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A GOOD REPUTATION? 
 

Mallory (1989: 158) 

One of the most widely recognised techniques for delimiting the 

Indo-European homeland is linguistic palaeontology.   

 
 

“Recognised”?  Or just widely used? 

• For want of anything else? 

• Because it looks nice and ‘easy’, and ‘powerful’? 

• Because you can make it say what(ever) you want? 
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AN ACCEPTED TECHNIQUE OF HISTORICAL LINGUISTICS? 

 

Anttila (1989: 373): 

The whole doctrine of making cultural inferences from linguistic 

evidence, known as linguistic palaeontology, has rarely enjoyed 

particularly high repute. 

 

In 462 pages on Historical and Comparative Linguistics, Anttila feels 

linguistic palaeontology worthy of … 1 page.  
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Dixon (1997: 49):  

What has always filled me with wonder is the assurance with 

which many historical linguists assign a date to their reconstructed 

proto-language … it does seem to be a house of cards. 

 

Trask (2000: 198): 

In practice, however, there are major pitfalls … and the reliability 

of the approach is questioned by many linguists. 
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Pulgram (1958: 146-7): 

If we reconstructed Latin on the evidence of the Romanic 

languages alone … we might well arrive at the following results: … 

that the Latins were Christians1, … a picture of Caesar’s soldiers 

guzzling beer and smoking cigars in sidewalk cafés … [and that] 

the Latins called the horse caballum2 and the war guerram3 and 

were no doubt warlike people with a strong cavalry. 

 
 
1  Cognate sets exist in Romance for priest, bishop, etc. 

2, 3   The actual original Latin words were equus and bellum. 

3  The war roots are loans from Germanic. 
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Sims Williams (‑ 1998, 510): 

… there seems to be no reliable way of establishing the upper limit 

for the break-up of PIE. If Renfrew were able convince his fellow 

archaeologists that the first farmers were the only possible bearers 

of PIE, then philologists could probably explain away all the shared 

vocabulary that has seemed to imply later phases of civilization.  
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SOUNDS VS. MEANINGS 
 

Reconstructing vocabulary, in the sense of reconstructing pairs of 

forms and meanings, necessarily reconstructs sets of meanings, 

concepts that must have been present in the proto-community, if 

the reconstruction is correct.  

Comrie (2006: 14):   

position paper for conference on Languages and Genes, Santa Barbara, Sept. 2006 

 

A fine, but critical distinction: 

• Yes, correspondences in both sound and meaning are involved. 

• But sounds and meanings are not treated the same. 
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WHAT DOES RECONSTRUCTION REALLY RECONSTRUCT? 

On the level of sound:   

• You reconstruct phonological forms, by ‘laws’ of sound change: 

– Great Vowel Shift, High German Consonant Shift, Verner’s Law, 

etc. 

• The reliability of the phonological reconstruction is founded on the 

predictability and regularity of sound changes: 

– Context-specific, precise, repeated, regular, identical, exceptionless.   

– → Sound ‘laws’.   

• These characteristics give us our confidence in our phonological 

reconstructions to a very considerable level of detail. 

 



– 9 – 

WHAT DOES RECONSTRUCTION REALLY RECONSTRUCT? 

On the level of meaning:   

• How reliable our meaning reconstruction is depends on the nature 

of meaning changes… 

– Tracking of any meaning changes much less precise and reliable:   

– The ‘exceptionless nature of semantic change’?! 

– No ‘meaning laws’.   

– No ‘Great Wagon Technology Shift’, ‘Indo-Iranian Secondary 

Products Shift’… 
 
 

• The comparative method does not reconstruct exact meanings.   
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THE ROLE OF MEANING IN RECONSTRUCTION? 
 

We used the meanings to give us the forms for analysis, but in the 

actual analysis such meanings could be pushed into the 

background.   

We would use vague meanings such as ‘a grammatical suffix with 

local meaning’.  This would be enough background for the 

comparative method, which would let the sound correspondences 

ferret out proto-forms, if possible. 

Anttila (1989: 365) 
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ESTABLISHING THE FACT, NOT THE DETAILS, OF COGNACY 

 

• An initial, yes/no judgement: 

– Is there sufficient semantic overlap to establish cognacy, or not?   
 

• A single binary question.   

• Once decided, considerable variation in exact meaning is permitted. 

• Exact meanings are immaterial to the detailed reconstruction of the 

proto-form.  This operates only on the level of sound.   
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SOUND VS. MEANING 

• Precision, invariance in the sounds – single transcription. 

• Vagueness and variability in the meanings: 

*k’o/ōk-H-? (wooden) plough, branch 

*h2éios    metal, (probably) copper, (perhaps) bronze, any 

crude metal, ore 

‘Gold’, … perhaps derived from the word for ‘yellow’ 

Beekes (1995: 132, 37) 
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*  These are the *good*, reliable ones! 
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HAVING IT BOTH WAYS? 

 

• Admit variation in meaning in judging cognacy for doing the 

comparative method. 

• Then claim you do know the exact original meaning for linguistic 

palaeontology? 
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CHANGES ON EACH LEVEL ARE INDEPENDENT 

• Changes on different levels are independent. 

• Changes in sound happen irrespective of meanings. 

• Changes in meaning can happen without affecting whatsoever the 

question of cognacy, nor the reconstruction.   

• Can’t necessarily see them or tell whether they have happened or 

not. 
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PARALLEL / CALQUED MEANING SHIFTS 
 

• Meaning calque with no effect the cognate forms.  

• Short-circuits entire process of phonetic change since divergence. 

• Perfect pan-Germanic cognates:  mouse. 

• Modern forms reconstruct back perfectly to Proto-Germanic.  

• Technology arose over two millennia after proto-language stage. 

• Completely indistinguishable from shared origin.   

 

(In this case, the original sense still survives.) 

  

 

 

 



– 17 – 

DO NOT BE HOODWINKED! 

 

The Proto-Indo-European origin of the wagon vocabulary cannot 

be rejected, as it consists of at least five classic reconstructions.  If 

they are in fact false, then the core methods of comparative 

linguistics – those that determine “genetic” relatedness – would be 

so unreliable as to be useless, and the question of Indo-European 

origins would be moot. 

Anthony (2007: 78) 

 

The phonological reconstructions are not ‘false’, nobody is saying 

they are!  It is his meaning reconstructions that are quite uncertain. 
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THE COMPARATIVE METHOD VS. LINGUISTIC PALAEONTOLOGY 

The comparative method does not come with ‘linguistic 

palaeontology’ bundled in as an inalienable ‘part of the package’.  

Travesty of historical linguistics to claim that it does.   

 

• Great reliability on the level of sound, in phonological reconstruction.   

• None of this ‘credit’ carries over into a sure knowledge of exact 

proto-meanings.   

 

• Signing up to the comparative method does not subscribe you to 

the entirely separate leap of faith of linguistic palaeontology.  
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THE STATUS OF LINGUISTIC PALAEONTOLOGY 

 

• Understandable enthusiasm for a method that claims a very direct 

‘real-world’ use for our painstaking reconstructions. 

• Not part of the orthodox toolkit of the discipline. 
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SEMANTIC RECONSTRUCTION? 

 

• Possible, but on an entirely different level.   

• Much less sure than phonological reconstruction… 

 

more inconclusive with semantic features than with other linguistic 

units 

Anttila (1989: 371) 

 



– 21 – 

MORE STABLE MEANINGS? 
 

Some types of meanings are more stable, with more predictably 

directional semantic changes than others:   

• Numbers?  (but actually, not in the Andes) 

• Family relationships?   (but actually, not in the Andes) 
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LESS STABLE MEANINGS  
 

In which fields is semantic instability and uncertainty highest?   

• Here semantic change is forced by the need for a new term. 

• New species and new technologies. 

 

Much more confidence that the Proto-Indo-Europeans could count a 

bit (up to seven, or perhaps ten?) than that they had the wheel. 
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TRENDS IN MEANING SHIFTS? 
 

• Natural, typical mechanisms and directions of semantic change: 

– specialisation, pejoration, extension, etc.   
 

• Can be repeated independently in different languages. 

• Can affect cognates in multiple languages long after they split:   

– mouse as an extension to new meaning (→ specialisation?) 
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WHERE DO ‘NEW’ WORDS COME FROM? 

 

• A committee to select a new sequence of phonemes:  gorf, zub? 

• The phonological form has to come from somewhere. 

– A borrowing. 

– A root that already exists in the language, before the invention. 

• Simply shifts to a new meaning.   

• Derived using existing morphemes in the language..   

• No wonder we can reconstruct it…! 
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BORROWINGS 

 

• A typical mechanism for new words. 

• More classic counter-examples to linguistic palaeontology. 

– Romance guerra words.  Many other examples, e.g. train. 

• At old time-depths, hard to distinguish from cognates. 

• Automatic adaptation of loanwords into phonological systems of 

various related borrower languages can also mimic and reproduce 

diachronic phonological changes between them. 
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DERIVATIONS FROM EXISTING ROOTS 

 

Typical techniques and morphemes for derivation remain shared and 

cognate between related languages long after they split (complete with 

all applicable phonological changes):  e.g. verb→noun -er. 

 

The Indo-European … word for ‘wheel’:  *Hrot-h2 (Skt. rátha- 

‘wagon’, Lith. rãtas ‘wheel, circle’).  The root *Hret- meant ‘walk’. 

 

The word for ‘plow’ is derived… 

‘Gold’, … perhaps derived from the word for ‘yellow’… 

Beekes (1995: 132, 37) 
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DERIVATIONS:  SPECIFIC IN-BUILT MEANINGS? 

 

[To illustrate reduplication as a derivational technique…] 

The best known word is that for ‘wheel’:  Skt. cakrá-, Lith. kãklas 

‘neck’ (for *ke-?) … forms which point to *kwe-kwl-(o). 

Beekes (1995: 37, 171)   

 

This word is built on a PIE root <*kwel-> ‘turn’, and it is formed in 

a typical PIE way for building nouns.   

Trask 2004 (submitted to Science) 

 

• Basic, original gloss for *kwe-kwl-(o) ? 

– a ‘turn-turn’, (any)thing that turns or a turn-er. 
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SPECIES NAMES 

UK vs. US species referents:  oak, squirrel, corn, etc.   

 

… a supposed cognate, found in five of the Indo-European 

subfamilies, that has been reconstructed as meaning ‘beech tree’ … 

One apparent difficulty … is that, even though the words in the five 

language families are cognate, they only mean ‘beech’ in two of 

the five:  Germanic and Italic.  In Greek, Iranian and Slavic the 

words signify various kinds of oak, elm or elder. 

Robinson (1992: 15)   
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WILD OR DOMESTICATED?  A RED HERRING 
 

• “Name a language that doesn’t distinguish wild from domestic X”… 

• You have no word for a plant/animal in your language until you 

domesticate it? 

• Where better for the name to come from, but from what it was 

already called before its form imperceptibly changed, or before you 

started using it for something new? 

• Same for the ‘secondary products revolution’.   
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THE PROTO-INDO-EUROPEAN HORSE MYTH 
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“THEY RIDE HORSES, DON’T THEY?” 

 

A Proto-Indo-European root for horse: 

– Identifies it as ‘a horse culture’? 

– Dates Proto-Indo-European to post-domestication of the horse. 

– Locates it to the Steppes? 
 

• “Five different roots [for horse] are attested”  Coleman (1988).   

• The people of the Kurgan culture did not ride their horses. 
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Lascaux, c. 16000 BP? 
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SO LINGUISTIC PALAEONTOLOGY TELLS US… 

 
 

• In their language the painters had no word for this animal they 

were painting, because they hadn’t domesticated it yet? 

• The painters spoke Proto-Indo-European? 

• The dating of Lascaux is ten millennia too early? 

• The dating of PIE is almost ten millennia too late? 

 

cf. Mallory’s discussions on the wild and domesticated horse. 

 

• A Proto-Indo-European root for horse tells us precisely … nothing. 

 

 

 



– 34 – 

 WHAT OUR RECONSTRUCTIONS REALLY TELL US 

 

• Arguments go round in circles, contradict each other. 

• It’s too easy!  All interpretation far beyond the data, speculation. 

• In almost all cases alternative explanations and interpretations are 

possible.   



– 35 – 

FIRST MAKE YOUR MIND UP… 

… THEN FIND THE PROOF IN LINGUISTIC PALAEONTOLOGY 

 

 “At least one metal.” 

Trask (2004, submitted to Science):   

 

Metals were virtually unknown;  at most, some Indo-European 

languages share a single term meaning variously ‘metal, copper, 

bronze’.   

Robinson (1992: 14): 
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LOCATING HOMELANDS BY LINGUISTIC PALAEONTOLOGY 

 

Regions of the world for which claims have been made as the Indo-

European homeland, arguing from linguistic palaeontology… 
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Cold regions, hot regions;  with mountains, without mountains… 
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‘EXCEPTIONAL’ CASES? 

 

• Alternative explanations are not exceptional one-offs.   

• On the contrary:  absolutely the default semantic processes that 

you expect to find, specifically for new species or technologies. 

– Romance:  citation from Pulgram, plus steel, train, etc. 

– Germanic:  book, steel, ship, coal, mouse… 
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HOW MANY TERMS TO CONVINCE? 

 

• Large numbers of very sound, unequivocal reconstructions, in all 

branches or at least clearly reconstructible to root? 

– Might eventually convincingly tip the balance of plausibility. 
 

• As it stands, evidence limited and weak: 

– Inclines to suspicion as to why there aren’t more… 
 

The speakers of PIE were familiar with at least one metal.  We can 

reconstruct a PIE word *<Hayes> 'metal, copper'.   

Trask (2004, submitted to Science) 

 

Only one word for metal is known. 

Beekes (1995: 37) 
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HOW MANY TERMS TO CONVINCE? 

“The Horse, the Wheel and Language” 

Indo-European edifice through the whole book is predicated on little 

more than four pages of linguistic palaeontology near the start… 

 

The Proto-Indo-European origin of the wagon vocabulary cannot 

be rejected, as it consists of at least five classic reconstructions.   

Anthony (2007: 78) 

 

• Anthony chooses to advertise this simplistic logic in his very title –

speaks volumes for his whole cavalier approach…  

• Ingenuous, or disingenuous? 
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PRECONCEIVED ‘CULTURES’ AND LEAPS OF LOGIC 

The Indo-Europeans made use of wagons, which is shown us by 

the verb *ueģh- ‘to carry, ride’: (‘wagon’…, ‘trip’…, ‘to move’)  

Beekes (1995: 37) 
 
 

• One is just a vague carry/move term.   

• Two, even if they did refer already specifically to ‘transport’ 

technology, still have no necessary link whatever to wheeled 

vehicles, rather than, e.g. earlier dragged sleds.   

• Not even wheels necessarily imply wheeled vehicles!  Other uses: 

– In Mesoamerica the wheel existed on ritual toys without reaching 

the stage of use on vehicles. 
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HAVING IT BOTH WAYS? 

Two more are entirely separate roots for the same meaning wheel.   

*Hrot-h2-  wheel, wagon, circle     c.f.    *Hret- walk 

*kwel- wheel, turn, neck:  specifically identified as a reduplication 

 

• Basic meanings look like no more than go round / thing that turns. 

• Derive and specialise to new meaning wheel differently and 

independently in different daughter languages.  

• Normal ‘default’ assumption:  because the languages have already 

separated before the invention, exactly the reverse chronology! 

• Anthony sees is as ‘double support’!    

 

Similarly, for almost all single reconstructed forms, wide range of 

meanings from one branch of Indo-European to the next: 

→ = acquired their different meanings after the initial break-up. 
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RECONSTRUCTIBLE BACK TO THE ANCESTOR? 

Of the five terms:   

• Germanic 4, Baltic 2, Slavic 2, Celtic 2, Italic 3, Greek 2, Anatolian 1 

 

If you don’t know the tree, you can’t tell whether a word retained only 

in some branches reconstructs all the way back to the ancestor, or 

just to a later node. 

Russell Gray 

 

So we cannot be certain that archaic Proto-Indo-European, as 

partially preserved in Anatolian, had a wheeled-vehicle 

vocabulary. But the rest of Proto-Indo-European did. 

Anthony (2007: 65) 

 

→ Invention & coinings after expansion out of Anatolian? 
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ABSENCE PROVES NOTHING 

• Not found in Hittite?  So what?   

• Even the supporters and guidelines warn this.  Yet… 

– Afro-Asiatic has no agricultural vocab. → pre-agricultural date? 

– So PIE speakers had only half of our body parts? 

 



– 45 – 

TAKE YOUR PICK:  THE WHEEL, THE PLOUGH & THE KING? 

 

Convenient and inconvenient reconstructions:  pick and choose. 

 

• We can safely reconstruct a phonological form *h2rēģ-s-. 

  → infer a Proto-Indo-European king? 

• Routinely dismissed, now that our preconceived idea of Proto-Indo-

European culture no longer envisages a king. 

 

• Bite the bullet and be consistent. 

• Linguistically, no difference in principle with wheel or plough. 

• The ‘linguistic’ case for the reality of a Proto-Indo-European wheel 

or plough is no stronger than for a Proto-Indo-European king. 

 

 

 


