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Introduction
Petr Sgall

Professor Jun Qian’s effort to make Chinese linguists pro-
foundly acquainted with the Prague School of Functional and
Structural Linguistics is to be sincerely welcomed. This school
in its classical times brought about ideas and results that were
of high importance for structural linguistics in Europe and that
led to later developments which nowadays represent a challenge
to major theories of syntax and semantics.

The founders of the Prague Linguistic Circle formulated an
approach to linguistic theory that was aimed at description and
explanation of language and of its use primarily in the synchron-
ic vein. They wanted to describe language as a system and were
able to show in the domain of phonemics, as opposed to tradi-
tional phonetics, what can be understood as the fundamental re-
quirements of a functional approach to language. Soon they got
acquainted with the work of F. de Saussure and found that their
approach in fact came very close to certain steps that had been

involved in his large-scale program of synchronic language theo-



HINEEIE T 7

ry. Today we may add that not only the other trends in Euro-
pean structural linguistics, but also the main more recent theo-
ries, especially the still developing Chomskyan ones, can be
viewed as steps in the program of the great pioneer. All of them
have found sources of inspiration in the writings of the Prague
School.

To describe language as a system of signs having the shape
of oppositions rather than of firm phonetic or conceptual items,
to find criteria for distinguishing this system both from its use
in communication and from the ontological (cognitive) content,
and to make the explanation of linguistic phenomena indepen-
dent on diachronic inquiries, these are the goals to which the
Prague School has contributed in a substantial way.

Major steps in this direction, i.e.the emergence of phone-
mics ,deepened inquiries into markedness in grammar, dependen-
cy based syntax, and an analysis of the theme-rheme (topic-
focus ) articulation of the sentence, were just parts of their
manysided research.

In the domain of the general basis of linguistic theory, de
Saussure’s views on the relationships between synchrony and di-
achrony were significantly amended by showing that the devel-
opment of language cannot be adequately described just as a
stream of haphazard individual changes in the sound patterns
and in the grammar, but that it has its proper regularities, un-
derstood by the Praguians as teleonomic, goal-oriented.

Another domain of the School’s efforts was that of the codi-

fication of the norm of the Standard language. The Prague Circle
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pointed out the aims and requirements of functional linguistics
in this respect and its advantages in comparison with the older
views on the cultivation of language, with which the Czech or
foreign origin of words and the appurtenance of word-forms to
the older codification was understood to be crucial. It was shown
that a national language cannot be conceived just as displaying,
in its stratification, a Standard form and a set of more or less
quickly backgrounded local dialects, the roles of the Standard
and of individual language styles (sublanguages) were exam-
ined.

The sentence structure has been analyzed as based on the
dependency relation (between head and its dependents,i. e. inner
participants and free modifications) , with the verb and its valen-
cy understood as the center of the sentence. Also the theme-
rheme (topic-focus) articulation of the sentence, or functional
sentence perspective, has been handled as one of the aspects of
(underlying) sentence structure. This makes it possible to de-
scribe the sentence as anchored in context,and to capture the in-
teractive nature of language, especially to see that the use of
language in communication has been of fundamental impact for
the development and the structure of language, giving birth to
its teleonomic and anthropocentric character.

In comparative linguistics, the new elucidation of the typol-
ogy of languages (often not exactly understood as a “morpholog-
ical classification”) soon became well known. With this ap-
proach, typology got rid of the prejudices present in most of the

older views , evaluating certain (first of all, Indo-European) lan-
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guages as“higher”,substantially richer than those of other fami-
lies. It was shown that the types of languages can be distin-
guished on the basis of the relationship between meaning in the
linguistic sense and its means of expression within grammar and
word formation.

The distinction of meaning (as belonging to the Saussurean
system of oppositions within language ) and ontological
(cognitive) content was elaborated in Prague in a sense similar
to that more widely known from L. Hjelmslev and E. Coseriu.

A more detailed elaboration of the level of meaning (or un-
derlying structure) in its relationships on one side to surface
syntax and/or morphemics, and on the other to semantico-prag-
matic interpretation (cognition, pragmatics) has been included
into a description aiming at a formal framework. Based on de-
pendency syntax and on the rich discussions of language as a
system of levels, this framework connects the tradition of the
Praguian functional-structural linguistics with the methodologi-
cal requirements of a formal description of language and of com-
putational linguistics.

It may be seen that the Prague School is not only an item in
the history of linguistics, but that its great tradition and its re-
cent development could be of importance in the evolution of pre-

sent-day theoretical linguistics.

Charles University, Prague
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Introduction
Catherine V. Chvany

The Prague Circle played an important part in the interna-
tionalization of linguistics in the wake of the breakdown of the
Austro-Hungarian empire. Its formation in 1926 was followed in
1928 by the first of the periodic International Congresses of Lin-
guists, and by further international bodies devoted to phonology
and phonetics, all with strong participation from Prague Circle
members. While the Pragueans’ ideas developed in response to
European scholarly traditions, their linguistic studies reached
beyond European languages. Those were first steps toward the
expansion that linguistics has undergone in the second half of
this century, an age of scholarly exchanges facilitated by elec-
tronics. The appearance of Professor Jun Qian’s book in China is
a signal of the new globalization of linguistics, which makes pos-
sible the rapid dissemination of theoretical proposals and their
testing on the world’s languages.

In this important book on the history of linguistics, Profes-
sor Qian presents the individuals who created the Prague Circle

and interacted with it, and tells us how the ideas that germinat-



