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Linguistic studies before Saussure (historical -
comparative)

1) Historical linguistic studies:

e Describe and explain changes observed in particular languages;

e Reconstructing prehistoric languages, determining their
connections, and classifying them into language families
(comparative linguistics);

e Develop general theories about how and why changes in language
occur;

e Describe the history of local communities’ discourse.
e Study the history of words.

e With the emergence of historical linguistics in the nineteenth
century, general rules were seeking to find an explanation for the
specific uses of language according to general rules founded on logic.
Ancient Arab linguists were the first to formulate this strategy for the
Arabic language.

The science of grammar was founded at their hands, exploiting Greek
logic and the science of jurisprudence. However, the birth of
historical linguistics in Europe defined new perceptions that were not
crystallized previously, such as the changes that language is
witnessing, which are not subject to the conscious will of humans,
but rather an internal necessity. It is also natural and subject to the
internal organization of languages.

One of the most prominent landmarks in historical linguistics is the
appearance of the German author F. Bopp, “The Morphological
System of the Sanskrit Language Compared with the Greek, Latin,



Persian, and Germanic Languages” in 1816. It was an announcement
of the birth of comparative grammar, along with the Schlegel
brothers, Grimm, and Schleger.

It allowed for finding a kinship between the sacred Sanskrit language
of ancient India and most ancient and modern European languages.
Linguistic studies took this direction even with the “new
grammarians” in the second half of the nineteenth century, who
aspired to renew comparative grammar.

2) Comparative linguistic studies:

A science founded by William Jones at the end of the
eighteenth century to study and analyze texts written in
different but related languages. He pointed out the existence
of a relationship between the Latin, Greek, and Sanskrit
languages that suggests their emergence from a single source
as a result of what he observed of similar meanings (similar
sounds). In the three languages, for example, the Latin word
frater, the Greek word phrater, and the word bhratar in
Sanskrit all mean (brother), which prompted some linguists to
study the relationship between different languages, the
interactions arising from dialogue between speakers from
different cultural backgrounds, and to help those wishing to
learn languages. Other than their original language, linguistics
was concerned with studying how words were formed with
similar meanings in different languages, and conducting
comparative studies on these languages. He called the
elements of similarity between languages the term genetic
relationships, and the two languages from each group of



languages of one origin formed a linguistic family that they
formulated in the form ( family tree).






