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LANGUAGE IN HIGHER PRIMATES

Linguists have maintained that possession
of language is a unique attribute of human
beings. Earlier scholars claimed that humans
invented language and learned to speak,
passing this ability on to subsequent
generations. More recently, the universality of
language has convinced most linguists that
language is a biologically based ability of
human beings, and that we are genetically
programmed to acquire language and speak.
It has been discovered that although human
languages differ considerably among them-
selves, they all have certain structural traits in
common. If we are going to maintain that
language is an evolutionary product, it is
obviously important to study vocal communi-
cation in other species. Some primates are said
to have systems of “calls,” and others com-
municate with various actions and displays.

If sasquatch are a close human relative, it
would be extremely important to understand
their vocal communication. Such knowledge
would revolutionize our understanding of
human language. Linguistics could then be-
come a truly comparative field of study, in
which language would be seen as one type of
communication that evolved in certain circum-
stances among some species. It may be true
that sasquatch have vocal communication
similar to language, as quite a few of the
observational reports of sasquatch indicate. Of
course, many of these reports are observations
of single individuals, and it is unlikely that
speaking would occur in these situations.
However, when several sasquatch are present
together, there are often reports of “language-
like” behavior. Also occurring are various
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other oral noises, less similar to articulated
language, and more like noises or cries made
by other species of primate. Long distance
communication may also be carried on by
sounds like whistles, howls, etc.

One of the first such accounts was that
made by Albert Ostman, a hunter/prospector
who claimed to have been captured and
carried off in the mountains of British Colum-
bia. He described language-like behavior
occuring within this small social grouping of
an adult male and female, and two adolescent
subadults. At one point, the adult male seemed
to be encouraging Ostman to remain within
the group by saying something like “soka,
soka.” In another instance, one said something
like “00k” when offered a cup of water.

The most extensive transcript we have of
purported sasquatch communication is the set
of recordings made in the Sierra Mountains of
California by Al Berry and Ron Morehead,
and subsequently transcribed an analyzed by
cryptolinguist Scott Nelson. These communi-
cations were allegedly made by a group of
sasquatch in the woods around the hunting
camp.

Nelson has segmented these utterances into
short sequences he calls “morphemes” and
says they are composed of “phonemes.” These
terms are descriptive terms used by structural
linguists in analyzing human language. But in
fact we know so little about sasquatch
communication, that it really has not been
established that their “language” is structured
in this manner. For example, phonetic
variation could be continuous and not divided
into specific phonemes (as are some human
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utterances). These sequences of sounds that
Nelson has identified as morphemes are really
more properly called “syllables.” Since we do
not know whether specifically defined mean-
ings are associated with these syllables, we
cannot call them “morphemes” with any
assurance. I admire Nelson’s perseverance and
skill at transcribing these unusual sounds.
There is a general context, but not a great deal
of associated behavior to figure out meanings
for these utterances.

From an evolutionary perspective, it is
certainly interesting that a primate species
rather similar to Homo sapiens (bipedalism,
use of hands, utterance) seems to have a vocal
communication system that includes some-
thing potentially similar to human language.
This might suggest quite a close kinship with
modern humans, although other anatomical
features (height, breadth, strength, skull shape,
arm length) may reflect an earlier branching.
Perhaps the two traits of vocal “language” and
well-developed bipedalism suggest a close
relationship, and one in which these two traits
evolved prior to a separation of these two
species.

Therefore, if vocal communication evolved
only once for these species, it becomes more
likely that they may share elements of form,
meaning and use. Nelson suggests that these
utterances could be compared to English. | see
no reason to do this. We do know that English,
depending on how it is defined, is only a
thousand years old, or so. However, through
historical comparison and reconstruction,
linguists have been able to recreate earlier
forms of the 6,000 plus extant human
languages. For example, it is quite easy to
recreate Proto-Germanic, the ancestor of all
Germanic languages, including English,
Dutch, Gothic, Norse, and so on. Proto-
Germanic must have been spoken in Northern
Europe two to three thousand years ago.
Similarly, Proto-Slavic, Proto-Italic, Proto-
Indolranian, have a comparable time depth.
These groups are all part of Proto-

Indoeuropean, which was probably spoken
perhaps 8,000 years ago in Anatolia, or north
of that on the steppes of Eurasia. Similarly,
around the world other language ‘“families”
have been studied, such as Afroasiatic, Sino-
Tibetan, Penutian, and so on.

However, even these time depths are a far
cry from the date we would have to go to help
understand a hypothetical “proto-human/
sasquatch,” an unknown date which could be a
matter of a couple of million years, or more.
Now some comparative linguists have
undertaken the task of reconstructing the
reconstructions. For example, the late Joseph
Greenberg has grouped several of these
families into a Eurasiatic macro-family.
Others have maintained that all the African
languages are ultimately related, and
Greenberg groups all the Amerindian lang-
uages (except Eskimo-Aleut, and Athabaskan)
into a single macro-family. A grouping called
Nostratic has been proposed, along with other
macro-families. The macro-families, if cor-
rectly analyzed, can push the date of human
languages back perhaps 20,000 years.

Now some historical linguists maintain it is
likely that human language evolved only once,
and that at the beginning all humans spoke the
same way. A few researchers, such as Shevo-
roskin and Ruhlen, have claimed that by
analyzing these macro-families, using the
technique of “mass comparison” it is possible
to reconstruct “Proto-World,” or the original
language of all humans. Now we have
something that may go back hundreds of
thousands of years. If we are going to compare
sasquatch speech with human language, we
certainly have to use an earlier form, and if
language evolved only once, then Proto-World
is the one to compare it to.

Linguists do not appear to be any less
critical of each other’s work than any other
academics, and some would say that linguists,
as a group, tend to be highly critical of one
another. Historical and comparative linguistics
is a little out of favor right now, although the
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field is probably as well-developed as most
other areas of linguistics. In fact, the farther
back in time the comparisons go, the louder
the chorus of criticisms. Some would say
justifiably so, while others point to the vested
interests of academics with differing ideas.
Greenberg’s Amerindian was widely doubted
by Americanists, who have always resisted
larger groupings, in spite of the great success
of his earlier African classification. But a
good deal of scorn was heaped on Ruhlen and
others, despite their evidence, to the extent
that some of their works on the subject were
never published. They stated that they had
come up with 137 Proto-World constructions.
Unfortunately for us, only a couple of dozen
of these have seen the light of day in
subsequent publications.

At this point, | can propose one Sasquatch
word. Ook, as recorded by Ostman, may mean
“water” (“drink” or related meanings are also
possible). Ruhlen, et al., reconstructed the
human Proto-world form as akwa. This root
shows up throughout the world in modern
forms, some of which sound a lot like uk or ku
(In Old English, the two words for “water”
were /weeter/, literally “that which is wet” and
/éa/ from the akwa root).

| have so far not been able to find anything
close to soka. Additional searching through
comparative materials may help vyield an
interpretation.

In the future, the question of dialectal
variation must also be considered. In the
present day, human language changes pretty
much continuously, and groups out of touch
with each other rapidly developed different
dialects, and, ultimately, different languages.
Sasquatch reputedly occupy a large territory
(North America?), and we may not be able to
expect that their verbal communication will be
the same over the entire area. On the other
hand, mobility, inter-communication, and
limitations of the system may tend to stabilize
the language of sasquatch over their range.

The experiences in the case of the Sierra

recordings and of Ostman in British Columbia
suggest that further successful research on
sasquatch communication would be similar to
that of present day anthropological fieldwork
and of primatological field research on
chimpanzees and gorillas, in that it is
important to establish trust and familiarity
among those you are studying. Such a
relationship would be difficult, but probably
not impossible to establish in the case of
sasquatch, for only in that way can a
sympathetic understanding of their lifeways be
attained. Especially in cognitive matters and
communication, intimate contact is required.

Ronald Cosper
Halifax, Nova Scotia
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