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Professor Koji Ohnishi of Niigata University suddenly passed away on 22 February, 2013, just before the 38th
Meeting of the Society for the Study of the Origin and Evolution of Life, Japan (SSOEL Japan). I first met
Professor Ohnishi in 1987 at the 15th Meeting of the SSOEL Japan in Sapporo. At that time, his dual research
specialisms in biology and linguistics intrigued me. Since this was my first SSOEL meeting, I did not have much
knowledge about the study of the origins of life, and I could not understand the reason why he had specialized in
both biology and linguistics. My next meeting with Professor Ohnishi was in 1993 at the ISSOL meeting in
Spain. As I was walking down the sloping road of a Spanish castle, I met Professor Ohnishi walking up the same
road. We stopped and talked. He said, with a happy smile, that he was walking around the castle to catch
butterflies; this is a good memory.

I have continued studying the origins of life with much interest, more widely and deeply than when I first met
Professor Ohnishi. I guess that I can now understand a little of the relationship between biology and linguistics.
Since the first organism was presumably born on the primitive earth, which was an exclusive environment, the
system of the first organism might not have had the most rational structure and process, and consequently
became an initial condition that confined the system of the later organisms.

The history of language in many ways resembles the history of the evolution of organisms. For example, it has
been considered that the Indo-European language family originated close to the Black Sea [1] or Turkey. The
first Indo-European language spread through Europe, where it evolved in different directions and under many
kinds of conditions. The Germanic language spread to the British Isles, where it evolved into English and
relegated the original Celtic languages to the remote regions. In the 11th century, the Duke of Normandy,
William I, became the King of England. The Norman conquest of Britain created a dual-structured language
(social bilingualism [2]) composed of Norman French for the higher class of society and English for the lower
class of society. In the 15th century, William Caxton opened a printing house and published many books to help
standardize English spelling [2]. By trade, Caxton was not a linguist but a printer. He decided on the English
spelling in his books using his own judgment; however, Caxton’s spelling became commonplace once his books
spread throughout England. Caxton’s English became so widespread that in time, it became Standard English.
Nowadays, English spelling still defends the initial framework that was constructed by Caxton. Consequently, in
the history of the development of English language there is an analogy (or chemistry) between “linguistic origin
and evolution” and an “organism’s origin and evolution.”

The first organism emerged in the primitive earth, which was an exclusive environment. It then evolved
without completely cancelling the initial system to finally produce the present system. One of the directions that
the study of the Origins of Life has taken is to understand the pathways that progress from the initial conditions
to the present system. In addition, it has tried to understand the survival strategies that are used by organisms.
The late Professor Ohnishi investigated the difference between many languages in terms of vocabulary, grammar,
and syntax. He attempted to construct an evolutionary tree of languages.

Unfortunately, his death means that our Society no longer has a person who can show us the chemistry
between organisms and languages. This is indeed very sad. However, our society has many researchers who are
working with diverse topics. I hope that our society will progress but still retain its tolerance of diverse views,
praying for the response of Professor Ohnishi’s soul.
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