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INTRODUCTION

CHAPTER [

A Glance At The
History Of Linguistics

The science that has been developed around the facts of language
passed through three stages before finding its true and unique object.

First something called “grammar” was studied. This study, ini-
tiated by the Greeks and continued mainly by the French, was based
on logic. It lacked a scientific approach and was detached from lan-
guage itself. Its only aim was to give rules for distinguishing between
correct and incorrect forms; it was a normative discipline, far re-
moved from actual observation, and its scope was limited.

Next appeared philology. A “philological” school had existed much
earlier in Alexandria, but this name is more often applied to the scientif-
ic movement which was started by Friedrich August Wolf in 1777 and
which continues to this day. Language is not its sole object. The early
philologists sought especially to correct, interpret and comment upon
written texts. Their studies also led to an interest in literary history, cus-
toms, institutions, etc. They applied the methods of criticism for their
own purposes. When they dealt with linguistic questions, it was for the
express purpose of comparing texts of different periods, determining

the language peculiar to each author, or deciphering and explaining
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inscﬁptions made in an archaic or obscure language. Doubtless these
investigations broke the ground for historical linguistics. Ritschl’ s
studies of Plautus are actually linguistic. But philological criticism is
still deficient on one point; it follows the written language too slavish-
ly and neglects the living language. Moreover, it is concerned with
little except Greek and Latin antiquity.

The third stage began when scholars discovered that languages
can be compared with one another. This discovery was the origin of
“comparative philology”. In 1816, in a work entitled Uber das Conju-
gationssystem der Sanskritsprache, Tiauz Bopp compared Sanskrit with
German, Greek, Latin, etc. Bopp was not the first to record their
similarities and state that all these languages belong to a single fami-
ly. That had been done before him, notably by the English orientalist
W. Jones (died in 1794) ; but Jones’ few isolated statements do not
prove that the significance and importance of comparison had been
generally understood before 1816. While Bopp cannot be credited
with the discovery that Sanskrit is related to certain languages of Eu-
rope and Asia, he did realize that the comparison of related languages
could become the subject matter of an independent science. To illu-
minate one language by means of another, to explain the forms of one
through the forms of the other, that is what no one had done before
him.

Whether Bopp could have created his science—so quickly at
least—without the prior discovery of Sanskrit is doubtful. With San-
skrit as a third witness beside Latin and Greek , Bopp had a larger and
firmer basis for his studies. Fortunately, Sanskrit was exceptionally
well-fitted to the role of illuminating the comparison.

For example, a comparison of the paradigms of Latin genus ( ge-
nus, generis, genere, genera, generum, etc. ) and Greek (génos,

géneos, génei, génea, genéon, etc. ) reveals nothing. But the picture
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changes as soon as we add the corresponding Sanskrit series (ganas,
ganasas, ganasi, gunasu, ganasam, etc. ). A glance reveals the sim-
ilarity between the Greek forms and the Latin forms. If we accept ten-
tatively the hypothesis that ganas represents the primitive state—and
this step facilitates explanation—then we conclude that s must have
fallen in Greek forms wherever it occurred between two vowels. Next
we conclude that s became r in Latin under the same conditions.

Grammatically, then, the Sanskrit paradigm exemplifies the concept
of radical, a unit (ganas) that is quite definite and stable. Latin and
Greek had the same forms as Sanskrit only in their earlier stages.

Here Sanskrit is instructive precisely because it has preserved all the
Indo-European s’ s. Of course Sanskrit failed in other respects to pre-
serve the features of the prototype; for instance, it had completely
revolutionized the vocalic system. But in general the original elements’
that Sanskrit has preserved are remarkably helpful in research—and
fate decreed that it was to clarify many points in the study of other
languages.

Other distinguished linguists soon added to the contribution of
Bopp: Jacob Grimm, the founder of Germanic studies (his Deuische
Grammatik was published from 1822 to 1836) ; Pott, whose etymolog-
ical studies made a considerable amount of material available to lin-
guists; Kuhn, whose works dealt with both linguistics and compara-
tive mythology; the Indic scholars Benfey and Aufrecht, etc.

Finally, among the last representatives of the school, Max
Miiller, G. Curtius, and August Schleicher deserve special attention.
In different ways, all three did much to advance comparative studies.
Max Miiller popularized them in his brilliant discussions ( Lessons in
the Science of Language, 1861) ; but his failing was a certain lack of
conscientiousness. Curtius, a distinguished philologist known espe-
cially for his Grundziige der griechischen Etymologie (1879) , was one

of the first to reconcile comparative philology with classical philology.
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