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Linguistic Paleontology

History is too serious to be left to historians.
1AIN MACLEGD, in the Observer (July 16, 1961)

A fascinating application of historical linguistics is deduc-
ing information about the culture and location of an ancient civilization for
which we have no written history, using as data its partially reconstructed
language. Such studies are known as linguistic paleontology, and have been
carried out extensively on Indo-European.

We have no direct written knowledge of the Indo-European peoples.
They are prehistoric. Yet with Holmesian ingenuity and tenacity, linguists
have deduced quite a few things about the ancestors of many of us. For
instance, in reconstructing Proto-Indo-European, we find a werd for
“daughter-in-law,”’ but no word for *‘son-in-law."" This leads us to I?elicve
that when a couple ‘‘married,” they lived in the man’s family. This in turn
indicates that these people did not form matriarchal families.

We find that the Indo-Europeans had terms for “‘cow,” “sheep,”
"goat,” "pig," udog,u "wolf," uduck‘n ubee'“ uoak’u q-m'!‘ u.wﬂ_
low,"” and *‘grain.”” But the lack of terms for vegetables or for special kinds
of grain indicates a people that relied heavily on animal sources for food.

The words for “‘beech,” *“‘oak,”” “‘salmon,’ and *“‘wolf,”" which are
known to have existed in Proto-Indo-European, have been used in an at-
tempt to pinpoint the geographical location of the Indo-European speech
community. The lack of terms for trees of the Mediterranean or Asiatic
areas, such as the olive, cypress, and palm, coupled with the presence of
terms for beech and oak trees, which are indigenous to eastern and central
Europe, suggests an Indo-European homeland near those places, lhgugh
this homeland might well have extended as far east as the Volga River.
This hypothesis is supported by the presence of terms for *“wolf’* and *‘sal-
mon,"" creatures of that geographic area, and the lack of terms for animals
indigenous to Asia. Archeological discoveries in Rumania and the Ukraine
support this hypothesis. ; ’

Knowing that Proto-Indo-European had no terms for silver, gold, and

iron, we can deduce, though not without some doubts, that they were pre-
iron-age peoples, placing them in time before 4000 B.C.

For language families without any written history, the attempt to recon-
struct an earlier language from several modern languages shown to be re-
lated may be the only way of gaining any information about the history of
the speakers of those languages. This method has proved to be modestly
effective in the case of American Indian languages, although detailed
knowledge is still lacking. But we do get a rough picture of where the var-
ious American Indian people were at what point in time. Knowing that two
languages are closely related, but widely separated geographically, tells us
that one or the other group of speakers migrated (or that they both migrated
in opposite directions). By linguistic means it is sometimes possible to de-
termine approximately when the languages separated, and therefore when
the peoples themselves separated.
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1. Modde word fraet. Me paet puhte
2. wraetlicu wyrd pa ic paet wundor gefregen
3. pet se wyrm forswealg wera gied sumes
4. peof in pystro prymfestne cwide
5. ond pes strangan stapol. Stelgiest ne wees
6. wihte py gleawra pe he pam wordum swealg.
1. A moth ate words. To me that seemed
2. afinely-wrought fate when I heard of that wonder
3. that a worm consumed some person's speech,
4. athiefin the darkness, a glorious pronouncement
5. and its firm foundation. But the thieving guest
6. was none the wiser for having swallowed every word.
1 Frige mec frodum wordum Ne let pinne ferd onhalne
2 degol b2t pbu deopost cunne Nelle ic pe min dyrne gesecgan
3 gif pbu me pinne hygecraft hylest ond pine heortan gepohtas
4 gleawe men sceolon gieddum wrixlan
Ask me wise questions let not your understanding be hidden
mystery that you deepest know 1 do not want to tell you my secret
if you conceal from me your wisdom and your heart s thoughts.

Wise men owe each other puzzles '
(NB: both 98 and p are pronouned “th”). In these mere 35 words the following cognitive vocabulary is employed:

line 1. frod: wise/old
ferd: mind/spirit/understanding
onhale: secret/hidden (helan: to cover/hide)
line 2. degol: mystery
cunnan: to know/know how to
dyrne: secret
line 3. hyge: mind/heart/mood/disposition/courage/pride/thought
hygecraft: wisdom
hylest: conceal
heort: heart/courage/cheer
pencan: think/consider/aim
line 4. gleaw: sagacious/wise/prudent/clever
sceolon from sceal: to owe/be obliged or compelled
giedd: song/poem/speech/narrative/tale/proverb/riddle

1 Translating both “ferd” (line 1) and “heort” (line 3) as “heart”, as does Rodrigues ( Anglo-Saxon Verse Charms, Maxims and Heroic
Legends, p.111) obscures their difference (although he does translate ferd as "mind" in line 19). Translating line two’s second part as “I
will not tell you my secret”, as do both Rodrigues ( ibid.) and Mackie ( The Exeter Book vol.IL,p.33), fails to emphasize the volitional
element which “willen” carried in Anglo-Saxon — “Nelle ic” (i.e. “Ne wille ic” — i.e is not just “I am not going to” (i.e. I will not do it),
but “T do not want to” (i.e. I do not will it ).



own contribution to that genre which we have seen reaches back through Leibniz and Malebranche to Ricci: the dialogue between an
Occidental and an Oriental thinker written by an Occidental thinker. Heidegger's interlocuter is a Japanese student of a Count Kuki. The
Japanese thinker asks Heidegger (indicated by the letter I for “Inquirer”):

J: If T understand you rightly, you mean to say that the metaphysical
manner of forming ideas is in a certain respect unavoidable.

I: That is what Kant saw clearly in his own way.

J: Yet we realize only rarely the full implications of his insight.

I: Because Kant was unable to develop it beyond metaphysics..."

Heidegger is clear about his own development: “...what matters is to see appearance as the reality of presence in its essential origin.”

J: This message makes the claim on man that he respond to it...

I: ... to listen and belong to it as man.

J: And this is what you call being human, if you here still admit the word “being”.

I: Man is the message-bearer of the message which the two-fold's unconcealment

speaks to him....

J: The distance is the boundlessness which is shown to us in Ku, which means the

sky's emptiness.

I: Then, man, as the message-bearer of the message of the two-fold's unconcealment
would also be he who walks the boundary of the boundless.

J: And on this path he seeks the boundary's mystery...

[: ... which cannot be hidden in anything other than the voice that determines
and tunes his nature....

J: We Japanese have — I think I may say so — an innate understanding for your kind
of reserve. A mystery is a mystery only when it does not even come out that
mystery is at work.

I: To those who are superficial and in a hurry, no less than to those who are
deliberate and reflective, it must look as though there were no mystery anywhere.

J: But we are surrounded by the danger, not just of talking too loudly about the
mystery, but of missing its working.

I: To guard the purity of the mystery's wellspring seems to me hardest of all....

J: The course of such a dialogue would have to have a character all its own,
with more silence than talk.

I: Above all, silence about silence...

J: Because to talk and write about silence is what produces the most obnoxious
chatter...

I: Who could simply be silent of silence?

J: That would be authentic saying...

I: ... and would remain the constant prologue to an authentic dialogue of language.

J: Are we not attempting the impossible?

I: Indeed — so long as man has not yet been given the pure gift of the messenger's
course that the message needs which grants to man the unconcealment of the
two-fold.”

Joseph Joubert, whom I cited in the epigraph for this dissertation, writes in another of his aphorisms in a notebook from 1796:

“I love to see two truths at the same time. Every good comparison gives the mind this advantage”.3 This suggestive reflection in fact
indicates a crucial challenge for metaphysics: to think the fundamental meaning of what I have been calling “stereo thought”, or what
Heidegger calls “the twofold”. The monistic tendency in metaphysics from Plato to Hegel can be described metaphorically as “mono
thought”: the ultimacy of unity is always the ideal aspiration and the absolute assumption. If, however, we take seriously the doctrine of
the inescapability of illusion, then metaphysics must think the mixture of being and illusion in every source, “originally”. It is the
contrast between the two, then, that allows the stereo effect to add depth to perception. The auditory perception of depth, like the visual
perception of color, is not essential to perception as such, and mono sound or black-and-white vision are of course quite possible. The
perception of auditory qualities like depth or tone, and visual ones like color, reveal that there is simply more to reality than had been
previously appreciated, not that there is “another” reality. Duality and unity are two possible perspectives on the one reality, both of

which have to be experienced synchronously, and neither of which ever exist in a “pure” state.

1 On The Way To Language p.25
2 ibid .: extracted from pages 40, 50 and 52-53.
3 Paul Auster, ed. & tr. The Notebooks of Joseph Joubert p.23



	Slide 1
	Slide 2
	Slide 3
	Slide 4
	Slide 5
	Slide 6

