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Foreword

It has been two hundred and fourteen years so far,i.e. more than
two centuries for Historical Comparative Linguistics from the year 1786
on,in which William Jones, the colonial officer, in British East Indian
Company, gave a lecture titled the Third Anniversary Discourse on the
Hindus at Asian Academic Society’s meeting held in Calcutta, developing
a hypothesis that Sanskrit and ancient European languages: Greek and
Latin, have a common origin. In 1816 Franz Bopp, the German scholar,

published his first rather valuable treatise called Uber das Conjugation-

ssystem der griechischen, lateinischen, persischen und germanischen

Sprache . Although William Jones a long time ago declared his hypothesis
that Sanskrit and ancient European languages have the same source, yet
Franz Bopp,Based on detailed linguistic materials, built up his systematic
theory . Thus people usually regard 1816 as a year for Historical Compara-
tive Linguistics to come into being.

After about two centuries of protracted tortuous struggle, Historical
Comparative Linguistics stands firmly on its feet as a science of language,
exhibiting its own style, blooming and bearing fruit, which displays its vi-
tality. From the emergence of Historical Comparative Linguistics, a large
number of linguistic scholars successively explored the true essence of hu-
man language, that is, the origin, type, law, etc. of human language. To
attain its goal, Historical Comparative Linguistics utilized not only Dar-
win's biological evolution theory of 19th century,but also Hegel’s dialec-

tics at that time for reference: Historical Comparative Linguistics, like bi-
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ology, first collected and sorted out language specimens from the world
around, then analyzed, summarized and finally drew a conclusion that
language has, too, an objective and historical law of contmuous evolu-
tion; Hegel's dialectic views on the universal connection and development
of things were obviously embodied in Historical Comi)arative Linguistics.
In the light of Hegel s theory, the scholars of Historical Comparative Lin-
guistics made a quite exhaustive and comparative study of the correspond-
ing relations of sound, vocabulary and grammar of different periods in the
process of language development, verifying the organic association of an-
cient Sanskrit, Greek, Latin and modem Indo-European languages which
were used to reconstruct their common ancestor—Indo-European language
of remote ages. So we may say the establishment of Historical Comparative
Linguistics is the first milestone of modemn linguistics . From then on, peo-
ple came to understand how they could go beyond their own native lan-
guage to seek “kin-language”, by exploring their mutual relations and
their developing laws. Sure Historical Comparative Linguistics has its de-
merits: first, diachronic or vertical study with no respect of synchronic or
horizontal study ; second, simplification of language, a complex social
system into an organic thing of the natural world regardless of language so-
ciality ; third, man’s role in language not paid due attention. It is be-
cause of this that a further profound study was conducted in the synchronic
research of structuralistic linguistics in the first half of 20th century and in
the relations between language and mind by Transformational Generative
Linguistics in the second half. In spite of the above mentioned weak
points, Historical Comparative Linguistics of 19th century has laid a sol-
id, scientific foundation and paved the way for the studies of general lin-
guistics, language ontology, language and mind, and the application of

language as well. Therefore the achievements of Historical Comparative
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Linguistics will never be obliterated..

Today we review some general ideas of Historical Comparative Lin-
guistics, which is of realistic significance: for one thing, it offers us
methodology of language study—Comparison Approach, which is, nowa-
days, still a good one for language research. Comparative grammar, com-
parative linguistics, contrastive linguistics and comparative literature of
present day are such examples; for another, in our contemporary open
world, we need not only learn English, but other languages to better lay
down foundations for reformine, and opening to the outside world. To
learn and master various languages better, some theories and approaches of
Historical Comparative Linguistics may lend us a hand and serve us.In
the end, the study of Historical Comparative Linguistics has opened our
field of vision, making us get some idea of properties of different lan-
guages and of living style, culture, history, religion and so forth of differ-
ent people across the natios.

This book is simply an outline concerning Historical Comparative
Linguistics. It is a summings-up of self-study. Owing to varied factors
such as the author’ s knowledge, linguistic materials, there are, no
doubt, a lot to be desired in this book. Any valuable, reasonable sugges-
tions from experts of the linguistic field are welcome, for which I do ap-

preciate from my very heart.

Liu Guohui
Sichuan Teachers’ College
October, 1999
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