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The Comparative Method e T
The principal method of historical linguistics is simply
calied ‘the comparative method’. At one level the com-
parative method is a set of procedures for (i) identifying
linguistic residues shared by related languages, that is,
cognate elements, retained from the common ancestor
and (if) drawing historical inferences from these residues.
However, ‘the comparative method’ is not just a
set of procedures. It is also a theory 'of how particular
resemblances and differences among languages come
about. Central to the theory is the genealogical (or family
tree) model—the assumption that certain languages
belong to families that trace descent from a commen
ancestor. This assumption rests on the fact that languages
are typically fairly stable codes, each language being
Jearnt by successive generations of native speakers with
gradual change. We can speak of genealogical contmmty

50 long as the line of native .speaker transmission is

unbroken. Linguistic splitting occurs when a population
speaking the same language becomes sharply separated
by geographic or social barriers and the isolated daughter
communities undergo independent changes, leading
eventually to mutuat unintelligibility. Suctessive sphts
yield a family of related languages. '
There aré ‘certain peculiar faéts of language change'
that make it possible to identify cognate elements and to
distinguish these from resemblances that are due to
chance or borrowing: (i) sound change (change in the pfo-
nunciation of words) is more or less regular across the

" lexicon of a language; (ii) sound changes are highly con-
* strained (only certain kinds of changes are possible and

among these some are rare); and (iif) regular séund
changes are irreversible. Over a century. of work on a
number of language families has shown that related lan-
guages typically exhibit a high degree of regularity in
sound correspondences. Many. of these correspondences
reflect structural changes in certain languages, such as the
loss of particular phonemes (distinctive sounds) in some
or all positions, or the merger of two phonemes in some or
all positions, for example, earlier h and s may merge as
h, orland r as . Many changes are simply phonetic (without
changing the number of phonemic contrasts), for example, p
may change tof, s toh, ¢ to s before i, ai to £ and au to 0.

The existenceof ‘regular sound correspondences

- is one of the strongest proofs. of genetlc relatxonsh;p ‘

The sounds that reflect systematlc correspondences
across languages, and with earlier stages, and the muta-
tions they undergo are broadly comparable to the kinds
of genetic markers used by population geneticists.
Regular sound correspondences provide a principled

" basis for reconstructing the sound system, and as much of

the lexicon and morphology of the common ancestor as is
represented by cognate material in daughter languages.

Reconstruction of cogpate morphologlcal paradigms
(such as systems of personal pronouns, articles, tense-
aspect affixes) in turn provide a powerful confirmation of

genetic relationship.
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The languages of the world can be compared in two different respects:
either phonemic similarities (more or less perceivable) between their
vocabuiaries (in a broader sense, ie., including also morphemic
components of words) attract our attention, or the similarities between
their abstract grammatical categories and rules organizing the elements of
their vocabularies into higher entities (phrases and sentences) do so. In
the former case, one can say, we are interested in the “lexical substance”
of languages, and in the latter in their “grammatical form” (“entelechy’)
_The former approach creates comparative-historical or genetic

~linguistics. the_latter—typological linguistics, _ These two kinds of
linguistics have different objectives and different methods, and should not

be confused; especially their cognitive results should be understood as.
belonging to two different ievels of the phenomenon “language”,

Needless to say, only the first kind of linguistics, comga_ggme-h;stomal
(or_genetic) is relevant for ethnic studies. There is an obvious logical i
connection bere: ethnic groups are ultimately creations of histoty, which | »
means that their study and understanding requires historical research, <.

Consequently, only comparative-historical study and research into their

languages can teil us somethmg about their orlgms and past development

whereas logical i tics, being ex ne is in this

But let us ponder for a while the most important concepts of
comparative-historical linguistics. In a logical sequence reflecting the
discovery procedures of comparative-historical linguistics, we should start
from the notion of regular phonemic correspondences between the
languages compared; this is the fundamental concept upon which the
whole structure of phonetic laws (Laufgesetze), linguistic kinship, and
linguistic family has been built. These correspondences do not even have
to represent easily perceivable phonetic similarities, but they must be
regular, i.e., repeated in a sufficient number of cases where the conditions *
of the phonemic environment are the same, e.g., Eng. two ~ Pol. dwa,
Eng. ten ~ Pol. dziesigé, ete. In the first case we have the corresporidence:
t ~ d, in the second t ~ £ (written dzi-): this difference is conditioned by
the fact that in the second case the primary Slavic d-, followed by the
front vowel e, was palatalized into £, Of course, as the above examples
indicate, we compare words (or morphemes) which are still comparabie
semantically, although the relations may be quite loose, due to the
sometimes radical semantic changes that words undergo in the history of
languages. [t is important to realize that the phonemic correspondences,
between | eme
quite easily perceivable phonetic similarities, the older the .
of the respective languages Thus, there is more s:rmlanty between
Gothic (4th century A.D.) and Old Church Stavonic (9th century A.D.)
than between New English and Polish; compare, e.g., Goth. tatun ‘ten”
and OCS desgts, The regular phonemic correspondences between the.
lexical elements of compared languages cannot be accidental, provided

that they are represented EE a sufficient number of basic words and
_grammatical morphemes, such as declensional and conlugatmnal sufﬁxes

l'or desinences, etc. So the idea of a common origin of the res
lan es suggests itself quite obviously. Such regular honeznlc

correspondences enable us 10

ngmsnca compamnva et historica involvit numerosas com-
plexas quaestiones relatas ad origines et evolutionem individua-
lium membrorum respectivarum familianum linguistiarum.

"QUEM PENES ARBITRIVM EST, ET JUS ET NoRMA LOQUENDI,
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1.4.10-) BRIHAD-ARANYAKA UPANISHAD

So whoever worships another divinity -[than his Self],
thinking ¢ He is one and I another,’ he knows not. He is like
a sacfificial animal for the gods, Verily, indeed, as many
animals would be of service to a man, even so each single
person is of service to-the gods. If even one animal is taken
away, it is not pleasant. What, then, if many? Therefore
it is not pleasing to those [gods] that men should know this.

11. Verily, in the beginning this world was Brahma, one
only. Being one, he was not developed. He created still
further? a superior form, the Kshatrahood, even those who
are Kshatras (rulers) ? among the gods: Indra, Varuna, Soma,
Rudra, Parjanya, Yama, Myityu, I$3ea, Therefore there is
nothing higher than Kshatra, Therefore at the Rijasiiya
ceremony ® the Brahman sits below the Kshatriya. Upon
Kshatrahood alone does he confer this honor. This same
thing, namely Brahmanhood (érakma), is the source of
Kshatrahood. Therefore, even if the king attains supremacy,.
he rests finally upon Brahmanhood as his own source, So
whoever injures him [1. e. a Brahman] attacks his own source,
He fares worse in proportion as he injures one who is better.

i2. He was not yet developed. He created the Vid (the
commonalty), those kinds of gods that are mentioned in
numbers; the Vasus, the Rudras, the Adityas, the Vigvadevas,
the Maruts.

13. He was not yet developed. He created the Siidra caste
(varnpa), Pushant Verily, this fearth] is Pashan, for she
nourishes (+/pus) everything that is. _

14. He was not yet developed. He created still further
a better form, Law (dharma). This is the power (ksatra) of
the Kshatriya class (ksasva), v}z Law, Therefore there is
nothing higher than Law. So a weak man controls a strong
man by Law, just as if by a king. Verily, that which is Law
is truth, Therefore they say of a man who speaks the truth,
‘He speaks the Law,’ or of a man who speaks the Law, * He
speaks the truth, Verily, both these are the same t_h_t_ng_
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