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Introduction 
 

Hildegard L.C. Tristram
 

 
This e-book contains fifteen papers given at the Thirteenth International Con-

gress of Celtic Studies, organised by Sprachwissenschaftliches Institut – Ab-
teilung Keltologie – of the University of Bonn and Rheinisches LandesMuseum 
Bonn (Germany), most of them at the Workshop of “The Celtic Languages in 
Contact” on the 26th and 27th of July 2007. The Workshop was organised by Prof. 
Hildegard L.C. Tristram and the presentations were chaired by both Prof. Tris-
tram and Dr. Patricia Ronan. For various reasons, not all participants in the Work-
shop agreed to submit their papers for publication. Stefan Schumacher’s paper, 
for instance, on “Lexical and Structural Contact Language Phenomena in the 
Celtic-Germanic Transition Zone” had already been published in German in 2007.1 

 
The fifteen contributions form an impressive collection of papers all dealing 

with issues of language contact and the resultant language change. The time 
span is a broad one, beginning with the Nostratic hypothesis in Tatyana Mik-
hailova’s paper and with weighty arguments against the Afro-Asiatic hypothesis 
in Graham Isaac’s paper,2 continuing with Gearóid Mac Eoin’s reflections on 

                                                 
1  Stefan Schumacher, 2007, “Die Deutschen und die Nachbarstämme: Lexikalische und 

strukturelle Sprachkontaktphänomene entlang der keltisch-germanischen Übergangszone,” 
in: Keltische Forschungen 2 (Johann Kaspar Zeuß im kultur- und sprachwissenschaftlichen 
Kontext (19.-21. Jahrhundert), Kronach 21.07.-23.07.2006), ed. Hans Hablitzel & David 
Stifter, assisted by Johannes Tauber, Vienna: Praesens Verlag, 167-207. On this topic, but 
with special reference to England, see also Angelika Lutz, 2006, “Why is West-Saxon 
English Different from Old Saxon?” (lecture given at the International Conference of Eng-
lish Historical Linguistics (ICEHL), Bergamo,” fc. in: Sauer, Hans & Joanna Story, eds., 
Anglo-Saxon England and the Continent; and Hildegard L.C. Tristram, fc. 2008, “Shifting 
Britons: The Impact of Late British on Medieval English,” in: Stiersdorfer, Klaus, ed., An-
glistentag 2007 Münster, Trier: Wissenschaftlicher Verlag. 

2  Unfortunately, Steve Hewitt’s conference paper on “The Genitive Construct in Celtic and 
Semitic” could not be included in this collection for reasons of time. But see his “Remarks 
on the Insular Celtic/Hamito-Semitic question,” in: Karl, Raimund & David Stifter, eds., 
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the language that might have been spoken in Ireland before the spread and de-
velopment of Irish there, with Karin Stüber’s account of language contact as 
shown in the mixed naming patterns in ancient Gaul, and with Ranko Mataso-
vić’s discussion of language contact among the Insular Celtic languages so as to 
form a specific linguistic area. 

Seven papers deal with language contact in the modern period. Alan Kent 
discusses the linguistic legacy of Cornish settlers in North America and Gary 
German the interface between Breton and French, and the effect of the lack of a 
standard of the Breton language on the dialectal fragmentation of the Breton-
speaking areas. Liam Mac Mathúna informs us about the code-mixing of Irish 
and English between about 1600 and about 1900 for literary purposes, Piotr 
Stalmaszczyk about the transfer of specifically Insular Celtic features onto the 
respective ‘Celtic Englishes,’ Raymond Hickey about the transfer of Irish pros-
ody onto the prosody of Irish English, and Katrin Thier about the presence of 
Insular Celtic entries in the ongoing edition of the Oxford English Dictionary. 

Four papers deal with the current demise of Irish as an autochthonous com-
munity language even in the Gaeltacht areas and the rise of Irish as a token lan-
guage used for the construction and maintenance of ‘Irishness,’ or ‘Celticity,’ un-
derscoring a sovereign national identity. Feargal Ó Béarra reports on the griev-
ously endangered linguistic situation of Irish both in the Gaeltacht and in the 
Republic in general, in spite of prolongued official efforts to reintroduce the 
language into public life.3 John Kirk & Jeffrey Kallen use data from the Irish 
part of the International Corpus of (Standard) English (ICE-Ireland) to show 
that, both in Northern Ireland and in the Republic, the occurrence of Irish words 
and phrases provides indexical features of language use “in which English in 
Ireland is used in such a way as to point to the Irish language as a linguistic and 
cultural reference point.” Hildegard Tristram deals with the ideological sig-
nificance of the use of Irish lexis in selected English medium newspapers for 
sale in the Republic of Ireland in 1995/6. 

Finally, Göran Wolf presents his reflections on the present-day status of both 
the Celtic languages and the Celtic Englishes in Great Britain and Ireland. 

 
A systematic analysis of these papers would reveal insights into various topics 

concerning the linguistic contacts of Celtic as an IE language family over such a 
long period of time: shared ancestry and diversification, maintenance and de-
mise, import and innovation, borrowing and language shift (bottom up and top 
down), bilingualism and diglossia, language creation and Ausbau (institutionali-

                                                                                                                                                         
fc., The Celtic World. Critical Concepts in Historical Studies, 4 vols., London & New York: 
Routledge. 

3  Brian Ó Curnáin’s paper at the Conference discussed the current change from synthetic-
ity to analycity of the prepositional pronouns: “Nontraditional and reduced acquisition of 
Irish in the Conamara Gaeltacht.” Cf. Ó Curnáin, 2007, The Irish of Iorras Aithneach, 
County Galway, 4 vols., Dublin: Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies, School of Celtic 
Studies, vol. 1: 35, 59 f.; vol. 2: 1278-81. 
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sation), shared typological drift from syntheticity to analycity, code-switching, 
individual and group L2 acquisition, the impact of the oral and the written means 
of communication, etc. Reflections of this type are, however, left to the readers, 
who will find ample food for thought about the ways the Celtic languages inter-
acted with their linguistic neighbours over time and also the ways in which the 
Insular Celtic languages left their marks on both English and French. All of the 
papers are empirical studies and rely on thorough data analysis. 

 
Hopefully, this volume will stimulate further research into the Celtic languages 

in contact and thereby reveal patterns of general linguistic interest. 
 
 



 

Macc, Cailín and Céile – an Altaic Element in Celtic? 
 

Tatyana A. Mikhailova 
(Moscow State University, Russia) 

 
1. The substratum theory has been so compromised by numerous fantastic 

speculations (Basque, Uralic, Altaic, Kartvelian, Hamito-Semitic, etc.), that the 
problem itself has become a perpetuum mobile of Celtic and Germanic studies. 
Yet, what Kenneth Jackson said about the Picts could be applied to the inhabi-
tants of Old North and Central Europe, too: “The people of Scotland before the 
coming of the Celts must, after all, have spoken some language …” (Jackson 
1955: 152). 

 

1.1. In Celtic languages (both Continental and Insular) we can find words 
with uncertain etymology which presumably represent loanwords from other 
language-families. One can see the traces of the pre-Indo-European substratum 
of Central and Western Europe, “an original non-Celtic/non-Germanic North 
West block” according to Kuhn (1961). But we may suppose that this conclu-
sion is not sufficiently justified. This problem can have many different solutions, 
and we may never be in a position to resolve it definitively. 

 
Celto-Germanic ‘horse’? 
For example, in both Celtic and Germanic, a special word for ‘saddle horse’ is 

used, which is not attested in other Indo-European languages. We mean the root 
*mark-os: 

 
Celtic – OIr. marc ‘horse,’ MIr. marcach ‘rider,’ MW march ‘horse, stal-

lion,’ Bret. marc’h; 
Germanic – ON m. marr, f. OE mearh, ME mare (< *marhī-), MHG Marah 

> Mähre ‘horse, mare,’ OHG marahscalc ‘groom,’ etc.). 
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This word was also known in Continental Celtic. The same root is attested in 
the Galatic term trimarkisia, which means a special group or set of three horse-
riders (a chieftain or nobleman with two attendants). In his Description of Greece, 
Pausanias (II c. A.D.) remarks that the Galatians use a special word for ‘horse’ 
which is unknown in Greek: 

 
[9] The muster of foot amounted to one hundred and fifty-two thousand, with twenty 

thousand four hundred horses. This was the number of horsemen in action at any one 
time, but the real number was sixty-one thousand two hundred. For to each horseman 
were attached two servants, who were themselves skilled riders and, like their masters, 
had a horse. 

[10] When the Gallic horsemen were engaged, the servants remained behind the 
ranks and proved useful in the following way. Should a horseman or his horse fall, the 
slave brought him a horse to mount; if the rider was killed, the slave mounted the horse 
in his master’s place; if both rider and horse were killed, there was a mounted man 
ready. When a rider was wounded, one slave brought back to camp the wounded man, 
while the other took his vacant place in the ranks. 

[11] I believe that the Gauls in adopting these methods copied the Persian regiment 
of the Ten Thousand, who were called the Immortals. There was, however, this dif-
ference. The Persian used to wait until the battle was over before replacing casualties, 
while the Gauls kept reinforcing the horsemen to their full number during the height of 
the action. This organization is called in their native speech ‘trimarcisia,’ for I would 
have you know that marca is the Celtic name for a horse (Pausanias 10, 19, 9-11).1 

 
The same element marc- is attested in local Gaulish names, such as Marco-

durum ‘Horse-gate’ (?), Marcomagus ‘Horse-valley’ (DAG: 221), Marco-lica 
‘horse-stone’ (?, Spain; Delamarre 2003: 217). Compare the Gaulish proper 
names Marcomarus, Marcosena, Marcomani, Marcus (?, the king’s name in the 
Tristan legend), Marcula, etc. Consider Ambio-marcis (dat.pl.), a “Matronen-
name” (Schmidt 1957: 123). Furthermore, a plant-name callio-marcus, glossed 
as epo-calium (‘latine equi ungula uocatur’), may be relevant here. A figurative 
meaning of the same word is presumably attested in the Gaulish inscription of 
MARCOSIOR – MATERNIA (RIG II-2: L-117), which can be translated either 
as ‘puisse-je (te) chevaucher les organes maternels’ or ‘puisse-je être chevauché 
par Materna’ (RIG: 328). In both cases, the metaphorical use of the word (here 
‘to copulate’) demonstrates that the word is well-rooted in the language. But we 
have to note that the Common Celtic word mark-o- does not represent a basic 
term for ‘horse,’ but has the specific meaning of ‘saddle horse’. 

Continental Celts, especially the Gauls became “famous for their prowess in 
horsemanship. These horsemen are equites ‘knights’ (a word used by Ceasar – 
T.M.). After the Roman occupation of Gaul, Gaulish cavalry troops became a 
distinguished feature of the Roman Army and served widely in the Empire” 
(Ross 1970: 71). Strabo also remarked that “Although they [the Celts and the 
Germanic peoples] are all naturally fine fighting men, yet they are better as cav-

                                                 
1  Lit. The Celts call the horse – a markan (acc.). 
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2.3. If the term is attested only in proto-Germanic or proto-Celtic it automati-
cally qualifies as a borrowing from a pre-Indo-European ‘substratum’ of North-
ern Europe. But, as Polomé pointed out, “When dealing with pre-Indo-European 
“substrate” in northern Europe, the major problem is that there is absolutely no 
direct evidence of the language of the populations that the speakers of Indo-
European dialects encountered upon their penetration into the area” (Polomé 
1990: 272). We suppose other problems arise here, and the most important of 
these is, as Alfred Bammesberger has put it, that “We do not know how many 
members of the IE language family ultimately died out without leaving any di-
rect traces” (Bammesberger 1994). By the ‘members of the family’ we under-
stand not only ‘languages,’ but also some small dialectal branches of the big 
‘language tree’ which faded, broke off and died, maybe together with precious 
traces of ‘lost’ IE roots. 

For instance, Pokorny gives the IE root *bhoudhi- ‘victory’ based only on 
Celtic material (OIr. búad, W budd, PN Boudicca) and a supposed Germ. LN 
Baudi-hillia ‘Siegeskämpferin’ (IEW: 163). But can we view this as an early 
continental borrowing from an unknown pre-IE language of Northern Europe? 

On the contrary, OIr. becc /begg?/ ‘small’ (W bychan, Bret. bihan), a word 
without etymology, could not be considered a loanword (?), but, as Polomé as-
sumes, “the localized survival of an archaic term,” i.e. of an IE-Altaic isogloss 
(cf. Tuv. biča, Karag. bic’ä, Jakut. byčyk, Mong. biči ‘small’). 

A Nostratic root biĆa is attested in many Altaic languages, but preserved in 
only one branch of the IE family (cf. also Uralic forms: Veps. piču ‘small,’ Ka-
rel. pićukkani ‘very small,’ etc.), and in the wider Dravidic material in Иллич-
Свитыч (Illich-Svitych) (1971: 178). Cf. also OIr. col ‘violation, incest’ and 
Mong. *kul-g- ‘thief,’ which Eric Hamp supposed to be a Continental Celtic bor-
rowing from an unknown substratum dialect (Hamp 1974: 199). Consider OIr. 
ésce(a)/éisce ‘moon’ and Lapp. aske ‘moon, the god of the Moon,’ as well (Vor-
ren, Manker 1962: 119). The list of these parallels could be continued. 

The Nostratic hypothesis relies on an application of the comparative method, 
involving systematic sound-and-meaning correspondences between the consti-
tuent families. The Nostratic voiceless affricate Ć gives /sk/ in the IE languages, 
and not /k/ or /g/ (e.g. the verbal suffix -Ći > IE -sk-, cf. OIr. verbal present stem 
nasc- ‘bind’ < *nedh-sk-, etc.). That is, if the OIr. word for ‘small’ was indeed 
derived from the Nostratic root biĆa, it would give the form *besk- and not 
becc.6 The Nostratic *Ć gives -kk- only in the Dravidic languages (cf. Malaya-
lam pīcca ‘small,’ Tamil picca ‘short,’ etc.).What do we want to demonstrate by 
this example? We want to formulate two main ideas: 

                                                 
6  The relationship between Goidelic and British forms is also disputable. Rudolf Thurneysen 

supposed that Brittonic forms derive from a word with a voiceless geminate -kk- (“perhaps 
the influence of some other word has been operative here” (Thurneysen 1946: 93)). 
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1. The direct derivation of a word from a Nostratic root must be based not only 
on its meaning correspondences and obvious phonetic similarities, but also 
on a strict system of phonological correlation. 

2. We do not know how many members of the Nostratic super-family ultimately 
died out without leaving any direct traces. 

 
That is, taking into account the similarity of our becc with Altaic (Uralic) 

data, we could presume that it is may really be a loanword from an unknown, 
extinct Nostratic language, in which Nostratic *b gives -b and *Ć gives -kk. 

 

3. Old Irish ‘macc’? 

3.1. Returning now to the problematic etymology of the famous Old Irish 
macc, we must begin by rendering the meaning of this term precisely in different 
contexts and text traditions. 

 

3.1.1. Ogam inscriptions 

In Ogam the form MAQQI (MAQI, MACI, gen. with old case ending -ī) is at 
first sight used as a kind of cliché or formula introducing the patronymic name. 
But this solution derives rather from the comparison of Ogam names with the 
traditional Irish name-system. Damian McManus pointed out that “MAQQI- 
does not denote a filial relationship to the second element – often a dependent 
genitive of a divine name or the name of a tree or a word associated with a trade – 
probably with the original meaning of ‘devotee’ or the like (McManus 1991: 
109). He proposes to distinguish MAQQI-X names from the patronymic MAQQI 
X type. The first appear in inscriptions (e.g. MAQI-CAIRATINI AVI IN-
EQAGLAS, etc), but an inscription like X MAQQI Y also can be interpreted as 
‘(the grave) of X, of MAQQOS-Y’ and not ‘(the grave) of X, of the son of Y’. 
Compare here the Gaulish constructions with the idionym and the genitive (pos-
sessive) form of the parent’s given name: Doiros Segomari, Martialis Dannotali, 
etc. (see Lambert 1995). 

The same meaning (‘devotee’) is presumably preserved in numerous later con-
structions and technical expressions of the type of macc báis, mac bronn, macc 
eclaise, macc óige, as well as of its metaphoric use in macc alla ‘echo’ (lit. ‘son 
of a cliff’, (C)DIL-M: 6-7). 

 

3.1.2. Glosses and the Christian Context 

In the language of the Glosses macc is usually used in its ‘strict’ sense and 
glosses Lat. filius, in particular in the phrase Macc Dé ‘Christ’ or in the set ex-
pression of Athair ocus Mac ocus Spirut Nóeb. We have to note that in general 
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the influence of Christianity is clearly responsible for the special attitude to-
wards children in Early Irish culture and their high legal status. This influence 
had in some aspects changed the primary meaning of earlier basic Celtic kinship 
terminology inherited from proto-Indo-European society or/and borrowed from 
pre-Indo-European inhabitants of Europe. 

 

3.1.3. Early Irish Law 

In the Irish Law-tracts, we suppose that the term macc has two different mean-
ings: 

 
1. a son, a male heir: in such phrases as macc béo-athar ‘son of living father,’ 

macc té ‘warm son’ (‘subject to proper controls’), macc úar ‘cold son,’ etc. 
(see Kelly 1988: 80-81). Cf. also the title of the legal tract concerning the 
rules of inheritance, Maccshlechta. Cf. also leth díri cach gráid túaithe fora 
mnaí 7 a mac 7 a ingin “a half-honour-price of every member of the lay 
grades for his wife and his son and his daughter” (Binchy 1941: 5:126). The 
person denoted as macc-1 has no age (like ModIr. mac, Engl. son, Russian 
syn, etc.), but is generally young. 

 
2. a child, a person with neither legal responsibility, nor any right to inde-

pendent legal action, a young person. In this meaning, the term macc can be 
applied to the female child, too, (i.e. a child between baptism and the age of 
seven years). 

 
e.g. In the tract Bretha Crólige, the term maccothrus ‘sick-maintenance 

of children’ is applied both to the small boys and girls (Binchy 
1938: 40). 
Ní dligther fothud a thige do neoch céin mbes maice “It is not due 
hospitality to a person, who is in its childhood” (Binchy 1941: 
3:77). 
Asrenar laneraic … im maccailig na díulta cailli “the full pay-
ment… for a young nun who has not renounced her veil” ((C)DIL: 
M, 9). 
Maccléirech ‘young cleric’ and maccaillech ‘young nun,’ etc. 

 
The person denoted as macc-2 has no gender (like OIr. lenab, Engl. infant, 

child, Russian rebenok, etc.), but is generally a male. 
 

3.1.4. Early Irish Narrative Tradition 

In the saga material, in the annals, in the learning tracts, etc. we find, of course, 
many different meanings of the word macc: 
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1. The “strict” sense of ‘son’ or ‘male descendant’ (cethri meic … tri ingena 
“four sons and three daughters”; … no co rucad mac no ingen duit ond uair 
sin “Since then neither son, nor daughter has been begotten by you” (SMMD 
1927: 10); maicc Israhel “the sons of Israel”; mac duine “mortal man,” lit. 
“son of a human being”; Fergus mac Róich, etc.); 

 
2. ‘boy, lad’ (Mac bec doringni in gním sin … “A little boy who performed that 

exploit …” (TBC 1970: 25, 915); cf. Romoch duit-siu sain, a meic bic … – 
“Cían lim-sa di shodain, a máthair,” ar in mac bec. “It is too soon for you, 
my son” – “I think it long (to wait) for that, mother,” said the little boy” 
(TBC 1970: 21). Cf. also maccoím ‘a boy, lad’ (from childhood to the arm-
bearing age). 

 
3. In composites and in further derivations of ‘child, young person’ (cf. for in-

stance maccbarat ‘child’s clothes,’ maccles ‘juvenile feat,’ banmacc ‘daugh-
ter,’ maccrad ‘children’ (in particular of boys?), etc.). 

 
Joseph Vendryes formulated the conclusion that “Il est d’ailleurs à noter 

qu’en plus de sa valeur de nom de parenté, il a aussi le sens ‘jeune garçon’; il est 
donc à la fois l’équivalent de latin filius et puer” (LEIA-M-N-O-P: M-2). We 
could add the sense of ‘child’. 
 

But which meaning is the primary one, ‘son,’ 7 ‘boy’ or ‘child’? 
 

3.1.5. Gaulish and Brittonic data 

We could say that Middle Welsh texts give us the same complex of meanings 
of MW mab (OW map). That is, it has the “strict” sense of ‘son’ in patronymic 
names and in the law tracts (cf. OIr. macc ingor ~ MW mab anwar ‘undutiful 
son’ (Binchy 1956: 228), and the meaning ‘boy, child’ in narrative tradition. 
E.g.: ‘Paham,’ heb yr Efnissyen, ‘na daw uy nei, uab uy chwaer, attaf i?’… A 
chyuodi y uynyd, a chymryt y mab erwyd y traet … “‘Why does my nephew, the 
son of my sister,’ said Efnissyen, ‘not come to me?’ … He rose and took the boy 
by the feet …” (BUL 1961: 14). 

The title of the collection of medieval Welsh tales, the Mabinogion, is also 
connected with the same word. 

 
It has been generally accepted that the term mabinogi is based on the word mab ‘child, 
boy, son’ (sic! T.M.), and that it was used like the French enfances in the sense of a story 
about (a hero’s) childhood … More recently, however, Eric Hamp has rejected this ex-

                                                 
7  The problem of the semantics of OIr. ‘son’ is very complicated, because of the fosterage 

institution in medieval Irish society. Cf. the use of daltae ‘foster-child’ in the sense of ‘son, 
daughter’ in the Modern Irish dialects. But we suppose, this practice is rather late and does 
not prevent the reconstruction of Common Celtic kinship terminology. 
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planation, arguing instead that the term is a collective noun based on the stem *mapono- 
and that it originally meant material or doing pertaining to (the family of) the divine 
Maponos (W Mabon) (Mac Cana 1977: 24). 
 

The Welsh personage Mabon uab Modron (from the mabinogi “Culhwch ac 
Olwen”) is connected with the Irish ‘young god’ Macc Óc (O’Rahilly 1946: 
516-17) and at the same time derives from the Gaulish god Mapon-os, a Celtic 
Continental deity of Roman time often linked to Apollo, just as his mother 
Modron is derived from Matrona, an eponym of the Marne River (Olmsted 
1994: 380-381; Калыгин (Kalygin) 2006: 109). The théonyme Mapon-os repre-
sents a typical formation of divine names with the “individualizing n-suffix”8 
(for numerous examples of Celtic names see Stüber 1998: 94 ff.). The name of 
the god Maponos is attested in the Chamalière inscription (Lambert 1979: 146-
151) and represents the idea of a ‘divine youth’. Cf. also NP Mapodia, Mapin-
ius, Mapillus, etc. and a NL Mapo-riton in Britain. 

Thus, we could assume that the primary meaning of CC maqwo- is rather ‘a 
young person, a child’ and not ‘a son’. 

 

3.2. As the Russian linguist Sergej Kullanda noted, 

The traditional reconstruction of the original meanings of the Indo-European words com-
monly treated as kinship terms leaves a number of linguistic and historical phenomena 
unexplained. A reinterpretation of this reconstruction /…/ suggests that the etyma in 
question were not kinship terms but classifiers of age-sex groups (Kullanda 2002: 89). 

 
We could add that the comparison of the reconstructed proto-IE system with 

kinship systems of archaic societies permits us to suggest that age-stratification 
precedes sex stratification. Anyway, the system “children – males/females – old 
people” remains intact to this time in many traditional cultures. We do not know 
precisely what stage of sex/age stratification can be reconstructed for the proto-
IE society. 

The Russian linguist Oleg Trubachev in his investigation The History of Old 
Slavonic Kinship Terminology supposed that early IE society could be compared 
with an indigenous Australian tribe called Aranta, which not only did not know 
special terms for ‘son’ and ‘daughter,’ but did not understand the difference be-
tween man and woman (Трубачев (Trubachev) 1959: 197). At the same time, 
Gamkrelidze and Ivanov give fifteen IE terms of kinship. We do not know, 
where the truth really lies, but we suppose that the Common Celtic society 
would already have had a considerably developed system of kin stratification 
and presumably would have known the word for ‘boy, son, offspring,’ the IE 
*sūnus (cf. OIr. suth). Some social changes, which cannot be discussed here, 

                                                 
8  Cf. “Ce nom *Makw(kw)onos signifie “le garçon,” “le fils,” avec le suffixe -onos/-ona fré-

quent dans l’onomastique” (Lambert 1979: 146). 
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provoked innovations in the vocabulary and thus IE *sūnus was ousted by the 
*maqwos of unknown origin. 

 

3.3. ‘maqu-os’ and the Problem of Etymology 

Goidelic and Brittonic data give us the obvious proto-Celtic form *maqwqw-os 
(in Britt. without a geminate), which has no sure IE etymology (“The IE ety-
mology proposed here is rather uncertain for semantic reasons,” according to 
Matasovič in his internet database). Among different suggestions we may quote 
three main views: 

 
1. the term is connected with Germanic *māghu- ‘son’ 
2. the term has a specific etymology connected with the idea of growth 
3. the term represents a loanword from an unknown non-IE language. 

 
The first view has a considerable following and in its turn diverges into two 

main branches: 
 
a. The direct derivation from IE *maghos, maghu- (IEW: 696) ‘Knabe, Jüng-

ling’ (may be connected with IE *magh- ‘force’). From this root, Pokorny 
derives such Germanic terms as OE mága ‘son,’ Goth. magus ‘young man, 
servant,’ ON mọgr ‘son,’ Runic mag- ‘son,’ Goth. mawi ‘girl,’ OHG magad 
‘young woman’ (> Mädchen), etc. Cf. also Av. maγava- ‘unmarried’. 

Without any doubt, this root resulted in many Celtic forms: Gaul. Magu- 
‘youth, slave, vassal’ in NP (cf. Ellis Evans 1967: 221-22; Schmidt 1957: 
235; Delamarre 2003: 214); W meudwy ‘hermit’ (from *magus dēwī ‘ser-
vus Dei’); Corn. maw ‘servant’, OIr. mug (gen. moga, u-stem) ‘slave, ser-
vant,’ as well as the abstract name macdacht fem. ‘youth’ (Corn. magteth, 
Bret. matez ‘servant-girl’). 

As Vendryes presumed, “dans le cas de l’irlandais, on peut croire au mot 
macc; pour le brittonique, le rapport avec mab ‘fils’ n’apparaît pas” (LEIA-
M, N, O, P: M-3). We must add that the semantic correlation between ‘boy, 
child’ and ‘servant’ is universal. Cf. Russian rebenok ‘child’ and rab ‘ser-
vant, slave’ (from IE *orbho- ‘verwaist, Waise,’ (IEW: 781-782); cf. also 
Goth. arbi ‘das Erbe,’ OIr. orbe ditto, but Goth. arbaiÞs ‘Arbeit’ and Lat. 
orbus ‘orphan,’ Arm. orb ditto), and Akan abofa ‘child, servant’ (Popov 
1981: 95). 

Pokorny reconstructs the Common Celtic proto-form (“Koseform”) as 
*maggwos (?). Szemerényi in his Studies in the Kinship Terminology of the 
Indo-European Languages shares this opinion and proposes the interesting 
idea that OIr. macc derives from the “syncopated *magu-ko-s (> *magwkos)” 
(Szemerényi 1977: 19). 
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Cf. “Die Entwicklung dürfte demnach etwa folgendermassen verlaufen 
sein: 1. *maghu-o-, i.e. *magwo-, → *makwo- verschärft (in gall. GN 
Maponos sowie in akymr. korn. breton. mab, vielleicht in keltiber. Magui-
aesus) mit anschliessender semantischer Differenzierung von *maghu-, kelt. 
magu- ‘Knabe, Jünglig’ → irisch ‘Sklave’ und *makwo- ‘Knabe’ → ‘Sohn’; 
2. *makwo- → *makwkwo- geminiert (in Ogam Gen. Sg. maqqi, maqi, altir. 
macc); 3. magu → mug im Irischen.” (Schmidt 1979: 121). 

In Goidelic, the geminate has an expressive character (?) and -k-, as we 
understand it, has a diminutive meaning (cf. Russian malčik ‘boy’ < malec + 
īk < mal ‘small’). It is, however, difficult to represent a pure athematic suffix 
-k- at this late stage in the development of Celtic. “There seems to have been 
a progression from an athematic *-k- and a thematic *-ko- suffix … to suf-
fixes of the shape -Vko-. The vowel in question, usually either -ā- or -ī-, was 
probably in origin the stem-vowel of the base, which was resegmented as 
part of the suffix, leading to the spread of enlarged suffixes” (Russell 1990: 
12). Thus, the word in Common Celtic would rather have had the form of 
*maghuk- (cf. Szemerényi), and the syncopated form with the short thematic 
-o- of the stem does not seem to be justified (?). 

 
b. The reconstruction for both Germanic and Celtic of an old, pre-Verner form 

with voiceless labiovelar *kw-. Cf. the Celto-Germ. proto-form supposed by 
Prokosch *makw-os (Prokosch 1939: 23). Hamp also proposed a hypothe-
tical pre-Verner reconstruction based on the vocalic divergence in IE *mēk- 
/*mek-/*m�k-ú- (Hamp 1990 b: 297). The primary meaning of this supposed 
IE root *mVk- remains obscure. And, more importantly, what should we 
then do with the other roots given by Pokorny? 

 
The second view involves proposing etymologies connected with Gr. μáκρος 

‘big, long,’ Lat. macer ‘meagre,’ etc. (cf. Matasovič, internet database). 
Vendryes rejects all proposed etymologies and supposes the term to be “un 

mot nouveau, qui ne remonte pas nécessairement à l’indo-européen” (LEIA-
MNOP: M-2). But what language or language family had he in mind? 

If we compare again our term with Nostratic material in general, we could 
consider such words as Altaic *mūko- ‘male, boy’ and Dravidic *maγI ‘child’ 
(in particular, Tamil maka ‘child, son, boy’). Cf. also Ogamic MUCOI ‘descen-
dant’ which may be of the same origin. The phonetic and semantic similarity is 
evident, but again we cannot be sure whether we are dealing with a loanword or 
a direct derivation from Nostratic *mVkV. Could it be anything else? We pro-
pose a compromise. We consider CC *maqw- to be a borrowing from the hypo-
thetical pre-IE Nostratic language of North-Central Europe, probably supported 
semantically by Celtic derivations from IE *maghu- ‘fellow, unmarried,’ which 
presumably earlier also had the meaning of ‘son,’ conserved in Germanic. 
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4. Céile 

In the Ogam inscriptions, both CELI (gen. sg. of PI *c�lias, yo-stem) and 
MAQQI are used for the specification of the name, and we do not know the pre-
cise meaning of this word (‘companion,’ ‘kin,’ ‘client,’ ‘servent,’ ‘relative by 
marriage,’ etc.). 

In the law tracts, the term céile means ‘client’, i.e. ‘client of submission,’ 
dóerchéile and ‘free client,’ sóerchéile (Kelly 1988: 29). In the eighth century, a 
new order of ascetic monks called themselves Céli Dé (Eng. culdees) ‘com-
panions of God’ or, as Kathleen Hughes pointed out, “perhaps ‘clients’ or ‘vas-
sals of God’. As Prof. Jackson points out to me, the céle enters into a contract of 
célsine with a flaith or lord. The Céle Dé was the man who took God for his 
flaith, who entered into a contact of service with Him” (Hughes 1966: 173 fn. 
3). Cf. Lat. servus Dei. Like macc, céile can also form a name Céile Críst, Céle-
Petair, etc. (O’Brien 1973: 230). 

In the saga material, cé(i)le has a wider meaning, i.e. ‘fellow, companion, 
neighbour, husband, mate; a rival, an equal’ and ‘the other one’ (cf. DIL). There 
are many such examples. 

In Modern Irish, céile has approximately the same meaning (‘companion,’ ‘the 
other one’), but adds the meaning of ‘relative by marriage’ (fear céile ‘husband,’ 
bean chéile ‘wife,’ máthair chéile ‘mother-in-law,’ cf. Dinneen 1927: 720). 

In Welsh, the word cilydd has a similar meaning: ‘companion, friend, relative, 
neighbor’ and ‘the other one’. Cf. “Irish c�ch a chéle, the exact equivalent of 
pawb i gilydd, [which] is used in the same way” (Morris-Jones 1913: 306). 

Thus, the parentship of Irish céile and Welsh cilydd is obvious, “though the 
vocalism of the latter, if it derives from *keilios, presents a problem” (McManus 
1991: 119). In Irish, we have a diphthong ei and in Brittonic, a long �, and “Cela 
rend l’étymologie délicate” (LEIA-C: 53). 

Vendryes supposed that this word was a derivation from the IE root *k’ei
‘liegen’ (IEW: 539-540, as were OIr. c�em ‘Liebe,’ Goth. haims, OHG Heimat,
ME home, Russian semja ‘family,’ etc.). The etymology proposed by Pedersen 
seems to be more logical. It is assumed to have come from IE *keleu- ‘wandern; 
Weg’ (IEW: 554). Thus, the first meaning of *kelios could have been ‘a travelling 
companion, a concomitant’ (cf. Ir. séttig). We are tempted to compare the Irish 
term with Russian �eliad ‘servants in the house of the nobleman; members of a 
big family,’ deriving from the IE root *kwel- ‘drehen, sich drehen, sich herum-
bewegen, wohnen’ (IEW: 639-640). Cf. also OIr. cul ‘chariot’ or rather ‘a wheel 
of the chariot,’ Slav. kolo ‘wheel,’ but also Lith. kelenas and Russian koleno
‘knee’ (‘generation’). Yet, if not only Irish but also Welsh had derived the term 
directly from the IE root, would it have had the form of *pelly-?

In a similar way, as we have done with macc, we could compare OIr. céile
‘friend, companion, servant’ (W cilydd, Corn. y-gyla ‘another,’ etc.), with such 
Altaic words as Tung. *k�lu-me ‘person of the opposite moiety, brother-in-law, 
servant,’ Orok. kele, Evenk. k�l�me, Even. k�lme (Starostin 1995: 220) and 
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Uralic terms such as Finn. kylä ‘home,’ Finn. kylälinen ‘servants, members of 
the family’ (Illich-Svitych 1971: 363). The supposed Nostratic root is *külV, and 
IE *kwel- presumably derives from it. We thus explain the vocalism of the 
Celtic (Irish) diphthong by the re-interpretation of the long ‘tone’ of the original 
vowel. 

We are not insisting that this word is a loan from an unknown Nostratic lan-
guage (or Altaic?). We suppose that it really can have some direct IE derivation, 
but again the parallels with the Nostratic terms are obvious. 
 

5. ‘caile,’ ‘calin’ 

In addition, OIr. caile ‘she-servant, servant-girl, maid,’ glossing famula (later 
cailín ‘servant’ or rather ‘young girl’) is another word without an etymology 
(“étymologie inconnue,” LEIA-C: 12). There are possible parallels with Kart. 
*kal ‘woman, girl,’ Uralic *käly ‘sister-in-law, girl, servant,’ Dravidic *kal- ‘a 
woman of the opposite moiety, sister-in-law, servant’. The supposed Nostratic 
root is *kälV with the meaning ‘girl; relative by marriage,’ the IE root is 
*g’ló(u)- ‘sister-in-law’ (Lat. glós, gen. glóris ‘sister-in-law,’ Russian zolovka 
‘sister of the husband,’ etc.). 

 

6. Conclusion 

First of all, we have to say that we were not dealing with the reconstruction of 
the Common Celtic system of kinship terminology. We understand, however, 
that this problem is very interesting and deserves closer investigation. 

The essential aim of our present research was to attract the attention of lin-
guists to the evident similarity between some Celtic words without established 
etymologies and some examples of Nostratic vocabulary. The separation of the 
Celts from the original IE community has been dated by glotto-chronology to 
about 3500 B.C. For this period, Kalevi Wiik proposes three broad linguistic 
locations in Europe: “Basque in Iberia, France and the British Isles, Indo-
European in the Balkans and Finno-Ugric in the Ukraine and Scandinavia” 
(Wiik 2002: 290). We now propose the possible presence in central and northern 
Europe of another branch of the Nostratic super-family which did not leave di-
rect daughter-languages, but which left vague traces in Celtic and Germanic. We 
suppose that a new approach to the old problem of a Pre-IE substratum in 
Europe would represent a useful way forward for future investigations. 
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Celtic and Afro-Asiatic 
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It is not remarkable that structural similarities between the Insular Celtic and 

some Afro-Asiatic1 languages continue to exert a fascination on many people. 
Research into any language may be enlightening with regard to the understanding 
of all languages, and languages that show similar features are particularly likely 
to provide useful information. It is remarkable that the structural similarities be-
tween Insular Celtic and Afro-Asiatic languages continue to be interpreted as 
diagnostic of some sort of special relationship between them; some sort of affin-
ity or mutual affiliation that goes beyond the fact that they are two groups of 
human languages. This paper investigates again the fallacious nature of the ar-
guments for the Afro-Asiatic/Insular Celtic contact theory (henceforth AA/IC 
contact theory). It takes its point of departure from Gensler (1993). That work is 
as yet unpublished, but has had considerable resonance. Such statements as the 
following indicate the importance that has been attached to the work: “After the 
studies of Morris-Jones, Pokorny, Wagner2 and Gensler it seems impossible to 

                                                 
1 Many recent discussions of the matters in hand retain the older designation ‘Hamito-

Semitic’. I shall use the more recent term ‘Afro-Asiatic’ irrespective of what term is used 
by a particular author whose work I might at any time be discussing. The term is imprecise, 
insofar as Omotic, Cushitic and Chadic, other Afro-Asiatic subfamilies, are not generally 
implicated in the theory in question. But with that caveat borne in mind, there is no reason 
to insist pedantically on a narrowing of the terminology. 

2 I.e. Morris-Jones (1900), Pokorny (1927, 1928, 1930, 1949, 1962, 1964), Wagner (1959, 
1967, 1977, 1981, 1987) (selected references). To these may be added some further work on 
the theory by Shisha-Halevy (1995, 2000 a, 2000 b) and Vennemann (2000, 2001, 2002, 
2003 a, 2003 b, 2003 c). In the present paper, I shall not be discussing the history of the 
theory over more than a century. A historiographical summary, together with critique, will 
be provided by Hewitt (fc.; cf. further Zeidler 2004; McCone 2006: 20-40). Nor shall I be 
addressing the differences of detail between the various presentations, differences in the 
features chosen as significant, differences in the mechanisms of contact or of immediate af-
filiations of the substrate language, etc. The base of all versions of the theory is that there 
is a continuum of contact between the Insular Celtic languages and the Afro-Asiatic lan-
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deny the special links between Insular Celtic and Afro-Asiatic” (Jongeling 2000: 
64). And the ideas in question have been propagated in the popular scientific 
press,3 with the usual corollary that it is these ideas that are perceived by the in-
terested but non-specialist public as being at the cutting edge of sound new re-
search, when in fact they may simply be recycled ideas of a discredited theory. 
For these reasons it is appropriate to subject Gensler’s unpublished work to de-
tailed critique.4 In particular, with regard to the twenty features of affinity be-
tween Insular Celtic and Afro-Asiatic which Gensler investigated, it will be 
shown (yet again, in some cases): 

 
1) that several of the features are merely implicational correlates of other 

features, not genuinely separate features at all; 
 
2) that the triviality of some of the features positively disallows them as 

being diagnostic of a special relationship (and some consideration will be given 
to the claim, essential to the contact theory, that a group of individually non-
diagnostic features can combine to make a diagnostic ensemble of features, or: 
how do twenty inconclusive arguments add up to one conclusive argument?); 

 
3) most particularly, many of the features imply positively bizarre realist in-

terpretations: 
a) either there is a causal link between the fact of the Celtic languages 

gaining certain grammatical features in the tenth century A.D. and the 
(supposed) fact that they had been in contact with an Afro-Asiatoid 
language five hundred, seven hundred or over a thousand years earlier 
(realist comparison: 21st-century English develops a certain syntactic 
feature because it was in contact with Proto-Norse in the tenth cen-
tury); or 

b) the Celtic languages were still in contact with that Afro-Asiatoid lan-
guage in the tenth century A.D. 

                                                                                                                                                         
guages which is seen evidentially in their shared typological features. Nowhere are the na-
ture of the features involved and the structure of the arguments relating to them explicated 
in more detail than by Gensler (1993). All detailed discussion will therefore be restricted to 
the facts and arguments given in the latter work. I shall assume that any criticism of that 
treatment is transitively applicable to any other treatment relying on, or derived from, 
Gensler’s or using the same data and argumentative direction. If anyone would challenge 
that assumption, i.e. if anyone would claim that the theory can be upheld without reliance 
on any of the features discussed by Gensler, or on any of the implications of his discussion 
for the linguistic history and geography of the ancient and medieval world, let the cri-
tique of that be the task of another day. 

3 Wuethrich (2000). 
4 The criticisms presented in this paper are harsh. The argumentative context requires this. 

Gensler has helped the field immensely by formulating the issues in the most explicit man-
ner ever. This will have been in vain if the matter is not treated as deserving the most pene-
trating attack possible. 
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Neither of the latter realist positions is empirically defensible. Consequently, 
either the AA/IC contact theory is a metaphysical theory, in which case its use-
fulness is questionable, or it is wrong. 

Here follow the features of affinity between Afro-Asiatic and Insular Celtic 
(henceforth AA and IC) which Gensler identifies and discusses. He first presents 
them as seventeen features,5 but later separates 2 and 4 into subfeatures and ar-
gues for counting them separately,6 giving the array of twenty features. These 
twenty features are taken by Gensler as defining a shared AA/IC linguistic-typo-
logical ‘macrotype’. I have added to most of the features a value T, V and/or D, 
which are explained immediately following. 

 
1. Conjugated prepositions T/V 
2a. Clause-level word order VSO D1 
2b. NP-level word order VO (Head-Dependent) D1 
3. Relative particle or zero (not relative pronoun) T/D2 
4a. Genitival relative clauses: pronoun copying not gapping D2 
4b. Prepositional relative clauses: pronoun copying not gapping D2/V 
4c. Prepositional relative clauses: preposition moves to verb D2 
5. Special relative form of verb V 
6. Polypersonal verb T/V 
7. Infixing/suffixing alternation D1 
8. Definite article in genitive embedding V 
9. Non-concord of verb before full-NP subject V 
10. Verbal noun, not infinitive 
11. Predicative particle V 
12. Prepositional periphrastic continuous T/V 
13. ‘DO’ periphrastic V 
14. Adverbial clauses ‘and …’ 
15. Verbal noun/Infinitive instead of finite main-clause verb T 
16. Syntactically governed word-initial change (mutation) V 
17. Non-literal kin-term use7 
 
T = Trivial: 
 
The feature is one that, while unfamiliar in Standard Average European (SAE), 

is of such widespread occurrence throughout languages of the world that its 
chance occurrence in the two groups IC and AA is not diagnostic. 

                                                 
5 Gensler (1993: 5-6). 
6 Gensler (1993: 293-4; 298-306). The arguments for separation appear more operational 

than analytical; it is possible and convenient to count 2a and 2b, 4a, 4b and 4c, separately. 
7 Irish mac léinn ‘student’ lit. ‘son of learning’, Arabic ibn al-sabīl ‘traveller’ lit. ‘son of the 

road’. This feature will not be discussed descriptively or diachronically. In effect, I might 
thereby be said to be tacitly conceding its significance for the argument. Whether in the ar-
gumentative context its importance is therefore enhanced I doubt, but leave open. 
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1.  Cf. in Europe, Hungarian, and in general, fusion of local markers and 
pronouns found throughout the world.8 

3.  Relative pronoun usual in Modern Europe, but particle or zero common 
throughout the world, including early Germanic (patterns with relative 
pronoun, English who, which, and German der, die, das, etc., are not in-
herited Germanic: cf. OE þe, ON er, at).9 

6.  Atypical for Indo-European and SAE (but cf. Basque), but otherwise com-
mon for verbal systems of inflexional, agglutinative and polysynthetic 
types throughout the world.10 

12.  Widespread throughout world, and hardly unique in Europe! (German, 
Dutch, Icelandic, Georgian, with varying degrees of grammaticalisation).11 

15.  In regard to the use of verbal nouns in main clauses conjoined with an 
initial clause with a finite verb, this is a simple case of conjunction reduc-
tion, a universal principle, and without diagnostic force. Use of the narra-
tive verbal noun without conjunction is a stylistic feature of texts, easily 
paralleled by the Latin narrative infinitive, so giving no scope for placing 
it in a group of typological features diagnostic of prehistoric contact. 

 
D = Dependency: 
 
There is an implicational correlation between the features, two series of fea-

tures thus related indicated by superscript numerals.12 
a.  Given clause level VSO, it is an implicational typological commonplace 

that at NP level the orders NAdj. and NGen. would be expected; so 2a 
and 2b cannot be allowed to stand as two features in the list: they are one 

                                                 
8 See Appendix 1. 
9 E.g. Korowai (Papuan), particle (van Enk & de Vries 1997: 114-15); Lake Miwok (Utian), 

particle (Mithun 1999: 264-5); Bella Coola (Salish), zero with deictic congruence of verb 
(Davies & Saunders 1997: 97-105), Somali (Cushitic), zero (Kirk 1905: 125); Swahili 
(Bantu), particle (Ashton 1947: 110-14); Korean, zero (with special relative form of the 
verb) (Sohn 1999: 309-14). This sample is tiny and useless for statistical analysis. But I as-
sume the ease with which these relativisation procedures can be found is indicative of their 
triviality for the AA/IC contact theory. 

10 It is so common that it appears to me futile to give even token examples. I wonder, in fact, 
if polypersonality in the verb is not, purely numerically, really the dominant pattern of 
verb-argument cross-referencing in world languages. I do not know. But it is clearly a ty-
pological commonplace. 

11 I assume that the minimal survey by Comrie (1976: 98-103), suffices to indicate the rela-
tive ease with which this feature can be found in languages throughout the world. 

12 Some of these dependencies are explicitly signalled by Gensler through the structure of the 
numeration, and even discussed, but he still ultimately insists on counting them as separate 
features (see note 6). I do not take issue with Gensler’s observation (293) that the correlation 
between clause-level and NP-level word order is not deterministic. But it remains trivial 
for a clause-level VSO language to have NP-level noun-adjective, noun-genitive order, e.g. 
I refer to the ‘Expanded Sample’ of Hawkins (1983: 283), in this matter. See further Ap-
pendix 2.A. 
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word-order type. Also, given VSO type, the suffixing/infixing alternation 
is implicationally preprogrammed, once a system of clitic elements cen-
tred on the verb is posited, and this is congruent with the Indo-European 
background of Celtic (not exotic for Indo-European). 

b.  The structure of relative clauses forms a single subsystem type. The 
choice between copying or gapping (i.e. not relative pronoun) in 4a and 
4b is already given by 3, relative particle or zero (i.e. not relative pro-
noun). 4a, copying, not gapping, in genitival relative clauses, is the rule 
for extant Brittonic and post-Old Irish. But Old Irish has genitival relative 
gapping also (Thurneysen 1946: 321-2, §507b, d), restricted to certain 
constructions where the genitival case role internal to the relative clause 
can be read from the construction unambiguously without copying; where 
this is not possible, copying is obligatory (Thurneysen 1946: 321-2, §507c, 
e), i.e. structurally inevitable, given 3, relative particle or zero and 5, spe-
cial relative form of verb (i.e. not relative pronoun). Given the syntactic 
restrictions gapping must be subject to (unambiguous reading of case role 
from clause), it is trivial that if anything is generalised, then it is the func-
tionally more versatile copying, because it is clearer in more contexts. 
Further, given copying in genitival relative clauses 4a, then copying, not 
gapping, in prepositional relative clauses 4b is trivial, though obviously 
not inevitable, as shown by 4c. Prepositional-pronoun copying 4b and pre-
positional movement 4c are structurally mutually exclusive; the histori-
cally visible shift from 4c to 4b in IC therefore represents a transition en-
tirely internal to Celtic, and one cannot have both 4b (AA in Ar., He., 
Eg.) and 4c (AA in Be.) as diagnostic features of the ‘macrotype’.13 

 
V = Vacuous: 
 
The feature is either of such limited occurrence within IC and/or AA as to be 

non-diagnostic for the respective groups as a whole (e.g. 12), or is of such de-
monstrably late emergence within one of the groups as to make it impossible to 
connect with any ‘contact’ between prehistoric IC and AA speakers (e.g. 4b, 16). 

 
1.  In IC emerging only in the period of apocope rules; the proto-forms of 

the conjugated prepositions were grammatically analysable syntagmata, 
e.g. OIr. airib < *are swes; OIr. intiu < *ande sūs; OIr. duaib < *do ēbis; 

                                                 
13 Gensler (1993: 439), is aware of the mutual exclusivity of 4b and 4c, but only expresses 

this in terms of the co-occurrence of the features in the AA languages. He misses the point 
in the diachrony of IC that one cannot self-consistently posit prepositional relative move-
ment as being due to contact with the substrate language, only to posit the later shift to 
prepositional relative copying as being due to contact with the same language. In Gensler’s 
defense, one can note that the priority of prepositional relative movement in Brittonic was 
not widely known when he was writing, see Isaac (2003). 
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W gennyf < *kanta mī; OW cennin, OB centen < *kanta snī; MW yt, MB 
dit < *do tī; MW ynn < *do snī, vel sim, etc.14 

4b.  In Irish only later in Old Irish period. So no justification for attribution to 
prehistoric IC.15 

5.  Emerges in IC only at apocope period; prior to that grammatically ana-
lysable syntagmata with enclitic relative particle *yo: OIr. bertae < 
*beronti-yo ‘who carry’ vs. tuthēgot16 < *to-yo·tēgont ‘who come’ vs. 
aratobarr17 < *are-yo·toberor ‘for which is given’; Gaul. dugiIontiIo,18 
toncsiIontIo19 vs. OW emmi guollig20 < *ambi-yo·wollunget, etc.21 

6.  Post-apocope reflex of pre-apocope. 
7.  Infixing/suffixing.22 
8.  Only definable from phase when definite article itself became gram-

maticalised, not very long period prior to historical languages (no trace in 
Old/Continental Celtic sources). 

9.  In IC only well into the periods of historical attestation of the languages. 
(Contact with AA in 10th century!) 

11.  For IC, in historical period, general in Welsh only, develops from use of 
particle int (OW/OB) with adjectives in adverbial use (Mod.Irish Tá sé 
go maith, etc., limited to few adjectives). 

12.  In AA only Egyptian! So no justification for attribution to the type of AA 
as a whole. In IC grammaticalisation postdates Brittonic unity (terminus 

                                                 
14 The transparency of the syntagmata behind the IC conjugated prepositions seems not to 

have been noted by the AA/IC contact theorists. The univerbated treatment of these syn-
tagmata by the rules of apocope indicates that the prepositions were tonic, the pronouns 
clitic. But that does not in itself imply fusion of preposition and pronoun, merely the usual 
relationship of tonic and clitic. While the IC conjugated prepositions are synchronically 
exotic for Indo-European languages of the same period, their proto-historical diachrony is 
fully in accord with inherited PIE grammatical patterns, not exotic at all in the context. 
Tonic PIE adverb (> adposition; cf. Beekes 1995: 219) + clitic pronoun is a PIE pattern the 
reflex of which is also clearly seen in Vedic syntax, e.g. práti vām� sū7ra údite vidhema 
‘when the sun has arisen, we pay homage to you two’ (Rgveda 7.63.5.) This pattern is also 
implicated in the development of IC verb-initial syntax, compound verbs and infixed pro-
nouns. Adpositions governing nouns and lexical preverbs compounding with verbs are two 
parallel developments of the same original elements, things like Vedic práti in the above 
example. 

15 See Isaac (2003) for the structure of prepositional relative clauses in early extant IC lan-
guages. 

16 Cambrai Homily (Stokes and Strachan 1903: 247). 
17 Wb. 12d29 (Stokes and Strachan 1901: 579). The nasalisation in the relative clause, in 

place of inherited lenition, is analogical (Isaac 2003: 89, n. 25, with references). 
18 An inscription of Alise-Sainte-Reine (Lejeune 1988: 149-50). 
19 Inscription of Chamalières (Lambert 2002: 270-1). 
20 Computus Fragment (Williams 1927: 256; Falileyev 2000: 54). 
21 These patterns too are discussed in Isaac (2003). 
22 The verb only becomes polypersonal by virtue of the syllable loss which transformed the 

transparently suffixed and infixed object pronouns (syntagmata) into more morphology-
like affixes. 
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post quem (tpq.) c. 400 A.D.), since Cornish (ow < *writ) and Breton (o < 
*writ) use a different preposition to Welsh (yn < *onkus = OIr. oc, Isaac 
1994).23 

13.  Only Brittonic, and of uncertain priority there, and Egyptian. But cf. Ger-
man. Trivial, as well? 

16.  Mutation systems only emerge as side-effect of rules of apocope (5th-6th 
centuries A.D.); prior to that, there was only trivial sandhi.24 

 
I present the features again in a tabular arrangement, to illustrate their range in 

the languages in question. This data is merely taken from Gensler’s work. I have 
silently added a couple of ‘hits’ where a language has a feature not, apparently, 
noted by Gensler (thus, incidentally, ostensibly bolstering his case). In no case 
have I removed a ‘hit’ recorded by Gensler. For AA I have restricted the pre-
sentation to the languages of Arabic, Hebrew, Berber and Egyptian. These are 
the languages consistently referred to by Gensler, others, such as Phoenician, Ak-
kadian or Aramaic, being mentioned only occasionally. I am happy to concede 
for argument’s sake that the representation of a feature by all four of the AA 
languages included here can be taken as equivalent to full representation by all 
relevant AA (excluding Omotic, Cushitic and Chadic), even though that may not 
actually be the case. I assume that in the cases where other AA languages do or 
do not have specific features, the full picture would not differ radically from that 
given here, based on Gensler’s work. This array of features in common between 
AA and IC may indeed be thought to be ‘amazing’.25 But the present article, 

                                                 
23 In the conclusion to the cited paper, I pointed out, with respect to the relative chronology of 

the construction in Brittonic and Irish, that it ‘might have to be regarded as inherited from 
their respective, or even common, proto-languages, and of some considerable antiquity’ 
(Isaac 1994: 380). I do not recall whether I had any specific absolute chronology in mind 
when I wrote that. I interpret the extant facts of the prepositions used in the construction as 
meaning that the development of the construction belongs to the Late British/Late Proto-Irish 
period, with strong influences of contact between the languages, but with South-West British 
(> Cornish / Breton) already genetically separate. Hence tpq. c. 400 A.D. 

24 There is no doubt that systems of initial mutation comparable to those of the IC languages 
are genuinely an extreme rarity in the languages of the world. But I am not persuaded that 
the comparison with Berber initial vocalic alternations is apposite. There are significant, 
universal differences between the phonological functions and distributions of vowels vs. 
consonants in the structures of languages; initial vowel mutation and initial consonant mu-
tation are not really the same thing morphophonologically (the prefixing of h- to vowels in 
the IC languages is also not a ‘vowel mutation’; it is a consonant mutation of the structure 
ø → h), and the Berber initial vowel ‘mutation’ is really far more appropriately described 
as a sort of ablaut, which is quite a different kettle of typological fish. For the initial con-
sonant mutations of IC, Gilyak and Finnish (Jakobson 1971: 86-7, resp. Karlsson 1984: 23; 
both cases are ‘multicategorial’ in the term of Gensler 1993: 247) provide far more appo-
site objects of comparison. But they are useless for the AA/IC contact theory. The case of 
Gilyak, and some others, is mentioned by Gensler (id.: 247). 

25 Gensler (1993: 6), on the first presentation of the 17 undifferentiated features. 
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building on what has been observed above, will continue to question the argu-
mentative strength of the array. 

 
But (see Table 1 on the next page and Table 2 below): 

1, 5, 6, 16 are contingent on 5th-6th-century apocope rules, so not present in 
4th-century Celtic ‘macrotype’ (6 polypersonal verb, prior to apocope = 7 inf./ 
suff.). 

4b, 9, 11 are developments deep into historical period, i.e. not present in 6th-
century Celtic ‘macrotype’ (11 generalised only Welsh; Irish sporadic, later). 

 
Table 2. Diachronic tabulation: 
 

tpq. c. 900 9IWCB, 11IW 

c. 600-c. 900 4b?26 

c. 400-c. 600 1, 5, 6, 12, 16, (13?WCB) 

taq. c. 400 2a, 2b, 3, 4a, 4c, 7, 8, 10, 15?
 
14.  Adverbial clauses ‘and …’ omitted.27 
17.  Non-literal kin-term use omitted. 
 

                                                 
26 There are very rare instances of prepositional relative copying in Old Irish (Thurneysen 

1946: 322; McCone 1985: 96). There are no clear data for this for the Old Brittonic lan-
guages. The argumentation of Isaac (2003) points to the rise of prepositional relative copying 
within or immediately prior to the periods of attestation of the languages, so c. 600-900 as 
given here. 

27 Consensus has not been reached with regard to the antiquity of the IC ‘and ...’ clauses. The 
question has not been answered definitively whether OIr. os mé... etc. (ostensibly ‘and I...,’ 
etc.) really contains a contracted form of ocus ‘and’ (Thurneysen 1946: 548) or is actually 
originally a participial form of the substantive verb (as O’Brien 1923), or something else 
again. The prehistoric diachrony of the adverbial ‘and ...’ clauses is therefore quite un-
known at this time. The study of its diachrony in the history of Old and Middle Irish has, 
however, recently been given a firmer foundation by Ronan (2002) whose data and argu-
ments are not obviously consistent with the proposal that the presence of the construction 
in Celtic languages is explicable by contact with an Afro-Asiatic or Afro-Asiatoid lan-
guage. Cf. further Tristram (1999: 271-3). 
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This injection of diachronic realism into the arguments forces the AA/IC con-
tact theory into a very strong empirical prediction.28 If the appearance of features 
in the sixth or seventh centuries, or even after 900 is to be attributed to contact 
with an Afro-Asiatic or Afro-Asiatoid language, then that language must be visi-
ble. We know that the IC languages were in contact with Old English, Proto-
Norse, Latin and Romance, in various places at various times during the period in 
question, as well as with each other at all times. The period is traditionally called 
the ‘Dark Ages,’ but we are still dealing with the fully historical period. Hand-
waving arguments about invisible languages of conquered pre-Celtic people will 
not do here for this period. If the contact language were influencing Welsh, Cor-
nish, Breton and Irish at this time, we would have to be able to see it. The AA/IC 
contact theorists must be able to show it to us.29 

The cluster of features comprised by prepositional pronouns, relative verbal 
forms, polypersonal verbs and initial mutations, which are all dependent on the 
fifth and sixth-century apocope rules, present a particular challenge to the AA/IC 
contact theory. Not only is their date problematic for the theory, but the mecha-
nism of their development is not obviously consistent with the causal relations 
posited by the theory. For the mutations, it is true that the apocope rules, before 
which there was trivial external sandhi and after which there were grammatical-
ised mutations, are not in themselves sufficient to motivate that grammaticalisa-
tion itself. Other languages, including many in Europe, undergo various kinds of 
apocope, without developing mutations. On the other hand, as I pointed out many 
                                                 
28 There is a curious instance of such diachronic realism in Gensler’s work. At the end of a para-

graph discussing the diachrony of Berber initial vowel ‘mutations,’ the following conclusion is 
stated: “If valid, such considerations argue that Berber word-initial change as we know it 
did not come into existence at least until the time of the Arab conquest – much too late to 
be implicated in any hypothetical pre-Celtic substratum on the British Isles” (Gensler 
1993: 248). It has not become clear to me how this conclusion can be reconciled with the 
subsequent continued inclusion by Gensler of initial mutations in the discussion of the ‘macro-
type’. Clearly, the tacit assumption would have to be made that ‘such considerations’ are, 
after all, not ‘valid’. Such seems to be the thrust of Gensler’s argument when he returns to 
the point (455), to suggest that Berber itself is showing the influence of a further non-
extant African contact language here, though what that language was is unspecified, and 
apparently unspecifiable. The question of multiple contact languages is addressed below in 
the main text. (On Berber ‘mutations,’ cf. also note 24). 

29 A handful of questionable etymologies would not suffice. It must not be thought that the 
difficulty of the chronology is ignored in the pleas for AA/IC contact. ‘Chronological anom-
alies’ are indeed addressed at length by Gensler (1993: 442-56). It appears to me that he has 
himself formulated cogent chronological arguments against the AA/IC contact theory. I 
have not been able to discern that the various dismissals of these arguments in the cited 
passage amount to a coherent argument. They reduce to the adoption of the license to as-
sume that one can always posit influence from invisible languages, an indefinite period 
(i.e. as required) prior to the extant language under investigation. Insofar as this license 
amounts to the renunciation of the need to be consistent with any data at all (if the required 
language is not extant, then it can just be posited to have been present but invisible and be-
longing to an indefinitely earlier period), this appears to be a barren principle for an em-
pirical discipline to adopt. 
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years ago in the context of a discussion of the origins of the IC word-order type, 
there is a typological correlation between word-initial morphological alterna-
tions (which the mutations are) and verb-initial word order.30 Since it is not in 
dispute that IC had moved to VSO word-order typology several centuries before 
the apocope in question, there is a hint here of an additional typological correla-
tion, which would again not need the input of a contact language for explana-
tion. Furthermore, since the infixing/suffixing alternation, and the pre-apocope 
relative particles which are part of that subsystem, are themselves also connect-
ed to the verb-initial syntactic typology, and are also transformed by the apocope 
rules into the polypersonal verb and the special relative form of the verb, we are 
seeing here further implicational chains describable and explicable entirely in 
terms of the grammars and histories of the IC languages themselves. A contact 
language again adds nothing in the way of explanation to the analysis. It has 
been suggested, probably many times, that the two types of explanation are not 
mutually exclusive.31 But this is obscurantism. The correct logical relations have 
been deliberately blurred. Given that we are seeking explanations, we find an 
explanation for a set of phenomena within their own structures and histories (the 
grammatical and typological links between apocope, conjugated prepositions, 
polypersonal verbs, relative verbal forms and verb-initial word order). The ques-
tion is irrelevant how compatible these internal explanations are with an expla-
nation in terms of a contact language. They are compatible with the hypothetical 
presence of a contact language. But since the phenomena in question are ex-
plained by their own structures and histories, that presence need not be hypothe-
sised in the first place. It is not that the internal explanation contradicts the AA/ 
IC contact theory: it is just that it makes it redundant. There is no need to ex-
plain that for which there is already an explanation. As a result, there is no need 
for the hypothesis of an AA contact language in the British Isles in the fifth and 
sixth centuries.32 One may of course hypothesise anything. But then, in the case 

                                                 
30 Isaac (1993: 12-13). See further Appendix 2.B. 
31 Gensler (1993: 436-7). 
32 Why does the ‘internal’ explanation take precedence over the explanation by contact? This 

is dictated by parsimony. Parsimony cannot tell us what languages were spoken in the Brit-
ish Isles in the fourth, fifth and sixth centuries A.D. We must use other approaches to es-
tablish that (analysis of data). But the grammatical features in question in this paragraph all 
have histories and prehistories, and those histories and prehistories are linked with each 
other. One would say more precisely that the ontogeny and the ontology of the gram-
matical features are bound together, e.g. it is in the very nature of the Insular Celtic poly-
personal verbs and relative verbal forms that they exist (ontology) because they arose (on-
togeny) from the interaction of rules of apocope and syncope with VSO word-order typol-
ogy and patterns of enclisis: the state of the grammar reflects the history of the grammar, 
ontology and ontogeny are intertwined. Thus, the explanation for the phenomena in ques-
tion is derived from the phenomena themselves, and nothing further need be posited to ex-
plain their existence and nature. And since nothing further need be posited, nothing further 
should be posited. This is parsimony. To posit an unknown contact language is a hypothe-
sis posited ‘in vain’ (‘frustra’), as William of Ockham would have put it. 
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of hypothesising the existence of a language in Dark-Age Britain and Ireland, 
that language must be presented. 

We may revise the array of features to take into account the diachronic details 
that have been discussed, and present a typological comparison of AA and IC 
based on the type of the latter in the fourth century.33 I also remove 2b, 4a, 4b, 
4c and 7 in accordance with points which have been discussed previously: 

 
2a, 2b are a single word-order-typological complex. 

4a, 4b, 4c are contingent on 3 (if there is a non-referential relative particle, or 
zero, then copying or prepositional movement is trivial; also restricted gapping 
in OIr.). 

7 (infixing/suffixing) is contingent on 2a (VSO). 
 
Table 3. Resultant 4th-century picture: 
 

  2a 3 8 10 13 14 15 17
Ar.         

He.         

Be.         

 
AA

Eg.         

OIr.         

MW         

Co.         

 
IC 

Br.         

% hits: 
 
� Overall AA = 59 Ar. = 75 He. = 75 Be. = 25 Eg. = 63 
� Overall IC = 88 OIr. = 88 MW = 88 Co. = 88 Br. = 88 

 
 
Whereby: 
2a  (VSO): while this is superficially synchronically exotic for Indo-Euro-

pean, it remains the case that it is unproblematically derivative of the 
principles of Wackernagel’s Law34 and Vendryes’ Restriction.35 The exot-

                                                 
33 These diachronic details apply only to IC. I am not at this point discussing AA diachrony. 
34 Enclitics come second in their syntactic domain (Wackernagel 1892). 
35 Enclitic objects are restricted to following part of the verbal predicate (Vendryes 1911-12). 

Coupled with a universal dynamic tendency (not a rule) to keep the morphosyntactic ele-
ments of the same semantic lexeme together, the combination of Wackernagel’s Law and 
Vendryes’ Restruction naturally caused the verb to gravitate towards the beginning of its 
clause. I have argued for recognition of a greater role of communicative function in the de-
velopments associated with Celtic word order than is generally posited (Isaac 1996: 146-7). 
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icism of IC VSO is exaggerated by the AA/IC contact theorists.36 With 
the addition of Vendryes’ Restriction, the syntax of IC reflects the same 
basic PIE sentence structure as Vedic or Hittite. The Restriction makes a 
considerable typological difference, to be sure, but is not, in itself, a star-
tling or puzzling phenomenon. And however ‘exotic’ a feature may ap-
pear when considered diachronically context-free, if that feature is shown 
to be derivative of – for Indo-European – non-exotic diachronic princi-
ples, then its diagnosticity for the presence of an ‘exotic’ contact lan-
guage is compromised. Such is the case for IC VSO word-order typol-
ogy. There is much research still to be done to understand the mecha-
nisms and motivations for diachronic IC word-order changes, but that is 
research which is being done, and showing successes, and does not point 
to the presence of any non-extant contact language, AA or otherwise.37 

3  (non-referential relative particle): trivial and widespread. 
13  ‘DO’-periphrasis is included in the ‘macrotype’ on the strength of its pres-

ence in AA in Egyptian alone, but the grammaticalisation of ‘DO’-peri-
phrasis in Late Egyptian (tpq. c. 1500 B.C.)38 coincides with and is symp-
tomatic of the movement of Egyptian away from the ‘macrotype’. The 
outcome of this movement, Coptic, is not as good a representative of the 
‘macrotype’ as Old and Middle Egyptian. It has moved away from VSO 
(2a), partially through generalisation of the ‘DO’-periphrastic, and fur-
thermore cannot be said to have ‘DO’-periphrasis synchronically, since 
the conjugation patterns resulting from Late Egyptian ‘DO’-periphrasis 
are fully grammaticalised and lexically opaque in Coptic. Coptic has also 
lost the prepositional periphrastic continuous (12). Coptic therefore has 
only 50% hits for the twenty-feature array constituting the full ‘macro-
type’.39 How do we justify including both VSO and ‘DO’-periphrasis in 
the AA ‘macrotype,’ when the latter is only Egyptian and it is part of the 

                                                                                                                                                         
This position opposes both the more mechanistic Indo-Europeanist approaches and the e-
qually function-neutral AA contact approach. 

36 See Appendix 3. 
37 As a postulate, Vendryes’ Restriction is relevant to more than the prehistory of the medie-

val Insular Celtic languages alone, as witnessed by the existence of the inscriptions in Cis-
alpine Gaulish of Voltino tomedeclai obalda natina ‘Obalda Natina placed me here’ 
(Thurneysen 1923: 8-10; Meid 1989: 17-26) and Vercelli akisios arkatoko[.]materekos to-
śokote atom teuoxtonion eu ‘Acisios Argantocommaterecos, he has set it up, the boundary 
of gods and of men, ex uoto’ (Lejeune 1988: 26-37; Koch 1983: 187-9; Eska, 1990; there 
are grounds in the analysis of the latter to posit a left-dislocated topicalisation, Eska, 1990; 
Isaac 1996: 120-1; I emphasise that none of the insights mentioned in this footnote are due 
to me). The structures of the verbal segments here, to-me·deklai (segmentation as by Eska 
and Weiss 1996) and to-so[n]·ko[n]de, and their positions, are in exact accord both with the 
principles of Indo-European syntax (with the addition of Vendryes’s Restriction) and the 
well-attested structures of medieval Insular Celtic word order. I return to this point below 
in the main text. 

38 Loprieno (1995: 7, 220, 225). 
39 For details of Coptic grammar I rely on Layton (2000). 
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drift away from VSO there? A further point of argument: the presence of 
‘DO’-periphrasis in Germanic (NB not just English)40 makes it look typo-
logically rather trivial. 

14  It is not at all clear that adverbial ‘and …’ clauses are that old.41 
15  is a trivial case of conjunction reduction and/or literary stylistics, and can-

not be made part of a diagnostic ‘macrotype’. 
 
Taking further account of these considerations gives us the full array of fea-

tures that can reasonably be posited as being significant points of resemblance 
between fourth-century IC and AA (with no restrictions on the historical state of 
the latter) as in Table 4: 

 
Table 4: 
 

  8 10 17
Ar.    

He.    

Be.    

 
AA

Eg.    

OIr.    

MW    

Co.    

 
IC 

Br.    

 

8. Definite article in genitive embedding 
10. Verbal noun not infinitive42 
17. Non-literal kin-term use 

                                                 
40 Lockwood (1968: 157). 
41 See note 27. Exclusion of the feature due to this uncertainty may be arbitrary. I will not 

labour the point. 
42 With regard to the place of verbal nouns in the arguments for AA/IC contact, there is a 

double irony. 1) The view is widespread enough to be regarded as consensual that the ver-
bal nouns of IC actually represent the archaic preservation of the original pattern of non-
finite verbal abstracts in Proto-Indo-European (cf. Disterheft 1980: 197; McCone 1994: 
175; Russell 1995: 275-6, amongst others), not an ‘exotic’ divergence from a ‘standard 
Indo-European’ pattern. 2) It is only a minority view that this interpretation of the state of 
affairs is incorrect, and that the IC verbal nouns are actually relatively recent innovations 
(cf. Jeffers 1978; Lehmann 1994: 105-6; Ziegler 1997; and Isaac 1996: 431-6; Isaac fc.). 
Clearly, only the latter view is compatible with theories of AA/IC contact, though it would 
be mistaken to conclude that the representatives of the minority view were thereby auto-
matically favourably disposed to the theory. I leave the feature in question in the array for 
argument’s sake, without prejudice to its validity, however this may ultimately be judged. 
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% hits:  
� Overall AA = 50 Ar. = 100 He. = 67 Be. = 0 Eg. = 33 
� Overall IC = 75 OIr. = 100 MW = 67 Co. = 67 Br. = 67 
 
These three features are all that can really be said to be left of the AA/IC con-

tact theory from the perspective of fourth-century IC. It is obviously not particu-
larly ‘amazing,’ in either the number and quality of features involved or in the 
numbers of hits the languages score. 

 
In this paper, I have started by looking at the finest details of the arguments in 

question. I have examined the feature array proposed as the ‘evidence’ for some 
sort of contact between AA and IC, I have attempted to clarify why this array of 
features does not stand up to scrutiny, and how it forces us to posit realist inter-
pretations in chronology that go beyond what may properly be defended. In the 
latter parts of this paper, I shall look at some broader implications of the AA/IC 
contact theory. 

Firstly, there is the question of the argumentative construction of the ‘macro-
type’ itself. The point has been made explicitly that even if the features of the 
‘macrotype’ are individually trivial or susceptible to alternative explanation, it is 
the whole combination, the ‘ensemble,’ that is diagnostic.43 This is a crucial step 

                                                 
43 “The point is not any individual feature, but the cumulative weight of the ensemble” 

(Gensler 1993: 439). Gensler’s work contains frequent comparisons between the ‘typo-
logical method’ of language comparison which he attempts to develop and ‘traditional’ 
comparative-historical method. The ‘Assessment’ with which the argumentative section of 
his work concludes largely consists of the assessment of just that comparison (Gensler 
1993: 456-63). This ethos of comparison of the two ‘methods’ can be adopted here, in re-
spect of the argumentative role of ‘ensembles’ of features in comparative-historical lin-
guistics. One would be mistaken in thinking that the theory of Indo-European (or any other 
reconstructable genetic language family) is dependent on such arguments. Gensler writes, 
“It is not typically the case that the historical linguist, when dealing with a pair of resem-
blant word forms in two languages, must make it his or her first task to defend the resem-
blance against charges of coincidence” (Gensler 1993: 10). Allowing for a certain ambigu-
ity in the term ‘word forms,’ this observation seems to be based on a common misappre-
hension of the substance of arguments for Proto-Indo-European. It is not words, or word 
forms, that are the core of that substance, but grammar, mostly in the form of paradigms. 
The mere presence in, say, Latin, Greek and Sanskrit of similar words does not, could not, 
and never has been thought to, suffice for the postulate of a common genetic ancestor of 
these languages, any more than the presence of many French words in English is indicative 
of the derivation of English from Latin. The identification in the twentieth century of the 
Anatolian languages and Tocharian as Indo-European did not follow from the discovery of 
Indo-European words in these languages. If there had just been Indo-European words in 
these languages (be they ever so many, an ‘ensemble’), embedded in quite different gram-
matical systems, then Anatolian and Tocharian would never have been classified as Indo-
European (the presence of Indo-European words in these languages in those locations at 
those periods would have been a matter of considerable interest in itself, of course). They 
are classified as Indo-European languages because they have Indo-European grammars. It 
is grammars that form the basis of comparison, and the paradigms of which they consist, a 
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in the structure of the argument, and I have not seen it explicated just how this 
step is achieved. If it is conceded that the features may indeed be individually 
trivial, then it must be a matter of urgency that the nature of this ‘cumulative’ ar-
gument be clarified. 

The ‘problem’ under investigation, the explicandum posited, is the appearance 
of apparently similar grammatical features in the IC languages and the AA lan-
guages. The ‘solution’ proposed, the explicans, is that the two sets of languages 
are linked by influence in some sort of contact situation (further implications of 
which will be discussed below). But if, for instance, ‘conjugated adpositions,’ 
relative particles (not pronouns), polypersonal verbs and prepositional periphrastic 
continuous tenses are, in fact, relatively common features of languages throughout 
the world (some more than others to be sure), how does this ‘explicans’ actually 
function as such? The contact theory can only explain the commonality in the 
sets of features if it explains the presence of those features in the languages in 
question. The argument has the structure of modus ponens: 

 

(Major Premiss) If A and B are two genetically unrelated languages44 and 
have the features w, x, y, z,45 then the presence of those 
features in the respective languages must be due to a 
causal link through contact. 

(Minor Premiss) A and B are two genetically unrelated languages and have 
the features w, x, y, z. 

(Conclusion) Therefore the presence of those features in the respective 
languages must be due to a causal link through contact.46 

                                                                                                                                                         
point that was made already in the classic passage of 1786 by William Jones, which spe-
cifically postulates that the evidence for genetic commonality is to be found ‘both in the 
roots of verbs and in the forms of grammar’. The mere presence, in languages from West-
ern Europe to India, of verbal paradigms of systematically relatable structures is sufficient 
as an indicator of that genetic link. The verbal paradigm is a single feature, a feature with 
an internal structure, certainly, but nevertheless a single feature, and it is itself diagnostic 
of the genetic link. The fact that the languages show other similarities in many grammati-
cal subsystems corroborates the postulate of such linkage. But this is not a cumulative ar-
gument. This is not an argument from a ‘diagnostic ensemble’ of individually non-diag-
nostic features. The paradigmatic features are themselves, individually, diagnostic of ge-
netic linkage. This is therefore a difference in principle between the comparative-historical 
method and the so-called (by Gensler) ‘typological method,’ not just a difference in degree 
of some parameter. As a final point of clarification: the typological comparison of lan-
guages and the insights to be gained therefrom into the nature and structure of human lan-
guage, are not in question here, only the application of typological comparison to the ar-
gument for prehistoric contact. It is the latter application which is the meaning of Gensler’s 
term ‘typological method’. 

44 Or language families. This synthetic distinction has no bearing on the argument structure. 
45 Or up to twenty features. Again, the number has no immediate bearing on the argument 

structure. 
46 I cannot see how hedging this, as “... are probably due to a causal link,” could enhance the 

validity of the argument. We want to know what is the case. Even if a rigorous metric were 
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But the Major Premiss can only be a valid implication if what is said about 
the features w, x, y, z together is also valid for each individual feature. For it to 
be true that there must be a causal link to explain the presence of features w, x, y, 
z in languages A and B, it must also be true that there must be a causal link to 
explain the presence of feature z in languages A and B. If it is not true that there 
must be a causal link to explain the presence of feature z in languages A and B, 
then it cannot be true that there must be a causal link to explain the presence of 
the set of features w, x, y, z in languages A and B. Thus, if w, x, y, z are all indi-
vidually more or less trivial features of languages, whether in Europe, or in 
Indo-European languages or taking the languages of the world as a whole, then 
the mere combination of those features into a set, an ‘ensemble,’ cannot make 
them diagnostic of some prehistoric connection between languages A and B (a 
more formal proof is given in Appendix 4). I assume it can be seen that the same 
is true in the case of features that may not exactly be trivial, but which can be 
shown to arise in the diachrony of the extant structures themselves; an ‘ensemble’ 
of such features also cannot attain a degree of diagnosticity that the individual 
features do not have. 

I recognise that Gensler’s statistical analyses are an attempt to demonstrate 
exactly the required diagnosticity. But their adequacy is in question. Firstly, the 
mere statistical frequencies of the individual features in his survey of 70 lan-
guages do not seem very encouraging for the theory. With one exception, the 
frequencies of the individual features do not, by Gensler’s analysis, drop below 
a possible proportion of 1:8.47 Granted that, on a scale, 1:8 is ‘rarer’ than 1:2, 
nevertheless, 1:8 does not really seem absolutely very rare at all. Given a total of 
world languages at the estimate of c. 5000, that would give c. 556 languages 
with a feature of frequency 1:8. The ideal, and probably unattainable, complete 
survey of all world languages would presumably give a different figure to this, 
but it is equally presumably Gensler’s assumption that the statistical method he 
adopts guarantees that it would not be radically different.48 Is this really ‘rare,’ 

                                                                                                                                                         
being applied by means of the term ‘probably’ (which I doubt), we would then be lacking 
an argument that such and such is the case. If the AA/IC contact theorists insist that they 
are merely presenting a ‘probability,’ which can by definition not be shown not to be the 
case, i.e. refuted (for what data could refute the assertion that something is ‘probably’ the 
case?), then they are by definition not presenting an argument about the real world as it is. 
Hence my earlier assertion that one interpretation of the AA/IC contact theory is that it is a 
metaphysical theory, and therefore not interesting as a theory within an empirical disci-
pline. I do not myself accept this interpretation. I do not believe that the AA/IC contact 
theory is a metaphysical theory. I believe it is an empirical theory, i.e. a theory about how 
the world is, and as such, wrong. 

47 Gensler (1993: 374). The exception is initial mutations, with a proposed frequency of 1:18. 
I have no reservations conceding that this indeed constitutes a rarity. But it can only be in-
cluded in the AA/IC ‘macrotype’ on the basis of Berber initial vocalic alternations, and on 
these, see above, notes 24 and 28. 

48 Even my formulation here is not entirely accurate, since the full count of approximately 
5000 ‘world languages’ (whatever the exact figure) is itself merely a contingent sample. It 
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rather being just less common than some other features? This is only my impres-
sion, but I have not been able to discern how Gensler’s method demonstrates that 
my ‘impression’ in this matter is incorrect, his, that 1:8 somehow shows some-
thing significant for the theory, correct. There does not seem to be any clear state-
ment derivable from the analysis that a feature with a frequency of 1:8, or an 
‘ensemble’ of features with frequencies in the languages of the world ranging 
from 1:2 to 1:8 must be diagnostic of something. 

Secondly, though it must be conceded that Gensler’s statistical argument goes 
beyond mere frequencies of the individual features, it is still not clear that the full 
analysis reaches a conclusion that can go beyond the impression that there are 
noteworthy typological similarities between IC and AA (not in dispute). Gensler 
examines the frequencies of various pairings of features, concluding: 

 
Our examination of interface correlations provides new confirmation that the exotic fea-
tures are indeed exotic: they may sporadically recur outside [IC and AA] and Africa, but 
only minimally do they ever occur together in the same language.49 

 
This statement is not in question. But it does not, nor do the analyses it summa-

rises, provide any argumentative, implicational link between the occurrence of the 
individual features in IC and AA and the postulate of a continuum of contact be-
tween those language families. The AA/IC contact theorists conclude on such a 
basis that those occurrences are ‘probably’ not coincidental, and therefore that 
there was ‘probably’ a contact continuum linking AA and IC in prehistoric Eu-
rope. But the latter ‘probability’ is not derived from the statistical analysis, 
which only gives us a very rough ‘probability,’ or rather ‘improbability,’ of the 
occurrences and co-occurrences of the features. No deductive path leads from 
that ‘improbability’ to a ‘probability’ that there was AA/IC contact. The latter is 
a hypothesis posited to explain the observed distribution of the features in the 
languages. The ‘probability’ of the occurrence of the features is numerical, based 

                                                                                                                                                         
does not include any non-extant past languages (e.g. the languages spoken around 30,000 
B.C.), nor does it include any future languages (of, say, 30,000 A.D.). I assume that it can 
be agreed that the full number of all ‘human languages’ is, and always will be, in principle 
inaccessible, any accessible statistics of the sort in question here therefore being very broad 
approximations. One can make descriptive statistical statements based on the tiny sample 
of languages extant over the approximately 5,000-year period which is available to us. But 
to justify the conclusion that the occurrences of features or groups of features in AA and IC 
are not coincidental, or ‘probably’ not coincidental, one must make the untestable assump-
tion that the tiny sample of languages available to us is representative not only of the tens 
or hundreds of thousands of years of languages inaccessible to us in the past, but also of 
the indefinite (if not infinite) number of potential future languages. In truth, however, there 
is no justification for the assumptions that either the inaccessible linguistic past or the inac-
cessible linguistic future of human beings followed the same trends as are visible in the ex-
tant sample. Consequently, the ‘conclusion’ of non-coincidence for the appearance of com-
mon features in AA and IC is, and will always be, in fact, an unsupportable assumption. 

49 Gensler (1993: 414). 
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on the statistical analysis of the sample of languages:50 the ‘probability,’ so-
called, of there having been AA/IC contact is not. The term ‘probability’ is thus 
being used in two different senses in the two parts of the argument. And the use of 
the term ‘probably’ in the second sense has been discussed, see note 46. To assert 
that there was ‘probably’ AA/IC contact does not tell us anything about how the 
world is, because no conceivable facts could contradict such an assertion.51 

So, after all the statistical analysis, we still have no criterion for the answer to 
the question, why these features, why this ‘ensemble,’ are ‘diagnostic,’ i.e. im-
ply, that there must have been contact between the languages that show them. 
And if the diagnostic nature of this ‘ensemble’ cannot be read off the logic or 
numbers of the argument, it must be derived from elsewhere. The only place it 
can be derived from is the nature of the features themselves. So we are brought 
back after all to the dependence of the diagnosticity of the ‘ensemble’ on the 
diagnosticity of the individual features. And, as has already been discussed, the 
latter is wanting. 

It seems intuitively ‘obvious’ that a set of twenty features in common be-
tween two language families must be indicative of some sort of connection be-
tween them. It is just such obviousness which keeps the AA/IC contact theory in 
the realm of debate. The argument might perhaps be said to reduce thereby to 
‘common sense’. But it is the task of the scholar to test common sense, not to 
accept it uncritically. The AA/IC contact theory should consist of arguments that 
demonstrate the diagnosticity for that contact of the ‘ensemble’ of features, not 
of arguments that are formulated on the assumption of that diagnosticity. The 
rhetoric of the large ‘ensemble’ of features is what sustains belief in the theory.52 
But ‘obviousness’ is only so from certain perspectives, and the choice of perspec-
tives is largely an aesthetic matter. It is not sufficient as an argumentative basis. 

I have discussed the nature of the individual features themselves, arguing that 
they are not such as could support the hypothesis of an AA contact language as a 
substratum to the IC languages, and I have discussed how these individual fea-
tures are putatively combined into an organic ‘macrotype,’ arguing that that pro-

                                                 
50 For argument’s sake, I do not question the validity of the statistical analysis itself, though 

some may wish to do this. 
51 The statement ‘x is not so’ does not contradict the statement ‘x is probably so’. So even if 

it were shown without any room for doubt that there was no AA/IC contact, one could still 
logically maintain that there ‘probably’ was. Of course, it can be highly improbable that 
there was no contact, but nevertheless the case. This is the difficulty of all non-metric ‘prob-
abilistic’ arguments. It is just because the statement ‘x is probably so’ implies the statement 
‘either x is so or x is not so,’ which is a tautology, analytically true, therefore saying noth-
ing whatsoever about the world. 

52 It is on similar rhetorical turns that statements about ‘solid nonimpressionistic method’ 
(Gensler 1993: 458) or the ‘specialness’ of the AA/IC resemblances (Gensler 1993: 460) 
depend. But ‘solidity,’ ‘specialness’ or the ‘ensemble’ cannot replace engagement with data 
and argumentative structure. There have been plenty of data and arguments presented in all 
expositions of the AA/IC contact theory. The present paper takes issue with the quality of 
engagement with these things that has been seen. 
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cess of combination is merely a rhetorical device with no logical basis which 
could uphold the AA/IC contact theory. Finally, wider issues of the chronology 
and linguistic geography implied by the AA/IC contact theory are to be addressed. 

Old and Middle Egyptian are good representatives of the ‘macrotype’. But 
that means that the type is fully established there c. 3000 B.C. If the contact lan-
guage in Western Europe was itself AA (remaining invisible the whole time), 
then it must have been making its presence ‘felt’ since c. 3000 B.C. But IC only 
‘joins’ the ‘macrotype’ in the early centuries A.D. In what geolinguistic and so-
ciolinguistic context was a language or language group influencing Egyptian by 
contact prior to 3000 B.C. and IC after 100 A.D.? 

The combined AA/IC ‘macrotype’ is better represented by IC languages than 
by AA languages, a point already made by Hewitt (2003). For all twenty of 
Gensler’s features over the four languages each, AA scores 60%, IC 93%. 

 
This must be interpreted in the light of the following facts: 
i) IC’s representation of the ‘macrotype’ is the result of developments in 

the historical period, from c. 1st century A.D. on; and 
ii) the ‘classic’ AA languages (except Berber) are attested much earlier than 

IC, and must therefore be closer to the ‘pure’ ‘macrotype,’ which the IC 
languages only secondarily reflect. 

 
Therefore: 
 
A. If the language in contact with IC was itself genetically AA, then either 
 
i) it influenced them to be more like the ‘macrotype’ than it was itself (a 

paradoxical suggestion?),53 or 
ii) it was itself more like the ‘macrotype’ than any of the actually extant 

AA languages (a counter-empirical suggestion?).54 
 
B. If the language in contact with IC was not itself genetically AA (so ‘Afro-

Asiatoid’), then either 
 
i) it was itself influenced by AA by contact, thus transitively passing the 

features on to IC, in which case the features of the ‘macrotype’ became 
stronger the more distant they were from the causal source (another 
paradoxical suggestion?),55 or 

                                                 
53 Contact with a non-extant AA language cannot ‘explain’ the typology of IC if that lan-

guage did not itself fully represent the type to be explained. 
54 Contact with a non-extant AA language cannot ‘explain’ the typology of IC if not only 

must that language be conjectured, but its type too must be conjecturally ‘enhanced’. 
55 The suggestion compounds the difficulty in A.(i) by transferring it to the hypothetical in-

termediary. The logic of this variant of the explanation also requires us to posit that the hy-
pothetical intermediary acted not only as a channel of diffusion, but also as a typological 
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ii) it was itself the source of the ‘macrotype’ features in AA, in which case 
it had already done its work in North-East Africa in AA by 3000 B.C. 
(Old Egyptian), and yet was present, ‘potent,’ and typologically un-
changed over 3000 years later in the British Isles (another counter-em-
pirical suggestion?).56 

It does not appear to me that these difficulties can be reduced by introducing 
multiple intermediary languages.57 

                                                                                                                                                         
‘lens,’ ‘magnifying’ the feature complex involved: the (non-AA) intermediary made IC ty-
pologically ‘more Afro-Asiatic’ than Afro-Asiatic itself, an obviously self-contradictory 
assertion. 

56 The core assertion of B.(ii) is in principle irrefutable, because it is an affirmative existen-
tial statement: “There was [such] a language.” No conceivable data could refute this asser-
tion (this is probably true of the other assertions in A and B, but in those cases, different 
problems arise in the arguments leading to them). But we can at least observe that its im-
plications can be shown to be contrary to (though not contradicted by) real data. There are 
a few languages that have extant histories extending over a period of 3000 years or more. 
Egyptian itself is one. Greek is another, also Iranian and Indo-Aryan languages. Semitic as 
a family has a history of up to 4500 years, but no individual Semitic language approaches 
this length of continuous history. None of the languages just listed show typological stabil-
ity over the period of the order required by the AA/IC contact theory. More languages are 
extant for a period of between 2000 and 3000 years. The Romance languages < Latin are 
an obvious European instance. The Celtic languages themselves fall into this category. 
There is also Chinese, and possibly a number of others. The typological stability over such 
a large array of features as implied by the AA/IC contact theory is not given for any of 
these languages, and typological flux is rather the rule. One or other feature, can, of course, 
remain stable for very long periods, e.g. noun-phrase-level word order in Semitic lan-
guages. But it is surely crucial to the AA/IC contact theory that if it is the whole array of 
twenty features of the ‘macrotype’ which is diagnostic of the contact situation in question, 
then it must be the whole array that remains stable over the period in excess of 3000 years. 
If it is conceded that not all of the features need remain stable for that time, then it is in ef-
fect conceded that no causal link need be posited between the appearances of individual 
features in the individual languages. But then that unravels the argument for there being 
any causal link in the first place. I assume it can further be seen that this difficulty besets 
all variants of the AA/IC contact theory in general to a greater or lesser extant, not just in 
the extreme formulation of B.(ii): the gap of over 3000 years in attestation of the features 
between Old Egyptian and IC remains the same whatever variant explanation is adopted. 

57 It should be noted additionally that the arguments have an inherent circularity. Contact 
with a non-extant language (the explicans) is posited to explain the typological similarity 
of the IC and AA languages (the explicandum). The only empirical effect of (‘evidence 
for’) this language is the typological similarity of the IC and AA languages. The explican-
dum is the only evidence for the explicans: circularity. Contrast the structure of the theory 
of Proto-Indo-European. In that case, what is posited as explicans, to the explicandum of 
the grammatical similarity of the languages involved, is a theory of phonological and mor-
phological correspondences, largely in the form of reconstructive and predictive algo-
rithms, which lead deductively to a hypothetical ‘proto-grammar’. The ‘Proto-Indo-Euro-
pean language’ itself is the realist interpretation of this hypothetical grammar (where there 
was a grammar, there must have been a language). But the ‘Proto-Indo-European lan-
guage’ itself does not have the status of explicans within the theory: it is an interpretative 
result, not an explanation. It should not be necessary to state that the fact that it was his-
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The comparison with the Balkans is instructive, negatively so for the AA/IC 
contact theory. It has been suggested that the feature complex for AA/IC com-
pares favourably with that for the Balkan area.58 But if we are identifying con-
tact areas solely on the basis of feature complexes, then we must do so consis-
tently. Looking only at the features and their distributions, without noting their 
geographical and chronological contexts, then for AA/IC, we would have to 
conclude that it is IC, the better representative of the feature complex, which is 
the causal trigger, the ‘donor,’ for the development of the feature complex in 
AA. It is only the geographical and chronological details that forbid us from 
positing this. We are therefore bound to include the geographical and chro-
nological information in our analyses. And that vitiates the comparison with the 
Balkan area. The feature complex itself is never sufficient to posit a contact 
area. The information on geographical and chronological context is essential in-
put for the establishment of a contact area. The Balkan languages form a contact 
area because they are in geographical and chronological proximity. It matters 
little whether the chosen language families are on neighbouring continents or at 
opposite ends of the earth. If they are separated by several thousand miles and, 
with regard to the appearance of the features, several centuries, if not millennia, 
then there is no area. 

The geographical and chronological contexts of the AA/IC contact theory im-
pose further restrictions on the proposals. There are more data available for 
these matters than appears to have been taken into account by the theory’s advo-
cates. It is not sufficient to wave a hand vaguely over the map of Europe and 
decree that first there was the contact language and then there was Indo-
European. For a realist interpretation of the theory, there are more details that 
need to be clarified. We have seen that the contact language or languages must 
link the Egyptian of 3000 B.C. and IC of the early centuries A.D. This cannot be 
done without taking account of the where and the when. The link must by defi-
nition be a continuum, geographically and chronologically defined, with a direc-
tion, as a field of vectors of contact. There must be places and times of contact, 
and there must be paths of contact. 

The first path of contact that can be ruled out is the one that would lead from 
North Africa and the Middle East, through Anatolia and then through Europe in 
a westerly direction. For the period 2000 B.C. - 100 B.C. we can see sufficiently 
clearly what is going on in Anatolia to be able to rule this out as one of the paths 
of the continuum. During this period we see the presence of various Indo-Euro-
pean languages (‘Anatolian’ Hittite, Luwian, Palaic, later Lycian, Lydian, Carian; 
otherwise also, Phrygian, Greek, Celtic) and non-Indo-European Hurrian and 
Hattic. None of these languages remotely show traces of the ‘macrotype’ in ques-

                                                                                                                                                         
torically the language that was posited first is irrelevant for the logical structure of the the-
ory which was developed. 

58 Gensler (1993: 6). 
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tion, and there is no trace of any Afro-Asiatic or Afro-Asiatoid continuum 
through Anatolia during this period. 

The documentation for non-Mediterranean Europe in the period 3000 B.C. - 
100 B.C. is obviously sparse, and restricted to the later end of the period. But we 
do know that during this period Indo-European must have been spreading some-
how through the continent. It is a matter of sufficient controversy just how it 
was doing so to force that issue to be avoided here. But that this is exactly the 
period during which Europe was becoming Indo-European, or, by some models, 
those parts of it that were not already so, is not in dispute. If the Afro-Asiatoid 
contact continuum linking Egyptian with IC were to have been in the westerly 
direction through Europe, then it must have been in place already prior to the 
Indo-Europeanisation of Europe along the same path. This must therefore have 
been so before 3000 B.C. It is therefore doubly suspicious not only that IC only 
develops the features of the ‘macrotype’ over 3000 years later than they are seen 
in Egyptian (with the purely chronological problems discussed above), but also 
that no other Indo-European language so much as approaches the ‘macrotype,’ 
even though, in this model, by definition every Indo-European language of Eu-
rope must have come into contact with the same language or language family. 

The points of the last two paragraphs appear to me to be decisive in excluding 
the east to west direction through Anatolia and Europe as the vector field of the 
AA/IC contact continuum. I shall go out on a limb and simply assume agree-
ment that the vector of contact cannot have entered Europe directly through the 
Balkan or Italian peninsulas. To the north of these peninsulas, the problems of 
this model are identical with those of the preceding paragraph, and there seems 
to be sufficient material from c. 1400 B.C. in the Greek context and c. 800 B.C. 
in the Italian context to give us confidence that the reason we do not see an 
Afro-Asiatoid language in these places is because it was not there. The Balkans 
in the period 1400 B.C. - 100 B.C. give us Greek, Illyrian, Thracian, Dacian, Pan-
nonian, Celtic (all IE), and Lemnian (non-IE, related to Etruscan).59 By compari-
son the more restricted territory of the Italian peninsula in the first millennium 
BC is also rich in linguistic remains, which, however, include nothing remotely 
answering the genetic or typological demands of the AA/IC contact theory: very 
roughly south to north, Sicel (IE?), Greek (IE), Messapic (IE), Oscan-Umbrian 
(IE), Latin-Faliscan (IE), Etruscan (non-IE), South Picenian (IE), North Picenian 
(non-IE), Ligurian (IE), Celtic (IE; on the Celtic of northern Italy, see below), Ve-
netic (IE), Raetic (non-IE, related to Etruscan). 

The last available possibility, as far as I can see, is to posit the continuum as 
running primarily through North Africa, and establishing a European vector 
through the Iberian Peninsula. Since the case of IC is a phenomenon of the Euro-
pean far west, the Iberian vector would at least have the virtue of keeping the 
                                                 
59 Undeciphered as it is, the language of the Minoan Linear A script could be Afro-Asiatic, and 

there have been attempts to decipher it on that assumption (Gordon 1982: 131-52). The pres-
ence of Afro-Asiatic in the eastern Mediterranean is not in dispute, however, and that does 
not constitute the evidence needed for a contact continuum through Europe. 
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language in the right general region. It would avoid all the difficulties mentioned 
in the preceding paragraphs of having the contact continuum run through the 
whole of Europe. It can be kept as an exclusive phenomenon of Western 
Europe.60 The Iberian Peninsula is nearly as well covered for prehistoric data on 
linguistic geography as Italy. In the first millennium B.C., the following lan-
guages are clearly seen: ‘Tartessian’ (probably non-IE) in the south-west, Ibe-
rian (non-IE) in the east, Proto-Basque (non-IE) in the north, Lusitanian (IE) in 
the west and Celtic (IE), possibly of more than one variety, in central and north-
western areas.61 None of the non-Indo-European languages in question here are 
candidates for the contact language that is sought: the peninsula seems rather 
dominated by SOV typology. For the contact vector through the Iberian Penin-
sula to be plausible, therefore, we must assume that the contact language must 
have been present there at a time significantly earlier than the presence of the 
extant languages. This necessarily implies not only a ‘coming’ of the Indo-Euro-
pean Celts and Lusitanians,62 but a ‘coming’ of, presumably, at least the Proto-
Basques and Iberians also. There can have been no continuum of contact be-
tween North Africa and the British Isles if these languages, radically incompati-
ble with the AA/IC ‘macrotype,’ had been blocking the way through the Iberian 
Peninsula. If there was a continuum of the required Afro-Asiatic or Afro-
Asiatoid languages running through prehistoric Iberia in, say, the second millen-
nium B.C., then we must say that all the languages that we actually see in Iberia 
in the first millennium B.C. got there shortly before their attestation and wiped 
out the AA contact language without a trace, both genetically and typologically. 
So where did they all ‘come from’? As has already been mentioned, the notion of 
the ‘arrival’ of Indo-European, about which we have much information, is diffi-
cult enough to model. What do we then do with Iberian and Proto-Basque, to get 
them ‘arriving’ in Iberia in such a way as to obliterate all trace of another lan-
guage, which we have only posited to save another theory? It is important to ob-
serve that Proto-Basque and Iberian are extant on both sides of the Pyrenees 
(‘Proto-Basque’ = ‘Aquitanian’).63 They are still ‘in the way’ of the continuum 
north as well as south of the Pyrenees. 

                                                 
60 Obviously, at no point do I address the question of the plausibility of this North-African con-

tinuum in its geographical, chronological and linguistic details. This I must leave to others. 
61 The historically visible presence of the Phoenicians in the Iberian Peninsula ensures the 

existence of Afro-Asiatic linguistic elements there also, but I assume that this is not what is 
meant by the advocates of the AA/IC contact theory. 

62 In line with certain fashions in archaeology and prehistory, some researchers would proba-
bly be uncomfortable with the terminology of ‘comings’ even for speakers of Celtic lan-
guages in the Iberian Peninsula. I would not be one of them, but in the interests of consen-
sus, one must only realise that there must have been a time before which Celtic was not 
spoken there. It is in that earlier period that the AA/IC contact theorists must posit the 
presence of the contact language. 

63 Villar (2005) has proposed that the Basque presence in northern Spain is due to linguistic 
spread from north of the Pyrenees in historical times. This is not the place to examine his 
arguments critically (a desideratum, certainly, relying heavily as he does on data from ge-
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The fact that the Gaulish of northern Italy of the first century B.C. already 
shows constructions with clause-initial compound verbs in accordance with the 
combination of Wackernagel’s Law and Vendryes’ Restriction64 should give fur-
ther pause to the AA/IC contact theorists, as VSO typology is one of the major 
cornerstones of the whole theory. We are not justified in asserting that the lan-
guage of the inscriptions in question was characterised by VSO basic-word-
order typology, nor that it was not. On the other hand, even if those instances are 
not realisations of full-blown VSO-typology, they do clearly show at least the 
protohistorical prerequisites for Insular Celtic VSO. While the observed exis-
tence of verb-initial syntax in Cisalpine Gaulish of the first century B.C., and 
Transalpine Gaulish in the first century A.D.,65 is no certain evidence of basic 
order, nevertheless, in light of such instances, it hardly stands to reason either 
that Celtic verb-initial syntax is a phenomenon exclusively restricted to the far 
north-west, the British Isles. Note that Gaulish is also showing us genitive fol-
lowing head-noun (feature 2b),66 non-referential relative particle (feature 3)67 
and infixing-suffixing alternation (feature 7).68 

Gensler is aware of some of these features of Gaulish, though not verb-initial 
clause structure. He also interprets the instances at notes 18-19 as special rela-
tive verbal forms and those of note 37 as cases of polypersonality in the verb. 
That gives six out of the twenty features already present in Gaulish. It is worth 
emphasising also that the fragmentary nature of the attestation of Gaulish im-
poses limits on what could be seen there. We have no data in Gaulish for the 
structures of genitival or prepositional relative clauses (features 4a, 4b and 4c). 
There is no evidence that Gaulish had a definite article, so feature 8, the distribu-
tion of the article in genitive phrases, is irrelevant. There is no evidence either 
way for feature 10, verbal noun or infinitive. Features 12, prepositional peri-
phrastic continuous, 13, ‘DO’-periphrasis, 14, adverbial ‘and ...’ clauses, and 15, 
verbal noun/infinitive as main clause verb, are such that, without an extensive 
corpus, their absence from the fragmentary Gaulish corpus is not indicative of 
anything. Features 1, conjugated prepositions, and 16, initial consonant muta-
tions, have been seen to be dependent in IC on the apocope rules of the fifth and 
sixth centuries. And features 9, non-concord of verb with plural subject, and 11, 
predicative particle, are recognised as very late developments in IC anyway. 
Making allowance for the limited nature of the corpus of Gaulish, and consider-
                                                                                                                                                         

netics), but it can be mentioned that Villar’s model of the prehistoric linguistic geography 
of Western Europe is maximally incompatible with the notion of a north-African substra-
tum language there. 

64 See above, notes 35 and 37. 
65 As seen at La Graufesenque, sioxti albanos panna extratuθ .xxx. ‘Albanos supplied addi-

tional vessels, 300’ (Marichal 1988: 136). The instance is not unique as a case of Gaulish 
verb-initial construction (cf. Isaac 1996: 113-23). 

66 E.g. doiros segomari ‘Doiros [son] of Segomaros’ (Lambert 2002: 352-3). 
67 E.g. dugiIonti-Io, toncsiIont-Io, see notes 18-19. 
68 In the contrasting positions of the suffixed enclitic relative particle in, e.g. dugiIonti-Io vs. 

the infixed pronoun of, e.g. to-so[n]·ko[n]de, see note 37. 
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ing therefore only the features that could reasonably be expected to be visible at 
all in such circumstances, it is not six out of twenty that Gaulish scores, but six 
out of ten, a higher percentage than Hebrew and Berber score over the whole 
array of features (55% each). 

In dismissing the difficulties for the theory that the presence of such features 
in Gaulish creates, it is the argument from the mutual compatibility of the ge-
netic-internal and contact-external explanations on which Gensler relies,69 on 
which see note 32, and the main text at that place. I will not push the argument 
from the figures of the last paragraph any further. The point is just that Gaulish, 
with the features it does have, shows that they were already in place in a Celtic 
language spread over a large territory of Western Europe in the last centuries 
B.C., including northern Italy.70 So either the substrate language was spread 
throughout that territory around that time also – in which case, where is the in-
dependent, non-circular evidence for it? – or, as has been noted before, the hy-
pothesis of a substrate language as causal trigger for the presence of these struc-
tures in Celtic is a hypothesis too many, and the language was just not there, 
anywhere, in the first place. This remains true even if the distinction is made 
between the origins of the patterns in question and their generalisation. If it is 
conceded by the AA/IC contact theorists that the structures were present in an-
cient Celtic anyway, independent of any substratum, then from what is the ar-
gumentative need derived that their generalisation must be due to contact? There 
is none. 

There are, presumably, many ways one might want to tweak the argument in 
the light of the Gaulish data, and it is indicative of at least the hope of a realist 
position that Gensler himself does not go very far in doing so. The most obvious 
to me would be to argue that while the substrate language was originally spread 
throughout Western Europe, passing on its features to Gaulish before dying out 
in that territory, it survived long enough in the British Isles to continue influenc-
ing IC. The more or less extensive evidence for other languages in southern 
France and northern Italy has already been noted, with no trace of the required 
substrate language, which must therefore have been extinct in those places ear-
lier than the first century B.C. But this argument cannot get round the complete 
invisibility of the language in Roman and early medieval Britain. We have al-
ready seen the difficulty of having the contact continuum linking Egyptian of 
3000 B.C. and IC of 500 A.D. The difficulty is hardly less in the microcosm of 
Western Europe itself, whereby we would have to have the invisible contact lan-
guage influencing Gaulish in the second century B.C., say, and IC between 500 
and 1000 A.D. The oft-cited ‘principle’ that features can remain hidden in ‘sub-
standard’ forms of language ‘for generations’ must presumably be invoked at 
some point here. But how many generations? To fit the theory into the chronol-

                                                 
69 Gensler (1993: 453). 
70 Lepontic, the non-Gaulish Celtic of northern Italy, extant several centuries earlier than Gaulish 

there, gives us three verbal clauses with non-initial verbs (cf. Eska and Evans 1993: 45). 




