduplication, as indeed they appear to have been in Proto-
Afroasiatic.146 Another possibility is the addition of  affixes: before (pre-
fixes), after (suffixes) or inside (infixes).147 This addition seems to be the
origin of  triconsonentalism, which is generally restricted among world
languages to North Afroasiatic and Indo-European.

I believe that Semitic spread both south and north, south to its present
range in Ethiopia. The great diversity of  South Ethiopic Semitic lan-
guages indicates that this process must have begun long before the con-
ventional date of  the First Millennium BCE. Semitic also expanded north
through what is now the Arabian desert, but which in the Tenth or Ninth
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Millennia BCE was savanna. Semitic speakers then went on into the Le-
vant where their material culture appears to have merged with the new
southwest Asian agricultural societies into the pre-pottery Neolithic
Natufian, which flourished between 9500–7500 BCE.148 From there herd-
ers of  sheep and cattle moved to the Nile Delta and on to the Mediterra-
nean zone of  northwest Africa, the Maghreb.149 In this last stage Semitic
appears to have been associated with the origins of  the Berber branch of
Afroasiatic, moving into the northern range of  the aquatic civilization.
Roger Blench’s attempt to explain why such an ancient branch should
have diverged so relatively little, through Robert Dixon’s concept of  equi-
librium state, has been mentioned above.

Chadic and Egyptian

While Chadic speakers moved west, the ancestors of  Egyptian speakers
moved northwest into the savanna of  the southern Sahara and became
a major part of  the aquatic civilization. On linguistic grounds, Takács
proposes that “the proto-Egyptian tribes had a long co-existence with
the ancestors of  Chadic as well as of  [sic] Nilo-Saharan somewhere in
the Saharan macro-area.” Takács then sees the Proto-Egyptians as mov-
ing east into the Nile Valley.150

This description fits well with Camps’s archaeological conclusion that
the descendents of  the aquatic civilization moved into the Nile Valley
with the increasing desiccation, exacerbated by overgrazing, of  the Sa-
hara in the Sixth Millennium BCE. The people were the cattle-herding
Neolithic of  the “Bovidians” with Ténéréan flint culture. They appear
to have been the predecessors of  the Badarian culture of  predynastic
Egypt. In any event it is clear that they represent a sharp break from the
late Epipaleopithic cultures of  the valley.151 Physical remains from the
Badarian and early Naqadan cultures indicate that the population of
Upper Egypt was at this time “broadly negroid,” which fits with portrai-
ture from the “Bovidian” period of  Saharan rock paintings.152 It is also
obvious that the Badarian were the first in a series of  predynastic cul-
tures leading to the formation of  pharaonic Upper Egyptian and Nubian
states.153

No doubt these societies were wealthy and materially sophisticated.
The intellectual sophistication of  their Saharan predecessors is demon-
strated by the clear astronomical purpose of  stone circles and alignments
at Nabta Playa; these have been dated to between 7300 and 6800 BP
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84 BLACK ATHENA

(5300–4800 BCE).154 With this background, we can now theorize that
the Egyptian Sothic calendar was established in 4233 BCE, during the
Badarian period, 5500–3800 BCE. This was long before the unification
of  Egypt around 3400 BCE. This calendar was an attempt to reconcile
an approximate solar calendar of  365 days with the rising of  the star
Sirius, which provided a good indication of  the beginning of  the Nile
flood. Instead of  altering individual dates every four years to accommo-
date the extra almost six hours to the 365 days, the Egyptians let the two
systems run independently and become increasingly out of  synchrony.
They would merge every 1,460 years. Fortunately, the Roman author
Censorinus reported that the two systems came together in 139 CE. Us-
ing his information, one can work back to find the previous years of
synchrony:1317, 2773 and 4233 BCE.

This chronology has caused Egyptologists much grief, since it has been
assumed that the calendar began on or near the first political unifica-
tion. During the first half  of  the twentieth century minimalist scholars
tried to lower the date of  unification to fit 2773. Most Egyptologists,
however, found it impossible to accommodate such a date to the remains
and the reign dates of  various pharaohs.155 The only alternative was to
suggest that the calendar was established in 2773, many centuries after
unification. Such a solution was made impossible, however, by the dis-
covery of  an ivory tablet dated to the reign of  the First Dynasty Pharaoh
Djer. The tablet appears to present Sirius in its later guise as the goddess
Sothis, who is depicted as a seated cow bearing between her horns a
young plant symbolizing the year. This sign indicates that already by the
early First Dynasty Egyptians were using the Sothic calendar.156

The one solution that has not been seriously considered is that the
calendar could have been initiated in 4233 BCE. The failure provides a
classic example of  asking what people in a certain period could have known

rather than what they did know. This principle has proved misleading
from Meso-America to Megalithic northern Europe. As the Egyptologist
Nicholas Grimal puts it, “the archaeological remains suggest that the
civilization would not have been sufficiently developed at this period.”157

The remains at Nabta Playa point strongly to the origin of  the Sothic
calendar in the Badarian period.

Archaeological evidence indicates that the Nile Delta or Lower Egypt
in the Sixth and Fifth Millennia BCE had a very different and apparently
less hierarchical society.158 Its population appears to have been coastal
northern African resembling that of  the Maghreb. In late Naqada the
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[CH. 3] AFROASIATIC, EGYPTIAN AND SEMITIC 85

two populations appear to have mixed. This mixing intensified—probably
intentionally—after the Upper Egyptian conquest of  the Delta around
3400 BCE.159

Such a pattern would fit the linguistic hypothesis that the predynastic
inhabitants of  the Delta spoke a triconsonantal language intermediate
between Semitic and Berber, while those of  Upper Egypt appear to have
spoken a largely biconsonantal, and possibly tonal, language, one close
to Chadic.160 Thus, the Ancient Egyptian language seems to have origi-
nated as a creole containing features of  both these branches of  Afroasiatic.
This possibility does not deny the likelihood of  other influences from
Beja and Nilo-Saharan and Niger-Congo languages from the south. Nev-
ertheless, the main components were the languages of  Upper and Lower
Egypt. It would seem likely that the linguistic merger began during the
period now called Naqada II, in the early Fourth Millennium, before the
political unification around 3400 BCE.161 Presumably the language de-
veloped in Abydos, the capital during this period and the two dynasties.
We know from burials that many people with Lower Egyptian physical
characteristics were in this region during the First Dynasty.162

The tension between the two regions persisted throughout Ancient
Egyptian history. Egypt was tÅwy (Mis≥rayim in Canaanite) “the two lands.”
The division was symbolized by the double crown of  north and south
and by ubiquitous representations of  the two regions as tied together. As
late as the Fifth Dynasty, pharaohs still considered themselves to be
southerners ruling the north.163

The hypothesis that the Egyptian language was a merger of  Chadic-
Egyptian with Semito-Berber has many advantages. It would explain
why Semitic and Berber appear closer to each other than to Egyptian,
although intense later contacts between the two make it difficult to de-
termine the extent of  the original relationship. Linguistic mixture would
also explain why Egyptian, the most ancient attested Afroasiatic lan-
guage, should have lost so many of  the phonological and morphological
features of  Proto-Afroasiatic, making it less archaic than, for instance,
Arabic. As is true with English, the loss of  morphology made Egyptian
far more reliant on syntax to convey subtleties.

In a fascinating article entitled “Were There Egyptian Koines?” Jo-
seph Greenberg linked the changes in Egyptian from the language of
the Pyramid Texts to Old, Middle and Late Egyptian and that of  Demotic-
Coptic to the geographical regions of  Upper and Lower Egypt. He ar-
gued that the linguistic changes mark movement of  the dominant regional
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86 BLACK ATHENA

dialect. He further saw the hieroglyphs, b /b/,d /d/ and w
“ˆdn” as representing the Semitic words yd “hand” b> “to come, go,
enter,” >udn “ear” rather than Egyptian words.164 Takács vehemently

denies the derivation of  b from b> “to enter.” He demonstrated that
/b/ meaning “foot” is found in many Cushitic and Chadic languages.165

Similarly, >udn “ear” is found in East Chadic as well as in Semitic.166

Nevertheless, Greenberg’s argument is plausible for /d/ and “idn,” al-
though it misses the point that the vast majority of  hieroglyphs do repre-
sent Egyptian words.

Greenberg goes on to claim on this basis that “a Predynastic form of
Egyptian spoken in or near the Delta was replaced in the Proto-Dynastic
[first two Dynasties] period by a koine based on the speech of  Upper
Egypt.” It in turn was replaced by northern-based Old Egyptian.167 No
evidence exists of  any language more archaic than that of  the Pyramid

Texts, the newly discovered dockets from the First Dynasty provide no
exception to this statement.168 Thus, I cannot accept Greenberg’s first
claim as I see no reason to doubt that before the unification of  Egypt the
dominant speech of  the Nile Valley was based on that of  the leading
power, Upper Egypt. Nevertheless, /d/ and “ˆdn” may represent last
traces of  the merger between Semitic-Berber with Chadic-Egyptian to
form the Ancient Egyptian language. The existence of  a Semito-Berber
component in Egyptian provides the grounds for the minority claim that
it was a Semitic language.169

West Semitic

After the first unification in the Fourth Millennium BCE, Egypt, held to-
gether geographically and politically by the Nile, had only one language.
By contrast, Semitic, spoken from Ethiopia to Syria and Palestine, broke
up into many languages and dialects. The earliest attested of  these are
Akkadian, written in Mesopotamia, and Eblaite in Syria. Texts in these
date back to the first half  of  the Third Millennium BCE. Both of  these
languages show evidence of  interaction with non-Semitic languages.
Sumerian heavily influenced Akkadian, as peoples speaking one or both
of  the two languages lived in close contact for more than two millennia.170

Sumerian is a language whose affinities are heatedly debated. Some
regard it as an isolate, others as an Austroasiatic language related to the
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Munda languages still spoken in India and Mon and Khmer in south-
east Asia. Others see it as Nadene and still others as a sister language to
Nostratic.171 Eblaite, too, was influenced by Sumerian and also by
Hurrian, a Nadene language once spoken over northern southwest Asia
and related to Chechen and Inguish, which are spoken in the northeast
Caucasus today.

Some scholars see Akkadian and Eblaite as making up an “East
Semitic” family. Eblaite, however, is not a dialect of  Akkadian. With
equal plausibility others put it with Northwest Semitic.172 This is only
one example of  the many difficulties in classifying Semitic languages.
The level of  interaction between and among these languages makes con-
ventional classification more or less arbitrary. The Ethiopian Semitic lan-
guages are divided into northern and southern clusters, more or less
archaic and more or less influenced by neighboring Cushitic languages.173

The ancient and modern South Arabian languages form another group.
Some scholars classify Arabic with the South Arabian but others prefer
to group it with the Northwest Semitic languages.174

The Northwest Semitic group generally is described as containing
Aramaic, Ugaritic and Canaanite. The Aramaic languages were origi-
nally spoken in inland Syria but in the First Millennium BCE they spread
as the unofficial language of  administration and trade of  the Assyrian,
Babylonian and Persian empires. Standard Aramaic remained impor-
tant in southwest Asia under Hellenistic and Roman rule. Hurrian and
its successor Urartian clearly influenced these languages.

Ugaritic was the language of  the north Syrian port Ugarit, which was
destroyed at the end of  the Bronze Age. Many texts in Akkadian were
found on the site of  the port but many others were discovered in the
local Ugaritic language that was written with a cuneiform alphabet.
Ugaritic is generally considered to be an aberrant Canaanite language,
even though it did not share some of  the latter’s innovations, notably the
so-called “Canaanite shift” of  a \>o \.175 The Canaanite languages—or
rather dialects since they appear to have been mutually intelligible—are
generally listed as: Hebrew, Phoenician, Moabite, Ammonite and the
language spoken by the writers of  the El Amarna texts, ostensibly writ-
ten in “Akkadian.” Much of  what distinguishes the Canaanite dialects
from other Semitic languages seems to derive from Egyptian: For ex-
ample, the complicated effects of  tense and aspect and the so-called “waw-
conversive” which appears to have been derived from similar uses of  the
Egyptian particle iw.176
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88 BLACK ATHENA

There were also many lexical loans from Egyptian into Canaanite,
although very little work has been carried out on this topic. Most of
those that are acknowledged concern plants, textiles and other luxuries.
Others are of  greater social and political importance: the Hebrew h ≥åtam

< h°åtam from Egyptian h °tm “to seal, complete.”177 Many scholars have
derived the Hebrew ebiôn “poor” from the Egyptian Demotic abyn, Coptic
ebie \n “wretched.”178 Mas “corvey” would seem to come from the Egyp-
tian msˆ “troop or people.”179 The Ugaritic >adt and the Phoenician
>dt “lady” would seem to come from the Late Egyptian idyt “young
woman” and the Ugaritic >adn, Phoenician >dn, Hebrew >ådo{n “lord”
from the Egyptian ˆdnw “deputy, official.” This terminology reflects the
difference of  power between the two regions.180

Many West Semitic words can be found in Egyptian, particularly dur-
ing the New Kingdom. Tracing these words is made easier since they are
written in a syllabic type of  hieroglyphs specifically used to represent
words and names in foreign languages. These have been treated far more
fully by scholars than have Egyptian words found in West Semitic. James
Hoch has produced a dictionary of  Semitic Words in Egyptian Texts with
595 entries. He points out, however, that some of  these words were origi-
nally Egyptian and were then taken back from Canaanite.181 It is also
likely that Semitic words were incorporated into Egyptian at earlier stages
but parallel forms with this origin cannot be easily distinguished from (1)
genetically related forms and (2) Egyptian loans into Canaanite.

All in all, although Egyptian and Canaanite belong to different
branches of  Afroasiatic, they have a special relationship both through
the initial merger in the Fourth Millennium BCE of  Upper Egyptian
Chadic-Egyptian with Semito-Berber Lower Egyptian and through,
sometimes intense, later contacts.

CONCLUSION

The great majority of  the scholars who have considered the issue agree
that Afroasiatic originated somewhere in northeastern Africa. They also
agree that it is part of  Nostratic and related to Euroasiatic either as a
“daughter” or a “sister.” The best way to explain this ambiguity is to see
Afroasiatic as the southernmost branch of  Nostratic spoken in the Up-
per Nile or further south, after the relative depopulation of  the Middle
and Lower Nile Valley near the end of  the last Ice Age, eleven or twelve
thousand years ago. I argue that the common possession of  a sex-linked
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gender system in the Khoisan or Khoisanoid languages, Sandawe and
Hadza, and Afroasiatic indicates early contacts between them. This ar-
gument and the fact that the area of  greatest diversity of  Afroasiatic
families is closer to the Rift Valley than to the confluence of  the White
and Blue Niles, or the southern shores of  the Red Sea strongly suggests
that it was the Urheimat of  Afroasiatic.

From this center, branches of  Afroasiatic spread out to take advan-
tage of  the new resources provided by the warmer and wetter weather
of  the Holocene that followed the Ice Ages. The primary division of
Omotic split into its present region on the Omo River in southwestern
Ethiopia. The South Cushitic branch of  Afroasiatic spread into Tanza-
nia, the East Cushitic branch to the present Somalia the Central Cushitic
to northern Ethiopia. The Beja moved still further north to the Sudanese
coast and the Chadic-Egyptian northwest, across the Upper Nile to the
southern Sahara. Semitic appears to have been formed in northern Ethio-
pia or southern Arabia and from there to have moved across the Ara-
bian savanna to the edges of  Mesopotamia and then on to Syria and
Palestine. Speakers of  this branch migrated into the Nile Delta and on
to form Berber farther west.

In the Sahara agriculture initially played a lesser role than aquatic
hunting and gathering did, but the balance shifted. By the Seventh Mil-
lennium BCE, the culture was primarily a herding one based on locally
domesticated cattle. With the beginnings of  desiccation in the Sixth
Millennium BCE speakers of  the Egyptian branch moved northeast to-
wards the Nile Valley. There they formed densely populated settlements
with considerable sophistication. By the middle of  the Fourth Millen-
nium these people had formed the two states of  Upper Egypt and Nubia.
Upper and Lower Egypt had trading and cultural contacts at least from
the beginning of  the Fourth Millennium. During this period the Egyp-
tian language was apparently forming from a merger of  the southern
Egypto-Chadic with the northern Semito-Berber, even before the politi-
cal unification that followed the conquest of  the north by the south around
3400 BCE. Thus, Egyptian and West Semitic, the two Afroasiatic lan-
guages with the greatest impact on Greek, were intimately tied to each
other.
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