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Words in a language are of course symbols, but material things also serve 
in symbolic roles. Humans, it is said, live in a forest of symbols, and to un-
derstand what makes humans tick, it is necessary to consider how those 
symbols work. That leads us on to a relatively new field in the study of 
prehistory — cognitive archaeology — that is still in early development 
(Renfrew 2008: 67). 

 
 

1. Introduction 
 

tudying material culture as proxy for language involves cog-
nitive archaeology a relatively young discipline. There are 
several competing theories of language cognition, among 

which the modular and non-modular ones have gained wide curren-
cy. The modular theory posits language as a genetically endowed, 
biological system, i.e., the faculty of language is innate (see, Chomsky 
2006). According to the non-modular theory it is behavioural there-
fore learned (see, Lieberman 2013: in passim; 2016; Bickerton 2009). 
There is no doubt that language is a very complex behaviour that 
involves the interweaving of many components. Since archaeological 
evidence is behavioural in nature, it can be invoked in studying lan-
guage origin and evolution (see, Leroi-Gourhan 1993 [1964]; Isaac 
1976). 

Stone tools fashioned by our remote ancestors are the earliest sur-
viving components of material culture; therefore, our enquiry begins 
with the Lower Palaeolithic. The evolutionary typology in archaeo-
logical record is defined in simplistic terms as Mode system of lithic 
technology (Clark 1977: 23-38, in passim, table 5). This process of evo-
lution passed through four major successive transitions, namely, the 
Lower Palaeolithic Transition, the Lower-to-Middle Paleolithic Tran-
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sition, the Middle-to-Upper Paleolithic Transition, and the Paleolith-
ic-Mesolithic Transition (see papers in Camps and Chauhan 2009). 
Accordingly, Mode 1 technology represents the Lower Palaeolithic, 
advent of Mode 2 marks the Lower Palaeolithic Transition, of Mode 3 
the Lower-to-Middle Palaeolithic Transition, of Mode 4 the Middle-
to-Upper Palaeolithic Transition, and of Mode 5 the Palaeolithic-
Mesolithic Transition.  

Leroi-Gourhan’s pioneering studies leading to formulation of the 
chaîne opératoire or operational sequences (1993 [1964]: Chs. 7-8) is a 
‘key theoretical and methodological concept’ that can be applied uni-
versally in all applications including language cognition (see, White 
1993). According to Leroi-Gourhan (1993 [1964]: 234), human opera-
tional behaviour ‘involves several highly complex processes’ bearing 
on operational sequences at two levels: Operational Memory and 
Mechanical Operational Sequences. There are three succeeding stages 
of operational sequences, 1- an automatic form of behaviour directly 
connected with our biological nature termed as ‘automatic’, 2- me-
chanical behaviour taking place in a state of dimmed consciousness, 
termed as ‘mechanical’, and 3- ‘lucid’ or ‘fully conscious’ behaviour 
(Ibid: 230-31).  

Leroi-Gourhan (Ibid: 133) notes that we have to ‘rely exclusively on 
the stone industry’ to unfold ‘technical evolution stretching back 
from Homo sapiens to the Australanthropians’. Showing critical im-
portance of bipedalism and the anatomical changes that accompa-
nied, he discusses at great length as to how in sync with these chang-
es our remote ancestors progressively advanced in lithic technology 
from simple ‘choppers’ (Mode 1) of the ‘pebble culture’ to the ‘micro-
liths’ (Mode 5) (Ibid: Chs. 3-4). Thus, his study demonstrates that ‘the 
process of extraction of a cutting edge from a lump of flint varied in 
time proportionally with the ratio between the length of cutting edge 
obtained and the volume of flint required to obtain it’, which he ex-
plains in ‘figure 64’ of his work (Ibid: 134-37). Leroi-Gourhan further 
shows remarkable similarity in the ‘increase in brain volume and 
technical evolution’, which, when translated into a diagram (Ibid: 137-
38, figure 65), runs as two almost flat parallel lines up to the Acheuli-
an (Mode 2 technology), and thereafter ‘rise steeply during the Mous-
tero-Levalloisian period’ (Mode 3 technology), ‘while those represent-
ing brain volume flatten out and remain flat until the present day’. 
Significantly, Leroi-Gourhan observes that occurrence of flattening of 
brain volume was ‘a radical biological crisis’ that ‘was resolved with 
the disappearance of the prefrontal bar... a radical turning point in 
our biological evolution as a zoological species governed by the nor-
mal laws of species behavior.’ He synthesises technical evolution 
with the capacity of language as follows: 
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There is probably no reason, in the case of the earliest anthropoids, 
to separate the level of language from that of toolmaking: Through-
out history up to the present time, technical progress has gone hand 
in hand with progress in the development of technical language 
symbols. It is possible, in the abstract, to conceive of a purely ges-
tural technical education; in practice, even completely silent instruc-
tion will actuate a reflective symbolism in both teacher and pupil. 
The organic link appears to be strong enough to justify crediting the 
Australopithecinae [authors of Mode 1 technology] and the Archan-
thropians [authors of Mode 2 technology] with language at a level 
corresponding to that of their tools...  

Techniques involve both gestures and tools, sequentially orga-
nized by means of a "syntax" that imparts both fixity and flexibility 
to the series of operations involved. This operating syntax is sug-
gested by the memory and comes into being as a product of the 
brain and the physical environment. If we pursue the parallel with 
language, we find a similar process taking place...  

The early Palaeoanthropians [authors of Mode 3 technology] were 
the direct inheritors of this situation, but their possibilities became 
gradually extended. The exteriorization of nonconcrete symbols 
took place with the Neanderthalians, and technical concepts were 
thenceforth overtaken by concepts of which we have only manual 
operating evidence – burial, dyes, curious objects. This evidence, 
however, is sufficient to establish with certainty that thought was 
being applied to areas beyond that of purely vital technical motor 
function...  

If language really sprang from the same source as technics, we are 
entitled to visualize language too in the form of operating sequences 
limited to the expression of concrete situations, at first concurrently 
with them and later involving the deliberate preservation and re-
production of verbal sequences going beyond immediate situations 
(Ibid: 114-16). 

 
The above citation from Leroi-Gourhan is a prelude to his postulation 
of ‘The Birth of Graphism’ (Ibid: 187-216) in which he discusses at 
length the relationship between ‘palaeolithic art’ and ‘verbal lan-
guage’: 

 
Parallel with the extraordinary acceleration of the development of 

material techniques following the emergence of Homo sapiens, the 
abstract thought we find reflected in paleolithic art implies that lan-
guage too had reached a similar level. Graphic or plastic figurative 
representation should therefore be seen as the means of expression 
of symbolic thinking of the myth-making type, its medium being 
graphic representation related to verbal language but independent 
from phonetic notation. Although no fossil records of late Paleolithic 
languages have come down to us, evidence fashioned by the hands 
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of humans who spoke those languages clearly suggests that their 
symbolizing activities – inconceivable without language – were on a 
level with their technical activities, which in turn are unimaginable 
without a verbalized intellectual supporting structure... 

Although the interplay between the two poles of figurative repre-
sentation – between the auditive and the visual – changed consider-
ably with the adoption of phonetic scripts, the individual’s capacity 
to visualize the verbal and the graphic remained intact. The present 
stage is characterized simultaneously by the merging together of the 
auditive and the visual, leading to the loss of many possibilities of 
individual interpretation, and by a social separation between the 
functions of symbol making and of image receiving (Ibid: 215-16). 

 
I strongly feel that Leroi-Gourhan’s monumental work anticipates 
nearly all subsequent developments in the field of sensory-based in-
ternal systems and material culture vis-à-vis language, for subse-
quent researches in language cognition seem to strengthen his postu-
lates with new data, though his intellectual debt is barely remem-
bered (cf. White 1993). In this connection I will cite two major contri-
butions: that of Isaac (1976) and of Wynn (1991) that develop two 
opposite lines of argument. 

Thus, in his pioneering persuasive attempts to trace ‘archaeologi-
cal indicators of the development of language capabilities’, Isaac 
(1976) addresses this issue in two parts: I- evolutionary implication of 
the material culture, and II- archaeological reconstruction of the be-
haviour of early hominids. In the first part he builds:  

 
on the large-scale features of the archaeological record on the as-
sumption that hominid capacity for conceiving and executing in-
creasingly elaborate material culture designs has been connected 
with rising capacity for manipulating symbols, naming, and speak-
ing’ (Isaac 1976: 276). 
 

He works out four steps of these developments (Ibid: 282-83). Accord-
ingly, the first step ‘(2½-1½ Million Years ago)’ characterises ‘simple 
tools’, step two ‘(1½-.2 Million Years Ago)’, advent of ‘the handaxe’, 
step three’(.2-.04 Million Years Ago)’, ‘Late Acheulian, Mousterian, 
Middle Stone Age, etc.’, and the fourth step ‘(.04 Million Years Ago, 
Upwards)’ is marked by tools with ‘maximum level of design com-
plexity and of differentiation... Explicit traces of representational and 
abstract art’ and ‘ritual and overt symbolism became more and more 
frequent’. Thus,  
 

Step 4 material culture has long given archaeologists a feel of be-
ing organized on much more elaborate principles than Step 3, and 
there is still heated debate over whether the change from 3 to 4 in-
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volved the spread of genes determining superior capabilities. Alter-
native hypotheses more recently advanced suggest the spread of 
cultural and/or linguistic innovations that put behavior across a 
crucial organizational threshold, perhaps a cognitive and communi-
cations equivalent of the agricultural revolution. 

 
In the second part, he briefly points out certain behavioural traits, 
namely, ‘Bipedal Locomotion; Tool-Making; Meat Eating; Gathering 
(?); Home Bases; and Food Sharing’, and divides them into three 
phases beginning with Phase I marked by ‘establishment of the first 
protohuman adaptive complex (bipedalism, transport, tool-making, 
food sharing).’ It put selection pressure on the enhancement of com-
munication and information exchange systems, ‘which went on to 
mature during Phase II.’ In this Phase ‘a host of indicators imply a 
basically human grade of organization’ among ‘which capabilities for 
language were first important’. Archaeological record of Phase III 
assigned to between ‘about 50,000 and 100,000 years ago’ shows ‘a 
quickening of the tempo of change’, and by ‘about 30,000-40,000 years 
ago, the record gives the appearance that a threshold was crossed 
with the emergence of much more complex and more style-ridden 
systems of material culture. From this same period, as we have seen, 
come the first surviving manifestations of art and of bodily adorn-
ment.’ Isaac suggests ‘that crucial developments in language may 
provide the best explanation of the Upper Paleolithic cultural spurt. 
This remains an untested, but, in my view, very plausible hypothesis’ 
(Ibid: 286). 

In sum, Isaac posits that material culture unfolds that from ‘step 1’ 
(the ape grade adaptive behaviour in the Lower Palaeolithic) to ‘step 
4’ (the anatomically modern human like behaviour in the Upper Pal-
aeolithic) human cognitive faculty shows a progressive development, 
and ‘capabilities for language’ played critical role throughout the 
course of this evolution (see, Ibid: 277-81, and Figures 1-4, showing 
diagrammatic representations and time-tables; compare it with fig-
ures 64-65, and pp. 134-37 of Leroi-Gourhan 1993 [1964]). Isaac’s pa-
per reinforces Leroi-Gourhan’s formulation of succeeding complexity 
in material culture as an expression of human behavioural change 
due to biological cum technological evolution as noted above.  

Wynn (1991) examines language issue from cognitive perspective 
and uses grammar as one of the important indicators to examine 
presence of language in the earliest stone tools represented, in chron-
ological order, by the Oldowan and the Acheulian biface respectively. 
He notes that language ‘employs complex domain-specific features in 
grammatical constructions’, such is not the case with ‘tool behaviour’. 
Thus, stone tools representing Oldowan clearly show an ad hoc tech-
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nology aimed at obtaining a sharp-edged artefact closely tied to an 
immediate task, which was abandoned after its use, and possibly re-
used at a later episode. However, ‘notion’ of a tool is implied in fash-
ioning a biface, even if it was based on ‘traditional knowledge’. Wynn 
accounts for this development in ‘constellations of knowledge’ in 
which ‘sequence construction’ is central. Though ‘tool sequences are 
organized like strings of beads’, which, superficially, may appear 
similar to the process of ‘string-of-beads’ in language acquisition, 
they do not follow any rules of grammar, rather they are ‘learned by 
observation and memorization’. Independent of language, ‘appren-
ticeship is essential to the learning of tool-use and tool-making’ (Ibid: 
193-4). In sum, compared to the Oldowan tool-use, ‘making and us-
ing a biface was in this sense more cognitively complex’ because its 
technology appears to be ‘hierarchically more complex’. It was not 
meant for obtaining a sharp edge to address an immediate task, it 
exhibits ‘symmetry imposed on some of these early bifaces’ (Ibid: 203-
04). In his subsequent study, Wynn (2000) discusses at length devel-
opment of ‘hominid-imposed symmetry’ over time from two-
dimensional symmetries to true congruent symmetry to three-
dimensional symmetries, as noticed in stone tools, bone tools, and 
cave paintings dating back from the Lower Palaeolithic through the 
Upper Palaeolithic. Wynn contends that it ‘reflects the evolution of 
hominid spatial perception-cognition... and developments in skill’ 
associated with ‘an aspect of the neural processing’ (Ibid: 131). He 
concludes: ‘It did not, however, require language’ (Ibid: 139). Interest-
ingly, in his 1991-paper, Wynn is non-committal about the presence 
of language among the authors of the Oldowan and biface tools. 
However, in his 2000-paper, citing his own 1991-paper, he says: ‘It is 
clear, for example, that people learn tool use largely by observation, 
replication and repetition (apprenticeship), and that language plays 
only a minor role’ (Ibid: 119, italics mine).  

According to Marwick (2003), the African evidence suggests use of 
‘arbitrary bi-directional symbols and expression of displacement 
communication system’ after ‘1.9 million years ago’ when ‘the first 
Homo habilis fossils appear’. This inference is drawn from gradual 
increase in the distance of raw material transfer from 3 to 13 kms 
‘during the period 1.9–1.6 million years ago’, 4 to 15 kms during ‘1.6 
to 1.2’, and ‘15 km to 100 km’ after ‘1.2 million years ago’. According-
ly, this accounts for human ‘ability to pool information collected by 
individuals through face-to-face negotiation and the use of a proto-
language’ (Ibid: 71), which also facilitated human colonization outside 
Africa. Experimental archaeology also supports that: ‘Linguistic 
communication plays a key role in this system of apprenticeship by 
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facilitating joint action and the cultural construction of identity’ (see 
for details and further references, Stout 2010).  

It is clear then that howsoever primitive, hominids were equipped 
with verbal communication during the Lower Palaeolithic. On the 
basis of ‘independent studies’ over the past four decades, discussed 
by celebrated cognitive scientist Philip Lieberman (2013; 2016), it is 
clear that ‘the neural mechanisms implicated in speech production 
were present in earlier hominins’, that ‘the intonation of speech in-
volves neural structures that have a deep evolutionary history 
(Lieberman 2013: Ch. 3, and in passim) ‘which can be ‘traced back to 
therapsids, mammal-like reptiles’ of the Triassic, Jurassic, and early 
Cretaceous eras’ (Lieberman2016: 138). He concludes: 

 
A full appraisal of the biological bases of human language remains 
in the distant future. However, some of the neural circuits that con-
fer the ability to master and execute the complex motor commands 
that underlie speech and other aspects of behavior are becoming ev-
ident. These neural circuits involve structures that also play a part in 
“mental” aspects of language such as associating words with their 
meanings and syntax. Similar neural circuits involving the same cor-
tical and subcortical structures are implicated in a range of “higher” 
cognitive acts. Though many of these neural structures are “recy-
cled” – being present in archaic species far removed from humans, 
they have taken on new functions and have been modified by Natu-
ral Selection acting on genetic and epigenetic events, some occurring 
in the last 200,000 years or so and specific to humans (Ibid:142). 

 
It draws our attention to Bickerton’s studies. He suggests that social 
pressure triggered the episodic memory of our remote ancestors to 
categorise objects (predators, gender, food, etc.,) and activities 
(grooming, food sharing, etc.), which account for the evolution of 
language (Bickerton 2000). He has elaborately discussed this issue in 
his later study (Bickerton 2009). He explicitly says that initially hu-
mans exchanged messages in the same way as chimps by using ACS 
(animal communication system). In course of evolution, their biologi-
cal structure and foraging needs forced them to organize socially to 
meet the challenges from other competing species and predators for 
survival. It required better information flow than the ‘indexical units’ 
of the ACSs, which are mainly manipulative, hence bound to the 
condition of ‘the here and now’. To free humans from this limitation 
of ‘the here and now’, primarily informative rather than manipulative 
means of messaging was required. This was achieved by substituting 
‘symbolic units’ of language for ‘indexical units’ of the ACSs, for the 
symbols ‘can refer to things outside of the here and now. This capaci-
ty is something linguists generally refer to as “displacement”’ (Ibid: 
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48-50). Initially it was a modified ACS. It enabled our ancestors to 
free themselves from the condition of ‘the here and now’, which bear 
on the emergence of ‘protowords’, followed by ‘words’. It was a great 
leap – perhaps the greatest – in human cognition initiated by a ‘Stone 
Age Einstein’ owing to ‘some particular, highly specific set of circum-
stances that forced words to emerge’ (Ibid: 72; cf., Tomasello 2003). In 
this process human activities were concentrated primarily on survival 
strategies for which humans created a ‘niche’ within a particular geo-
graphical area leading to the birth of a protolanguage. Termed as 
‘niche construction theory’ (Bickerton 2009: 150-53), it accounts for a 
series of speciations in the six-stage evolutionary model that Bicker-
ton has suggested for the development of language (Bickerton 2009: 
189). 

According to Bickerton, ‘the modified ACS remained, just like an 
ant ACS, mired in the business—a vital one, you have to admit—for 
which it had been originally developed’ (Ibid: 142). Our ancestors 
continued to live in the protolanguage niche for a considerably long 
time ‘at the bee/ant level or only a little beyond it’ to signal warnings 
against predators/sudden natural calamities or give recruitment calls 
for exploiting bigmammal-scavenging (Ibid: Ch. 7-8). Then, shortly 
after ‘the bigmammal-scavenging phase’ they started producing a 
‘teardrop- or pear-shaped’ object called Acheulian hand axe which 
remained unchanged for more than a million years (Ibid: 142-43). The 
other tools, ‘the so-called borers and scrapers were basically varia-
tions on this tool’ (Ibid: 213). Whatever was their function, the ‘basic 
form’ common to all was that ‘they were all single, stand-alone piec-
es’. During this very stage they developed protolanguage to invoke 
group co-operation to exploit food and to secure safety against preda-
tors/natural calamities. Obviously, since in the beginning the role of 
language was ‘fully functional’, it required few words sufficient to 
serve the limited functions of social organization aimed at surviving 
strategies (Ibid: Ch. 8). ‘If the first one or three or five protolanguage 
signs didn't have a substantial payoff, no one would have bothered to 
invent any more’ (Ibid: 165). Bickerton holds that like the modern 
pidgin languages these words were combined like ‘beads-on-a-string’ 
to deliver messages (Ibid: Ch. 9). 

The next evolutionary phase started some ninety thousand years 
ago with the appearance of the ‘Aterian point’ in North Africa. It her-
alds the stage of the concepts substituting for categories (Ibid: Ch. 10). 
Though the Aterian point looks like a miniature Acheulian tool, it 
cannot be used as a stand-alone piece, it requires hafting. It needed 
stone for the point, wood for the shaft, mastic (a sticky resin) to bond 
and gut or vine to bind. The point was provided with a tang and two 
transverse flaring barbed-flanges terminating towards top into a 
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point. Unlike the Acheulian tool type which could be fashioned by 
trial and error, it was a carefully conceived tool employing a tang to 
fit into the shaft, mastic for gluing together the tang and the shaft, 
and gut for their added security. The idea was aimed at fashioning a 
‘barbed-weapon’ that would penetrate skin of the prey animal and 
hold there even if the animal tried to let loose the weapon by shaking 
its body. 

Bickerton adds that the ACSs are complete by themselves there-
fore there is no question of their combinability. A word by itself can-
not convey the required message therefore needs to be combined 
with another word to give the required call. Thus, in the evolution of 
language the process started with an increase in phonological com-
plexity leading to modification of the ACS, the modified ACSs 
emerged into words, the words combined to signal messages in the 
manner of beads-on-a-string like the modern pidgin languages (Ibid: 
Ch. 11). According to Bickerton ‘the earliest protolanguage words... 
would have been indivisible chunks of sound, sharing no features 
with other words’, and in its later evolutionary stages protolanguage 
acquired syntax-like features. Interestingly, Bickerton constructs a 
modern pidgin version of ‘the barbed-weapon scenario’ to explain 
the structure of any given language in its evolutionary stage, and by 
analogy, suggests that ‘there would probably have been a statistical 
preponderance of what, in a true language, you’d have to call “sub-
ject-first” sentences’ (Ibid: 231).  

Bickerton points out that due to absence of syntax long and com-
plex sentences in the beads-on-a-string chaining would become am-
biguous, besides it takes long time to deliver them as they are not 
supported by ‘any brain-internal processing’. The barbed-weapon 
scenario again provides a clue to the brain-internal processing 
through which concepts recognised ‘two most crucial kinds of 
words’, namely, nouns and verbs, accordingly, ‘the two templates 
(roughly, phrases and clauses)’ were ‘headed, respectively, by nouns 
and verbs’ (Ibid: 235-37). Eventually, our ancestors reached the stage 
of fully syntactical language with Merge as its core (Ibid: Ch. 12). 
Thus, Bickerton traces three stages in the evolution of human lan-
guage from the ACS to protolanguage to fully syntactical language 
which he developed with his colleague Calvin (see, Calvin and Bick-
erton 2000).1 

Bickerton’s studiesare appealing, for he situates his formulations 
in the evolutionary context coupled with verifiable ant/bee and pri-

                                                             
1 Due to my absolute lack of French language, I have not been able to use this book. 

However, its introductory chapters do suggest commonality with those of the 
Leroi-Gourhan. 
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mate behaviour. The Aterian point cited by him is crucial to our un-
derstanding of the cognitive evolution. Its appearance is almost con-
temporaneous with those of the Blombos Cave artefacts. However, it 
is an open issue whether humans associated with material remains 
from the Blombos Cave, dated to about 75,000 BP, were equipped 
with ‘syntactic’ or ‘fully syntactic’ language as some scholars strongly 
contend(Henshilwoodet al 2002; Henshilwood and Marean 2003; 
Henshilwood and Dubreuil 2009; d’Errico et al 2003; d’Errico and 
Vanhaeren 2009; d’Errico and Vanhaeren 2012). It may be noted that 
‘syntax evolved gradually in terms of steps or stages’ (Botha 2009: 
96), i.e., as a ‘historical process’ (Tomasello 2003), and in syntactic 
theory ‘the grammatical structure of language is the mediator be-
tween signal and meaning’ (Kinsella 2009: 6, and in passim), thus sug-
gesting a long process and complex cognitive ability, as Bickerton has 
vividly described.  

Botha compellingly argues that to infer existence of syntactic or 
fully syntactic language from material remains from the Blombos 
Cave fails to withstand the test of ‘Pertinence Condition’ because ma-
terial ‘things’ related to putative ‘syntactic’ language are ‘not actually 
language’, it cannot be accepted a ‘right process’. Therefore, Botha 
suggests that inferences about language need to be ‘underpinned by a 
principled linguistic ontology’ (Botha 2009: 101, 107-08; see also, Bala-
riet al 2011; Malafouris 2013: Ch. 5 in passim) grounded in ‘an appro-
priate bridge theory’.  

Significantly, to resolve this issue we can invoke Barnard’s (2010) 
work in which he deals with ‘working-memory’ vis-à-vis ‘system-
level’ properties. Based on his earlier studies spanning over past two 
decades, he explores how the ‘working memory’ progressively 
evolves from ‘a four-subsystem architecture’ of ‘a prototypical 
mammal’ like a zebra to ‘nine-subsystem human architecture’. 
Mammalian minds were augmented by successive interacting ‘addi-
tions of one new subsystem’ ultimately leading to enhanced working-
memory capacities in modern humans. He proposes nine-subsystem 
human architecture in somatic and visceral response mechanism to 
evaluate ‘evidence concerning relationships between cognition and 
emotion in both normal healthy individuals and those with various 
psychopathologies’. Accordingly, six-subsystem architecture matches 
the capability of great apes and by inference of the last common an-
cestor shared with modern humans. The remaining three subsystems 
represent the three successive evolutionary steps to attain H. Sapiens 
sapiens architecture (see, Ibid: fig. 3 on page 45). Applying this ‘sys-
tem-level’ approach to the archaeological record, he shows ‘increas-
ing differentiation limited to the articulatory domain’ of Homo erectus. 
He conceives presence of properties of entities that would ‘fit to as-
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sign the emergence of a seven-subsystem architecture to Homo erectus’ 
(using Acheulian biface technology, i.e., Mode 2).  He adds that the 
Levallois flakes ‘provide good evidence’ of eight-subsystem human 
architecture. Finally, use of intricately prepared compound adhesives 
in hafting found at Sibudu in southern Africa from 70 kya illustrates 
the ‘nine-subsystem human architecture’ as contrasted to the single 
adhesive use of noncompound materials such as bitumen in Nean-
derthal hafting. Furthermore, the nine-subsystem architecture also 
includes ‘appearance of art and personal ornamentation and the use 
of mineral pigments’, which are ‘all traditionally associated with the 
emergence of symbolic representation’ (Ibid: 51-52; see also Barnard et 
al 2017). He notes: 

 
The emphasis here on a sequence of well-specified architectures 
brings into focus the idea that evolution enabled minds with more 
advanced architectures to do more things at the same time. By the 
very nature of the sequence, our proposals inherently provide tight 
couplings between the evolution of cognitive processes, language, 
meaning, and more refined emotions. The system-level account di-
rects our attention away from evidence pinpointing the emergence 
of particular capabilities such as the use of iconic, indexical, and 
symbolic representations and more toward asking questions about 
the “whole package” of theoretically derived capabilities that come 
with a mind organized in a particular way (Barnard 2010: S50-S51). 

 
The above summary suggests that oral signalling was central to the 
social behaviour of our species from Homo erectus to Anatomically 
Modern Humans and that evolution of stone technology and lan-
guage run as two parallel rising trajectories over time. It also suggests 
that material culture can be studied as proxy for language.  
 
 

2. Material culture of Himalaya 
 

It is important to note that, barring a few sites, most of the Palaeolith-
ic find-spots in Himalayan region are surface finds (cf. Chauhan 
2007). Furthermore, whereas the western Himalayan region has been 
subjected to extensive investigation, we have meagre information 
about the prehistory of the remaining vast stretch of Himalaya to the 
east of Himachal Pradesh, the only exception being the Siwalik region 
of southern- Central- and Western Nepal which was subjected to in-
tensive and extensive explorations by Corvinus. Her extensive stud-
ies extending over two decades from 1980s onwards unfold that geo-
archaeologically Central and it’s adjoining Western Nepal has proved 
to be the most promising area of Stone Age Culture studies in the 
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Himalayan region, and it serves as an index to the prehistory of 
Himalaya. Her exhaustive report on the prehistoric archaeology of 
Nepal was published posthumously (Corvinus 2007). This monumen-
tal work not only deals with ‘mostly stratigraphically controlled’ and 
‘more or less securely established’ artefact-bearing sites in ‘a chrono-
logical order’ dating back from the Lower Palaeolithic through the 
Neolithic, but also situates them in appropriate South Asian, East 
Asian, and Southeast Asian archaeological context. Corvinus’ work 
leads us to better our understanding of the early human activities in 
Himalaya. To this may be added site-specific detailed analysis of tool 
types of certain sites carried out by different scholars. These studies 
suggest site-specific homogenous character of artefacts and associat-
ed technology and by implication presence of related named stages of 
techno-cultural complexes, i.e., Mode 1 to Mode 5, albeit with a cave-
at that such artefacts are time-transgressive. However, this classifica-
tion based on techno-cultural traits shows existence of various hom-
inin stone knapping techniques in the Himalayan region without sit-
uating them in chronological framework. Hopefully, this exercise 
liberates a non-specialist of my tribe from the bounds of specialists’ 
culture specific classificatory terminology. In sum, synthesis of these 
studies leads to suggest that the Himalayan region was one of the 
cradles of our remote ancestors. It will be clear from the following 
table. 
 

Site/region Techno-facie Stratigraphy Date Reference 
Potwar 

& Jammu-
Kashmir 

Soan’ 
(Mode 1 to Mode 

4 type?) 

Geological  
context   

(Now outdated) 

Pleistocene  
Different   

glacial   
sequences  

(Now 
outdated) 

de  Terra 
and  Pater-
son  1939 

Riwat Pre  Acheulian*   
(Mode 1) 

 

Geological   
context 

 

∼2  mya/ 2.6 
mya 

 

Dennell  et al   
1988/ 

Dennell 2009 
 

Dina  &  Jalalpur,   
North Pakistan 

Acheulian* 
(Mode 2) 

Geological   
context 

7 mya  &  .4  
mya	

Rendell  and  
Dennell  

1985 
Uttarbaini,  

Jammu  &  Ksh-
mir 

Pre  Acheulian*  
(Mode 1) 

Geological   
context 

2.8 ± 0.56  
mya. 

Verma   1991 

Nalagarh,  
Himachal 
 Pradesh 

Acheulian*  
(Mode 2 

Geological  
context 

Pinjor:  
Lower  

Pleistocene 

Verma  1975 

Masol,  
Punjab 

Pre  Acheulian*  
(Mode 1) 

Geological    
context 

2.6  mya Malassé  et al  
2016/  

Gaillard   et 
al  2016 
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Toka,  
Himachal     
Pradesh 

Post-Acheulian*   
‘Mode  1  and  

Mode 3’ 

Homogeneity  of   
artefacts  and  site  

context 

Mid-Late  
Pleistocene 

Chauhan  
2007 

Atbarapur, 
Punjab 

Acheulian* 
(Mode 2) 

Homogeneity of 
artefacts  and  site  

context 

Upper  
Siwalik   

sediments,  
˃ 0.6 mya 

Gaillard et al 
2008 

Dzama  Thang,   
Spiti Valley,   

Himachal     
Pradesh. 

Prepared   core   
technology   &   

blade   elements*   
(Mode   3  &   

Mode  4) 

Homogeneity   of 
artefacts   and   
site   context 

Late   Pleis-
tocene  

50–30 ka 

Chauhan   et 
al   2017/   

Joshi   2017 

Kalsi,   
Uttarakhand 

Unifacial   &  
bifacial   artefacts   
(Mode  1  type) 

Surface   finds No    date Verma  et   al   
2012 

Narayan   Ganga   
Valley,   

Uttarakhand 

Flakes  &  scrapers   
Levalloisian   

technique   
(Mode 3?) 

Surface   finds No    date IAR  1977-78 

Suwal   Valley,   
Uttarakhand 

Microliths   
(Mode   5   type) 

Surface   finds No   date Joshi   1981;   
2008 

Gadari Acheulian*  
 

Stratigraphical   
contex 

 

˃early   Mid-
Pleistocene 

Corvinus    
2007 

Satpati   Hill 
 

Acheulian*   
(Mode 2) 

 

Stratigraphical   
contex 

Early  
Pleistocene  

to  early   
Middle    

Pleistocene 

Corvinus   
2007 

Brakhuti W.  
Southern-Central    

&    Central-
western  

Nepal 

Large   flake   core   
industry   

(Mode  1  type,  
time-

transgressive) 
 

Stratigraphical   
contex 

˃early  Mid-
Pleistocene 

Corvinus  
2007 

Arjun  complex,  
Central-western  

Nepal 
 

Prepared  core/   
Levallois  &  blade 

elements*  
(Mode 3) 

Stratigraphical   
contex 

Eemian  age  
100 ka-70 ka  

(Middle  
Palaeolithic) 

Corvinus 
2007 

Brakhuti       
Industry,   

Central-western   
Nepal 

Unutilised   &   
utilised  flakes,   

blade-flakes,   
corescrapers,   

choppers,     
unifaces   and    
sumatraliths*   

(Mode   4) 

Stratigraphical   
contex 

25ka-40 ka   
(Upper   

Palaeolithic) 

Corvinus 
2007 

Ammapur,   
Lamahi,   &   
Bhatarkund 

Microlithic*   
(Mode 5) 

Stratigraphical   
contex 

Late    
Pleistocene 

Corvinus 
2007 

Chabeni,   
Central   Nepal;   

Patu,   

Mesolithic 

 

Stratigraphical   
contex 

Before   
7,000   BP 

Corvinus 
2007 
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Eastern   Nepal. 
Garo   Hills   

Assam 
Assorted   tools   

(Mode  1  to Mode   
5   types?) 

Surface   finds No   date Sankalia  
1974;  

Sharma    
1974;   1979;   

Sharma    
1996 

Kale,  Teehum,  
Glow,  Alubari  & 

Chamba,  
Arunachal   

Pradesh 

Assorted   tools   
(Mode   1  to   

Mode   4   types?) 

Surface   finds No   date Sharma   
1979;   

Sharma   
1996 

Khangkhul  
Khullen,   &  

Agartala,   
Manipur 

Assorted tools 
(Mode   1   to   

Mode   5   types?) 

Surface   finds No   date Sharma  
1979;   

Sharma    
1996 

Teliamura,   
Jirania, Sonai   

Bazar,   Sonaram,   
Mohanpur,   

Agartala,   &  
Jamjuri 

Assorted   tools   
(Mode   1  to   

Mode   5   types?) 

Surface   finds No   date Sharma   
1996 

 

* sensu Clark 1977. 
 

Table 1: Outline of different techno-facies discovered in Himalaya2 
 
Rock drawings: In addition to the above-mentioned lithic artefacts, 
the Himalaya is also dotted with petroglyphs and pictographs. [Prob-
lem with table alignment in the Word file - but corrected in the PDF 
file] 
 
State/Region Idiom Theme Date Reference 

Eastern   
Himalaya 

 

Petro-
glyphs 

Depressions/  
Zoomorphs/   

Anthropomorphs/   
Floral/Geometric   motifs 

Uncertain  
Neolithic(?) 

 

Bezbaruah  
2014 

Central   
Himalaya 

 
 
 

Nepal 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Petro-
glyphs 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Depresions/   
Zoomorphs/   

Anthropomorphs/   

 
 
 
 
 

‘older  than    
the  Neo-

lithic’ 

 
 
 
 
 

Pohle   2003 
 
 

                                                             
2 If these dates are accepted, the artefacts found in Potwar and Siwalik sites are the 

earliest in Asia, next to the‘Pre-Oldowan’ stone tools from Lomekwi 3 in West 
Turkana, Kenya, dated to 3.3. mya and christened ‘Lomekwian’ (Harmand et al 
2015). 
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Uttarakhand 

 
 
 

Petro-
glyphs 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Picto-
graphs 

 

Floral/Geometric  motifs 
 
 

Depressions/  
Zoomorphs/   

Floral/Geometric  motifs 
 
 
 
 
 

Zoomorphs/  
Anthropomorphs/  

Floral/Geometric  motifs 

 
 
 

Lower   
Palaeolithic(?)      
to  Megalithic 

 
 
 
 
 

Upper  
Palaeolithic  

to  Mesolithic 

 
 
 

Rivett-  
Carnac 1877; 
Joshi 1987; 

2014: In 
press 

 
 
 

Joshi  1974; 
2014:  In 

press   
 

Himachal 
Pradesh,   

Spiti Valley 

Petro-
glyphs  &  

Picto-
graphs 

Depressions/ 
Zoomorphs/  

Anthropomorphs/  
Floral/Geometric motifs 

Mesolithic(?)  
to  Neolithic 

(excluding 
Buddhist) 

Bellezza 
2015;  

Chauhan 
and Joshi 

2017;  
Dowad and 
Norbu 2017 

Kashmir,   
adjoining   

North-
Pakistan,  
Western  
Tibet   &   

Afghanistan 

Petro-
glyphs  

and   Pic-
tographs 

Depressions/  
Zoomorphs/  

 Anthropomorphs/   
Floral/Geometric motifs 

Mesolithic(?)  
to  Bronze  

Age  
(excluding 
Buddhist) 

Allchin1987;  
Bruneau  

2007;  
Bruneau  
and  Bel-

lezza 2013;  
Olivieri  

2010;  
Mock 2013;  

Vernier  
2016 

 
Table 2: Profile of petroglyphs and pictographs of Himalaya 

 
The above table (No. 1) clearly shows that stratigraphically controlled 
archaeological studies in Nepal unfold existence of discrete named 
stages of techno-cultural complexes, i.e., Mode 1 to Mode 5, and that 
in the Old World the Himalaya witnessed the earliest hominin activi-
ties next to Africa. What is central to the present study is the presence 
of the Middle Palaeolithic (Mode 3) techno-cultural complex that 
marks quantum leap forward in human cognition and matching lan-
guage acquisition skills as evident from Wadley’s study of Middle 
Stone Age industry (corresponding to the Middle Palaeolithic) called 
the Howiesons Poort. It may be noted that stone tools exemplified by 
segments ‘have been found in the earliest Central African MSA, with 
an age of about 300,000 years. In southern Africa, between about 
70,000 and 55,000 years ago, segments and other backed tools were 
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the most common stone tools in an MSA industry called the Howie-
sons Poort’ (Wadley 2010: S112). Wadley’s (2010) experimental study 
clearly shows that in this industry segments as multipurpose artefacts 
could be used both as tools and weapons, and their hafting was an 
intricate process. She summarizes: 

 
Mental rotation, a capacity implying advanced working-memory 
capacity, was required to place the segments in various positions to 
create novel weapons and tools. The compound glues used to fix the 
segments to shafts are made from disparate ingredients, using an ir-
reversible process. The steps required for compound-adhesive man-
ufacture demonstrate multitasking and the use of abstraction and 
recursion. As is the case in recursive language, the artisan needed to 
hold in mind what was previously done in order to carry out what 
was still needed. Cognitive fluidity enabled people to do and think 
several things at the same time, for example, mix glue from dispar-
ate ingredients, mentally rotate segments, talk, and maintain fire 
temperature. Thus, there is a case for attributing advanced mental 
abilities to people who lived 70,000 years ago in Africa without nec-
essarily invoking symbolic behaviour (Ibid: S111). 

 
Interestingly, Bar-Yosef (2008) draws our attention to the intricacy of 
the Levalloisian technology and states that it involves oral communi-
cation to impart this knowledge. He posits that, like Out-of-Africa 
scenario, the Levalloisian technology was invented in ‘a specific re-
gion of the Old World and only later spread all over to be shared by 
many other groups, enriched in due course by a series of additional 
technical improvements’ (Ibid: 376-77; see also, Lieberman 2013: Ch. 
5). It may be inferred then that the inhabitants of Himalaya were ex-
changing information through oral communication long before the 
emergence of the named languages.  
 

 
3. Material culture and language: the Himalayan evidence 

 
Recent archaeological investigations in Europe, Africa and Near East 
suggest two models of language evolution, namely, ‘Human Revolu-
tion scenario’, and ‘Out-of-Africa scenario’, the former credits Europe 
for this evolution and the latter Africa (see for details and further ref-
erences, Botha and Knight (eds.) 2009; see also, Possehl 2007; Dennell 
and Petraglia 2012). However, these studies become redundant in the 
light of Lieberman’s recent studies (2013; 2016) cited above.   

Be it as it may, genetic studies indicate dispersal of anatomically 
modern humans representing ‘three Y chromosome founder lineages, 
accompanying mtDNA haplogroups M and N’ from Africa to South 
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Asia ‘approximately 70–50 thousand years ago’ via ‘the southern 
[coastal] route’ and ‘the coalescence times of mtDNA haplogroups M, 
N and R are remarkably similar and ancient, ∼65, 000 years’ (Chau-
beyet al 2006; Endicott et al 2007: 235; see also, Mellars 2006; Mellars et 
al 2013; Atkinson et al 2008; Zegura 2008; Petraglia et al 2010; Li and 
Durbin 2011; Henn et al 2012; see for recent studies in human coloni-
zation of Asia in the Late Pleistocene, Current Anthropology, Volume 
58, Supplement 17, December 2017).  

In this connection it is also to be noted that genetic and paleoan-
thropological evidences suggest a late Pleistocene ‘great demic (de-
mographic and geographic) expansion’ of modern humans that began 
‘approximately 45,000 to 60,000 y ago in Africa and rapidly resulted 
in human occupation of almost all of the Earth’s habitable regions’ 
(Henn et al 2012). In case of Southern Asia, ‘the history of the genetic 
lineages now inhabiting the region’ suggests a ‘5-fold increase in 
population size’ by ~ 52 kya, and that these ‘estimates of effective 
population size through time show that Southern Asia was not only a 
key waypoint in the human expansion from Africa but also a major 
chapter in human prehistory’ (Chaubey et al 2006; Atkinson et al 2008: 
471-72). Genetic signatures also disclose that the new geographical 
environment of South Asia was instrumental in generating genetic 
differences during this time (see, Chaubey et al 2006; Sankhyan 2013). 
Significantly, Kivisild et al (2003: 216) observe: 

 
The Indian haplogroup M lineages differ substantially from those 
found in eastern and central Asian populations and most likely rep-
resent in situ diversification in the sub-continent since the Palaeolith-
ic... 

Thus, what we see as specific to Indian subcontinent is the pres-
ence of diverse sub-clusters of haplogroups M, R, and U that are vir-
tually absent elsewhere. All these sub-clusters show coalescent times 
at around 50,000 BP. Given their high overall frequency in India this 
suggests a very limited gene flow – at least as far as maternal line-
ages are concerned – beyond the subcontinent over a long time span, 
likely since its initial colonization. 

 
Hard archaeological evidence from different sites in South Asia (Mel-
lars 2006; Mellars et al 2013; Corvinus 2007: Ch. VIII; James 2007; Pet-
raglia et al 2009; Petraglia et al 2010) also supports human expansion. 
Significantly, Dunbar (2003) postulates that time invested in social 
grooming is crucial to social bonding and therefore determines its 
group size.  Maintenance of larger social group size requires match-
ing investment in time for social grooming within the limited time 
budget, which constraint was overcome by vocal grooming and ulti-
mately language. On the basis of material culture bearing on symbol-
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ic cognition, particularly from the Blombos Cave near Still Bay in 
South Africa, it has been suggested that ‘anatomically modern hu-
mans’ were already language users at the time of their dispersal from 
Africa (Renfrew 1994; McBrearty and Brooks 2000; Henshilwoodet al 
2002; Henshilwood and Dubreuil 2009; Mellars 2004; Zilhão 2007; 
Knight 2009; Watts 2009). Therefore, there is no reason to believe that 
they arrived in South Asia without language.  

Scholars engaged in linguistic and genetic studies have observed 
‘a remarkable similarity between the linguistic tree and the genetic 
tree’ (Henn et al 2012: 17761). These studies also suggest dispersal of 
language using humans from Africa to different parts of the Old 
World (Nichols 1999 [1992]; Cavilli-Sforza 2001; Creanza et al 2015). 
The tree of origin of human languages originally drawn by Merritt 
Ruhlen and modified by Cavalli-Sforza (2001: 169) shows Africa as 
the root of the language of Homo sapiens sapiens (100-70 kya), whence 
it branched off into three sub-families, namely, Khoisian, Congo-
Saharan, and Asian, the last one is assigned to ‘70-50 kya’. She also 
adds (Ibid: 155) that possibly the ancestors of the speakers of Khoisan 
languages ‘were responsible for the first expansion from Africa to 
Asia’, although ‘linguistic methods have not yet generated a complete 
tree growing from a single source’ (Ibid: 139-40; cf., Zegura 2008; Gell-
Mann and Ruhlen 2011). 

In terms of language dispersal, Himalaya is a ‘residual’ zone 
(Nichols 1999 [1992]: 21), and together with the Caucasus, offers con-
siderable language diversity owing to climatic, geographical, and 
political factors, which ‘make it possible for a relatively small com-
munity to survive autonomously’ (Ibid: 44, 234). The linguistic profile 
of the Himalayan region is interesting:   

 
The greater Himalayan region is the principal meeting point for the 
two largest language families of the world, Indo-European and Ti-
beto-Burman. The same massifs have also been home to two smaller 
language families (Austroasiatic and Dravidian), and to two lan-
guage isolates (Burushaski and Kusunda). Despite their physical 
prominence, the Himalayas constitute not so much an insurmounta-
ble barrier but rather a region of interaction between these various 
language families (Turin and Zeisler 2011: 1).  

 
It may be noted here that whereas Burushaski is spoken ‘in the cen-
tral Hunza Valley of northern Pakistan’, Kusunda is spoken by a pre-
cariously small group of former foragers commonly known as the 
‘Ban Raja’ (Watters 2006: 9; Blench 2008). Variously addressed as 
Raute, Raji, Banraja or Banraji, the people inhabiting Far West Nepal 
and eastern Kumaon in Uttarakhand, India, are different from the 
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Kusunda-speaking ‘Ban Raja’ of Nepal.3 The language of the former is 
called Raute or Raji (see for further references, Bandhu 2017; Rastogi 
2017), and its origin remains disputed (Krishnan cited in Zoller 2016: 
3). Interestingly, not only in terms of language isolates, Himalaya is 
equally important from the perspective of history of Indo-European 
language phylum as it has at least two regions, namely, Lahaul and 
Spiti sub-division of Himachal Pradesh in Western Himalaya (Shar-
ma 1983) and Bangan in Garhwal division of Uttarakhand in Central 
Himalaya (Zoller 1988; 1989; 2007; 2008; see also, Abbi 1997; Drocco 
2016), where traces of ‘Old Indo-Aryan’ have survived, whereas they 
have disappeared in most other places since long.  

Arguably, in terms of time depth there are deep-rooted connec-
tions between the forebears of the speakers of the above-mentioned 
languages and the authors of material culture of the Himalaya. To the 
best of my knowledge, this issue has not attracted scholars working 
on the prehistory of Himalaya and its linguistic prehistory. Surpris-
ingly, despite ‘Munda and related Austro–Asiatic languages’ that 
existed in South Asia for ‘several millennia’ and pre-date Old Indo-
Aryan (Southworth 2005: Ch.3; van Driem  2012), in the archaeologi-
cal context studies in the dispersal of language using humans in 
South Asia is generally dominated by the Indo-European speakers 
vis-à-vis agriculture (see, for example, Renfrew 1987: Ch. 8; 1992; 
1994; Erdosy 1997 [1995]; Southworth 1997 [1995]; 2005; Witzel 1997 
[1995]; van Driem 2001; Blench and Spriggs (eds.) 2004 [1998]; Blench 
2008; Bellwood 2001; Bellwood and Oxenham 2008; Fuller 2003; 2007; 
Fuller et al 2011; Gray et al 2011; Tewari et al (eds.) 2007-2008).13 This is 
despite availability of adequate material culture bearing on symbolic 
cognition (James 2007), implying use of spoken language long before 
the Neolithic.  

 
Thus, according to these linguistic hypotheses, the ancestors of close 
to 100 per cent of the indigenous languages spoken in India today 
came to India during the Holocene... consequently, all the preceding 
pre-Neolithic languages were totally replaced. If this is indeed so, 
how extensive was the genetic replacement caused by these events?  
(Kivisild et al 2003: 216). 

 
                                                             
3 Variously known as Raute, Raji or Banraji in Far WestNepal the  ‘population of 

Rautes and their cultural and linguistic relatives who live in the Nepal/India 
border region [i.e., estern Kumaun, India, and its adjoining Far Western Nepal] is 
estimated to be about 700 Rautes, 2,500 Rajis, and 2–3,000 Banrajis’ (Fortier 2009: 
4). The Raute, Raji or Banraji are different from Kusunda-speaking folks who call 
themselves ‘mihaq Ban Raja’ (Watters 2006: 14). I am thankful to Prof. Dr. Chud-
amani Bandhu (Tribhuwan University, Kathmandu, Nepal) and Prof. Dr. Kavita 
Rastogi (Lucknow University, Lucknow, India) for this information. 
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While studying the rock paintings of Central Himalaya (Uttarak-
hand), a preliminary attempt at reading signatures of language was 
made by me a few years ago (Joshi 2014: in press). In the meantime, I 
got the opportunity to work with a team of archaeologists of Hima-
chal Pradesh Government headed by Dr. Hari Chauhan. Their 
(Chauhan et al 2017) recent discovery of the Palaeolithic tools with 
prepared core technology in the lower Spiti Valley (Himachal Pra-
desh) has added new dimensions to Indian archaeology. Though 
these tools have been found on the surface, circumstantial and in-
ferred archaeological evidence (e.g., prepared core technology, Leval-
lois-like flakes, predominance of blade elements and absence of mi-
croliths; find-spot situated along a palaeolake dated to ‘50–30 ka’ by 
Phartiyal et al  2009; and discovery of almost similar tools dated to 
‘minimum’ 30 kya in adjoining Western Tibet by Aldenderfer et al 
2008) suggest that they represent local transitional phase from the 
Middle Palaeolithic to the Upper Palaeolithic (Joshi 2017).  

What is central to the present study is that, as we already have no-
ticed, the Levallois-like technology implies adequate oral communi-
cation. It draws our attention to Burushaski, a language isolate, con-
sidered to be one of the branches of Basque (Cavalli-Sforza 2001: 142, 
149). van Driem (2008) affiliates Burushaski with ‘Greater Yenisseian’. 
According to Bengtson (2009, and further references therein) 
Kusunda, Burushaski and Basque form part of a larger language fam-
ily, called ‘Dene-Caucasian’.  However, in a recent paper Gerber 
(2017) has thoroughly examined the possibility of parcelling these 
languages into one larger language family linguistically, but he found 
no ‘genealogical relationship’ between these languages. He con-
cludes: 

 
all languages involved in this paper are typologically similar to each 
other and exhibit similarly complex verbal morphology [but do] not 
provide evidence for genealogical relationship... 
Especially in the case of the comparison of Burushaski, Kusunda, 
Yenisseian and Athabaskan-Eyak-Tlingit, the assumed time depth 
makes it unlikely that these languages, even if they were in fact re-
lated to each other, would still preserve enough of the original posi-
tions and categories to resemble each other in the way that they ac-
tually do nowadays. 

All these considerations lead to the conclusion that a genealogical 
relationship between Burushaski, Kusunda, Yenisseian and Atha-
baskan-Eyak-Tlingit cannot be demonstrated at the present stage. 
This finding corroborates my personal conjecture that the time 
depth of a putative Dene-Kusunda family is just too great to enable 
us to detect convincing vestiges of a common origin. Convincing 
statements concerning language relatedness beyond a certain time 
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depth are not possible, and the Dene-Kusunda hypothesis lies well 
beyond this horizon (Ibid: 191-192). 

 
It is obvious then that great time depth makes it difficult to identify 
the forebears of speakers of modern language isolates based on lin-
guistics. However, as noted above, there is ‘a remarkable similarity 
between the linguistic tree and the genetic tree’ and therefore, in the 
absence of any other convincing hypothesis, we can follow the sug-
gestion that genetic studies indicate that Basque is ‘related to the lan-
guage spoken by Cro-Magnons, the first modern humans in Europe’ 
(Cavalli-Sforza 2001: 112, 121, 141-42, 149, 158; see also, Piazza and 
Cavalli-Sforza 2006). If it is so in Eurasia, what about the forebears of 
Burushaski-speaking folks and, in the same vein, of Kusunda- and 
Raute/Raji-speaking folks in the Himalaya? Let us examine the Him-
alayan archaeological record. 

To the best of my knowledge, van Driem is the only scholar who 
has cited archaeological evidence in his linguistic studies of the 
Himalaya, but it is restricted to the Neolithic (van Driem 2001; 2008). 
He cites Corvinus’ (2007) study of material culture of pre-Neolithic 
Nepal but, to the best of my understanding, he does not articulate it 
with any Himalayan language (van Driem 2012: 211-12). However, 
his studies point out that the first language using occupants of Hima-
laya were ‘the Austroasiatic speaking populations’ (van Driem 2001: 
414; 2011; 2012). They were followed by the Kusunda speakers 
‘whom the Tibeto-Burmans must have encountered when they first 
entered the Himalayan region millennia ago’ (van Driem 2001: 333). 
In a more recent study, van Driem suggests that ‘Kusunda might be 
the remnant of the same ancient Greater Yenisseian migration into 
the Himalayas’ as Burushaski (van Driem 2013: 164), but neither he 
gives any chronology of such an event nor he refers to any material 
culture of Himalaya bearing on such a migration. Arguably, if Bu-
rushaski and Kusunda belong to ‘Greater Yenisseian’, and together 
with Basque form part of yet greater language family termed ‘Proto-
Yeniseian’ (see for details and further references, Vajda 2012: 15-16), 
we should look for their roots in the Upper Palaeolithic. Admittedly, 
it refers to the geographical area of Eurasia and North-West South 
Asia. A recent study of human activities in Gissar Range, Pamir, Hin-
du Kush and Kashmir during prehistoric times by Malassé and Gail-
lard (2010) shows close interaction of peoples in this area. They sum 
up:  

 
The data suggest that the hunting territory in high plateaus was a 
biotope exploited during summer, since the Late Pleistocene, by 
Central Asian hunters and that a huge territory opened from the 
second half of the Holocene, including lower valleys not only such 
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as Gissar and Afghani Badakhshan, but also Chitral, Swat, Indus 
and may be other regions awaiting further investigations in Himala-
yas and Western China. Without those movements which allowed 
interbreeding between the tribes, the genetic variability would have 
declined (Ibid: 8). 

 
Since discovery of the ‘Acheulian, Middle Acheulian, proto-
Levalloisian, early Levalloisian, distinctly Levalloisian, and the late 
Levalloisian of Europe’ have been reported from Potwar and Kashmir 
by Paterson (1939: 303, 307-68, 310), it presupposes existence of 
speakers of syntactic language. Therefore, it is not unlikely that some 
of the folks using the Levallois technology in the area under reference 
were the forebears of Burushaski, which, following Cavalli-Sforza 
(2001: 158, and figure showing tree of language on page 169), be-
longed to ‘Dene-Caucasion’ superfamily of language that included 
two major families, namely, ‘Sino-Tibetan and Na-Dene’. This sug-
gestion may also lend support to van Driem’s ‘Greater Yenisseian’ 
hypothesis provided we assign it to the Upper Palaeolithic.  

The above account gives us general information about presence of 
language using folks on the basis of stone artefacts. However, these 
are the rock drawings which make our understanding of linguistic 
prehistory of Himalaya somewhat explicit. I have discussed this issue 
in some detail elsewhere (Joshi 2014: in press; 2017: in press; see also, 
Joshi et al 2015; Joshi et al 2017; Chauhan and Joshi 2017; Joshi: forth-
coming). In sum, we have two idioms of rock drawings in Himalaya, 
namely, petroglyphs and pictographs (see above, table 2). Petro-
glyphs are ubiquitous in Himalaya but pictographs are restricted to 
Central Himalaya (Uttarakhand) and Western Himalaya. Further-
more, on circumstantial and stylistic grounds, the Central Himalayan 
rock paintings form a class by themselves and may be assigned to the 
Upper Palaeolithic-Epipalaeolithic (see for details, Joshi 2014: in 
press). Since, as already stated above, the Neolithic has been subject-
ed to extensive studies in the context of language and agriculture 
dispersal, in the discussion that follows I will address the rock draw-
ings of the Pre-Neolithic Central Himalaya vis-à-vis language.  

Stylistically, Central Himalayan rock paintings have two distinct 
categories, the one showing anthropomorphic, zoomorphic, and ani-
conic signs. This category may further be divided into two sub-
groups: the first shows human figures arranged linearly with hori-
zontal orientation, for example, Lakhu-udyar  (Pl. 1), Lwethap (Pl. 2),  
and Phalsima (Pl. 3), all situated in District Almora (Kumaon, Utta-
rakhand). The second sub-group shows human figures jumbled up in 
conglomeration. Significantly, so far the latter sub-group is noticed 
only in two sites, namely, Gvarkhyavadyar (near Village Chhinka. Pl. 
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4), and Ghatgarh rock shelter (near Adi Badri, Pl. 5), both in District 
Chamoli (Garhwal). The second category is unique in that it shows a 
perpendicular row of hieroglyph-like motifs having creeper-like 
shoots painted in steel-grey colour as found at Hudoli, District Ut-
tarkashi (Pl. 6). In terms of symbolic cognition the first category com-
pares well with the earliest rock paintings of Bhimbetka in that it 
shows overwhelmingly large number of barehanded anthropo-
morphic figures, few wild zoomorphic figures, simple iconicity, and 
small variety of aniconic motifs. Furthermore, except stick-like object, 
that too occurring rarely, these paintings do not show any such object 
as indicates any advanced tool technology. The abstract depictions in 
the rock paintings under reference include vulvas, dots, varied 
alignments of short lines and a long wavering line as may be seen at 
Phalsima (Pl. 7), and Lakhu-Udyar (Pls. 8-10). Whereas Leroi-
Gourhan (1968: 199-200) associates such signs with femininity, ac-
cording to Lewis-Williams (2012 [2002]: 127-33, 151-54) such depic-
tions in the Upper Palaeolithic drawings are produced due to ‘entopic 
phenomena’ experienced by the shamans. These characteristics tend 
to suggest that these paintings belong to the pre-Neolithic phase of 
material culture of Central Himalaya (see for details, Joshi 2014: in 
press).  

There is a general consensus among scholars that Munda is one of 
the ‘primary’ branches of Austroasiatic (see, Blust 2013: Ch. 11, see 
also Kumar and Reddy 2003; Sidwell 2015; cf. Majumdar 2010). Sig-
nificantly, Sharma (2003) has shown that Munda is the sub-stratum of 
‘Tibeto-Himalayan languages’. Thus, we have three major candidates 
whose forebears may have left their signatures in the Pre-Neolithic 
material culture of Himalaya, namely, the Munda-, the Burushaski-, 
and the Kusunda-speaking folks. We already have noticed that the 
forebears of the Burushaski-speaking folks may represent some or the 
other groups using the Levalloisian technology. Interestingly, the 
Levalloisian flakes have also been found in close proximity of 
Ghatgarh rock-shelter (Indian Archaeology 1977-78 – A Review: 83). If 
the Ghatgarh rock paintings are accepted as the Upper Palaeolithic, 
association of the Levalloisian flakes with them is plausible. In that 
case, it is an open issue whether the authors of Ghatgarh rock paint-
ings as well as the other ones found in Central Himalaya, represent 
the forebears of the Munda-speaking folks. In any case, they were 
using adequate language to communicate through these paintings. 

There is a solitary example of perpendicular arrangement of motifs 
located at Hudoli. Perpendicular arrangement of symbols is found on 
‘Oracle bones’ representing ‘the earliest undisputed’ Chinese texts in 
‘late Shang dynasty (c. 1300–1200 bc) inscriptions’ from the area of 
‘the last Shang capital, Yinxu, near Anyang (Henan)’ (Demattè 2010). 
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However, Chinese characters start appearing from ‘the Late Neolithic 
(c. 3000–2000 BC)’. Interestingly, inscription on the Dinggong pot-
sherd shows horizontal arrangements of character (Ibid: 214 and Fig. 
2c), hence, the source of perpendicular arrangement of Chinese char-
acters needs to be searched somewhere else. According to van Driem 
(2008: 44), ‘most Tibeto-Burman language communities and even 
most branches of the language family are exclusively represented 
outside of China’. Therefore, can it be suggested that the authors of 
Hudoli paintings were the forebears of the Kusunda-speaking folks? 
For, it has been suggested that the Tibeto-Burman speakers ‘must 
have encountered’ Kusunda speakers ‘when they first entered the 
Himalayan region millennia ago’ (van Driem 2001: 333). In that case, 
it is not unlikely that the Hudoli paintings served as a prototype that 
inspired development of pictographic script and perpendicular 
alignment of characters. The Tibeto-Burman speakers learned it from 
the authors of Hudoli paintings and passed on the system to their 
counterparts in China. Alternatively, the Tibeto-Burman speakers 
themselves invented the characters and perpendicular alignment of 
motifs after settling in Hudoli area whence the idea spread north-
wards into China. It is difficult to surmise otherwise, for there is no 
resemblance between the Hudoli motifs and early Chinese characters 
(see for early Chinese characters, Huisheng 1995; Demattè 2010). If it 
is so, the Hudoli paintings might date back to the Early Neolithic 
phase of South Asian Northern Neolithic (circa 7000 BC). I reserve it 
for a future study. In this connection it is also to be noted that recent 
linguistic and genome studies have complicated the identity of the 
Kusunda-speaking people because of Kusunda’s closeness to ‘Indo-
Pacific family of languages’ (Whitehouse et al 2004; Rasmussen et al 
2011; cf. van Driem 2011).  

It seems that prehistoric community resorted to depictive symbol-
ism, what Leroi-Gourhan’s pioneering study terms as ‘The Birth of 
Graphism’ (Leroi-Gourhan 1993 [1964]: 187-216), to give expression to 
its perception of mundane as well as metaphysical world effectively 
due to their deficiency in spoken language. This practice was aban-
doned in course of time when humankind developed an adequate 
vocabulary and syntactic language to narrate the same. Interestingly, 
in Africa, the San continued the tradition until their last paintings in 
the nineteenth century, because the Bushman still use click mode of 
communication. 
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4. Concluding observation:  
why material culture is proxy for language 

 
In the preceding section of this essay an attempt was made to identify 
forebears of speakers of three putatively most ancient language fami-
lies of Himalaya, namely, Munda, Burushaski, and Kusunda with the 
authors of material culture of the Himalaya. As regards techno-facies 
of the stone artefacts, their approximate dates cannot be disputed. 
Therefore, it is obvious that humans with adequate language skills 
were roaming in the Himalaya at least some 70,000 years ago. How-
ever, such is not the case with rock paintings. Despite several scien-
tific attempts at dating prehistoric rock paintings ‘a reliable scientific 
method to establish their absolute antiquities’ is yet to come into view 
(Watchman 1997: 21). Therefore, scholars take into account circum-
stantial, inferred archaeological, comparative, and stylistic grounds to 
work their chronology. No doubt, it is speculative and subject to sud-
den death the moment a compelling scientific method is developed in 
the light of which these paintings declared Neolithic or much later. If 
so, what about the explanations given here of the rock paintings, their 
authors vis-à-vis different languages spoken in antiquity in the Hima-
laya? Its answer lies in the semiotic study of these paintings. In the 
discussion that follows I will summarily point out few representative 
examples.  

Thus, there is a highly symbolic representation located at Pethsal 
(Pl. 11). It represents a conically roofed pyramidal motif showing 
three upward receding tiers of arched niche-like panels in red with a 
human figure in black within each panel. The topmost tier consists of 
a single conical niche-like panel. The motif is superimposed on three 
human figures in red depicted outside the niche-like panels, below on 
the right. Moving towards right, three conical patterns of varying 
sizes in black are depicted in vertical order, and on the extreme right, 
there is a vertically arranged serpentine motif. There is no doubt that 
the colour combination of red and black pigments in the motif under 
reference is indicative of cognitive complexity. Does it suggest associ-
ation of red with life and black with death? In that case, the human 
figures in black may represent deceased ancestors, the arched panel-
like niches in red (symbolising life) as ochre-furnished graves to bring 
life to the deceased, and the three conical patterns in black on the 
right as the graves emptied by them during the ancestor worship 
(śrāddha ceremony in Brahmanical religion). Significantly, these coni-
cal patterns are devoid of any base or ground, as if floating in the sky, 
suggestive of their locations in the three worlds of departed ancestors 
in the sky. The three human figures in red below on which this three-
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tiered motif is superimposed might denote the resurrected immediate 
ancestors referred to above.  

It may be noted that association of the deceased ancestors (pitṛi-s) 
with the three worlds is explicitly mentioned in several Brahmanical 
texts (see, Kane 1953: 458; 503). Interestingly, it has been suggested 
that some sort of belief system in the three worlds finds expression 
widely in the prehistoric rock drawings (see, Lewis-Williams 2012 
[2002]: 144, 149, 165, 209; Boyd 2012; Hays-Gilpin 2012; McNiven and 
Brady 2012; Rozwadowski 2012; see also Bloch 2008; Layton 2012: 
442). It is likely that such beliefs continued echoing in the subsequent 
phases of human history and resurfaced in the form of pitṛi-pūjāof the 
Indo-Aryan culture as evidenced in the Ṛigveda. Interestingly, accord-
ing to Staal (1963: 268) Vedic rituals related to deceased members of 
one’s family known as preta-karma, which also include pitṛi-pūjā, are 
non-sanskritic in origin (see also Jośī 2011: Adhyāya 4-5). Singh (1997) 
draws our attention to copious references in the Ṛigveda which clearly 
show that their authors had not lost memory of the Pre-Neolithic 
phase of human culture in South Asia. Accordingly, depiction of the 
three tiers in the motif under reference may refer to the three worlds 
of the pitṛi-s.  

Another noteworthy example of symbolism is found at Lwethap 
(upper rock shelter). It shows a long frieze of human figures together 
with other motifs in different hues of red, some of which are super-
imposed (Pl. 2). In this frieze we come across few curious figures, 
each looking like a slightly slanted vertical line surmounted by ‘X’-
like (in one case ‘star-like’) sign in solid red, and, if it is not due to the 
impact of bleeding of calciferous rock, encased in deft thin white 
lines. The composition seems to depict a procession of anthropo-
morphic figures including some differentiated human figures wear-
ing peaked headdresses or masks (?); the figurative representation of 
coalition ritual activity is beyond doubt. It reminds us of the Katyūrī 
jāgar ritual (a group spirit possession séance) still in vogue in Central 
Himalaya in which possessed spirits are differentiated on the basis of 
their socio-political antecedents and seated in a specific order accord-
ingly. It plays vital role in bringing about group solidarity, and in 
perpetuating shared beliefs through time (cf., DeMarrais 2011). A 
spectacular show of such activities takes place in the annual fair at 
Ranibagh near Kathgodam (District Nainital), where the jāgar rituals 
start with processions lead by possessed mediums (see for details and 
photographs, Joshi 2014). 

Significantly, Central Himalayan rock paintings clearly show that 
when used in association with black, red pigment tends to superim-
pose on the black. It may explain the contents of a section of rock 
paintings at Phalsima depicting medley of black and red figures (Pls. 



Revue d'Etudes Tibétaines 210 

3, 12). Following shamanistic interpretation, it may be suggested that 
the black figures may denote evil spirits being subdued/vanquished 
by the superimposed life-giving red ones representing benevolent 
spirits, or else a struggle between the evil and the benevolent spirits, 
a common belief system enacted in spirit possession in Central Hima-
laya. Two singularly drawn headless human figures in black at Phal-
sima (Pl. 3) clearly support association of death/evil spirits with 
black colour (cf., Petru 2008: 226). In this case they might represent 
vanquished, beheaded evil spirits. 

In the same vein, another example of colour symbolism is noticed 
on the large rock shelter near the Forest Checkpoint at Lakhu-udyar 
(Pl. 9). It shows a large number of variously shaped alternating white 
and red coloured motifs, somewhat resembling ‘l’ ‘c’, ‘s’, ‘y’, of the 
Roman letters, and reverse ‘da’ of the Devanagari script, besides dif-
ferent combinations of straight/semi-curved lines, all arranged in a 
horizontal row. It may be explained as a structural representation of 
‘nothingness that is before birth, the world in the ice age’ (cf. Kandin-
sky 1977) represented by white strokes and birth/life represented by 
red ones. Indeed, plants stemming through snow/ice cover in the 
spring season is still a common experience for the residents of higher 
altitudes of the Himalaya. 

Yet another interesting example of symbolic use of red colour is 
noticedin the same painted rock. Here a considerably long irregular 
thin red line is drawn on the side face of the rock, which at random 
would appear as meaningless (Pl. 10). Interestingly, in African rock 
drawings such irregularly drawn long thin red lines, albeit in associa-
tion with human and animal figures, have been interpreted as ‘lines 
of potency’, which could be both malevolent and benevolent (Lewis-
Williams 1981; Power 2004). In Central Himalayan rock paintings also 
red lines are clearly associated with human figures as may be noticed 
at Lwethap (Pl-13, lower painted rock) and Lakhu-Udyar below For-
est Checkpoint (Pl. 14). 

Cognitive archaeology has shown that ‘the symbolic capacities 
needed for art are also needed for language, and are interpreted by 
some as indicative of the presence of language’ (Johansson 2006; cf. 
Davidson and Noble 1989). Deacon’s (1997) studies show the centrali-
ty of symbols in the spread of language communication, and Rap-
paport (1999: Ch. 3; cf., Renfrew 2001) has persuasively shown that 
certain indexical signs ‘would be impossible to conceive or denote in 
the absence of language’. In the same vein, motifs in Himalayan rock 
drawings were used as symbols which needed adequate means of 
communication for explaining their contents to the viewers of the 
society who used them. If symbolism is separated from the above-
mentioned examples of Central Himalayan rock paintings what else 
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could be the intent of these paintings? So long as we do not find an 
answer to this poser, it would not be an overstatement to say that the 
examples cited by us represent proxy for language in the material 
culture of Himalaya. It needs further research to associate these paint-
ings with the forebears of different named language-speaking groups, 
i.e., Munda-, Burushaski-, Kusunda-, Raute/Raji-speaking folks of 
Himalaya.  
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Pl. 1: Lakhu-udyar, horizontal orientation of human figures. 
 
 

 
 

Pl. 2: Lwethap, horizontal orientation of human figures. 
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Pl. 3: Phalsima, horizontal orientation of human figures. 
 

 
 

Pl. 4: Gvarkhyavadyar, human figures jumbled up in conglomeration. 
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Pl. 5. Ghatgarh rock shelter, human figures jumbled up in conglomeration. 
 
 

 
 

Pl. 6. Hudoli, perpendicular row of hieroglyph-like motifs. 
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Pl. 7: Phalsima, alignments of short lines. 
 

 
 

Pl. 8. Lakhu-Udyar above Forest Checkpoint, vulvas. 
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Pl. 9. LakhuUdyar, imposing rock shelter above Forest Checkpoint,  
alignments of short lines. 

 
 

 
 

Pl. 10: LakhuUdyar, imposing rock shelter above Forest Checkpoint,  
long wavering red line. 
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Pl. 11: Pethsal, conically roofed pyramidal motif. 
 
 

 
 

Pl. 12. Phalsima, beheaded human figures in black. 
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Pl. 13. Lwethap, lower rock shelter, red lines associated with human figures. 
. 

 
 

Pl. 14: LakhuUdyar, red lines associated with human figures. 
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