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PREFACE

Most ot the present work was published originally under the title
“Historical Linguistics and the Genetic Relationship of Languages”
and appeared in Current Trends in Linguistics, Vol. 111, ed. by
Thomas A. Sebeok (1966). In presenting this material as a separate
publication in the Series minor of Janua Linguarum, a shorter title,
The Prehistory of Languages, has been chosen, and a number of
changes, both by way of addition and of deletion, have been
introduced. Deletions are not extensive except in Chapter 4.
Chapter 5 is entirely new. The Appendix contains a paper which
belongs with the general thinking that went into the preparation
of this volume but properly stands somewhat apart. A bibliography
has also been added.

The freedom from normal academic routine which has been
provided during 1967-68 has made it possible to carry forward my
studies in the linguistic prehistory of North America and, as a
byproduct, to revise and expand my earlier paper into its present
form. As a Senior Fellow of the National Endowment for the Arts
and Humanities and concurrently as a Fellow in residence at the
Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences, I am happy
to express my deep gratitude to both organizations for this op-
portunity.

Mary R. Haas
Stanford, California
May, 1968
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 THE PREHISTORY OF LANGUAGES
VS. THE PREHISTORY OF LANGUAGE

The ‘prehistory of languages’ is not to be confused with a different
topic which might be called the ‘prehistory of language’. Among
other things, the latter would inevitably involve us in the problem
of the origin of language. While this is a topic which is once more
receiving serious consideration after being under a cloud for over
a century, it is not the problem concerning us here. Moreover,
recent discoveries make it clear that man evolved nearly two
million years ago. This means that language may very well have
been slowly evolving over hundreds of thousands of years. It is
therefore no longer necessary to think of it as something which
arose a few thousand years ago, as was widely believed not so long
ago. In fact it is no longer seriously to be argued that language
preceded even the lowliest forms of material culture. On the con-
trary, there is a growing body of evidence to indicate that brain
development was triggered by tool-use and this in turn was a
necessary concomitant in the acquisition of language.

Our concern here, however, is with what may be called the
‘prehistory of languages’, a topic which might be thought of as a
kind of ‘linguistic archeology’. This is a matter in regard to which
we have, over the course of the past 150 years, developed a quite
explicit methodology. Through the proper use of this methodology
the linguist is able to arrive at, to ‘reconstruct’, a considerable
amount of quite precise information about a language of the past
provided he has good information about the various descendants
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of that language (and provided of course that the language has
more than one descendant with which to work). The usual tech-
nical term for this method is simply the ‘comparative method’ and
the usual technical term for what can be reconstructed of the an-
cestor language is ‘protolanguage’. Such a protolanguage may
have been spoken from one to several thousands of years ago.

The nineteenth century is celebrated in the history of linguistics
because of its development of the comparative method and its
successful application of the method to that family of languages
known as Indo-European which comprises many of the languages
of India and most of the languages of Europe. The method has
also been applied with great success to several branches of the
Indo-European family, such as Romance, Germanic, and Slavic.

1.2 REGULARITY OF SOUND CHANGE

The most important breakthrough in the development of the com-
parative method came when it was discovered that, among lan-
guages which are related to one another, it is possible to work out
a series of statements about the sounds of these languages such
that every x in language A corresponds to y in language B and to z
in language C. (This subincludes the possibilities that y and z are
identical with x, that y or z is identical with x, and that y is identical
with z but not with x). This principle, which came to be known as
‘the regularity of sound change’, is one of the truly great dis-
coveries in the history of linguistics.

The importance of this discovery was far-reaching. For, as
Bloomfield emphasized in a late essay,!

... anew mastery of historical perspective brought about, at the beginning
of the nineteenth century, the development of comparative and historical
linguistics. The method of this study may fairly be called one of the
triumphs of nineteenth century science. In a survey of scientific method
it should serve as a model of one type of investigation, since no other
historical discipline has equalled it. (p. 2) [Emphasis mine.]

* Leonard Bloomfield, “Linguistic aspects of science”, Foundations of the
unity of science, 1.4.1-59 (1939).
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Indeed the very term ‘linguistic science’, so commonly used in this
period, seems more often than not to have meant ‘historical and
comparative linguistics’. Moreover, the discipline was generally
acknowledged to be the most rigorous and hence most ‘scientific’
of all those branches of knowledge commonly subsumed under such
terms as the humanities and the social sciences, or, as Sapir? has
pointed out: “In the course of their detailed researches Indo-
European linguists have gradually developed a technique which is
more nearly perfect than that of any other science dealing with man’s
institutions.” (p. 207) [Emphasis mine.] In that same period anthro-
pology, for example, was struggling to achieve the status of a
scientific discipline, whereas linguistics, even though being claimed
as a branch of anthropology,® had already achieved recognition as
a scientific discipline of the highest order. The success of linguistics
thus served as a spur to many other disciplines, particularly those
concerned with ‘man’s institutions’.

What was it that linguistics had that other disciplines sought to
emulate? Clyde Kluckhohn has expressed it this way:

In a period when even some natural scientists considered the systematic
study of humanity as fruitless because of the complexities involved or
actually denounced it as contravening the conception of God-given free
will, the success of comparative philology, perhaps more than any other
single fact, encouraged students of man to seek for regularities in human
behavior (p. 110) [Emphasis mine.]

2 Edward Sapir, “The status of linguistics as a science”, Lg., 5.207-14 (1929).
3 The latter part of the nineteenth century was characterized by an almost
feverish desire to classify everything, including scientific disciplines which were
subdivided into a variety of branches and subbranches. Among many others,
Daniel G. Brinton proposed a scheme ‘for the nomenclature and classification
of the anthropological sciences’ which included four main branches: ‘I. Soma-
tology: Physical and Experimental Anthropology’; ‘II. Ethnology: Historic and
Analytic Anthropology’; ‘I11. Ethnography : Geographic and Descriptive Anthro-
pology’; and ‘IV. Archeology: Prehistoric and Reconstructive Anthropology’.
‘Linguistics’ finds its place as item (€) under Ethnology. See Daniel G. Brinton,
“The nomenclature and teaching of anthropology”, American Anthropologist,
0.s., 5.263-71 (1892), particularly pp. 265-6.

4 Clyde Kluckhohn, “Patterning as exemplified in Navaho culture”, Language,
culture and personality, eds. Leslie Spier, A. Irving Hallowell, and Stanley
S. Newman 110 (Menasha, Wisconsin, 1941).
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Linguistics had a rigorous method of demonstrating the genetic
relationship of languages. Moreover, it had amassed a great
amount of material that was more than sufficient to prove the
genetic relationship of what is now known as the Indo-European
family of languages. The key to success in this demonstration can
be summed up in two simple statements:

(1) Phonetic ‘laws’ are regular provided it is recognized that

(2) certain seemingly aberrant forms can be shown to be the
results of analogy or borrowing.

The discovery of these truths was crucial in establishing linguistics
as a scientific discipline. Though they may seem simple enough
now — as all great truths do, once they are formulated — they did
not take form overnight and they were not arrived at without
many a false start and wrong assumption. Moreover — and this
may come as a surprise to many — their power has not yet been
fully exploited. There are dozens and dozens of linguistic families
in the world but few indeed can lay claim to having been as
thoroughly studied and as adequately reconstructed as Indo-
European.® If we can convince ourselves of the necessity of
applying the rigorous methodology already developed for Indo-
European to as many other families as possible, we can hope to
achieve many highly rewarding advances in our knowledge of
farflung genetic relationships among the languages of the world.
But if we are unable to convince ourselves of this necessity, our
handbooks will continue to be filled with highly speculative and all
too often plainly dubious or misleading information.

® The term ‘law’ is a misnomer if interpreted as a universal term. A ‘phonetic
law’ simply states what phone is found in a particular language at a particular
time in terms of its correspondent in an earlier language (attested in writing or
reconstructed), or vice versa.

8 This is not, of course, intended to imply that the work on Indo-European is,
now complete. On the contrary, a reassessment is urgently needed in order to
integrate the vast amount of new material that has become available to scholars
in the twentieth century.
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1.3 OBSTACLES TO BROADER APPLICATIONS

Because of the remarkable success achieved by nineteenth century
linguists in the reconstruction of Proto Indo-European, it might
have been expected that linguists would not rest until they had
succeeded in working out the prehistory of as many language
families of the world as possible. The vastness of the wealth of
information waiting to be recovered by these means staggers the
imagination. But things did not quite turn out this way. There
were two compelling reasons for this, one trivial (though not
vanquished without the spilling of a great quantity of ink) and the
other practical.

Some of the greatest discoveries about the probable nature of
Proto Indo-European were made on the basis of written documents
in languages, such as Latin, Greek, and Sanskrit, which had been
dead for two or three thousand years. Scholars found these long-
dead languages to be so important for them — and in this they were
right — that they made the further assumption that the prehistory
of languages having no written records could never be worked out—
and in this they were wrong. The very strong bias against the
study of unwritten, or ‘preliterate’, languages served as an almost
unbelievably strong deterrent against the full exploitation of the
comparative method on a global basis. This has been the trivial
obstacle.

The practical deterrent has been (and still is) the lack of materials
on hundreds of unwritten languages still spoken today and many
others still spoken until quite recently. The latter, of course, can
never be recovered, but the overcoming of the lack of materials
on the others, even on a small scale, turned out to be a much
more complicated and involved process than even those most
strongly favoring it could have expected. It led, among other
things, to the underemphasis of historical studies of the type which
had dominated nineteenth century linguistics, and to the over-
emphasis of what came to be called descriptive or synchronic
studies.

The development of adequate techniques for writing down and
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describing spoken languages (literary and nonliterary alike) came
to be an end in itself and it engaged the talents of some of our best
linguists for decades. While interest in the historical and compara-
tive study of languages did not die out completely, it suffered
considerable neglect during the first half of the twentieth century
while the predominant concern was with the development of
rigorous techniques for synchronic analysis. But the tide is turning
again as we are now approaching the last quarter of the twentieth
century and there is a steadily increasing interest in the historical
and comparative study of languages, particularly of those un-
written languages on which we are at last beginning to amass
enough material to do the job. More and more younger scholars
in particular, are turning their attention to the rewarding task of
reconstructing protolanguages, and we are gradually accumulating
a respectable body of material giving us remarkably good infor-
mation about undocumented languages spoken from two to four or
five thousand years ago. Such work is moving forward not only in
respect to the aboriginal languages of North and South America,
but of Asia, Africa, and Australia as well. The ‘impossibility’ of
the latter part of the nineteenth century bids fair to become the

outstanding accomplishment of the latter part of the twentieth
century.

1.4 WRITTEN AND UNWRITTEN LANGUAGES

Although scholars in the eighteenth century were already fumbling
with notions of language relationship, their efforts were on the
whole crude. It was not until Sanskrit became known to scholars
of the West that real progress began to be made. Sanskrit was much
older than the oldest languages of Europe then known, and it had,
moreover, its own grammarians, the study of whose work helped
provide answers to problems that had previously vexed scholars.
Nevertheless, even this great treasure house did not provide ready-
made solutions to all problems. The proper evaluation and inter-
pretation of the material was acquired only gradually. For example,
it was thought at first that since Sanskrit was older than other then
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known Indo-European languages everything about it was to be
considered a more accurate reflection of an earlier state of affairs
than anything found in more recent languages. Scholars tended to
feel that if Sanskrit was not itself the ‘ancestor’ of Greek, Latin and
most other languages of Europe, it was nonetheless chronologically
so much closer to it that its testimony should take precedence over
the testimony of the younger languages.” The numerous errors that
were engendered by this approach were eventually corrected, how-
ever, and this in itself was one of the triumphs of Indo-European
scholarship. That much the same kinds of problems had to be
tackled all over again with the discovery of the still older Hittite in
the early part of the twentieth century means only that it takes time
to assess the evidence from a previously unknown cognate language
and that chronological readjustments are not easy to make on short
notice.

Today it is commonplace for students to take ‘field methods’
courses and it is taken for granted that a well-trained student will be
able to cope with any language in the world whether or not it has
ever been written down. Indeed, one of the most beneficial aspects
of modern applied linguistics is the devising of alphabets for un-
written languages as an aid in combatting illiteracy. In view of our
present sophistication in this regard, it is hard to realize how
enslaved the minds of scholars of only a few decades ago were to
writing and to the written forms of language. It comes as something
of a shock to realize that most of the great advances in Indo-
European studies were made under the illusion that the written

language was the language. The rationale of this unquestioned
7 William Dwight Whitney, in an article originally published in 1867, eloquently
expresses the situation in the following words: “The temptation is well-nigh
irresistible to set up unduly as an infallible norm a language [Sanskrit] which
casts so much light and explains so many difficulties; to exaggerate all its merits
and overlook its defects; to defer to its authority in cases where it does not apply;
to accept as of universal value its features of local and special growth; to treat
it, in short, as if it were the mother of the Indo-European dialects, instead of the
eldest sister in the family.” [Emphasis mine.] See Whitney, “Indo-European
philology and ethnology”, Oriental and linguistic studies, 1.198-238 (New York,
1874), pp. 203-4. Of course Sanskrit can no longer even be considered the ‘eldest
sister’.



20 INTRODUCTION

assumption is not hard to find. The fact that Sanskrit, for example,
was a written language is the reason that we know it well today.
If it had not been written we should certainly never be able to know
what we do know about it. Even with all our hard-earned skill in
the reconstruction of protolanguages, we would not quite be able
to ‘reconstruct’ Sanskrit by comparing the modern Indic vernacu-
lars. Soeventhough we are no longer dependent upon the discovery
of written documents in advancing our knowledge of linguistic
relationship (in the case of unwritten languages, for example), it
would be a serious mistake not to recognize the great value of
written languages. In particular there is the historical consideration
that we might never have arrived at the point of being able to
reconstruct great numbers of the morphs of an unwritten language
we call Proto-Indo-European if we had not had written documents
of many Indo-European languages at different time levels to help
us verify our results and thus give us confidence in our methods.
With written languages of different time levels scholars can check
their hypotheses in two directions because they have documented
verification which provides relative chronology. Scholars who work
with unwritten languages cannot do this in quite the same way
since they have only one DOCUMENTED time-point, namely the
present.

But the earlier reliance on written languages needs to be noted in
order to see how it eventually threatened to become an impediment
to the further development of linguistic science. Since the existence
of written languages, particularly those long extinct whose age can
be calculated not only in centuries but millennia, was of great
strategic importance in the development of our knowledge of
Indo-European, some scholars came to believe that the historical
and comparative study of languages was impossible without written
records of earlier stages of the same or related languages.

Before this view could be refuted, a clear demonstration of its
fallacy would be needed. Leonard Bloomfield determined to
provide such a demonstration and this gave rise to an important
chapter in the development of comparative linguistics.
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1.5 COMPARING UNWRITTEN LANGUAGES

Bloomfield, usually celebrated for the prominent role he played in
the development of DESCRIPTIVE (as opposed to historical) linguistics
after 1933, the year his book Language appeared, was actually one
of the greatest historical linguists of this century. A fine Germanic
and Indo-European scholar, he also became interested in the
Algonkian languages of North America and soon recognized the
feasibility of reconstructing Proto-Algonkian. That the task im-
posed problems and difficulties of a type not likely to be encoun-
tered by the Indo-European comparativist made it all the more
intriguing.

The Algonkian languages were of course not ‘written’ languages
in the ordinary sense of the term, and of course there were no
written records of any earlier stages of any of the languages. On the
other hand, many of them had been written down, in one fashion
or another, by nonnatives of several nationalities, particularly
missionaries and travelers, and there was a far greater amount of
material in existence on these languages than on any other language
family of North America.® Brief vocabularies and other materials
on one or another Algonkian form of speech began appearing as
carly as 1609,° and by 1663 Eliot had completed his monumental
task of translating the Bible into Natick (or Massachusetts).?
A few years later Eliot published The Indian grammar begun, or an
essay to bring the Indian language into rules, but this language was
unfortunately one of those which became extinct before modern
firsthand studies could be made of it.

From these beginnings the stream of materials on Algonkian
# The remarkable Bibliography of the Algonquian languages by James C. Pilling
(Washington, 1891) is by far the largest (614 pages) of the several bibliographies
of important American Indian linguistic families compiled by the same author.
* Fide Pilling, op. cit., p. 577. According to this source the earliest material
published was a list of numerals of Souriquois, or Etchemin, which appeared in
Histoire de la novelle France contenant les navigations, découvertes, et habitations
faites par les Frangois ..., by Marc Lescarbot (Paris, 1609).

10 John Eliot, The holy Bible, containing the Old Testament and the New
(Cambridge, 1663).
1 Cambridge, 1666.
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languages became a virtual flood. There were many dictionaries,
some bilingual for French, English, or German, some for more than
one of these. There were grammars'? and etymological studies and
numerous other works. Moreover, the resemblances among the
languages were such that it had long been recognized that they were
genetically related and that this remarkable family had a geograph-
ical spread greater than that of any other family in North America.
So there were even scholars who had commenced comparative work
on these languages, the most notable of whom was Truman
Michelson,'® but the results, though considerable, had been only
haphazardly presented when Bloomfield entered the field. In order
to give a rigorous demonstration of the genetic relationship of these
languages, it was obvious to Bloomfield that he would have to
reconstruct the protolanguage, and he proposed to do so by using
exactly the same techniques that had been so successfully applied
by the neogrammarians in the reconstruction of Proto-Indo-
European.!* Furthermore, since many Indo-European scholars
thought such a task could not be successfully accomplished in the
absence of written records of earlier stages of the languages, Bloom-
field set out quite deliberately to disprove this thesis. The result
was his masterly paper “On the sound-system of Central Algon-

12 One of the most famous of these is a nineteenth century one, A grammar of

the Cree language, with which is combined an analysis of the Chippeway dialect,
by Joseph Howse (London, 1844). The most recent grammar is Bloomfield’s
own study of Menomini, never entirely completed and published posthumously:
The Menomini language (New Haven-London, 1962).

13 His first important work on Algonkian was “Preliminary report on the
linguistic classification of Algonquian tribes”, Annual Report of the Bureau of
[American] Ethnology, 1906-07, 221-90b (Washington, 1912). Many others
followed since the study of these languages remained his principal preoccupation
throughout his life. Sapir and Kroeber also made early contributions to the
study of comparative Algonkian, e.g. Edward Sapir, “Algonkin p and s in
Cheyenne”, American Anthropologist, n.s., 15.538-9 (1913); A. L. Kroeber,
“Arapaho dialects”, Univ. of Calif. Public. in Amer. Arch. and Ethn., 12.3.71-138
(1916), especially pp. 77-80.

14 Holger Pedersen, The discovery of language (Linguistic science in the nine-
teenth century), 277-310 (Bloomington, 1962). This is a reprinting of John W.
Spargo’s translation (Cambridge, 1931).
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quian”® which paved the way for all future work in comparative
Algonkian. To make sure that the nature of his accomplishment,
with its important implications for similar work on all unwritten
languages, would not be lost on his Indo-European confreres in
Europe, he appended the following footnote:

I hope, also, to help dispose of the notion that the usual processes of
linguistic change are suspended on the American continent. (Meillet and
Cohen, Les langues du monde, Paris, 1924, p. 9). If there exists anywhere
a language in which these processes do not occur (sound-change inde-
pendent of meaning, analogic change, etc.), then they will not explain the
history of Indo-European or any other language. A principle such as the
regularity of phonetic change is not part of the specific tradition handed

on to each new speaker of a given language, but is either a universal trait
of human speech or nothing at all, an error. (p. 130).

1.6 BLOOMFIELD’S ALGONKIAN DEMONSTRATION

Bloomfield’s success is reconstructing Proto-Algonkian is of great
significance in demonstrating that the principles of historical
linguistics can be applied to unwritten languages. He started out
with the intention of showing that the ‘sounds’ of the protolanguage
of a set of unwritten related languages could be reconstructed with
the same degree of rigor and reliability as had been achieved for the
Indo-European languages. Before he could do this, however, he
saw that he would have to have a completely accurate and reliable
‘description’ of each unwritten language that was to be used in the
demonstration. All too frequently nonnatively written materials
were entirely inadequate for his purposes.’® In order to achieve
the utmost rigor in his demonstration he considered it necessary to
maintain a scrupulous distinction between descriptive linguistics

5 Lg., 1.130-56 (1925).

16 However, he used such materials when he had no other choice. For example,
in the paper just cited he says: “... for Cree I use Lacombe, Dictionnaire et
grammaire de la langue des Cris (Montreal 1874), correcting the forms where
necessary, from observations made last summer for the Canadian Bureau of
Mines” (130). Later on, when he had .nore materials of his own on Cree, he
relied most heavily on these.
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and historical linguistics.'” Perhaps the clearest statement of his
position is to be found in the following oft-quoted passage:1®

All historical study of language is based upon the comparison of two or
more sets of descriptive data. It can be only as accurate and only as
complete as these data permit it to be. In order to describe a language
one needs no historical knowledge whatever; in fact, the observer who
allows such knowledge to affect his description, is bound to distort his
data. Our descriptions must be unprejudiced [by history], if they are
to give a sound basis for 