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(1) The nature of languages

(1) A note of warning

Historiens =- and laymen in the field of linguistics == are sometimes
inelined to think that languages are a kind of repository in which we

may easily find historical evidengg of the past. They, and perhaps the
linguists , 40 not realise that™ there is really no science of langusge
history no at such knowledge as there is of the development of languages
hes not as yet been satisfactorily related to the speech= or zacknk
culture-comnunities that apakmxiwsmx speak or spoke them,

All histories of languages and language families in particular are histories
of devolution == and not of &volution. We start from the concept of a
"proto=language” which then branched and flowered into many derivatives
of the "proto=lenguage". None of these studies in the devoluiion from
a systematic and near-perfect original language to the present~day langusages
are really studies in linguistic adaptation and development for almost
never are the contributing langueges and the compromise made between the
to-languege end the contributing languages mumx the subject of analysis.
The concept of the develution of a P o=language does not tie in with the
sometimes naive theories (often int by nom-linguists) that primitive
men made grunts, snorts, and gestures that gradually developed into speech
and into language. If this is indeed what happened there is no evidence for
it in the linguistic-historical material at the disposal of linguists. The
belief that the pre="proto-language” stage of speech and language development
can be amkskmmkinteixfremxehikd inferred from child-psychology, animal
gtudies (e.g. K8hler's logical apes), and the studies of primitive ampeech
comnunities such as the Bushmen, is no more than a pious hope. Although
the evolution of languages is not relevant to our purpose at this stage ==
because we have enough problems in trying to understand the devolution from
various proto-languages in Africa == it is a nagging thought which we should
not entirely push aside.

Linguists do not really know what & "language" is./ZNSx deal in terms of
the phonetics of a langusge, the grammar of a language, the vocabulary of
a language but/ikmy sre just as little able to synthesise these into

linguistically the language itself as we are able to/compare language totalities. (To

ie
/linguiste.class
ifications

illustrate this point: Lozi is sometimes classified azxaxnangk apart from
the Sotho=group of languages, but it does not take me a few moments of

ad justment before I can converse, as a Sotho speaker, with a Lozi speaker.
Thus even though Lozi and Sotho belong to two different kamgumagexgraups
there is no question but that Lozi and Sotho are related languagess)

This is importent from the point of view of language history although it
may be bad linguistics. It means that there is amxymk an as yet untapped
renge afxahssxxskkomx of facts which, if systematised, may have important
results for language history.

In speaking of language contacts and of languages and their aspecis,
linguists are not really concerned with the speech communities who spoke
these langusges. To illustrate: In studying Venda I am concerned with
certain linguistic forms and shapes and my imkersskxisxzsniersdxinx
interest as a comparativist is centered in the origins mfxihsms or
ocourrence of these forms elsewhere in Africe, It is no immediate concern
of mine that the people who introduced some of this characterisiic Venda
no longer exists end is not represented as a mmwmmik distinct community
amongst the Venda. The conquerors have disappeared and some of their speech
habits are now the property of the conquered with whom they mixed, Without

evidence from elsewhere, from other languages, the linguist camnot reverse
the processes of history and isolate the elements which constutube the
conglomerate of modern spoken Venda, But there is no doubt that modera Venda

is spoken by people from a greab number of other languge conmanities.
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The historien (and the sociel anthropologist too) is interested in the
speech~community iteelf in which lengusge is the cohesive force., Is there
therefore a way of assessing the contributions of the verious speech-
comnunities et verious times in the past? Two mein ways have beem suggested
and tried up to the present:

(1) The first is based on the belief that lenguages are a kind of
radio~asctive jelly which has a constant rate of tremsformation #ix from one
kind of jelly to enother. Glotto-chronoleogy is very eimilar in charcater to
0~14 dating. There is no doubt that langusges do trensforu themselves =nd
multiply themselves inic species and verieties, This is & common feature of
languages, but whether it is unique to langusges end whether it proceeds st
& regular and predictable rate is a question so wide opem to speculation
thaet it cannot be gloesed over by the Glotto-chronological claim that
excellent results were obtezined in such and such cases. At best glotto-
chronological classifications are speculative and specialised deviations from
en a8 yet only veguely developed method of langusge comparison.

(2) The secoyd method is thet of comparing a fixed number of items
over a number of languages and determining (a) which are common to all
the langusges numpnrauia?;} which are common te perticular languasges only
(c) which, because of certein irregularities, must be described as
sporte, inventions, borrowings from related lenguages, amd borrowings from
foreign langusges, amd (d) what sequences cen be developed from &) snd b)
on the assumption that it is possible tc say something like Language A
containe Language B but B cemnoet contein A,

Exsmining the actual methods employed it is obvious that they zmxm both deal
with the common languege displeying certain regular and systemic features
i.e. even where dealing with locel v tion they deal with fregments of

the common lengusge gnd not with irregitlar emd non=systemic contributions such

as might be made by foreign language groups, These foreign contributions camn
only be isolated where the contributing foreign langusge is known es was the
cage in Meinhof's study of Hottentot contributions to modern Xhoda. Where
this knowledge is lacking we wust revert to ihexhiskexizmxandxithexirikbak
kixksximm more complicated studies end to tribel history,

What is of particular incerest to this seminer is, I think, the relative eage
of Bentu or of particular Bantu languages. The question is whether

the Bantu linguist can raise velid objections to axshkesisgizzixandxsikex
auzkxevkdenza veriocus theories based on archeologiceal

finds and sequences established for these, on O~14 deting, on blood=

group classifications and distributioms, on enthropological classificetions,
end on culture=province and culture-type groupings, FPerheps the nature of
linguistic evidence has not been sufficiently cleurly differentiated. There
are two kinds of evidence thet are usually included under the one umbrelle=
term of linguistic evidence. These are {ng true linguistic evidence and (g
evidence from the myths and legends which the linguist hes studied emd which
are often available %0 him elone as & fluent spesker of the lengusge. It is
relevent to mention that before I personelly begin any study of a new
lenguage I ask the following questions: (a) what is the neame of your
language (b) what dialects do you include under this nesme (¢} what lengueges
are, in your opinion, related to your language, (d) what lenguages are
spoken in arees adjacent to your language-area, (e) where do your people say
they come from, etc. etc.

True linguistic evidence if historicel must necessarily be as conjectural
a8 history itself is. Un the other hend traditional history is of the same
kind as documentary evidence aslthough, since the date of its authorship is
not quite as easy to establish as thet of & written document, it is not just
a8 absclute chronologically spesking,
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