The articulation of time: some Indo-European comparisons

In the most abstract sense, for most of us (I don’t know about physicists), time is a continuum or flow. This abstract sense raises interesting questions, addressed for instance by Gell (1992); but are they the most interesting questions anthropologically? Most people, in most cultures, normally work at a more concrete level. We think in terms of different levels or types of time. Time of the day is one thing, time of the year another, and it is not obvious how the questions asked about one type relate to those about another.

To attain clarity we need some idea of the range of types, a classification of sorts of time. From a quantitative point of view one can envisage as many orders of magnitude as one likes, starting from nanoseconds and working up to billions of years and beyond, but qualitatively and anthropologically that is not very meaningful. Here is a list of types of time that seem most relevant to anthropology, roughly from smaller to larger.

  1: the day. 
  2: the week (in some cultures). 
  3: the month, solar or lunar. 
  4: the year with its seasons. 
  5: life-spans, life cycles, age grades. 
  6: sequences of generations (linked by descent) or of office holders (linked by succession). 
  7: ethnohistorical sequences such as dynasties (where present). 
  8: mythic time in the widest sense, from the creation of the world until the present, or (in some cultures) until the end of the world.

There are other sorts of time that might interest an anthropologist. One example is the ‘framed’ time of narratives such as fairy tales, or that of rituals or dreams. Another is the abstract time embodied in the grammar of verbs – one might think of Whorf (1936), or of Lakoff (1987); or again the metrics and rhythms of poetry, dance and music. There is the relative time of sibling birth order, there are personified abstractions like Father Time or Fate. So I make no grand claims for the list, in which the types evidently interrelate; it is presented only as a framework for discussing the articulation of time. In some cases the types are intrinsically cyclical or repetitive, so that articulation can be based on rhythmical natural phenomena of earth, sun and moon, or on the biology of human birth, procreation or death. In others the articulation is due to cultural fiat – examples are the week, the Hindu eras to be discussed later, and sequences of generations in those kinship systems where names and souls are regularly recycled. Some types are linear and not repetitive, like mythic and ethnohistorical time in most cultures. But enough of general reflection.

Correlated articulation

I start the argument proper with that grand old classic, Durkheim and Mauss’s Primitive Classification (Allen 2000b Ch. 2).
 As is well known, one of the three main forms of classification on which the authors concentrate is that of the Zuñi, which I think was their original inspiration. As is essential to primitive classifications, the ideology made systematic links – i.e. correlations – between domains that in a scientific world view are not linked in reality. Take the domains of social structure, time and space. The Zuñi articulated society into clans, the year into seasons, space into regions associated with cardinal points, and they systematically correlated sets of clans, seasons and cardinal points. More precisely, they gave a certain cognitive priority to the latter, and typically classified three clans and one season under one cardinal point. But a primitive classification is not logically compelled to follow the Zuñi pattern and privilege one domain by using it to provide labels for the inter-domain classes that it establishes. The inter-domain classes could remain without a label, being defined instead by some quality attributed to their members. Instead of saying that certain clans and the winter season were classified under north, the ideology could maintain that the clans, spring and north all shared some quality that distinguished them from the members of the other inter-domain classes. The qualities that cross-cut domains may of course be ranked.

Over the last sixty years the great achievement of Indo-European cultural comparativism has been to show that a form of primitive classification of this latter type once prevailed in the Indo-European speaking world. In the present paper I pass over the history of this achievement, and merely state what I currently believe, with truly minimum technical terminology. In the original classification there were four inter-domain classes, but one of them was split, so that one can talk of three classes plus two half-classes. The three unsplit classes were ranked, and were bracketed by one half-class at the top and the other at the bottom. Within the triad the first class was associated with something like priestliness and learning, the second with physical force and war, and the third with fecundity and prosperity. The fourth class was associated with what was beyond or outside from the point of view of the triad, but the superior half-class related typically to transcendence (as of a whole relative to its parts), the inferior one to exclusion. The schema must have been extremely pervasive among the speakers of Proto-Indo-European since so many clear traces of it remain among their closer linguistic and cultural descendants, so relatively few (it seems) elsewhere in geography and history.

A standard example of the schema is provided by a Vedic origin myth (Rig Veda 10.90). Puruṣa, the primal being, gave rise to the four estates recognised by classical Hindu social structure, and did so as follows: the priests came from his head, warriors from his arms, producers or merchants from his thighs, serfs from his feet. The ordering of the list (brahmans to serfs) and the ordering of the body parts (head to feet) both reflect the ranking of the estates, and the division of labour corresponds to the classificatory schema: priesthood, war, wealth, exclusion (the serfs were regularly excluded from rituals, however essential they were for the economy). But what about transcendence? This is represented by Puruṣa, the whole who gives unity to the body parts (cf. Table I at the end of the paper). In post-creation human society it is of course the king who (if present) gives unity to the components of society – though the particularities of the Indian case raise analytical complications (Allen 1999).

Among the Zuñi the classification embraced and organised one sort of time, as well as social structure and other social phenomena, and the question for the rest of the paper is how far the Indo-European classification organised different sorts of time in different parts of the linguistic area. A systematic approach is beyond me, and I shall have to be very selective. I start not with the year, which will come later, but with a sequence of office-holders – more precisely with the kings of early Rome.

Three king lists

By the turn of the eras Rome had an emperor (Augustus) and before that it was a republic with annually elected consuls. Originally however, according to Roman historians – and here they were right – it was a monarchy. The sequence of seven kings starts with Romulus, the mythical founder of the city, and ends with the expulsion of the Tarquins. We have substantial texts about these kings, above all from Livy writing in Latin and Dionysius of Halicarnassus writing in Greek. Both wrote in the later first century BC, but drew on a written ‘annalistic’ tradition which started two centuries earlier. However, the monarchy supposedly ended three centuries earlier still, and the earliest annalists must have been recording oral traditions – perhaps themselves contributing to the historicising of what was once frank myth.

Let us focus on the three kings who follow Romulus. The first, Numa, is a peaceful king who devotes himself to religious activities, particularly by founding cults. His successor, Tullus, is exceedingly warlike and until close to death does practically nothing but fight. Then comes the less vivid figure of Ancus, whose main contribution is arguably to build up the demographic and economic strength of the young city. The similarity between this central triad of kings and the priests, warriors and producers of the Vedic hymn is clear enough. But we can go further. The last three kings consist of one Tarquin, then Servius, then another Tarquin. The Tarquins are of foreign origin and Servius, as his name suggests (servus means slave) is the son of a slave-girl. Completing the list, this set of kings, neatly centred on a quasi-slave, parallels the Indian serfs. That leaves Romulus himself. Romulus stands apart in several senses. The only king to be divinised, to lack descendants, to pre-exist the city and the monarchy that he founds, he also has a particularly complex reign. It seems indeed (Allen 1996) to be made up of five phases, which show in miniature the contrasting qualities one finds on a larger scale in the king-list itself (note particularly the final phase of tyranny). In other words, just as Puruṣa is the whole who transcends the body parts and what comes from them, so Romulus transcends his successors.

Some such story of succession to royal office was probably Proto-Indo-European, since I have found two comparable lists.
 Let us glance first at the start of the Persian Shāhnāma, the Epic of Kings, written by Ferdowsi around 1000 AD, but building on a long tradition. Ferdowsi starts with Keyumars, ruler of the whole world, who introduces kingship and civilisation. Keyumars’ three successors are Hūshang, Tahmuras and Jamshid, who in turn are followed by the outsider Zaḥḥāk. Zaḥḥāk, an Arab, surrenders himself to Eblis, the Devil, and kills his own father. Eblis kisses and rubs Zaḥḥāk’s shoulders and from them emerge two black serpents, who cannot be removed and must be fed on human brains. Evil flourishes, until Zaḥḥāk is expelled and a new era begins (Levy 1996: 5-16).

These five beings occur in the same order in Avestan mythic/ethnohistorical tradition, which goes back at least a millennium and a half before Ferdowsi. Zaḥḥāk’s earlier form is the three-headed monstrous serpent Aži Dahāka. Keyumars corresponds to Avestan Gayomart, who again is a founder figure – Christensen describes him as ‘the preanthropic giant who becomes the prototype of the human race’ (1918: 136). But what has long intrigued me is Dumézil’s interpretation of the remaining triad (e.g. 1973: 25, 1979: 189). King Haošyan˙ha he characterises as priest or magician, Taxma Urupi (‘the Heroic’) as warrior, and Yima-xšaēta of the fine flocks as king of prosperity. Indeed the latter ‘takes from the demons wealth and advantage, abundance and herds,…and under his reign food and drink are inexhaustible’.

The Gayomart-Romulus comparison is weaker in the earlier than the later tradition, but otherwise the Iran-Rome rapprochement (not emphasised by Dumézil) seems to me fairly strong. It is particularly striking that the devalued outsider slot in the classification is filled by the Tarquin-Servius-Tarquin triad at Rome and by the triple-headed dragon (or snake head, human head, snake head) in Iran.
 Before leaving the Iranian material it is worth noting that, according to the Swedish Dumézilian Iranianist Wikander (1950), this initial dynasty is just the first of three, which at this higher level of analysis represent the three core classes of the old ideology (summary in Dumézil 1968: 452).

I turn finally to the Icelander Snorri Sturluson, who wrote or compiled the Heimskringla around 1230. This work, referred to in earlier centuries as the ‘book of kings’ (Whaley 1991: 58, 129), opens with the Ynglinga saga, an account of the first dynasty to rule Norway or Sweden. Let us start with the last three kings of this prehistoric dynasty (say kings 21-23 – the exact numbers are debatable).

Yngvar was a great warrior, often to be found on warships, for Sweden was then much troubled by war. He makes peace with the Danes, but only to die fighting with the Estonians.

Next comes Anund. In his day there is good peace with Sweden. He is very rich, and these are years of plenty. He is best beloved of all kings. He clears the woods and peoples them. He builds roads, and the land is widely settled. He dies in a landslip.

Last comes Ingjald Evil-heart. He is fed on the roast heart of a wolf and becomes the grimmest of all men. He invites six royal guests to an inauguration feast and burns them to death. He breaks a sworn truce. Eventually he and his equally evil-hearted daughter commit suicide in a housefire, as a vengeful army approaches. The leader of the army founds a new dynasty, no longer Ynglinga.

These three kings fit well in the last three slots of the standard pattern, but to find a candidate for the priestly slot one has to go back to king 17. Aun was a wise man and a great sacrificer (vitr maðr ok blótmaðr mikill), and indeed to prolong his own life, he sacrifices nine of his ten children (cf. Dumézil 1971: 264-5). As for the top of the hierarchy, Odin, king 1 (but in other contexts head of the Scandinavian pagan pantheon), is not unlike Romulus the Founder. The argument is weakened by the fact that Aun is not contiguous with either Odin or the final threesome, and he is therefore bracketed in Table I. Nevertheless, kings 21-23 fit the pattern better than can be explained by coincidence. My conclusion is that the proto-Indo-European speakers used their primitive classification to articulate the earliest period in their ethnohistory in terms of a set of successors.

Indian cosmic time

I have not found a comparable instance of royal succession in Indian ethnohistory, and turn instead to the mythic articulation of time. But let us first recall the transcendent figure of the Rigvedic Puruṣa. Puruṣa lives on in Sāṃkhya metaphysical and soteriological theory (Allen 1998a), but as cosmogonic figure he is soon replaced. In the Brāhmaṇas he gives way to Prajāpati, then in classical Hinduism to Brahmā and later still sometimes to Vishnu. Thus in the classical Hindu Code of Manu, dating from the turn of the eras, it is from the body parts of Brahmā that the four estates arise (1.87).

As is well known, classical Hindu speculation recognises four eras or yugas, which succeed each other in cycles. They are very clearly ranked in descending order, each after the first being shorter and worse than its predecessor. They are named according to the throws used in dicing, and the sequence starts with a golden age named after the maximum throw of four. Then comes the tretā yuga, corresponding to a throw of three, the dvāpara (throw of two) and the kali (one). We unfortunates live in the kali yuga. After this the cosmos dissolves for a period, only for the cycle to recommence. There is thus no absolute creation, only an endless recurrence, with no beginning or end.

At first sight this is irremediably a four-element schema. However, transcendent elements often need to be looked for. Given the four varṇas, one must make the effort to link them with the transcendent Puruṣa or Brahmā, and similarly, given the four cardinal points we must go beyond them to envisage the pentadic schema with the transcendent four-headed Brahmā (originally five-headed) in the centre. Similarly, according to Manu (1.24), it is Brahmā who creates time and its divisions. The picture is actually richer than this, for as Manu goes on to say, a set of four yugas lasts 12,000 years and a thousand repetitions of this (12 million years) make up a single day of Brahmā. This is followed by a night of Brahmā, which is of equal length, after which the sleeper awakes for another day. So the yugas are not merely created by Brahmā, they also form minuscule components within his far grander cycle.

But is the simple four-yuga schema recognisably Indo-European? The scheme is an articulation of time into ranked units, and it is arguable that the kali yuga, our own age, contrasts with the three previous ones as present contrasts with past. It is no accident that Duryodhana, the leading villain in the Mahābhārata epic, incarnates the demon Kali. But do the first three ages link with priestliness, war and productivity? The best link I have found so far is indirect. Within their primitive classification the Zuñi include colours, and I have looked briefly elsewhere at colours in the IE context (Allen 1998b). The Sanskrit word for the estates (varṇa) actually means ‘colour’, and the associations of the estates are respectively with white, red, yellow and black. But the epic tells us that the god Nārāyaṇa, often equated with Vishnu, has different colours in different yugas – namely, white, red, yellow, black (Sutton 2000: 167-8). Admittedly, such associations could be secondary or speculative, rather than fundamental; and one variant passage swaps the order of red and yellow. However, one needs to look at the wider picture: the order white, red, yellow, black dominates in symbolic contexts, and red (the colour of blood) fits well with warriors. My tentative conclusion is that the yuga scheme does have its roots in Indo-European primitive classification, but has developed in the direction of abstraction and homogenisation.

A full exploration of this issue would be a large undertaking, involving the Greco-Roman theories of five ages with an overall decline, punctuated by one or more world catastrophes such as floods, and linked rather curiously with a sequence of four metals (one thinks especially of Hesiod and Ovid). There is also interesting Iranian material involving seven ages and seven metals (sometimes ascribed to Babylonian influence). But let us turn to another Iranian myth, which is intriguing for several reasons.

An Avestan cosmogonic myth

The second text in the Vidēvdāt (see Allen 2000a) starts with the supreme deity of Zoroastrianism entrusting the world to the mortal Yima (the same name as in the king list, but the context is different). Under his protective rule there is no illness or death, but as a result, after 300 years, the earth becomes overcrowded. The earth has taken the form of a cow, and Yima drives it southwards, thereby enlarging the earth by one third. After a further 300 years the same thing happens, and again a third time, so that the earth is now twice its original size. However, 100 years later, a world catastrophe is imminent – a massive snow storm which melts, causing a great flood. Tipped off by the deity, Yima constructs a subterranean refuge where he preserves selected specimens of life forms, including human representatives of the three higher-ranking estates (Iran parallels India in its folk model of social structure). The emergence from the refuge is not described, but is surely implicit. 

Rapprochements with other flood stories, such as those involving Deucalion in Greece, Noah in the Bible, Utnapishtim in the Gilgamesh Epic and Manu in India, are obvious and entirely legitimate, but what interests me here is whether we have another manifestation of the IE fivefold primitive classification. I think we do, but again it is distinctly homogenised. The three equal-length periods, each ending with enlargement of the earth, represent the core of the schema, and are entirely homogeneous. At the conclusion of the myth we have a period of catastrophe, for even if selected specimens survive inside the refuge, outside the destruction is total. The three parallel periods under Yima are preceded by the period of primal creation (of undetermined length), before he takes over. Thus five elements are present, and in a one-three-one sequence. However, their ranking is much less clear than that of the yugas: it is suggested only by the idyllic quality of life at the start of Yima’s reign, contrasted with the degeneracy of those excluded from the refuge at the dawn of the last period. But the primal creation is transcendent only in the sense that in size it equals Yima’s three subcreations, and it is not presented as best by virtue of being first. As for the last creation, the refuge, although it is excluded from the surface of the earth, is not devalued in the way that is characteristic of the inferior half-class. Nevertheless, I think that the primitive schema is still just detectable. In this sort of work one is often reminded of the musical imagery used by Lévi-Strauss when discussing myth: the story of Yima and his refuge is a variation on our central theme. 

I have included this myth partly because it illustrates the intimacy of the correlations that can exist between different domains within primitive classifications. We have read the myth as concerning periods of time, but it equally concerns space. The sequence original earth, three extensions, an additional zone that is somehow set apart, is close enough to the schema of centre, three ordinary cardinal points, and one cardinal point set apart (for instance because it is inauspicious, or because it is where we mortals live – both of these apply to the south in certain contexts in India). But this schema in turn relates to myths in which the world is divided up among the offspring of some universal ruler, stories in which narrative order, usually birth order, reintroduce a temporal element. The articulation of time and space tend to cohere with each other, as well as with the articulation of society – as Durkheim and Mauss saw.

Day and year in India

I turn now to shorter periods of time, drawing heavily on Smith (1994). Though it refers only in passing to the Indo-European background, this book organises an immense amount of complex material from those ancient ritual texts in Sanskrit, the Brāhmaṇas, which Mauss used so much for his essay on sacrifice. The classifications analysed by Smith were the work of ritual specialists and no doubt to some extent esoteric. One basic building block of the elaborate ritual sequences was the soma sacrifice, and of this a central feature was the three pressings of the sacred juice at morning, noon and evening (or afternoon). Each pressing has a characteristic set of associations (bandhu). The morning pressing is linked with Agni god of fire (especially sacrificial fire), with the eight-syllable metre called the gāyatrī, with the priestly estate and with the abstract principle (brahman) embodied by the priests. For the noon pressing the correlates are Indra god of war, the eleven-syllable triṣṭubh metre, the warrior estate and the principle of that estate (kṣatra or power). For the third pressing we have the Viśvedevas, the twelve-syllable jagatī metre and the cattle maintained by the producer estate (who as Smith rightly sees are implicit, albeit not mentioned). These are standard correlations of which Smith gives many other instances, and if space allowed they would offer interesting byways to explore.
 But the main point is that, at least in this context, the ritualists articulated the day using part of the old Indo-European schema. Whether the classification covered only the daylight hours when the ritual was performed, or whether, in other contexts, it also covered the night under one or both of the half-classes, needs further investigation.

In any case, one might guess that, as with the Zuñi, the classification also applied to the year, and indeed it did. In his appendices Smith presents the bare bones of thirteen cosmogonies, all but one from this same set of texts. All of them make inter-domain correlations of the same general type as we have just seen, though the number of inter-domain classes ranges from three to six. Of his cosmogonies six happen to involve seasons. The regular sequence is fivefold: spring, summer, rains, autumn, winter/cool, and the correlations are either with the estates (or their principles or the original body parts), or else with other domains such as metres, hymns and chants, which themselves are correlated with the estates (etc) in other cosmogonies. Certainly the sequence spring, summer, rains (sometimes autumn) regularly corresponds with the first three estates, but thereafter the correlations are less regular.

As I said, these correlations could partly be speculations or intellectual games played by the ancient brahmans – relating in their details scarcely if at all to beliefs or behaviour outside ritual. But if so, the style in which the system-builders speculated surely reflected the ambient culture. Consider the following quotation from Gupte, an associate of anthropologists such as Risley, Gait and Temple at the start of the 20th century (he was drawing on oral information, a good deal of it collected by or from his wife).

Vishnu apportioned four chief holidays between the four varnas, or castes. The Brahmans of the alms-receiving class have to observe the rākhi-purnima or the full-moon day of the month of Shrāvan (July-August), and to collect money by tying the well-known raksha, or protecting charm, to the wrists of their masters; and every employer will testify that they have not neglected this opportunity. To the Kshatriya, or warrior caste, Vishnu gave the Dasara holiday; to the Vaisyas, or trader caste, the Divāli, when they are expected to worship Goddess Lakshmi, who presides over wealth; and to the Sudras, or servile class, Phālgun or Holi, the saturnalia of the last month of the Hindu Calendar (1919: 36). 

These four ‘holidays’ are of course not just recreation. Even the word ‘festival’ hardly captures their significance as articulations of time. As Hubert put it in his 1909 essay, which is conveniently summarised by Mauss in his review (1999: 94), ‘critical dates interrupt the continuity of time’ (in this context the year), and they represent the whole periods which they dominate, begin or end, and which thus come to have their own personality. From this point of view, Gupte’s correlation between festivals and estates amounts to a quadripartite classification of the year. Here again a moment’s reflection is needed to recognise the transcendent fifth element, but it is of course Vishnu, who bears to the divisions of the year a relationship that might recall Brahmā’s to the yugas.
 It does not seem to me disconcerting if tripartite classifications of the year are commoner than quadripartite ones: in many contexts Brahmanical thought tends to deemphasise or omit Sudras and whatever is associated with them at the bottom of the hierarchy.

Although all this needs further work, I wanted to end with the cyclical phenomenon of the year since it helps to answer an obvious question: why posit two half-classes situated at top and bottom of the hierarchy, rather than two full classes, making a total of five? One reason is that I suspect the deepest and most meaningful models of the old primitive classification are cyclical, so that beginning and end are juxtaposed across an articulation that is more emphatic than any of the others – New Year in the case of the annual cycle. If so, the linear structures are secondary and derivative.
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Table I. Summary of the main analyses presented in this paper. Domains (identified in bold) are shown horizontally. Interdomain classes are shown vertically.
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� The topic is treated, using different analytical terminology, by Farmer et al. (2000). This stimulating paper concentrates on the cosmologies of archaic literate cultures such as China, whose secondary literature provides the phrase ‘correlative thinking’. Vedic India is covered (without use of Smith 1994), but not Indo-European comparativism. I doubt whether the time is ripe to try to incorporate neurobiology, but admire the attempt to formulate world-historical trends in ideology.


� For an alternative approach to Indo-European ideology see Lyle (2004)


� The Greek data considered by Magrath (1975) show too little similarity to justify consideration here.


� This is part of the answer to the objections raised by Poucet (2000: 406) to my 1996 interpretation of the Roman triad.


� For instance, the Vasus, Rudras and Ādityas, a recognised list of groups of gods, are in classical times respectively eight, eleven and twelve in number.


� Of Prajāpati, who belongs in the same historical series as Brahmā and Vishnu, it is often said that he is the year.


� A version of this paper was first given at a seminar in the Institute of Social and Cultural Anthropology, Oxford, in January 2001.
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