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Thomas V. Gamkrelidze (Thilisi, Georgia)

Language Typology & Linguistic Reconstruction:

A New Paradigm in Historical Comparative Linguistics:

Abstract: The article proposes a reinterpreted model of Proto-Indo-European
consonantism that differs considerably from the traditional one. In the light of the
proposed model of Proto-Indo-European the basic “Phonetic Laws” of Classical L.-E.
Comparative Linguistics receive a totally different meaning. All this may be viewed as
a New Paradigm in Comparative 1.-E. Comparative Linguistics.

The last decades of the previous century were marked in the development of
theoretical linguistics by enhanced interest in diachronic linguistic studies, in
Historical-Comparative Linguistics in general, and by a return to the traditional
problems of nineteenth-century Comparative Indo-European Studies.

This growing concern with problems of Diachronic Linguistics derives from the
general development of linguistic thought over the past decades. Overcoming the
Saussurean antinomy between synchronic and diachronic linguistics, it strives to build
a linguistic theory that would have more explanatory power than purely synchronic
theories of taxonomic grammar built strictly on the basis of empirical linguistic data.

The ultimate goal of Diachronic Linguistics is the reconstruction of early linguistic
states with a view to elucidating the origin and development of historically attested
related language systems. Such a reconstruction of a parent-language state is attained
by a comparison of historically attested cognate language systems and by a backward
movement from one state to another, earlier one, until the language state is reached,
from which all historically attested cognate language systems can be deduced by
application of a definite set of structural transformations. Such transformations then
lead us from the original (basic) language system to later language states, which
resulted from structural changes that affected it.

Structural transformations postulated in this way may be described as “vertical”
or “diachronic” (in contrast to ‘“horizontal transformations” generating new
constructions within a system). With the help of these transformations various related
language systems are deduced from theoretically postulated basic structural patterns.
Because of their explanatory power with respect to language structure, the vertical or
diachronic transformations, deducing historically attested forms of a language from
certain theoretical constructs assumed to be chronologically earlier stages of these
forms (their archetypes), are comparable, in principle, to horizontal transformations
deducing observable surface-structure constructions of a language from theoretically
postulated basic constructions forming part of the “deep structure” of language.

The problems of modern diachronic linguistics are closely linked with the
problems and methods of language typology and the study of linguistic universals —
one of the main branches of modern General Linguistic Science.



One of the basic tasks of present-day General Linguistics is to establish structural
isomorphism of languages and to study general principles underlying language
structures. Typological studies are called upon to bring this isomorphism to light, to
identify the invariant characteristics of languages, and to identify language universals.

Linguistic research has established so far quite a number of such “universals” on
various levels of language structure, which makes it possible to arrive at conclusions
about invariant characteristics of languages, in general.

An application of the principles of language typology and linguistic universals to
theoretical premises of historical-comparative linguistics and language reconstruction
necessitates, in general, a reformulation of the goals and tasks of historical linguistics
and of linguistic reconstruction, in particular.

The principle of typological plausibility, both synchronic and diachronic, of a
model postulated for a Proto-Language provides a new approach to comparative
linguistic studies and calls for a revision of traditional views concerning reconstructed
proto-systems, in particular those of Proto-Indo-European and its daughter dialects.
On the basis of comparative and typological evidence, the traditional and classical
threefold system of Proto-Indo-European stops must be given a phonetic
reinterpretation, in which the traditional plain voiced stops should be viewed as
glottalized:
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The stop series in the new interpretation must be defined as: I glottalized, IT voiced
[aspirate], ITI voiceless [aspirate], with aspiration in series II and III as a phonetically
relevant but phonemically redundant feature.

Such a system of Proto-Indo-European stops reconstructed on the basis of a
comparison of the phonemic systems of historically attested Indo-European languages,
taking into account the characteristics of universally valid relations of dominance in a
phonological system, appears to be — unlike the traditionally reconstructed system — in
full agreement with both synchronic and diachronic typological evidence. The system
suggested thus seems to be historically more probable than the traditionally
reconstructed system of Proto-Indo-European stops.

The new interpretation of the three stop series provides a natural phonological
explanation of the functional weakness of the labial phoneme /p’/ of the glottalized
series I in Proto-Indo-European, which remained unaccounted for in the traditional
theory ascribing a feature of voice to this series. Likewise, in the context of the new
approach a number of restrictions imposed on the structure of the Proto-Indo-
European root are given a natural phonetic-typological interpretation: The absence of
roots with two voiced stops of the type *deg-, *ged-, a fact well-known in Classical
Comparative Linguistics, but lacking a typologically tenable explanation, finds such a
natural phonetic explanation in the suggested system of Proto-Indo-European stops
with the feature of glottalization in series I — in view of their articulatory-acoustic
peculiarities glottalized stops or ejectives tend not to combine with each other within a
root, a phenomenon that may be illustrated by ample typological material (cf. the



evidence of Amerindian, African, and Caucasian languages with glottalized
consonants).

The “Glottalic Theory”, as it is known in current Indo-European Comparative
Studies, takes a fresh look at the linguistic model of Proto-Indo-European and its
diachronic transformations leading to the historically attested Indo-European
languages.

In the context of the New Theory, these transformations prove to be totally
different from those traditionally assumed. The archaic Proto-Indo-European stop
inventory turns out to be closer to the inventories traditionally viewed as having
undergone later consonant shifts or Lautverschiebung (Germanic, Armenian, Hittite),
while languages, which were considered to be phonologically conservative (especially
Old Indian) prove to have undergone complex phonemic transformations in their
consonantism. The traditionally established trajectories of the transformation of the
Proto-Indo-European stops into the phonemic units of the individual Indo-European
languages change accordingly, acquiring — in the new interpretation of the Proto-
Indo-European phonological system — a reverse direction. The basic “Phonetic Laws”
of Classical Comparative Linguistics, such as Grimm’s Law, Grassmann’s Law,
Bartholomae’s Law, etc., receive a different meaning in the light of the new
interpretation of the Proto-Indo-European system of stops.

Of positive appraisals of the Glottalic Theory, a comment by the late Winfred
P.Lehmann, dating from 1983, may be mentioned here:

“Major contributions of the past five decades have modified extensively the
views on Proto-Indo-European phonology presented in the standard
Handbooks by Brugmann, Hirt and Meillet. These contributions result, on the
one hand, from a different approach to the parent language, on the other,
from two far-reaching theories, the laryngeal theory and the glottalic theory ...

What had seemed one of the most solid achievements of 19th century
linguistics is now modified in every section”.

How different this is from the mood, which reigned at the beginning of the last
century when Antoine Meillet, summing up his views on the situation in comparative
Indo-European Linguistics could make, in his Introduction of 1903, the following
statement:

“En un sens au moins, il semble qu’on soit parvenu a un terme impossible
a dépasser”.

Even the modified version of this statement as formulated by Emile Benveniste in
the posthumous 1937 edition of the Introduction does not change anything in the
established view:

“Méme une trouvaille d’espéce inattendue... n’a pas renouvelé I’idée qu’on
se fait de I’indoeuropéen; le hittite ... n’oblige a rien changer d’essentiel aux
doctrines exposées ici; il éclaire nombre de faits, mais il ne transforme pas la
théorie générale ...”



The Glottalic Theory has been considered, because of its fundamentally different
interpretation of the Proto-Indo-European consonant system, as a new “Paradigm” (in
Thomas Kuhn’s sense of the term) in Indo-European Comparative Linguistics,
comparable in its consequences for the views on the development of the individual
Indo-European languages to the Laryngeal Theory; it has been even viewed by
Manfred Mayrhofer as a last step away from the Old Indian pattern as a model for
Proto-Indo-European.

The emergence of the Laryngeal Theory, founded on the method of internal
reconstruction, and the advent of the Glottalic Theory, based on the principle of
synchronic and diachronic typological verification of comparative reconstructions,
have brought Indo-European Historical-Comparative Studies out of this state of
theoretical stagnation. However, unlike the Laryngeal Theory, the Glottalic Theory
does not change anything in terms of sound correspondences between historically
attested Indo-European languages and of etymologies based on these correspondences,
but it entails a complete revision of the prehistory of these languages, advancing new
Indo-European “Laws” and new diachronic transformational rules deriving the
historically attested stages of the cognate languages from a common prehistoric stage.

All this serves to testify to creativity and a spirit of novelty in Comparative
Linguistics in conjunction with achievements of General Linguistics, — a condition
which offers a firm guarantee of future new insights and discoveries.
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