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The objective of the course is to provide the students with a basic knowledge of all 
aspects of historical linguistics. The study of historical linguistics, also called 
diachronic linguistics or comparative linguistics has a relatively long history in the 
study of linguistics. Systematic comparative studies started at the end of the 18th century 
with the proposal of Sir William Jones in The Sanskrit Language (1786) that the ancient 
languages Latin, Greek, and Sanskrit obviously stemmed from a common ancestral 
source language; additionally, Jones proposed that the Gothic, the Celtic and the Iranian 
languages might have the same roots. At the same time, an increasing interest in non-
European languages developed and genetic affiliations were proposed for a constantly 
extended number of languages. One of the foremost linguistic schools in historical 
linguistics of the 19th century was the Neogrammarian school, which proposed a 
rigorous methodology for the investigation of changes in languages and established the 
hypothesis of the regularity of sound laws based on linguistic comparison, the 
comparative method. Since then, substantial progress has been achieved in the study 
of the history of languages and the establishment of new and refined theories regarding 
the origin, development and affiliation of languages have been proposed. Whereas in 
the 18th and the 19th century, theories on language change mostly concentrated on the 
phonetic/phonological part of language, today all aspects of the history of the languages 
are included in historical linguistic research. 
During the course, the students are provided with the methodology for the 
reconstruction and comparison of the phonology, morphology, semantics and the syntax 
of languages, as the basis for a critical assessment of hypotheses regarding language 
change, language affiliations and subgroupings of languages, etc. 
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Teaching methods: 
- Presentations by the instructor and by students on the relevant topics of the 

course 
- Homework, exercises, solving linguistic puzzles 
- In class discussion and exercises 
- Final term paper 
 
Tutorial 
As part of the course, an obligatory ten weeks’ tutorial is provided, the schedule will be 
discussed in class. 
- The first half of the tutorial is devoted to the discussion of supportive materials and 

to additional exercises on the comparative method. 
- The second half of the tutorial is devoted to the preparation and discussion of the 

final term papers. 
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Tentative course schedule 
 
Week 1:   General Orientation, Introduction 
 
Week 2-5:  Overview on Historical Linguistics, Neogrammarian Hypothesis, Sound 

Change, Different theories on Sound Change (based on the literature 
provided in the general reading list and selected chapters from textbooks) 

 
Week 6-9: Morphological Change, Universals and Change in Semantics, Morpho-

syntactic Change, Grammaticalization (based on the literature provided 
in the general reading list and selected chapters from textbooks) 

 
Week 10-12: The issue of Syntactic Reconstruction, Diachronic Syntax: theory and 

praxis (Roberts and Roussou, van Gelderen, etc.) 
 
Week 13-16: Chinese and East Asian Historical Linguistcs: Phonology, Morphology, 

Syntax (Chinese, Vietnames, Japanese) 
 
Week 17: Presentation of abstracts of the term paper 
 


