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commonly accompany some other word get eroded and t_hcnfg]ued
onto it. Tense markers may come from auxiliaries; for example, as
I've mentioned, the English -ed suffix may have evolved from did:
 bammer-did — hammered. Case matkers may come from slurred
prepositions or from sequences of verbs {for example, in a language
that allows the construction fake nail bit it, take might erode into an
accusative case marker like #2-). Agreement markers can arise from
pronouns: in Jobn, be kissed her, be and ber can eventually glom
onto the verb as agreement affixes. : e -
+ Syntactic constructions can arise when a word order that is merely
preferred becomes reanalyzed as obligatory. For example; when En-
glish had case markers, both give him a book and give a book hjm
were possible, but the former was more common. When the: case
markers eroded in casual speech, many sentences would have become
ambiguous if order were still allowed to vary. The more common

order was thus enshrined as a rule of syntax. Other constructions can .

arise from multiple reanalyses. The English perfect I bad written a
book originally came from I had a book written (meaning “I owned a
book that was written”). The reanalysis was inviting because the SQV
pattern was alive in English; the participle written could be reanalyzed
as the main verb of the sentence, and bad could be reanalyzed as its
auxiliary, begetting a new analysis with a related meaning. - .- ¢

The third ingredient for language splitting is separation among
groups of speakers, so that successful innovations do not take over

* everywhere but accumulate separately in the different groups. Though
people modify their language every generation, the extent of these
changes is slight: vastly more sounds are preserved than mutated,

more constructions. analyzed propetly than reanalyzed. Because of "

this overall conservatism, some patterns of vocabulary, sound; and
grammar survive for millennia. They. serve as the fossilized tracks of
mass migrations in the remote past, clues to how human beings spread
out over the earth to end up where we find them today.-~ ..~
How far back can we trace the language of this book, modern

American English? Surprisingly far, pethaps five or even nine thou-
sand years. Our knowledge of where our language has come fromis -
considerably more precise than the recollection of Dave Barry's Mr.

Language Person: “The English language is a rich verbal tapestry

woven together from the tongues of the Greeks, the bLatin‘s, ‘the .-
Angles, the Klaxtons, the Celtics, and many more other ancient peo-
glesl,; all of whom had severe drinking problems.” Let’s work our way

-~ America and England first came to be divided by a common lan-
guege, in Wilde's memorable words, when'colonists and: immigrants
isolated themselves from British speech by crossing the Atlantic
Ocean. England was already a Babel of regional and class dialects’
when _the first colonists left. What was to become the standard Ameri:
can dialect was seeded by the ambitious or dissatisfied. members of
lower and middle classes from southeastern England. By the eigh-
teenth century an American accent was noted, and pranunciation in
the’ American South was particulatly influenced by the immigration
of the Ulster Scots. Westward expansions preserved the layers of
dialects of the eastern seaboard, though the farther west the pioneers
went, the more their dialects mixed, especially in Califdrﬁ‘ia;-WBi-ch :
required leapfrogging of the vast interior desert. Because of immigra-
tion, mobility, literacy, and now the mass media, the_EnéliéB of the
United States, even with its rich regional differences, is ,homogéheéus '
compared with the languages in territories of similar size in the rest
of ‘the world; the process has been called, “Babel in reverse.” It .is
often said that the dialects of the Ozarks and Appalachia are a relict
of Elizabethan English, but this is just a quaint myth, coming from
the misconception of language 4s a cultural artifact. We think of the
folk ballads, the hand-stitched quilts, and the whiskey aging slowly
in oak casks and easily swallow the rumior that in this land that time
forgot, the people still speak the traditional tongue lovingly handed
down through t}iézg;i;gijatioh's.' But language does not work that
way—at all times, in all communities, language changes, thaugh the
various patts of a language may change in different ways in different
- communities. Thiis it is true' that these dialécts preseive some English
forms that are rare elsewhere, such as afeared, yourk, bisn! snd et
holp, and clome as the past of eat, ‘belp, and climb. Bt s0 does every
vatiety of American English, including the standard one. Many so-
: callgd Ameticanisms were in fact cartied over fi-ézfi’Eérigland,' where
they were subsequently last. For example, the participle gotten, the
pronunciation. of 4 in path and bath with a front-of-the-mouth “a"
ather than the back-of-the-mouth “ah, "% arid the use of mad to mear
" fall to ‘mean: “autumn,” and sick to. mean-#ill,” stiike. the
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British ear as all-American, but they are actually holdovers from the
English that was spoken in the British Isles at the time of the American
colonization. ' : o

English has changed on bath sides of the Atlantic, and had been
changing well before the voyage of the Mayflower. What grew into
standard contemporary English was simply the dialect spoken around
London, the political and economic center of England, in the seven-
teenth century. In the centuries preceding, it had undergone a number
of major changes, as you can see in these versions. of the Lord's
Prayer: ‘ A R

CONTEMPORARY ENGLIst: Our Father, who is in heaven, may your
name be kept holy. May your kingdom come into being. May yout
will be followed on earth, just as it is in heaven. Give us this'day

 our food for the day. And forgive us our offenses, just as we forgive ~
those who have offended us, And do not bring us to the test. But
free us from evil. For the kingdom, the power, and the glory are ™
yours forever. Amen. . o S

. EARLY MODERN ENGLISH (C. 1600): Qur father which are in heaven;,
hallowed be thy Name. Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done, on o
earth, as it is in heaven.-Give us this day our daily bread. And

forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against

* us. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. For

thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, for cvf:_f_, _a;h'epl.‘! B
IDDLE ENGLISH (C. 1400); Oure fadir that art in heuenes halowid -

bé thi name, thi kyng_cloni come to, be thl wille don in elrt_l;l% es i
heuene, yeue to us this day oure bread ouir other substance, &

PRI

foryeue to us oure dettis, as we forgeuen to oure dettouris, & lede ..

us not in to temptacion: but delyuer us from yoel, amen. .

OLD ENGLISH (C. 1000): Facder ure thu the eart on heofonum.sl thm .
nama gehalgod. Tobecume thin rice. Gewurthe in willa on eosthan, .

swa swa on heofonum. Urne gedacghwamlican laf syle us to daeg.

" And forgyf us ure gyltas, swa swa we forgyfath urum g‘z
ne gelaed thu us on contnungen ac alys us of yfele.

The roots of English are in northern Germany near Denmark,

which was inhabited early in the first millennium by- pagatf

called the Angles, the Saxons, and the Jutes. After the amh‘e{sﬁfﬂlé

Itedum, And. ;,
othlice., = /.-
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collapsing Roman Empiré left Britain in the fifth centuty, these tr'
invaded what was to become England (Angle-land) and displaced the
indigenous Celts there into Scotland, Ireland, Wales, and Cornwall.
Linguistically, the defeat was total; English has virtually no traces of
Celric. Vikings invaded in the ninth t6 eleventh centuries, but their
language, Old Norse, was -similar enough to Anglo-Saxon that aside
fromhmany borrowings, the language, Old English, did not change
much. . L . . . . L

" In 1066 William the Conqueror invaded Britain, bringing with him
the Norman dialect of French, which became the langu_aée of the
ruling classes. When King John of the Anglo-Noran kingdom lost

Normandy shortly after 1200, English reestablished itself as the exclu- -

‘sive language of England, though with a. marked influence of French.

that lasts to this day in the form of thousands of words and a variety of
grammatical quirks that go with them. This “Latinate’’ vocabulary—
including such words as domate, vibrate; and destst—has a. more
restricted syntax; for example, you can say give the museum a painting
but not donate the museum a painting, shake it up but not vibrate it
up. The, vocabulary also has its own sound pattern: Latinate words
are largely polysyllabic with stress on the second- syllable, such as
desist, construct, and. transmit, whereas their Anglo-Saxon synonyms

stop, - build, and send are single syllables. The Latinate words also

trigger-many of the sound changes that make English morphology and
spelling so idiosyncratic, like electric—electricity and nation—national.

- Because Latinate words are longer, and are more formal because of
" their ancestry in the government, church, and schools of the Norman

conquérors, overusing them produces the stuffy prose .universally
deplored by style manuals, such as The adolescents who had effectuated
Jorcible entry into the domicile were apprebended versus We canght
the kids wha broke into. the house. Orwell captured the flabbiness of

_ Latinate English in his translation of a passage from Ecclesiastes into

modern inistitutionalese: : - .

. returned and saw under the sun, that the race is.not 10 the.swift, -
. nor the battle to,the strong, neither yet bread to the wise; nor yet:
- riches to men of ynderstanding, ot yet favour to men of skill; but. . '
time and chance happeneth to themall. © .+ . i
Objective considetation of contempotaty phenomena compels the
conclusion that success ot failure in competitive activities exhibits -



no tendency to be commensurate with innate capacity, but that a
considerable element of the unpredictable must invariably be taken
into account. : . :

English changed noticeably in the -Middle English period -

(1100-1450) in which Chaucer lived. Originally all syllables were
. enunciated, including those now represented in spelling by.“silent”
letters. For example, make would have been pronounced with two
syllables. But the final $yllables became reduced to the generic schwa
like the « in allow and in many cases they were eliminated entirely.
Since the final syllables contained the case markers, overt case began
to vanish, and the word order became fixed to eliminate the resulting

-ambiguity. For the same reason, prepositions and auxiliaries like of

and do and will and have were bled of their original meanings and
given important grammatical duties. Thus many of the signatures of
modern English syntax were the result of a chain of effects beginning
with a simple shift in pronunciation. ' :

The period of Early Modern English, the language of-Shakespearc

and the King James Bible, lasted from 1450 to 1700. It began with
the Great Vowel Shift; a revolution in the pronunciation- of long
 vowels whose causes remain mysterious. (Perhaps it was to compen-
sate for the fact that long vowels sounded too similar to short vowels

in the monosyllables that were now prevalent; or perhaps it was a

way for the upper classes to differentiate themselves from the lower
classes once Notman French became obsolete.) Before the vowel
shift, mouse had been pronounced “mooce™; the old “o0” turned
into a diphthong. The gap left by the departed “o0” was filled. by
raising what used to be an “‘oh” sound; what we pronounce as goose

had, before the Great Vowel Shift, begn pronounced “goce.” That -

vacuum, in turn, was filled by the “o” vowel (as in ho?, only drawn
out), giving us broken from what had previously been .prgnounced
more like “brocken.” Ifi a similar rotation, the “ee” vowel turned

into a diphthong; Jike had been pronounced “leek.” This_dr';aggcd' id -

the vowel “eh” to replace it; our geese was originally pronounced
“gace.” And that gap was filled when the long version of ab° was
raised, resulting in #ane from what used to be pronounced {‘nahma,”
The spelling never bothered to track these shifts, which is why the

letter a is pronounced one way in cam and another way in came,
where it had formerly been just a longer version of the 4 in care. This

is also why vowels are renﬂéred differently in English spell l an-
o 15 -&re y-in English spelling than -
in all the other European alphabets and in “phonetic” sppelling._

day and suddenly pronounce their vowels differently, like a switch-to
Daylight Savings Time. To the people living through it, the Great
Vowel Shift probably felt like the current trend in.the Chicago area
to pronounce ho? like hat, or the growing popularity of that stfaﬁgé-
is'lu.rfer ddialect- in which: dude is pronounced something like - “diiihh-
oooood.” S R IE”

. What happens if we try to go back farther in time? The languages .-
of the Angles and the Saxons did not come out of thif air; they
evolved from Proto-Germanic, the language of a tribe that occiipied

+ much’ of noithern Europe in the first millennjum 8.c. The western

branch of the tribe split into groups that gave us not only Anglb- :

Saxon, but Gertnan and its offshoot: Yiddish, and Dutch and its -

offshoot Afrikaans. The northern branch setiled- Scanditiavia and’

ca;_'ne to speak Swedish, Danish, Norwegian, 4nd Icelindic. The simi-
larities in vocabulary among these languages are visiblé in an instant,
and there are many similarities in grammar as well, such as forms of

the past-tense ending -ed. ' - el e
-The ancestors of the Germanic tribes left no clear mark in written
- history or the archeological record. But théy did leave a special mark
on the territory they occupied. That mark wasdiscerned in 1786 by
Sir-William Jones, & British judge stationed in India, in"one of the
' most extraordinary discoveties in all scholarship. Jones had takeni up -
thc study of Sanskrit, a long-dead language, and noted:+ =

Th? Sanskrit laniguage, whatever may be'its antiquify, is of a wonder-
“ful sructure; more perfect than'the Greek, more copiots than the’ :

" Latin, a_pd‘-mbre exquisitely refiried than either, yet bearing to both ™~ -
them & stroriger affinity, both in the roots of verbs and in the
orms of grammar, “than could ‘possibly: have been produced by *
“accident; §o strong indeed that no' philologer could examine thém -
all thiee, without believing them to have sprung from sothe common -
ource, ‘which, Iﬁgrhhps“péy_ longer exists; there is a-similar reason,’.
sthough. not: quite so forcible, for supposing that both the Gothic -

k]

. ermam and.-:th;(:el‘_:ic; though blended with ‘a very different : .

{

Incidentally, fifteenth-century Englishmen did not wake up one ' |




idiom, had the same origin as the Sanskrit; and the old Persian
might be added to the same family . . . . :

Here are the kinds of affinities that impressed ]on_es:

thou bearest” he bears

ENGLISH: brother mead s :

. GREEK: phrater -methu esti  phereis pherei "/
LATIN: frater ~ est  fers . fert
OLD SLAVIC: bratre mid .  yeste berasi ‘ bcr;tu
OLD.IRISH:  brathir mith s . . beri .
SANSKRIT:  bhrater medhu asti  bharasi . bharati

Sucti simjlarities in vocabulary and grammar are seen in an immerise
number of modern languages. Among others, they embrace Ger-
manic, Greek, Romance (French, Spanish, Italian, I_’ortuguesc, Roma
nian), Slavic (Russian, Czech, Polish, Bulgarian, Serbo-Crf)auan],‘
Celtic {Gaelic, Irish, Welsh, Breton), and Indo-Iranian (Persian, Af-
ghan, Kurdish, Sanskrit, Hindi, Bengali, and the Romany l_anguag_e of
the Gypsies). Subsequent scholars were able to add Anatohfm (ex_mu’:t
languages spoken in Turkey, including Hittite), - Armenian, Baltic
(Lithuanian and Latvian), and Tocharian (two extinct la‘ngugges spo:
ken in China). The similarities are so petvasive that linguists h._ave
reconstructed a grammar and a large dictionary for 2 hypothetical
common ancestor language, Proto-Indo-European, and a set of sys-
tematic rules by which the daughter languages changed, For example,
Jacob Grimm (one of the two Grimm brothers, famous as collectors
of fairy tales) discovered the rule by which p and ¢ in Ptoto-In_t'lo-
European became £ and #b in Germanic, as one can see'in comparing
Latin pater and Sanskrit piter with English fatbe.r. . PR

The implications are mind-boggling. Some ancient tn]ge.mgs;‘,, ve
taken ‘over most of Europe, Turkey, Iran, Afghanistan, Pakistan,
northern India, western Russia, and parts of Chha.;Tht:, idea has
excited the imagination of a century of linguists and archeologists,
though even today no one really knows who,the,—lnd?-.Eq;gpgns
were, Ingenious scholars have made guesses from dlcerqconsttugted
vocabulary, Wotds for metals, wheeled vehicles,-farmunple.t_n_ents,
and domesticated animals and plants suggest that the Indo-Eurapeans

were a late Neolithic people. The ecological distributions of the natu- -

ral objects for which there are Proto-Indo-European wdrdg—dm:?hnd_ ‘

" willow, for example, but not olive or palm--have been vised ¢ e
the speakers somewhere in the territory from inland northern Europe
to southern Russiz. Combined with words for patriarch; fort, horse,
and- weapons, the reconstructions led to an image of a powerful -
conquering tribe spilling out of an ancestral homeland on horseback
¥ overrun- most of Europe and Asia. The word “Aryan” became asso:
ciated : with the Indo-Europeans,. and ‘the Nazis. claimed them"as
ancestors. More sanely, archeologists have linked them to artifacts of
the Kurgan . culture ‘in. the southern. Russian- steppes from :arcund
3500 B.C., a band of tribes that first harnessed the horse for military
PUIPOBES, (. * - 0 bl Ay,
. Recently the archeologist Colin Renfrew has argued that the Indo:
European takeover was 4 victory not of the chariot but of the cradie. -
His controversial theory is that the Indo-Europeans lived in Anatolia
(part of modern Turkey) on the flanks of the Fertile Cresént:region
atound- 7000 B.C., where. they were among the world’s first farmers.
Farmitig is a method for mass-producing human beings by.turning
land into bodies. Farmers’ daughters and sons need more land, and -

.even if they moved just a mile or two from their parents, they would ‘

quickly engulf the less fecund hunter-gatherers standing i their way.

- Archeologists ‘agree .that farming spread in a wave that;began in

Turkey around 8500 5.c. and reached Ireland and Scandinavia. by

2500 B.c. Geneticists recently discovered that a certain set of genes

is most concentrated among modern people in Turkey-and becomes

progressivelydiluted as one moves through the Balkans to forthers;

Europe. This supports the theory originally proposed by the human
geneticist Luca Cavalli-Sforza that farming spread by the movemient

- of farmers, as their offspring interbred with indigenous huntes-gather.
ets, rather than by the movement of farming techniques;sas a fad
adopted. by the:hunter-gatherers, Whether thesé ‘people weré -the -

. Indo-Europeans; and whether they spread into Iran; India; dnd China

" by a similar process, is still not known, It is an awesome possibility.

~Every time we use 2 word like brother, or form the ‘past.ténse of an

-irregular verb: like bregk-~broke or drin, ~qrank; vre' would be using -~

ie preserved speech patterns of the instigators of the most important

_;cveht;i.'fph_uman.history,-t_he.‘sptcad of agriculture.:: : bt T

“Most of the,other humaty langiiages on.earth’cdn also'be grauped
to phyla descending from ancient tribes. of astoundingly successful

itmets, congueross, explorers, ot homads. Not all of Europe is Indo-

T I TSI PLI



254 THE LANGUAGL LIND L 24w
European. Finnish, Hungarian, and Estonian are Uralic languages,
which together with Lappish, Samoyed, and other languages are the
remnants of a vast nation based in central Russia about 7,000 years
- ago. Altaic is generally thought to include the main:languages of
Turkey, Mongolia, the Islamic republics of the former USSR, and
much of central Asia and Siberia, The earliest ancestors are uncertain,
but later ones include a sixth-century empire as welt as the Mongolian
empire of Genghis Khan and the Manchu dynasty. Basque is- an
orphan, presumably from an island of aboriginal Europeans that
resisted the.Indo-European tidal wave. Co e T
Afro-Astatic (or Hamito-Semitic), including Arabic, Hebrew, Mal-
tese, Berber, and many Ethiopian and Egyptian languages, dominates
Saharan Africa and much of the Middle East. The rest of Africa is
divided among three groups. Khoisan includes the !Kung and other
groups (formerly called “Hottentots” and “Bushmen), whose ances-
tors once occupied most of sub-Saharan Africa. The Niger-Congo
phylum includes the Bantu family, spoken by farmers from western
Africa who pushed the Khoisan into their current small enclaves in
southern, and southeastern Africa. The third phylum, Nilo-Saharan,
accupies three large patches in the southern Saharan region.: -~
In Asia, Dravidian languages such as Tamil dominate southern
India and are found in pockets to the north. Dravidian speakers must
therefore be the descendants of a people who occupied most of the
Indian subcontinent before the incursion, of the Indo-Europeans.
Some 40 languages between the Black Sea and the Caspian Sea belong

to the family called Caucasian (not to be confused with the informal -

" racial term for the typically light-skinned people of Europe and Asia}.
Sino-Tibetan includes Chinese, Burmese, and Tibetan. Austronesian,
having nothing to do with Australia (Austr- means “south”), includes
the languages of Madagascar off the coast of Africa, Indonesia, Malay-
sia, the Philippines, New Zealand (Maori), Micronesia, Melanesia,
and Polynesia, all the way to Hawaii—the record of people with
extraotdinary wanderlust and seafaring skill. Vietnamese and Khmer

(the language of Cambodia) fall into Austro-Asiatic, The 200 abarigi- y

nal languages of Australia belong to a family of their-own; and the
§00 of New Guinea belong to a family as well, or pethapsto small

number of families. Japanese and Korean look like linguistic qrphéns,

though a few linguists lump one or both with Altaic. « wivs s

. What about the Americas? Joseph Greenberg, whom we met eatlier -

as the founder of the study of language universals, also-classifies
lang_uagcs into phyla. He played a large role in unifying the 1,500
African languages into their four groups. Recently he has cldimed that |
the 200 language stocks of native Americans can be grouped into c>'nlj'ar
~ three phyla, each descending from a group of migrants who came
. over the Bering land bridge from Asia beginning 12,000 years ago or
earlier. The Eskimos and Aleuts were the most recent immigrants.
They vere preceded by the Na-Dene, who occupied most of Alaska
and nf)rdlwestern Canada and embrace some of the languages of the
American Southwest such as Navajo and Apache. This much is widely
accepted. But Greenberg has also-proposed that all the other lan-
guages, from Hudson Bay to Tierra-del Fuego, belong to a single
_phylum, Amerind. The sweeping idea that America was settled by
only three migrations has received some support from recent studies
by Cavalli-Sforza and others of madern natives’ genes and tooth
patterns; which fall into groups corresponding roughly to the three
,langua__gephyla. R

i At this point we enter a territory of fierce controvetsy but poten-
tially large rewards. Greenberg’s hypothesis has.been furiously- at-
t'acke.d .,by_ .other scholars - of - Americin languages. Comparative
hng.ul_stxcs is an impeccably precise domain'of scholarship, ‘where
raf:hcal,_ cllivergences between related languages over centuries or a few
millennia can with great confidence be traced back step by step to 2
common ancestor. Linguists raised: in this tradition are appalled by

‘Greenberg's unorthodox method of lumping together dozens of lan-
. guages based on rough similarities in vocabulary, rather than' carefully
tracing sound-changes and reconstructing proto-languages. As an ex-
p.e_nmemal psycholinguist who deals with the noisy data of reaction
times and. speech ertors, I have no problem with Greenberg's use of
. many Jaose correspondences, or even with the fact that some of his
data contain random errors. What bothers me more is his reliance on
| gut feelings of similarity rather than dn-actual statistics that control
for tl_1e number of carrespondences that might be expected by chance.
A charitable observer can always spot similarities in large vocabulary
9 ]igts, but that does not imply that they. descended from a comimon
lexical ancestor. It could be a coincidence, like the fact that theword
for. “blow” is pren in Greek and priw in Klamath (an American



Indian language spoken in Oregon), or the fact that the .word for
“dog"” in the Australian aboriginal language Mbabaram happens to
be dog. (Another serious problem, which Greenberg's critics do point
out, is that languages can resemble each other because of lateral
borrowing rather than vertical inheritance, as in the recent exchanges
that led to ber negligées and le weekend.) : o
The odd absence of statistics also leaves in limbo a set of even mqre
ambitious, exciting, and controversial hypotheses about 'language
families and the prehistoric peoplings of continents that they would
represent. Greenberg and his associate Merritt Ruhlen are joined by
a school of Russian linguists (Sergei Starostin, Aharon Dogopolsky,
Vitaly Shevotoshkin, and Vladislav Ilich-Svitych) who lump lan-
guages aggressively and seek to reconstruct the very ancient language
that would have been the progenitor of each lump. They discern
similarities among the proto-languages of Indo-European,
atic, Dravidian, Altaic, Uralic, and Eskimo-Aleut, as well as the or-
phans Japanese and Korean and a few miscellaneous language groups,
reflecting a common ancestor proto-proto-language they, call Nos-
 tratic. For example, the reconstructed Proto-Indo-European word
for mulberry, mor, is similar
Uralic marja “berry,” and.
“strawberty.
hypothetical Nostratic root marjd. Similarly,
melg “to milk” resembles Proto-Uralic malge “breast” and Arabic
mig “to suckle.” Nostratic would have been spoken by a hunter-
gatherer population, for there are no names of domesticated species
‘among the 1,600 words the linguists claim to have reconstructed.
The Nostratic hunter-gatherers would have occupied all of Europe,
northern Africa, and northern, northeastern, western, ‘and soughern
Asia, perhaps 15,000 years ago,
And various lumpers from this school have suggested other auda-
cious superphyla and super-superphyla. One comprises Amerind and

Proto-Kartvelian (Georgian) mar-caw

Nostratic. Another, Sino-Caucasian, comprises Sino-Tibetan, Cauca-
sian, and maybe Basque and Na-Dene. Lumping the lumps, Starostin

has suggested that Sino-Caucasian can be connected to Amerind-
Nostratic, forming a proto-proto-protq language that has been called

SCAN, covering continental Eurasia and the Americas. Austric.would
Austro-Asiatic, and .various minor languages -
in China and Thailand. In Africa, some sec similarities between Niger- -

embrace Austronesian,

Afro-Asi-

to Proto-Altaic miér “berry,” Proto- g

» The Nostraticists would have them all evolve from'the "
Proto-Indo-European -

from an origin in the Middle East..

‘‘‘‘‘

Cotigo and Nilo-Saharan that warrant a Congo-Saharan group, 1R
~were to acée.pt .all_o_f these mergers—;a;t?:::xz ie*gxlmtpmgmsh
_a})le from m;hful thinking—all human languages would fall into onl!
six groups: SCAN in Furasia, the Americas, and noithern 'Africz
Khol-sAa; and Congo-Saharan in sub-Sahai'ah Aftica; Austric in South:
Eaztm A a:- al.'ldl the Indian and Pacific Occans;t:éustralian;‘ and New .
spond ta the major expansions of the human species, anc i
Sﬁ.:)rza and R_uhlen have argued that they do .-'cwﬂu-sém?m&
‘minor variations in the genes of hundreds of people representing a
full spectrum of ractal and ethnic groups. He claims that by lumping -
together sets of people who have similar genes, and then lumping the
_ iumps,. a genfttic- family tree of humankind ‘can be constructed. The
first bifurcation splits the sub-Saharan Africans off from everyone
-else. Th'e adjoining branch in turn splits into two; one embracing
Eurogeans, northeast Asians (including Japanese and Koreans),-and
‘American Indians, the other containing southeast Asians and Pacific
 Islanders on one sub-branch, and ‘aboriginal Australians and New
Guineans on anothet. The correspondences with the hypothetical
!angtmg_e superphyla are reasonably’ clear, though not perfect. One
interesting parallel is that what most people think of as the Mongoloid
grD'..‘lental race on the basis of superficial facial features and skin
'opl'o_nng may have no biological reality. In Cavalli-Sforza’s genetic
family tree, northeast Asians such as Siberians, Japanese, and Koreans
are more similar to Europeans thari to southeast Asians such as Chi- '
niese and Thai. Strikingly, this non:obvious racial ‘grouping corres-
‘ponds to the ‘non-obvicus linguistic ‘grouping of Japanese, Korean
and Altaic'with Indo-European in Nostratic; separate from the Sino-
. Tibetan family:in which Chineseis found,© =+ - )
| The branches of the hypothetical genetic/linguistic family tree can
=i taken 10 'depict-' the history’ of Homo Sapiens sapiens, from' the
“African populanon in which mitochondrial Eve was thought to evolve
200,000 years ago, to the migrations out of Africa: 100,000 yearé 'ago
through the Middle East ta Europe and Asia, -and from there; it the
ast 50,000 yeats, to Australia, the islands of the Indian and Pacific
;am-,'-agd the:Americas. Unfortunately, the getietic and migrational -
unily frees ace almost g5 controversial as the linguistic one, and anjr
att of this interesting story could unravel in the next few yeats.

‘Ancestral stocks of this geographic magnitude would haﬁe to corre'; |
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A cotrelation between language families and human genetic group-
ings does ot, by the way, mean that there are genes that make it
easier for ‘some kinds of people to learn some kinds of languages.
This folk myth is pervasive, like the claim of some French speakers
that only those with Gallic blood can truly master the gender system,

or the insistence of my Hebrew teacher that the assimilated Jewish .

students in his college classes innately outperformed their, Gentile
classmates. As far as the language instinct is concerned, the correlation
between genes and languages is a coincidence. People store genes in
their gonads. and pass them to their children through their genitals;
they store grammats in their brains and pass them to their children
through their mouths. Gonads and brains are attached to each other

in bodies, so when bodies move, genes and grammars move together. =

That is the only reason that geneticists find any corrélation between
the two.. We know that the connection is eastly severed, thanks to

the genetic experiments called immigration and conquest, in which =

children get their grammers from the brains of people other than

their parents. Needless to say, the children of immigrants learn a

language, even one separated from their patents’ language by the

deepest historical roots, without any disadvantage compared to age- - "

mates who come from long lineages of the language’s speakers. Corre-
lations between genes and languages are thus so. cmde that they are

measurable only at. the level of superphyla and aboriginal races. In

the past few centuties, colonization and immigration have completely

scrambled the original correlations berween the superphyla and the -

inhabitants of the different continents; native English speakers, 10
take the most obvious example, include virtually every racial subgroup
on earth. Well before that, Europeans interbred with their neighbors

and conquered each other often g:nough that there is almost na corre-

lation between genes and language families within Europe :(though
the ancestors of the non-Indo-European Lapps, Maltese, and Basques

left a few genetic mementos). For similar reasons, well-accepted lan-

guage phyla can contain strange genetic bedfellows, like.the hlack
Ethiopians and white Arabs in the Afro-Asiatic phylum, and the white
Lapps and Oriental Samoyeds in Uralic. B el s

Moving from the highly speculative to the bardetlmtﬂaky,Shev%t
oshiin, Ruhlen, and others have been trying to reconstruct words

ancestral to the six superphyla~—the vocabulary of the language of
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Afncan Eve, “Proto-Wotld." Ruhlen has posited 31 toots, such ‘as
tik “one” which would have evolved into Proto-Indo-European deik
“to :point” and then Latin digit “finger,” Nilo-Saharan dik ‘:.‘one,’i’
Iéslumo ¢tk “index finger,” Kede tong “arm,” Proto-Afro-Asiatic tak
“one,” and Proto-Austro-Asiatic k#g ‘‘arm or hand.” Though I am

~ willing to be patient with Nostratic and similar hypotheses pending

the wotk of a good statistician with -4 free afternoon, I find the

" Proto-World hypothesis especially suspect. (Comparative linguists are

speechless.) It is not that I doubt that language evolved only once,
one of the assumptions behind the: search for the ultimate mother
tongue. It's just .that one can trace words back only so far. It is
like the man who claimed to-be selling Abraham Lincoln's ax—he

' explained that over the years the head had to be replaced twice and

the handlé three times. Most linguists believe that after-10,000 years
no- traces of a language remain in its descendants. This makes it
extremely doubtful that anyone will find extant traces of the most
tecent ancestor of all contemporary languages, or that that ancestor

would in turn retain traces of the language of the first modern humans,
who lived some 200,000 years ago. R A

. This chapter must end on a sad and urgent note. Lahgﬁages' are

perpetuated by the children who leatn them. When linguists see 2

languag; spoken. only by adults, they know it is doomed. By this
‘reasoning, they warn of an impending tragedy in the history of hu-.
mankind.. The linguist Michael Krauss .estimates - that 150 North

" American Indian languages, about 80% of the existing ones, are -

‘moribund. Elsewhere, his counts ate equally grim: 40 moribund lan-

~guages (0% of the ‘existing ones) in Alaska and northern Siberia, '

160 (23%) in Central and South-America, 45:(70%) in Russia, 225
90%) in Australla, perhaps 3,000 (50%) worldwide. Only about 600 -
languages are reasonably safe by dint of the sheer number of their
_peakers, say, a minimum of 100,000 (though this does not'guarantee
even short-term survival), and this optimistic assumption still suggests
that between 3,600 and 5,400 languages, as: many' as. 90%. of the
world'’s totalff_ar'e threatened with extinction in the next century. ..
The wide-scale extinction of languages is reminiscent of the cusrent.
(though less severe) wide-scale extinction of plant and animal species. '

R AR i,
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The causes overlap. Languages disappear by the destruction of the

habitats of their speakers, as well as by genocide, forced assimilation

and assimilatory education, demographic submersion, and bombard-

ment by electronic. media, which Krauss calls “cultural nerve gas.” -

Aside from halting the more repressive social and political causes of
cultural annihilation, we can forestall some linguistic extinctions: by
developing pedagogical materials, literature, and television in the
indigenous language. Other extinctions can be mitigated by preserv-
ing grammars, lexicons, texts, and recorded speech samples with the
help of archives and faculty positions for native speakers.: In some
cases, like Hebrew in the twentieth century, the continued ceremonial
use of a language together with preserved documents can be sufficient
to revive it, given the will. B ' e e
Just as we cannot reasonably hope to preserve every species on
earth, we cannot preserve every language, and perhaps should not.
The moral and practical issues are complex. Linguistic differences
can be a source of lethal divisiveness, and if a generation chooses to

switch to a language of the mainstream that promises them economic .

and social advancement, does some outside group have the right to
coerce them not to on the grounds that it finds the idea of them
keeping the old language pleasing? But such complexities aside, when
3,000-0dd languages are moribund, we can be sure that many of the
deaths are unwanted and preventable. ‘

Why should people care about endangered languages? For linguis-
tics and the sciences of mind and brain that encompass it, linguistic
diversity shows us the scope and limits of the language instinct. Just -
think of the distorted picture we would have if only English were -
available for study! For anthropology and human evolutionary biol- -

ogy, languages trace the history and geography of the species, and
the extinction of a language (say, Ainu, formerly spoken in Japan by
a mysterious Caucasoid people) can be like the burning of a library
of historical documents or the extinction of the last species in a
- phylum. But the reasons are not just scientific. As Krauss writes, “Any

language is a supreme achievement of a uniquely human collective . .

genius, as divine and endless a mystery as a living organism,3 A

language is a medium from which a culture’s verse, literature, and

song can never be extricated, We ate in danger-of losing treasures
ranging from Yiddish, with far more words for “simpleton” than the

Eskimos wete reputed to have for “snow,” to Damin, a ceremonial

— e -

variant of the Australian language Lardil, which has a unique 200- -

word vocabulary that is learnable in a day but that can express the
full range of concepts in everyday speech, As the linguist Ken Hale
has put it, “The loss of 3 language is part of the mare general loss
being suffered by the world, the loss of diversity in all things.”
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