Why the Extended Pelasgian Hypothesis: Converging transcontinental research themes

Ever since the late 1960s, and especially during the last fifteen years, I have been engaged in the collection and analysis of a large volume of distributional ethnographic, linguistic, archaeological and mythological data, relating to such topics as the socio-religious structure in the eastern outskirts of the Atlas mountains, Tunisia, southern shore of the Mediterranean ; the nature and origin of royal court culture and mythology among the Nkoya people of Zambia, South Central Africa ; the comparative history of cults of affliction, divination systems, board-games and systems of astronomical nomenclature in Africa, Asia and Europe, increasingly approached from the emerging perspective of (proto-)globalisation  (also see my extensive studies on African religion ); magic in the Ancient Near East ; the global history of transcendence as a philosophical position ; the Black Athena debate as initiated by Martin Bernal ; a world-wide comparative study of leopard-skin symbolism ; the ethnicity of the Sea Peoples of the Late Bronze Age Mediterranean; African cosmogonic myths in global diachronic perspective ; the comparative mythology of flood myths worldwide; Stephen Oppenheimer’s (1998) Sunda hypothesis , which claims a decisive constitutive cultural influence emanating from Indonesia upon Western Asia including the Ancient Near East and the Bible world from the early Holocene onward; the nature and origin of the Greek god of fire and metallurgy Hephaestus; a cyclical transformation system of elements, traces of which are found in all three continents of the Old World, and probably at the root of the primal matter identified by the pre-Socratic Greek philosophers as water (Thales), air (Anaximenes), fire (Heraclitus), and all three plus earth added (Empedocles); and Japanese creation myths considered as a window on such a cyclical transformative system of elements .
 

Admittedly, this list looks like an inventory of work of a scholar who, unwisely, seems to jump from one topic to another, who acknowledges no boundaries between specialised fields of scholarship, and who sees no limits to his own competence (or sees such limits, but likes to make a fool of himself). Taking on ever new projects was usually in the hope that the new endeavour would bring light in the irresolvable research dilemmas which I was encountering in a previous project. I was increasingly working trans-disciplinarily and transcontinentally, often lacking not only the specialist intra-disciplinary competence but also the specialist feedback of debate and criticism that is needed for first-rate research work. All these topics hang closely together since they were all initiated and executed as logical further steps in a sustained process, in which I sought to identify the empirical data and to produce the interpretative models relating to the considerable underlying unity of Old World cultures and languages, of which my separate ethnographic, historical, comparative and intercultural-philosophical work made me progressively aware at an intuitive, pre-scientific level, kindling the need for hard facts and explicit theories so as to begin to substantiate or refute such counter-paradigmatic intuitions. Counter-paradigmatic, for even today the dominant view of the cultural history of humankind is, in the first place, predicated (also at the level of the organisation of academic research and teaching: university departments and faculties, journals and libraries, professional organisations) on the reification of the distinction of the three continents that make up the Old World, particularly on the othering of sub-Saharan Africa, its inhabitants, and the latter’s Black descendants outside Africa. Moreover, the ‘classic’ fieldwork-based paradigm that has dominated anthropology since the 1930s (and in archaeology and linguistics comparable situations obtains), has led to the reification even of the distinctness and the boundaries between hundreds of local ‘cultures’, each to be intensively studied within their own narrow horizons of space and time, and has totally supplanted the preceding paradigm of diffusion – although recent studies in globalisation and proto-globalisation, with their emphasis on commodities and their circulation, from c. 1990 have begun to erode this orthodoxy. 

For nearly two decades, my main problem has been to find or forge comprehensive interpretative models that could be applied transcontinentally and across vast expanses of time – much vaster, in fact, than most anthropologists have been trained to handle, and still considerably vaster than the few centuries that had been the time span of my initial North African and Zambian research into shrine cults, the kingship, and ecstatic cults. Since these models were not available in the classic anthropology of which I had so far pursued an historicising version, and were not readily coming my way from other sources, a sense of inconclusive non-comprehension and non-explication continued to adhere – at least in my own perception – to much of my work in these years, I hesitated to publish more than preliminary results – whilst the draft manuscripts presenting the data but still struggling with the comprehensive interpretation, were piling up on my shelves and my computer. 

In the last half decade, however, this tantalising process of suspense and deferment has fortunately converged. While I was forced to drop, as ideologically distortive and factually one-sided, initially promising models such as the Black Athena hypothesis and Afrocentricity, close collaboration with two colleagues created a context in which new, and apparently sustainable, models could be constructed. Michael Witzel introduced me to the interdisciplinary Harvard Round Tables, rubbing shoulders, at long last, with prominent archaeoanthropologists, long-range linguists, and palaeo-linguists, geneticists, Asianists and Indo-Europeanists; this led to the subsequent formalisation of these contacts in the form of the International Association for Comparative Mythology. My Aggregative Diachronic Model of Global Mythology (van Binsbergen 2006, 2007) does offer a satisfactory model for transcontinental continuity, but encompassing the entire time span (c. 200 ka)
 of the existence of Anatomically Modern Humans, this model did not have the high temporal resolution, so to say, to account for transcontinental affinities occurring in the last few millennia, such as I was tacking in the field of divination, board games, and the mythological convergence between Africa and Eurasia in historical times. Fred Woudhuizen, already an accomplished Ancient Historian before he took a PhD under my supervision on the Ethnicity of the Sea Peoples, insisted that I continue to contribute my theoretical perspectives on ethnicity for the conclusive British Archaeological Reports (BAR) publication to come out of this project, this persuading me to intensify my work on the Bronze Age Mediterranean in the Black Athena context. This collaboration brought me to formulate, in the present book, the Extended Pelasgian Hypothesis, as one of the tools promising to create order and sense of the unmistakable comparative trends emerging from the heterogeneous corpus of data I collected over the past four decades. The Extended Pelasgian Hypothesis is meant as an integrative perspective on long-range ethnic, cultural linguistic and genetic affinities encompassing Africa, Europe, and Asia from the Neolithic onwards. 

(31 July 2009) 
� Glimpses of the publication output to which these projects have led may be gathered from the bibliography of the present study. For a full overview, see my bibliography at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.shikanda.net/publications/index.htm" �http://www.shikanda.net/publications/index.htm� . Most of my published work is hyperlinked from this bibliography. 


� ka, ‘kiloannum’, is a common expression for ‘millennium’. BP means ‘Before Present’. In this argument addressing global cultural history, in order to avoid the European / Christian ethnocentrism implied in the expressions BC (‘Before Christ’) and AD (‘Anno Domini’, ‘the year of our Lord’), I use CE and BCE: ‘(Before the) Common Era’. This should not be misinterpreted as a lack of respect vis-à-vis the Roman Catholic Christianity in which I was raised and to which I have owed both a splendid education, and an early inside experience of religion. 





