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Preface





Has anyone noticed the alarming phenomenon that an average of about twenty-five languages die each year? Today, some five thousand living languages exist in the world. Thus, by the end of the twenty-first century, only twenty-five hundred would remain. And no doubt that number would be lower still if we consider that the disappearance rate will most likely accelerate.

This catastrophe is taking place, it seems, in an atmosphere of general indifference. Is it vanity, or maybe pure presumption, to want to sound the alarm? I don’t think so. That’s why I’ve written this book, with the no doubt naïve hope of making a contribution, however modest, by increasing awareness about something vital: the need to do everything possible to prevent human cultures from sinking into oblivion. Human languages are one of the most elevated manifestations of those cultures, as well as one of the most ordinary and everyday. Languages, quite simply, are the most human thing about humans. So, what are we preserving in defending them? Our very species, as transformed, finally, by its languages, into itself.

Of course, like civilizations, languages are mortal, and the abyss of history is large enough for all. Nevertheless, from our perspective as finite beings, there is something completely different about the death of languages, something exhilarating when we come to realize it: languages are capable of resurrection! For humans, on the contrary, death is what governs life, death directs life, in order to give it a destiny. Of course, languages that come back to life are very rare. But they do exist. There is one case, at least, about which there is no doubt: Hebrew. And other languages that are threatened by death stubbornly remain alive, defying the inevitable, braving all perils.

It is to this dangerous adventure, this wildly reckless game languages play with death, that this book is devoted. The first part, “Languages and Life,” will show how closely languages are bound to the vital principles that govern the universe. They are the providers of life, as well as the repositories of past life (chapter 1). The reason for this is that they themselves are, in some way, a natural species (chapter 2). But to understand what provokes the disappearance of languages, and why this is so different from the extinction of other species, one must define an essential attribute: speech. Speech is fleeting, but language never completely dies (chapter 3). And languages’ struggle for life is strikingly illustrated by the struggle of those entities within language, its constituents: words, which live, die, are sometimes reborn, and lose their meanings and endlessly take on new ones (chapter 4).

In the second part, titled “Languages and Death,” we will see what is meant by the death of a language (chapter 5), what the process entails (chapter 6), what the causes are (chapter 7), what the present tally of dead or threatened languages is and what that means for our species (chapter 8), and, finally, what actions we can take to combat the death of languages (chapter 9).

In the third part, “Languages and Resurrection,” I will attempt to point out the sparks left by a dazzling blaze. Those who lit it have brought a language back to life: that language is Hebrew, whose rebirth is a most impressive phenomenon, unique as of now for its significance and its degree of success (chapter 10). Then I will mention a few cases related to this topic (chapter 11).

These notions of life, death, and resurrection may be considered anthropomorphic, or at least metaphoric. In fact, their use helps us to recognize that languages are the most complex of species, because they alone possess traits of a cognitive and social nature. It is precisely because languages are not made of perishable, concrete substances, and because they are creations of the human mind, that their death is not like the death of other components of the living world. Despite the threatening signs now appearing on cultures’ horizons, we can hear a few sounds rising from the vast cemetery of languages. In the guise of death, for which the silence of the tomb may be the most compelling symbol in human graveyards, something still murmurs and roams about in the graveyards of language, something that could be called life. That is what must be revived.

Thus, the aim of this book is, very simply, to demonstrate three truths: first, that languages may be what is most alive in our human cultures; second, that they are mortal, and die in impressive numbers, if there is no attempt to maintain them; and finally, that their death is not a definitive obliteration, and that some of them revive, if we know how to encourage them. To defend our languages and their diversity, especially against the domination of a single language, is to do more than just defend our cultures. It is to defend our life.

 

The present edition reproduces the French one, which appeared in 2000, but is not totally identical with it. I have updated some data and some references. I have also tried to adapt this book to the present state of scientific research on language endangerment and death.

 

All my thanks go to my collaborator and friend, Anne Szulmajster-Celnikier, attentive and wise reader, who helped me to set up the index. I am also indebted to Ghil’ad Zuckermann for carefully reading the text and making many good suggestions, and to Colette Grinevald for providing useful references.







I

LANGUAGES AND LIFE










FIRST CHAPTER

Languages, Providers of Life






Human Societies and Languages as Vital Sources

When we examine human societies and the relationships they maintain with their languages, a truth that seems a matter of simple good sense presents itself: living languages do not exist of themselves, but by and for groups of individuals who make use of them in everyday communication. That does not mean that languages’ only definition is social. As manifestations of the faculty of language, they are complex cognitive structures that reflect the way the mind functions when it produces and interprets utterances; and they bear the marks of the operations by which the universe of perceptions and concepts is expressed. But at the same time, languages accompany human groups. They disappear with them; or, on the contrary, if those groups are large and quick to spread beyond their original environment, the languages can be dispersed, in their wake, over vast territories. Thus, it is from those who speak them that they derive their life principles and their ability to increase their area of usage.

Nevertheless, languages are also one of the essential sources of the vital force that animates human communities. More than any of the other properties defining what is human, languages possess the power to provide individuals with the basis for their integration into a society—that is, on a level different from one’s biological framework and mental structure, meaning the very foundations of one’s life. This vital power of languages appears in two situations with particular clarity: first, through the enigma of the wild child, and second, in the relationship between languages and the infinite.


THE ENIGMA OF THE WILD CHILD

This is a case of an experience as revealing as it is disquieting. The story of Kaspar Hauser is fairly well known among linguists. Having grown up entirely alone, first in a hayloft and then in the forest, without ever having the slightest human contact until he was about eighteen years old, he appeared in Nuremberg around 1828, where the criminal lawyer Feuerbach took him in and became his guardian. He remained with Feuerbach until 1833, the date of his mysterious murder, whose perpetrators have never been identified and the circumstances of which have never been explained (see Blikstein 1995). As shown in Werner Herzog’s 1974 film, despite the devotion of his guardian, who tried to teach him to speak German, Kaspar Hauser never managed to produce any sound resembling human language. Nevertheless he demonstrated a passionate desire to speak, and he made repeated attempts to do so. Without the power to communicate through language, he remained completely outside of everything around him during his brief passage in the human world. He studied faces, objects, and places earnestly and at length; he made gestures and tentative movements that no one had ever seen or used before and that seemed to follow their own peculiar logic. One day he broke down into tears during a reception and then suddenly retreated into a dark corner where he began to knit feverishly. Everything about his behavior seemed to indicate his distress at not being able to use language, and his effort, completely in vain, of trying to compensate for this failing. Deprived of language, he appeared to be surrounded by death, and because his attempts to grasp speech all failed, he was further distanced from life. Truly, languages are life’s image and life’s principle. Does it bear repeating that, in most cases, the child who is fed normally but never spoken to does not survive very long?




LANGUAGES AS REFLECTIONS OF THE INFINITE

What Kaspar Hauser lacked was not the faculty for language itself. All humans are born with that capacity, and the genetic coding of the wild child is no exception to the rule. But if exceptional circumstances prevent the language faculty from resolving into language, then the potential for living is seriously compromised. Languages are the conduit for life, not only because they provide access to the social plane, but also because they themselves are the manifestation of life.

Language nourishes the one who speaks it, exactly as the air one breathes allows one to live. Language even provides talismans for survival. Thus, it is reported that among the Angmassalik, an Eskimo population in southwest Greenland, some who are old and dying change their last names in an attempt to avoid death’s reach. Unable to identify them by their usual names, death will not know where to find them. Thus, for them, hiding behind a pseudonym, as language allows us to do, prolongs life.

But even apart from such subterfuge, and all the clever tricks that humans employ in using words to outwit death, the existence of languages is a very simple and universal means for deceiving nothingness. After all, languages allow for history, in the evocation of the dead through public or private discourse, the notice that reshapes the dust, the “resurrection of the complete past” that Michelet saw as his mission. No animal species possesses the means to evoke its past, assuming that some of them do not lack memory, or at least memories. It is humans who create the history of animals, in paleontological works in which their language allows them to relate a breathtakingly old past.

Languages change and adapt; they are impoverished and enriched. They have the unexpected traces of life, the sparkle, the pitfalls, the variety. They are life’s stubborn instinct for continuity, since, even if they die individually, they do not cease to exist as a whole, realizing through their use the aptitude for language, that defining property by which a single animal species has become different from all others. Nevertheless, there are plenty of other means of communication proliferating and becoming ever more efficient in today’s world. In perpetuating themselves, in continuing to defy death even while suffering heavy losses (see part 2), languages present us with a model of immortality. Souls without limits and without contours, languages are reflections of the infinite.







Artificial Languages and Languages Pulsing with Life


AN ANCIENT DREAM: TO DEFY BABEL

As old as the most ancient civilizations, a dream possesses certain minds, a dream of an auxiliary artificial language, a single and universal means of communication. Those who do not acknowledge the domination of an existing language, or the imperialism that ordinarily follows it, consider Esperanto to be a reasonable choice. If this choice became a reality, there would be no theoretical reason to oppose it. That said, does an invented language have the same symbolic power as a natural language? Is it, too, a provider of life? If modern Hebrew has been able to cement the union of all the Jews of the Diaspora, it is largely because, although partly artificial, it was reconstructed from absolutely genuine languages (see chapter 10), each of which had considerable historical and cultural meaning for its speakers. When Zamenhof invented Esperanto, his inspiration was of another order (see chapter 10).




NATURAL LANGUAGES AS REPOSITORIES OF LIFE


LANGUAGES CONTAIN OUR HISTORY

Through speaking and writing, languages not only allow us to trace our history well beyond our own physical obliteration, they also contain our history. Any philologist, or anyone curious about languages, knows that treasures are deposited within them that relate societies’ evolution and individuals’ adventures. Idiomatic expressions, compound words, have a past that calls up living figures. The history of words reflects the history of ideas (see chapter 4). If societies do not die, it is not only because they have historians, or annalists, or official narrators. It is also because they have languages, and are recounted in these languages.




LANGUAGES, TRACES OF MEMORY, AND TESTIMONIES OF LIFE: A LANGUAGE LOVER’S REMARKS

In a collection of reflections and stories from the first third of the twentieth century and recently reissued in French, Dezső Kosztolányi, a great Hungarian writer who, like many other intellectuals from his country, was very devoted to his language, wrote these lines concerning “artificial languages”:

Issuing from the laboratories of reason, they have the durable quality of the celluloid shirt cuff…. They never fade. But they are odorless and colorless […] whereas, what gives languages their charm is their human aspect. Entire generations have left the traces of their lives there […]. Words are relics, sanctified by suffering and disfigured by passion. The rules of the past become the exceptions and superb metaphors are born of simple misinterpretations. Languages are ancient treasures where our familial memories are deposited […]. On the other hand, artificial languages are devoid of memory, rooted neither in time or place. They retain no regional accents. They are unaware of regional variations, and […] have no traditions other than those that follow from the laws of reason. It is impossible to make mistakes in them […]. In these languages never shaped by feeling, how would a drunk bailiff from the seventeenth century, a contemporary young dandy, or a stuffy old gentleman express himself? (1996, 143–144)


In the same work, under the title “On the Infinite Sweetness of the Mother Tongue,” the author writes:

Since 1879, when Marton Schleyer gave birth to his Volapuk, artificial languages have flourished. Noble dreamers work night and day to put an end to the Babelesque confusion of languages, which, despite its serious drawbacks, does not lack a certain stimulating charm, much like life itself. It is certainly moving to see finite human reason engage in Titanesque combat to subject to its laws that infinite soul that is language […]. Artificial languages allow us to indicate our place of residence, our profession or the state of our bank account, but prove nearly powerless to characterize […] the lullaby our mother sang or the quick smile the woman we love gives us when leaving us on the street. In short, they can express everything that does not deserve expression […]. Ever since the world began, our fingers have helped us—also—to count, and the inclined head, resting on the hands, means everywhere that one is sleepy […]. Whereas auxiliary languages say nothing more. Moreover, to do so, deprived of the warmth […] of life, they find themselves forced to multiply the means they put to work […]. Those who enjoy predicting the future […] take pleasure at the moment in repeating that […] national languages are destined to disappear, one day giving way to a single universal language; it is revealing to see such an idea arising precisely in this century that worships the machine and denies the personality […]. Destined for all, a universal language would be no one’s […]. Of course, I am resigned to one day disappearing. But I do not accept the idea that the fragment of my spirituality that is my mother tongue should vanish utterly in its turn and that, after my death, the words to which I lent my breath […] should cease to drift over my tomb. They represent the speech of the soul, of a familial continuity that defies death. (1996, 147–148)


In these texts, which don’t consider Zamenhof and Esperanto, the assessment concerning artificial languages is partly unjust and results from insufficient information. We do not know if Dezső Kosztolányi actually studied an artificial language closely. It is not true, at least if we consider Esperanto, that an artificial language is a cold mechanism produced by the laws of pure reason. Esperanto was a work of passion, driven by a powerful spirit of idealism. Nor is it true that an artificial language allows us to speak only of everyday things and is incapable of expressing the impulses of the soul. In Esperanto, for example, there exists a lyric poetry. On the other hand, we can understand what faith stirs this inspired Hungarian, why he sees in natural languages an age-old treasure where the life of generations is deposited in successive layers, and why he sings the praises of the mother tongue as the breath that defies death. All that coincides with the testimony of the many for whom languages, because they preserve life’s traces, are the providers of life. The sap that so powerfully nourishes languages, and, through them, those who draw from them their identity, issues from roots embedded in a very deep memory; and it is this heritage, maintained and enriched over time, that is a vital, living principle.












CHAPTER II

Languages, Living Species






Vitalism in Linguistics in the Second Half of the Nineteenth Century


LANGUAGES AS SUBJECTS FOR THE NATURAL SCIENCES

One might consider that if languages are providers of life, as we have seen in the first chapter, it is logical to infer that they have something to do with the world of living species. Today we have distanced ourselves somewhat from the vitalist formulations that were common in the thinking and the work of linguists in the nineteenth century. But it is illuminating to reread those works, even with a critical eye, because they show how the properties of languages powerfully tempt us to treat them like natural beings comparable to those that biology studies.



SCHLEICHER, FROM BOTANIST TO LINGUIST

The name A. Schleicher (1821–1868) is the one most often associated with the vision of language as a phenomenon falling within the realm of the natural sciences. Like A. G. Haudricourt, the contemporary French scholar (who died in 1996) who was also concerned with the traits in languages that suggest groupings by species, Schleicher was a botanist turned linguist. His thinking was shaped by the works of the great naturalists of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, essentially Linnaeus, the inventor of plant taxonomy, and Cuvier, the proclaimed founder of comparative anatomy. Like other linguists of his generation, Schleicher was later influenced by the works of F. Bopp, whose 1816 essay “On the System of Conjugation in Sanskrit Compared with Those of the Greek, Latin, Persian and Germanic Languages,” is considered the founding work of comparative grammar.




F. BOPP AND THE PRINCIPLE OF LIFE IN LANGUAGES

In his famous book Comparative Grammar of Sanskrit, Zend, Greek, Latin, Lithuanian, Old Slavic, Gothic, and German (1833) Bopp writes: “Languages must be considered as natural bodies, which are constructed according to laws, and carry within them a principle of life”; and expressions like “the physiology of language” or “linguistic anatomy” constantly recur throughout the work. In fact, this way of seeing goes back to the eighteenth century—to Leibniz, for example, who had studied Semitic languages in terms of human genealogy, especially through the notion of “family.”






LINGUISTIC VITALISM AND TRANSFORMISM, OR DARWINISM AND LANGUAGES



APPARENT HARMONY

Schleicher’s vitalist conception of language, which he inherited from Bopp, predates his reading of C. Darwin’s great book, The Origin of Species (1859). Darwin’s ideas systematize a transformist trend then present in the works of many scholars, among them E. Haeckel, the naturalist attributed with establishing a parallelism between the evolution of beings (ontogeny) and of species (phylogeny) (see Hagège 1990, 18 s.). The one who drew Schleicher’s attention to The Origin of Species was Haeckel himself. Theirs was a friendship nurtured by mutual influences, the same ones that biology, especially plant biology, and linguistics shared during this time.

When he became aware of Darwin’s book, Schleicher was in the process of putting together his principal work (1861), which systematizes and popularizes what had been accomplished in this area, especially by F. Bopp, R. Rask, J. Grimm, and W. von Humboldt. One year after Schleicher published this work C. Lyell, the founder of modern geology, published On the Geological Evidence of the Antiquity of Man, a book that had had a certain influence on Darwin (see Jacquesson 1998, 121). A chapter in this book, “A Comparison of the Origin and Development of Languages with Those of Species” (see chapter 4), applies the transformists’ theory of natural selection to languages. In 1863, Schleicher wrote a public letter to Haeckel titled “Darwinian Theory and Linguistics,” which contains the following passage: “Languages are natural organisms that… are born, grow, develop, age, and die; thus they, too, manifest that series of phenomena that is usually included under the name of life. The science … of language is therefore a natural science; its method is, generally speaking, the same as that of the other natural sciences. Thus, studying Darwin’s book… has not seemed to make me depart too much from my positions.”

In fact, in a passage in which he wants to make his remarks clearer to readers who are informed less about zoological classifications than they are about more familiar linguistic facts, Darwin himself relies upon the genealogy of languages as established since Bopp. Schleicher recalls that he has always believed in the gradual nature of changes in languages, exactly as Darwin does with regard to living species.




ACTUALLY, A MISUNDERSTANDING: NATURAL SELECTION

By noting in Darwin’s work those evolutionist ideas that seemed to him already current among specialists in the natural sciences, Schleicher misses the central point to which The Origin of Species contributes something remarkably new, that is, the notion of natural selection (see Jacquesson 1998, 122). Schleicher wants to retain in languages only their property of being living species, like those in nature. He denies that they are also social phenomena. Consequently, he sees the science of languages, which he calls glottics, not as a human science, but very much as a natural science. Now if you set about transposing Darwin’s discovery to linguistics, you notice that natural selection, provided that it is conceived in economic and social terms, can be interpreted as a driving force in the evolutions that mark the destiny of languages. This will become apparent further on (see chapter 7). It is interesting to note here that, ironically, the treatment of linguistics as a natural science is also to be found in a theory which has almost nothing to do with Darwin’s ideas, namely Noam Chomsky’s Theory of Universal Grammar (see Chomsky 1986).




LANGUAGES AND THE STRUGGLE FOR LIFE

The struggle for life as Darwin conceived it in zoology can be transposed to the human sciences, and especially to linguistics. Exactly like animals and plants, languages compete to stay alive, and one achieves this only at the expense of another. The domination of some over others and the state of jeopardy into which dominated languages fall can be explained by the insufficient means available for resisting pressure from the dominating languages. We will see this in more detail in the second part of the book.




NEGLECTING THE HISTORICAL DIMENSION OF LANGUAGES

Curiously enough, Schleicher dismisses from the study of languages the historical dimension. He carefully distinguishes glottics from philology, writing that, unlike the latter, “linguistic science… is not at all an historical discipline, and falls within natural history” (1860, 119). In other words, to him, only the history of human societies is history, and that of natural species is not history, even though it is called that! He separates the history of languages from the history of humans, which deprives the first of many explanations provided by the second. Thus, a theory that sees human languages as living objects to be studied through the natural sciences comes to retain primarily the mechanical aspect of that life. Nevertheless, contradicting himself, Schleicher also insists on one clearly historical aspect of languages. But, as we will see, he does so by imagining one particular orientation.






THE LIFE OF LANGUAGES AS AN EVOLUTION ALONG ONE PARTICULAR AXIS


THE THREE TYPES OF LANGUAGES FOR GERMAN LINGUISTS IN THE FIRST HALF OF THE NINETEENTH CENTURY: ISOLATING LANGUAGES, AGGLUTINATING LANGUAGES, AND INFLECTING LANGUAGES

Schleicher popularized the well-known typological classification that, from the Schlegel brothers (1808 and 1818) to Pott (1849) by way of Bopp (1833–1857) and Humboldt (1836), divided languages into three categories: those in which the words are invariable and independent of each other (isolating languages, for example, Chinese), those in which they are constituted of a root and identifiable affixes (agglutinating languages, for example, Turkish), and those in which they are made up of roots modified through combination with elements more or less amalgamated to them and between each other (inflecting languages, for example, those of the Indo-European family).




THE “EVOLUTIONIST” INTERPRETATION

Schleicher was not content with simply devoting much attention to this typology in his 1861 book. Systematizing an evolutionist ideology that, as we have just seen, precedes Darwin, Schleicher saw the isolating languages as those of the primitive ages of humanity, the agglutinating ones as the beginnings of progress, and the inflecting languages, which he locates at the peak of evolution, as the only ones permitting the development of refined thinking. Today this vision has long since been abandoned. Just to mention one argument, Chinese is certainly not the language of a primitive people; and furthermore, we possess early evidence (cf. Karlgren 1920) leading us to believe that Chinese was initially inflecting, and that its isolating properties are the result of a change that took place over many thousands of years. It is equally impossible to confirm judgments like this one, regarding another family: “The Indian tribes of North America… are unsuited for historical life because of their endlessly complicated languages… bristling with overabundant forms; they can only experience decline, and even extinction” (Schleicher 1865). We will see in chapter 7 that the causes for the extinction of many of the American Indian languages—indeed, of any language whatsoever—have little to do with its internal structure.

Thus, Schleicher’s thinking does include flaws and ponderous systematizing. But none of that invalidates the vitalist inspiration that feeds it. Provided that inconsistencies and apriority are avoided, it is not at all illegitimate to treat languages like living beings, even if we have a little trouble today condoning the naïveté of a theory that only wants to see them as species within the domain of the natural sciences. It will soon become apparent that Schleicher’s successors found a way to reorient his views on languages and life.








The Life of Languages, Parallel to That of Human Societies: Schleicher’s Legacy with an Anthropological Component Added


THE TEACHINGS OF H.-J. CHAVÉE

Naturalist language theories continued to flourish after Schleicher’s death. His disciples were already publishing in his lifetime. One of the most prominent, H.-J. Chavée, born in Namur, was also a passionate botanist in his youth. He saw to it that Schleicher’s work was promoted in Brussels, and then in Paris, where he began to teach what he called lexicology, or the science of word formation, by using Indo-European examples to illustrate how words are living beings. He kept company with anthropologists and believed in the parallel evolution of languages and human communities, both animated with the same vital spirit, as he attempted to show in his 1862 book titled, according to the terminology of the time, Languages and Races. His inspiration is clearly reflected in the subtitle of the Revue de linguistique et de philologie comparée, which he founded in 1867, that is, the “quarterly collection of documents to serve the positive science of languages, ethnology, mythology and history.” With this periodical, which opened up Schleicher’s theory to the philological preoccupations he dismissed as well as to the human sciences for which he had little concern, Chavée ensured that he would have the support of enthusiastic disciples.

For the members of this group, each word in a language possesses two lives, one phonetic and material, the other semantic and intellectual. The vital burgeoning of languages is inscribed from the beginning of their destiny. Beyond being natural organisms, as Schleicher taught, languages are the reflections of the “races” that spontaneously created them, and the natural history of languages runs parallel to the natural history of these said races. Languages are polygenetic systems; that is, they are born various and not from a single stock.




A. HOVELACQUE AND LANGUAGES AS LIVING ENTITIES TO BE RECONSTRUCTED FROM PREHISTORY



THE ANTHROPOLOGICAL AIM

As Schleicher’s reader and Chavée’s disciple, with whom he studied general linguistics and a few Slavic and Eastern languages, Hovelacque succeeded his master as director of the Revue and founded the School of Anthropology in 1876 with P. Broca (see Desmet and Swiggers 1993). The naturalist trend, for which he is the principal representative in France in the second half of the nineteenth century, draws its inspiration from scientific materialism, which also guided Hovelacque’s political activity. He was a member of the Socialist Party and was twice elected deputy for Paris’s thirteenth arrondissement, which, much more than his fame as researcher (practically nil today—even, it seems, among linguists), explains why a street near the town hall there bears his name. The linguists he gathered around him, among them J. Vinson, a well-known Tamil specialist, saw languages as living entities whose earliest stages had to be studied, especially their prehistoric development, as well as their relationship with the races. Nevertheless, Hovelacque remains more reserved than Chavée and Broca regarding the parallels between races and languages (see N. Dias and B. Rupp-Eisenreich, in Auroux 2000, 293).




THE PROBLEM OF THE ORIGIN OF LANGUAGES AND THE STRICTURES OF THE PARIS SOCIETY OF LINGUISTICS

In 1865, only two years before the founding of the Revue de linguistique et de philologie comparée, the Paris Society of Linguistics was founded. We know (see Leroy 1985, 219) that Chavée took no part in its activities. Of course, his journal was not explicitly meant to rival the Bulletin de la société de linguistique de Paris, created at almost the same time. It did not have its longevity, as the Bulletin still exists and the Revue ceased publication in 1916. Nor did it have its audience: hardly any historian of linguistics makes mention of Chavée’s Revue, and most French linguists today do not know of its existence or of the authors who wrote for it. Nonetheless, it seemed to contemporaries that the two periodicals were easy to distinguish even if they were not exactly adversarial. We can see this when the Society of Linguistics, officially organized in 1866, decided in its statutes to exclude any communication concerning the origin of language or the creation of an artificial language. The first exclusion was aimed at amateurs’ speculations, then flourishing, on the various origins being flushed out everywhere, especially by those obsessed with Celto-mania (see Decimo 1998). The second exclusion was aimed at language inventors, also numerous at the time.

It has been noted less often that the founders of the Linguistic Society of Paris also wanted to distance themselves from the organicists of Chavée’s school and their anthropological investigations. A focus on the vital power that characterizes human languages leads to exploring their origins, and is accompanied by all the scientific risks that such an investigation implies. Likewise, a study confined to the structures underlying the functioning of languages has a tendency to relegate to the unknowable the problem of their genesis, thus accepting the alternate risk of being dry and overly restricted.




THE LIMITS OF NATURALISM: SOCIAL AND HISTORICAL FACTORS AS NECESSARY CONSTITUENTS FOR THE LIFE OF LANGUAGES

Hovelacque and his school saw languages as living organisms. They apparently paid no attention to the distinction between species and organism. Nor did they see that it is more accurate to treat languages as species rather than as organisms, because, like natural species, their life and their development are directly dependent upon the environment, which produces significant variations in them (see Mufwene 2001, chapter 7). Living species have two other characteristics that can be assigned to languages, related to each other and observed in biology, recalled above by Darwin: the struggle for life and natural selection. If this conception reawakens the vitalist trend, it nonetheless fails to emphasize enough the social, political, and cultural factors. Even though he assigns them hardly any role in his theoretical construction, Hovelacque cannot avoid recognizing their importance in the concrete cases that he mentions. For example, he cites them expressly with regard to the reasons why Arabic did not take hold in Spain in the Middle Ages, and neither did Turkish in the Balkans later on (see chapter 7).

Paradoxically, the naturalist school likewise did not take historical factors into sufficient consideration. Schleicher’s disciples became comparative linguists exclusively, like earlier botanists, examining growth properties separately and in a parallel fashion in each plant, without worrying about reconstructing a common trunk or, for linguists, an original language from which the changes in the various idioms derived from it could be explained. Notably, this criticism of the naturalist school is the one that F. de Saussure formulates in his seminal posthumous work, Cours de linguistique générale (Course in General Linguistics) (1916, 16–17). The school of neogrammarians, for which Saussure himself was a brilliant representative early in his career (1878), provided the rigor that the naturalists lacked. But it did not refute their principal intuition, that of the rustling life force that travels through languages like a nourishing sap. On the contrary, it provided new, more solid evidence. One great linguist whom Saussure admired and quoted, D. Whitney, shows, admittedly, that the collective will of human groups constructs languages and that, consequently, they cannot be taken for simple natural organisms. But in characterizing what a language is, he also writes that “its birth, its development, its decline and its extinction are like [those] of a living creature” (1867, II, 34–48).




THE DIVERSITY OF LANGUAGES, SYMBOL OF LIFE

Finally, one essential property of languages must be recalled, one that the naturalist schools do not consider, perhaps because it is so obvious that it tends to be overlooked: their diversity. In the world of the living, the burgeoning of species is one of the images of life, whether it is a matter of insects or grasses. The diversity of languages, a torrential surge of life, is a cause for wonder for those who are not afraid of learning them, and also, one would hope, for linguists themselves.








The Other Side of Life

As mentioned above, despite, or rather in natural symmetry with, that breath of life that moves through and animates human languages, the phenomenon of decline and death is implied by the very notion of life. We could say that, in the domain of the living, death is a part of life. That is also true in the domain of languages. Organicist linguists who most willingly resort to biological terms to speak of the life of languages are also the ones who, according to the same formulation, speak of their death. Hovelacque, for example, says of languages: “They pass away as nations and often individuals pass away: they perish through vital competition, they perish in a desperate struggle for existence. That is a historical fact, that is a fact that takes place before our eyes” (1877, quoted in Desmet and Swiggers 1993, 142).

But do languages perish completely? That is the question that the next chapter will answer.








CHAPTER III

Language and Speech






The Opposition Between Langue and Parole in Linguistic Studies


BEFORE THE BEGINNING OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

The goal of this chapter is not to give a didactic account of the way in which language theories treat the problem of the death of languages. Nor do I intend to yield to the complacencies of the quest of forerunners. I will recall an opposition, well-known to linguistics historians, that Humboldt outlined, making use of Greek terms, when he emphasized that language is an energeia, or creative and dynamic capacity, through which humans produce and interpret linguistic utterances, and not simply an ergon, or pure result of this capacity. It is often said that this conception, coming through Haman, Herder, and Condillac, owes something to… Aristotle himself.




F. DE SAUSSURE



SAUSSURIAN DEFINITIONS

Whether or not he was influenced by this legacy, F. de Saussure (see chapter 2) makes a largely original and famous distinction between langue and parole. In fact, both participate in the creative spirit of Humboldtian energeia, and there is no real symmetry between the two authors on this essential point. Saussure defines langue as being “at once a social product of the language faculty and an ensemble of necessary conventions, adopted by the social body to permit the exercise of this faculty among individuals” (1962, 25).

Later on he specifies that langue “is a treasure deposited by the practice of speech in subjects belonging to the same community, a grammatical system existing virtually in each brain, or more precisely in the brains of a group of individuals; because language is not complete in any one person, it perfectly exists only in the mass” (ibid., 30).

On the other hand, when it comes to the particular act through which the language system is manifested, Saussure stresses that this act could not be achieved by the whole of speaking subjects. For him, “the execution is never done by the mass; it is always individual, and the individual is always the master of it; we will call it parole” (ibid., 30).

The conceptual opposition thus proposed is fundamental, and Saussure insists upon what it signifies:


By separating langue from parole, one separates at the same time: 1) what is social from what is individual; 2) what is essential from what is secondary, and more or less accidental.

Langue is not a function of the speaking subject. It is the product that the individual passively registers.

[…] Parole is, on the contrary, an individual act of will and intelligence, in which it is useful to distinguish:

1) the combinations by which the speaking subject uses the code of the language in order to express his personal thinking;

2) the psychophysical mechanism that allows him to externalize those combinations. (ibid., 30–31)



We see that if langue is a principle of life as a dynamic system in which the constructions of words and phrases of many generations have accumulated, it is brought to life, in the literal sense, only by the activity of parole.




ADJUSTING THE TERMINOLOGY

The term parole is perhaps not the most fortunate. Certain linguists have preferred discours (see Guillaume 1969, 28, 36, or Buyssens 1970, 40), which is more supple and less ambiguous. Among other meanings, parole evokes the wave of sound produced by the speaker when he opens his mouth, which has nothing to do with Saussure’s intention. Moreover, the latter was well served by the chance opposition available in French but less evident in other European languages. We can see this through the difficulty of translating the langue/parole pair into many of them. Of course, Spanish can oppose lengua and habla, Russian jazyk and rech’, Hungarian nyelv and beszéd, but in Italian, parola, which very simply means “word” much more commonly than the French parole, is not so clearly opposed to lingua. In English, the term language, meaning, depending on the context, “language” as much as “tongue,” and in some way only having this second meaning when it is plural, is ambiguous, as is speech in its ability to take on the meanings of “discourse,” “language,” etc. In German, one must resort to compounds that are fashioned especially to express the desired meaning: Sprachgebilde (“construction of language”) and Sprechakt (“act of speech”); in Swedish, språk can be used for langue, but tal can mean “language” as well as “speech,” and almost the same is true for their quasi-homonyms in Danish and Norwegian.

Thus, the terms Saussure uses to establish a fundamental opposition may not be given names that are completely adequate or clearly translatable into familiar languages. It is important to remember the quite remarkable history of the Cours de linguistique générale. Full of doubts and aware of the profound complexity of language as an object of scientific knowledge, Saussure refused to write a work in which he had to confine his thinking to an overly rigid form. From 1907 to 1911 he gave a series of brilliant lectures at the University of Geneva, and some of his students and colleagues decided to publish them in 1916, three years after his death. Thus the work that dominates modern linguistics was compiled at least partly on the basis of student notes, which clearly explains some uncertainties. That does not mean that Saussure had not long explored the notion of speech. But he did not have the time to examine all its implications.

Nevertheless, his intuition is rich and opens the way to a better understanding of what must be understood by the life of languages, and thus by their death. But for all that, it makes sense to give some nuances to this opposition, as we will see.




TOO RADICAL AN OPPOSITION


• The Aporias of a Sharp Split

One comparison that Saussure proposes is borrowed from the musical realm. In the Cours we read: “language can be compared to a symphony, whose reality is independent from the manner in which one executes it; the mistakes that musicians who play it may make in no way compromise that reality” (1962, 36).

For pedagogical reasons, at least if the text of the Cours faithfully reproduces all his remarks, Saussure often resorts to comparisons. But to compare is not without risks, and here the opposition between langue and parole seems too strong. Caught up in the logic of this opposition, Saussure comes to conclusions that embarrass him, as is clear with regard to the sentence. “Up to what point does it belong to langue?” he asks, then adding: “If it falls into the realm of parole, it could not pass for the linguistic unit” (1962, 148); in another passage, he concludes with this: “The sentence […] belongs to parole, not to langue” (1962, 172).

Saussure probably means that langue contains not sentences but the rules for constructing them. Nevertheless, what good is this split? Could we utter sentences if we did not possess the grammatical system that orders them and the lexical units out of which they are made, that is, all that belongs to langue? Furthermore, we can consider that, in terms of structure, families of sentences exist in langue, just as families of words do. The exercise of parole is the concrete manifestation of structures, for which langue is the locus.




• Passing from Langue to Parole

All languages possess tools to be used for actualizing the system, that is, for making it pass into acts of speech. Thus, the demonstratives actualize the nouns and the tenses actualize the verbs. We can give examples of this drawn from one of Saussure’s followers, C. Bally, who succeeded him as the Chair of Linguistics at the University of Geneva: the virtual concept of “book,” registered in langue, is actualized in parole if one uses the demonstrative this, hence, this book, which refers to a concrete book, present at the moment one speaks, in the situation or in the antecedent context; in the same way, the concept of “to reign,” virtual in itself, is actualized if one says “(he) reigned,” a formula referring to a concrete reign located in the past (see Bally 1965, 82–83). Langue is implicated by parole and, in some way, exists before it, since it is langue that provides the tools of actualization. But inversely, it is these tools that keep langue from remaining simply a possibility, defined by the virtuality of the concepts. What is more, we must not overlook an entirely different level from the static one to which we are confining ourselves here. That is, from the perspective of genetics, parole logically preceded langue, since it was surely necessary for our ancestors to utter the first resonant attempts at communication in order for the whole, at the end of a very long period, to organize itself into a system.






RECOGNIZING RECIPROCAL CONDITIONING

Despite the sharp split proposed there, Saussure’s Cours does not overlook the importance of reciprocal conditioning between langue and parole. If it is true that langue is implied by parole, parole, on the other hand, takes priority on two levels, namely that of learning and that of development: “it is in hearing others that we learn our mother tongue; it manages to settle in our brain only after countless experiences. Finally, it is parole that makes langue develop: it is the impressions received by hearing others that alter our linguistic habits. Thus langue and parole are interdependent; the former is both the instrument and the product of the latter” (1962, 37).

These reflections reinforce the idea of a link of reciprocal conditioning between langue and parole, just as it was shown above in recalling that parole makes langue pass from the virtuality of a system to the reality of an act. That does not mean that langue, because it is a virtuality, is an abstraction. Those linguistic signs that are words, as well as their associations, are realities that a community speaking a given language ratifies, and that can be considered to have their locus in the brain even while we await the findings of linguistic neurophysiology that could one day reveal in detail how those connections function.








The Notion of a Dead Language in the Light of the Opposition Between Langue and Parole: Dead Languages, Structures Without Voice, but Not Without Existence

In this chapter, I have a specific reason for recalling and reexamining, as I have just done, the Saussurian intuition of a distinction between langue and parole. That reason is because we can draw from Saussure an essential lesson concerning the subject of this book.


THE DISAPPEARANCE OF PAROLE IS NOT THE DEATH OF LANGUE


REGARDING TWO STRIKING FACTS

Two facts warrant our attention. First, if someone is deprived of the use of speech following some sort of accident, s/he nevertheless retains language as long as s/he hears the sounds and understands their meaning. Second and more importantly, those languages termed “dead” are no longer spoken, but that does not at all mean that their grammar and even their phonetics cannot be learned, that is, assimilated as organisms, as is done for any living language.




LIVING AND EXISTING: TWO DISTINCT SITUATIONS

An important lesson can be drawn from these two facts. The close relationship between parole and langue matters for languages that are living, but, for all that, it does not follow that a language that is no longer spoken ceases to exist. To be alive and to exist are two different ideas, and two different situations that we cannot confuse. Thus, the distinction between langue as a system and parole as an activity leads us to this essential conclusion: a language termed dead is nothing other than a language that has lost, if we may use the expression, the use of speech. But we have no right to equate its death with that of a dead animal or plant. Here, the metaphors reach their limit. Because a dead language continues to exist.






LANGUAGES, IMMORTAL SPECIES

In chapter 2, we saw that vitalists’ formulations in the language sciences constitute a very old temptation. From this is derived the way such notions as life, death, evolution, etc., are applied to languages. But languages possess a completely singular property, as we have just seen: they are virtual systems that, of course, pass into the condition of acts as soon as they are put into speech, but they nevertheless do not need to be put into speech to exist. Not a single living species has this dual nature. For any species, life is a whole, given or withdrawn as such. That is why, for all of them, death is absolutely unremitting. It is, of course, the natural epilogue to life, and, as a preordained annihilation, it is inscribed in the genetic program and thus in the very definition of life. But one does not return from death. A dead person cannot regain the shores of life as one returns from a voyage or awakes from a dream.

On the other hand, it is “enough” for a dead language to be spoken again for it to cease to be dead. The death of a language is only the death of speech. Thus, languages as systems of rules are not mortal, although they have no life by themselves, and live only if communities put them into speech. That does not mean that it is easy to revive a language, that is, to return speech to it. On the contrary, it is an enormously difficult undertaking. But it will become clear in chapter 10 that one group of resolved individuals succeeded in meeting this challenge in the case of one particular language. What is more, that language had been dead since ancient times. What can we conclude from that? Exactly this: the death of languages is not the end of all hope for bringing them back to life.










CHAPTER IV

Words and the Struggle for Life






Why Are Words Mortal?

Words die. “Why?” we may ask. We might just as well ask why they should not be mortal. There are many reasons why they do not live forever. I will examine the four principal ones here. The first two involve the death of words themselves, the last two the death of their meanings, replaced by one or many others.


ONE CAUSE OF THE DEATH OF WORDS: ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL CHANGES

Changes in society and economic relations cannot leave the lexicon intact, because words reflect cultures and ideas. To limit myself to one specific case that succinctly illustrates this phenomenon, I will examine the French vocabulary during the period from 1900 to 1960.


TRANSFORMATIONS IN TECHNOLOGY AND LIFE

What takes place between these two dates (see Dubois 1962)? Electricity and the internal combustion engine, to mention just two phenomena, become essential to production, and they profoundly change modes of life and mass technology through the automobile, airplane, radio, television, etc. Industrial capitalism brings about sprawling networks of urban communities. Small artisans and traditional trades must face competition from vast, complex enterprises. Professions greatly diversify and become specialized, multiplying the number of new objects in daily life. Information and advertising methods, their power increasing continually, soon reiterate the social and technical changes, as well as the political ideologies that allow them to apply ever growing pressures upon the population. The development of cities leads to the extension of a tertiary sector invested in the services. Economic needs tend to involve the whole of the country, not just distinct regional entities. The centralization of political power increases, reflected especially in the ever growing place of social and fiscal institutions. New segments of society are educated. Science rapidly accelerates in its movement toward popularization.




REPERCUSSIONS ON VOCABULARY

It is not difficult to imagine the effects of all these transformations upon the lexicon, whether it is a matter of ideology’s imprint on everyday vocabulary, advertising jargon reflected in the spoken word (on this point, regarding a more recent period, see Berthelot-Guiet 1997), the unifying effect that centralization has on shared language, or the processes by which technical terms are popularized into everyday words.


• A Few Funerals

As I clearly cannot treat all, or even a part, of such a vast domain, I will mention only the consequences such upheavals had for certain French suffixes, which have long been important elements in forming words that the language needs. Let us consider the suffixes -ard, -oir, -on, and -ure, which, in the first three cases, are used to form names of instruments, and, in the last case, names indicating the result of a technical operation or event. Between the 1949 and 1961 editions of the Petit Larousse, losses are particularly numerous (see Dubois 1962, 60). In the second edition the following words no longer appear, to consider only a small number of the victims of “progress”: accoinçon, acérure, affenoir, avalure, boitard, clysoir, ébourroir, écoinçon, empatture, étoupillon, fingard, lanceron, limure, linçoir, meulard, moletoir, ténure, trésillon, etc.




• Morphological Causes

The morphology of a language is a system with a certain cohesion linking its elements. Thus we cannot forget the strictly linguistic causes for the fossilization of so many terms, no matter how deserving. The derivatives maintain a motivational relationship with their root, which they enlarge through a suffix. Insofar as the derivative ceases to be interpreted as semantically dependent on its root, the value of the suffix dissolves. That is what happened with écoinçon, which no longer registered as a derivative of coin (“corner”), as well as with avalure, an old equestrian term that refers to a change in the horse’s hoof, caused by the detachment of the hard part from the skin: avalure is a derivative of avaler, not in the modern sense of this verb “to swallow,” but in the old sense of “detaching itself.” Again, we can cite trésillon (its root has disappeared), noting that a verbal origin can be found for this word, which used to be a nautical term designating a piece of wood used in tying two ropes together; trésillon had itself produced a derived verb, trésillonner, as attested in the Dictionnaire de la langue française (Littré).

Many terms besides those bearing the suffixes examined here have disappeared for this same morphological reason: the disappearance of their root. To name a few, affronterie, which, as indicated in the first edition of the Dictionnaire de l’académie française (1694), was derived from the verb affronter, for which the meaning was “to deceive”; affronterie thus designated an act of deception, and even of fraud; but affronter already possessed a second meaning, “to defy,” or “to pit oneself against,” and had produced a derivative for this meaning, affrontement. The supplanting of the “to deceive” meaning led to that of the derivative affronterie, all the more so because a lexical field develops, effronté/effronterie, that clearly opposes affronter/affrontement.




• Economic and Social Causes

These facts show that language organizes and reorganizes the lexical fields according to its own laws, and that internal factors cannot be neglected. However, the exclusion of many words is explained by the fact that they correspond to economic and social realities that are outdated, or considered so as soon as relationships of production, types of profession, and techniques change.








ANOTHER CAUSE OF THE DEATH OF WORDS: THE LAW OF TABOO AND ITS DEVASTATION

Over the course of the history of languages and in all parts of the world, words are assailed by many taboos. One human group chooses not to utter a word, whether it is because they want to ward off the evil effects they think they might provoke by doing so (avoidance behavior, or apotropaic behavior, as scholars call it), or because they decide to replace that word with a metaphoric and conciliatory name in order to win over the evil powers by using an antiphrase that presents them as good (propitiatory behavior).


THE TABOO AGAINST ANIMALS’ NAMES

This phenomenon is clearly illustrated by the names of animals with which nomadic hunters from the distant past had some relationship. That is why, in the languages of Slavic populations, to avoid designating the bear by its real name, the custom—apparently shared by all these languages—was to replace that name by a periphrasis meaning “eater of honey” (for example, in Russian, m’edv’ed’ ). There is no external cause that explains this lexical practice: the bear was found everywhere, and it was a very unified species, not involving pronounced or numerous variations which would have justified numerous designations. Nor is there a cause within the languages: the Indo-European name for bear, as it is found in Sanskrit (rksah), in Greek (arktos, from which comes the English adjective arctic), in Latin (ursus), involves an -o- stem of a completely common, dissyllabic type, and therefore not too short and not too long to persist (see Meillet 1958, 286); thus this name had no strictly linguistic reason to disappear. In addition, we encounter the same taboo among other northern European populations—Finnish, Estonians, Sami (“Lapps”), “who avoid calling the bear by its name and who describe it as ’the glory of the forest,’ ’the old one,’ ’the superb honey paw,’ ’the hairy one,’ ’the wide foot,’ ’the eater of white ants,’ etc. Moreover, we know that generally speaking, one of the most common vocabulary taboos applies to the name of the animal one hunts during hunting season. Among the Celts, where the name of the bear has not disappeared […] analogous periphrases are found; middle Welsh has melfochyn […], literally ’honey pig’ […], Irish has […] maith, ’good,’ Scotch Gaelic math ’good’” (Meillet 1958, 285).

The name of another hunted animal, the deer, also warrants a taboo. The Indo-European root which, this time, is retained in Russian (ol’en’ ) was replaced in other languages with an epithet meaning “horned,” as in English (hart) and in German (Hirsch). Comparable vocabulary taboos, of propitiatory inspiration in these cases, apply as well to other animals. Modern French uses the term belette (“pretty little [beast]”) for an animal that is called mostoile in medieval French, from the Latin mustela, “which still survives in the name of the fish mustelle, and the term in zoological classification Mustelidae, as well as in the dialects of the east, the northeast, and many southern French patois” (Rey 1992, 204).

Through the trickery of this flattering term, one avoided naming and sought to win the favor of the weasel, a fearsome carnivore who ravages the barnyard and enters the burrows where it sticks the rabbits.




THE COST FOR VOCABULARY

Vocabulary taboos can have devastating effects. A comparison of Indo-European languages and those of Australia presents striking differences in terms of reconstructing the old lexicon. Indeed, in Indo-European languages, the taboos for which I have just given various examples are few enough, so that it is not difficult to establish associated families in genetically related groups. Regular phonetic correspondences between the words of one language and those of another provide a solid base for demonstrating the shared origin of those languages. On the contrary, in many parts of Australia, after the death of a tribal member the word that forms the root of his name is banned and replaced by a word borrowed from a neighboring language. That is why, among a tribe living where the Murray and Darling rivers meet, the word meaning “water” was replaced nine times in five years, because during that period nine men died whose names included that word (see Dixon 1980, 19–33)! Certain tribes, like the Warlpiri and the Tiwa, keep alternate words in stock, all ready for such situations! Such customs result in a massive, and more or less erratic, transformation of the vocabulary. Typically there is no etymological kinship between the initial word and its substitute.

Similar phenomena exist in Africa, where, among many populations, taboos are applied not only to the names of deceased individuals, but also to those of supernatural beings and certain game animals, and even to words that are etymologically or phonetically related to them. That is also the case among Amerindian languages, like Twana, in the Salish family, formerly spoken in British Columbia, or Comox, in that same family (see Hagège 1981).




MARKET EUPHEMISMS

It is clear that words are the victims of all sorts of aggression, and that the taboo is not the least of them. It exists everywhere and has been present throughout history, taking different forms, like that of the euphemism, well known today in Western societies. For example, under pressure from the illusion mongers who hope to profit from bowdlerizing the facts, the French words for cancer, blind, deaf, and old, without completely falling out of use, give way to, respectively, a long and difficult illness, poor vision, hard of hearing, and third (or fourth) age. We could give countless examples.






ON TWO CAUSES FOR THE LOSS OF MEANINGS


CIRCUMSTANCES FOR TRANSMISSION: RE-CREATION BY THE CHILD

Transmitting language to children is not a continuous process. If it were, the child would receive the language of the parents intact. But that cannot be the case, since the ontogeny of language learning is also that of the physical being, from childhood to adolescence and then beyond, and since, as a result, the child is not in the same condition for receiving the familial language as an adult would be. Thus children re-create language for their own use, reinterpreting what they hear. They modify not only the forms, which they pronounce as their articulatory capacities allow them, but also the meanings. They designate by analogy, by metonymy, by generalization, calling any animal dog, for example, or by transferring from the possessed to the possessor, calling the computer or the violin daddy. Semantic displacements become more subtle as the child grows. But they continue to take place. Thus, when a word is used in some special way in the language of adults, the child, who perceives this use, fixates on it. From then on, the first meaning of that word, which the adults attribute to it in most instances, but which the child does not know, is eventually diluted and lost in the following generation. A wellknown case is that of the word saoul, “for which the old meaning is ’satiated’; this word has come to apply to the intoxicated, who are ’satiated with drink’; the first ones to use the word saoul in this way were expressing a kind of ironic indulgence and avoided the brutality of the true name ivre (drunk), but the child who heard them simply associated the idea of the drunken man to that of the word saoul, and that is how saoul became a synonym for the word ivre, which it has even replaced in colloquial usage; by the same token, the word saoul is the one that now expresses the idea the most crudely” (Meillet 1958, 236).




DISSOLVING TIES AND DIVERTING MEANINGS


• The Mechanism of Loss

The meaning of a word is not only the one it takes in the context in which it is used. It is also the one it possesses in and of itself, as given by the first part of the dictionary entry. But beyond that, associative relationships construct a field of solidarity between this word and others. We have seen how derivatives that become semantically autonomous are threatened with extinction because they are no longer connected to their roots (see above). In the same way, a word cut off from its group of affinities by historical circumstances is defenselessly exposed to pressures that alter its semantics. That is because it is no longer integrated into a context capable of preserving it.




• The Miserable, the Lively, and the Nest

That is why, for Latinophones, the Latin word captivus, “prisoner,” was not prone to losing this meaning, since it was quite naturally associated with the verb capere, “to take.” But in the languages descended from Latin, that verb has either disappeared, replaced by the descendants of prehendere, like the French prendre and the Italian prendere, or adopted specific meanings, like the one that appears in the French heir of its frequentative derivative captare, that is, capter. By effectively isolating captivus from the verb it was associated with in Latin, that adjective becomes exposed to external pressures. The contexts of its use finally give it the meaning “bad, contemptible,” which is the meaning of its Italian form cattivo, or the meaning of “miserable, unfortunate,” which is the meaning of its form in old French, chétif. This semantic evolution is probably not unrelated to the meaning of “prisoner of sin” that Christian authors in the first centuries gave to captivus.

The word then evolved toward the current meaning of chétif, but the meaning of “unfortunate” is not completely dead in France, since in one of the proposed etymologies it is the meaning of [shti ] (Picardy dialect form of chétif ) that we find in ch’ti-mi, “poor me,” an interjection that, since the First World War, has become a humorous way to designate the northern French, by imitating them. A clever reconstruction, going in the reverse direction of this spontaneous evolution, will generate captif beginning from captivus and with its same meaning. A comparable semantic evolution is that of the German adjective schlecht, “plain, simple.” Its e and its use in various contexts eventually distance it from the verb schlichten, “to level, to smooth out,” from which it is derived. Schlecht then takes the new meaning that is its exclusive one today, “bad”; no doubt because a simple man, in a very hierarchical feudal society like that of the Germanic peoples of the Early Middle Ages, was a man without value.

This semantic struggle, over the course of which words eventually lose their ability to safeguard their meanings, is illustrated again by the case of the Latin adjective vivus, “living,” which, in becoming the French vif, loses its ties to the verb vivere, “to live.” From then on, the acceptation of “living,” which was its principal meaning, disappears, except in frozen expressions, transmitted from the past, like mort ou vif (dead or alive), brûlé vif (burned alive). Secondary meanings dominate, which are those of “lively, animated, swift, abrupt.”

A final example is offered by the Latin word nidus, “nest,” that we trace back to the combination of two Indo-European words: * ni, “from high to low,” and * zhdo, from which comes the Latin verb sedere, “to be settled” (the asterisk marks reconstructed forms). In one Indo-European language of the Caucasus, Armenian, the word descended from this compound, nist, has retained the old meaning and signifies “residence.” The same is true in another language of the same family, Sanskrit (nídáh). But in Latin and in the Romance languages, as well as in the Germanic, Celtic, Slavic, and Baltic languages, the word took the particular meaning of “place where a bird has settled.” In late vulgar Latin, this word produced the derivation * nidiacem, from which we get the Italian nidiace and the French niais, all terms that originally designated, in the language of falconry, the bird taken in the nest. But as speakers are no longer aware of the relationship between nid and niais, the isolation of niais has accelerated its semantic evolution. Thus, this word, belonging to the vocabulary of the hunt like so many others, has taken the meaning of “clumsy, foolish, simpleton.”










Wholesale Massacres


DISAPPEARING WORDS, A FEW OF WHICH MANAGE TO LEAVE SOME TRACES

I will consider examples from just one language here, French, in order to examine, through various periods, a coherent whole. Moreover, we might recall that the aim of this chapter is to characterize the way in which languages, by means of words, struggle against decline and adapt themselves by virtue of a kind of vital instinct. Thus what I want to do is not to present lists, but to choose examples that seem to be revealing.


THE LEXICAL LOSSES OF THE PRECLASSICAL AGES

Lovers of medieval texts will recognize them, of course, but the majority of French speakers today cannot identify such well-coined words as ardre, “to burn,” bloutre, “clod of earth turned over by the plowshare,” chaloir, “to matter,” convice, “reproach,” cuider, “to think,” déduit, “diversion, pleasure,” dextre, “right,” s’e(s)baudir, “to be delighted,” férir, “to strike,” guerdon, “reward,” issir, “to go out, leave,” los, “praise,” piéça, “long ago,” pilloter, “to gather (nectar),” and soulas, “consolation.” These words have not all disappeared without a trace. We can see that ardent is the present participle of ardre. We use the adjective outrecuidant, the second part of which is the present participle of cuider. We still use an erudite compound of dextre—ambidextre—and a derivative, dextérité. Férir survives with its meaning in sans coup férir, although that expression is probably understood as a whole that is not analyzed. Issue retains something of issir, since it is the feminine form of its past participle. Chaloir is not entirely dead, since we still say peu me chaut, meaning, “it does not matter much to me.” But the use of that phrase is accompanied with a smile, which is a standard way of judging one’s own expression by injecting some distance in order to indicate that you know it is oldfashioned, or that you are using it for fun. The same can be said for s’e(s)baudir, deliberately used as an archaism, as a sign of complicity. As for pilloter, which was medieval in origin and which, according to A. Rey (1992, 1521) “had come into colloquial use (1829) and then disappeared,” it might also belong to this register of gentle irony, to judge from a recent critical anthology entitled Pillotage (Duhamel 1995). To indicate the benefits he has drawn from reading the texts he selected, the author uses as an epigraph a line from Montaigne’s Essais (I, 26): “The bees gather nectar ( pillotent) here and there from the flowers, but afterwards they make it into honey, which is all their own.”
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