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Beginnings of Modern Linguistics and the Colonial Context...
Towards a Postcolonial Linguistics.
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Abstract:

The paper examines some of the ideological issues that frame the
founding moment of modern linguistics. Sir William Jones’ discourses
and essays manifest a linguistic erudition which on the one hand leads to
the founding of the comparative and historical method, which remained
the cornerstone of much of the scholarship in the field during the 19th
century, but on the other hand, they are clearly rooted in the cultural and
religious biases of the European tradition. As the initial perspectives are
further developed by later linguists and philosophers under a broad
umbrella of the ‘Indo-European’ notion, these ideological biases
consolidate in the form of an affinity with the Hindu Indian tradition and
simultaneously a rejection and exclusion of the Semitic cultures and
peoples, Jews and Muslims, from European and Indian mainstream
respectively. The philosophical and political responses to these scholarly



movements, and the associated political repercussions are briefly
indicated.

Keywords: colonialism, postcolonialism, linguistics, India, Sanskrit,
Indo-European, domination, language, culture, religion, ideology.
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' An earlier version of this paper was presented as a talk at Centre for the
Study of

Social Sciences, Kolkata, on 20th June 2012. Some of its contents were
presented as part of my course on ‘Language and Cultural Studies’ at
Jawaharlal Nehru University during the Winter Semester of 2012.

*Foreword, in Olender, Maurice, 2008. The Languages of Paradise. Race,
Religion and Philology in the ineteenth Century. (Tr. From French by A.
Goldhammer) Cambridge: Harvard University Press, p. vii.

> Quoted in Joseph Errington, 2008, p. 18.

* Derrida, Jacques, 1998, p. 1.

> Anderson, B., 1991, p. 45.

¢ Foucault, 1966/ 1970, p. 233.

Asall e 1787 ale (8 Ly g ok A (& 5l ) )il ) S5 0dy 7
¢ 4xd 279 A @l WE" pesaiy 35 Camparitivum Totius Orbis o« JsY!



OST1a S Ly " 1S 56l (823 5 ¢ LA 230 5« Lusl 255 5 ¢ bl (2171
(ibid,, p. 234). Apbud) il o sefa ) 13l allall ALl ¢ )lis 3 e
¥ Ibid., p. 235.
?Said, E., 1979 edn., p. xii.
bl ¢ Jle a5 ¢(Lord Warren Hastings) Jaiiula ¢ls 2)lll lea a8 IS 10
A owi) dsl e gl ¢ o a5 sanY) adinall
"Sir William Jones, Discourses and Essays, (ed,) M, Bagchee. New
Delhi: People’s Publishing House, 1984, p. 9.
Abraham Hyacinthe Anquetil-) Csis JisSil Cuinala ol a2 a8l 2
i a5 ((Avesta) LYl s dapaill 4 jall 22l ¢ wi b a5 ((Duperron
Recherches <US & WS gl & (pww)b) (Zoroastrians) owidal )l
Goeh ¢ Lad 1776 oo 4 Historiques et geographiques sur L'inde
e J81801-2 oo & (Upanishads) sl sY Gl (e 4Dl dies i
Osiile ¢ i il e el el JaaY ¢ FEN g S & eedl) Jiga i e lle
Bl Gw bl 5l (1767 plad 4Bl 4 22 WS) (Gaston Coeurdoux) 520555
XYY Gs Al GldS A9 g u\ CJ.\B\ 4\_\.1.\.:)\3\} @b}ﬂ\ ¢ M}JJY\ g_ﬂ.zﬂ\} MM\
OIS Gy QasSils 5358 O Jaay el agisals il aelaal )y cilall
OIS S om oladlls ol Gl o O b ki) lalll B )2 iy @l g3 pgl
‘ A 51l 5 A JUal) () g8 G 58 5 e
S sl G el il 8 Adlaal) el " sla o gl U ¥
A ylinel)l e Y Lgnsds Anila sl Cillaall Algs By ¢ oy assid o lala Led
‘;uu.u]\ ):u.n]\ MASJ 13 ‘:A\A.ﬂ\ u)\:i;\}” 4\.1].1\3 ed.c) c‘\.\m;m]\ UL‘QJ‘ M}J M‘j [ usﬂ
@m\}d\m&dS;ulS M\@M\M\}c@MﬁJU\J&MY\MU
(a2 / 4iklall 5 dialall) Sturm und Drang 4S,a «las (e daw sl o8 32l
isas 3 oy o skl ol & ¢ lala Aausl 53 Yl aeie GSle Y ai 815 Apila s Nl 5
TN
“(Beiser, F.C., 1987. The Fate of Reason — German Philosophy from
Kant to Fichte, Harvard University Press, p. 16).
' See Maurice Olender, op cit., pp. 37-50, Olender devotes a full chapter
to Herder.
5 Ibid., p. 33.
'® Tt is said Voltaire attacked Judaism in order to hit even harder at
Christianity.
"7 Qlender, op cit., p. 42.
" Ibid., p. 44.
¥ Ibid., p. 43.
2 Ibid., p. 48.
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