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T. IVANY] - B
ON THE LINGUISTIC METHODS OF I. GOLDZIHER

The object of this paper is to give a briefaccount of how Igndce GOLDZIHER
approched linguistic data and what methods he aplied in language analysis, the study
of which may will be of interest not only to the historian but to present-day linguists
and philologists as well,

GOLDZIHER did not expound his scientific methods and conception expli-
citly in many places; this he left to his works, Nevertheless in 1905 when he spoke
about the past three decades of Islamic reswarch in Europe at the St, Louis Congress,
he formulated his views: ", ., aber wir wissen jetzt nicht nur quantitativ mehr, und
der Rahmen unserer Kentnisse ist nicht nur mit reicherem inhalt ausgefiillt, sondern
wir wissen es anders als unsere Vorganger; das heisst, wir betrachten es unter
anderen Gesichtspunkten und studieren es nach anderen Methoden, "' (1] Of the new
methods he refers to he considered to be the most important the historical-critical
method, upon which he based his own research, He described the change in the
attitude of European scholars as follows (with reference to Hadrian Reland who in
1704 wrote the first comprehensive manual on Islam in Europe): "... er werde den
Gegenstand seiner Erodrterungen darlegen "uti docetur in templis et scholis Mo-
hammedicis'", d.h, "wie er gelehrt wird in den mohammedanischen Gotteshausern
und Schulen'. Wir modifizieren, oder besser gesagt, wir bereichern diesen Grund-
satz und stellen den Islam dar ’wie er sich in seiner Entwicklung und seiner le-
bendigen Gestaltung zeigt, wie er wirksam ist’ in der Gessellschaft und in der
Geschichte," (the italics are mine), [2]

As for the methods he applied in processing linguistic data, they were,
naturally, never explicitly expounded, but his works testify that in several points
surpassed, in his practice, the manifested linguistic theses of his age and his
methods of working with language material would meet even the requirements
of today. To avoid being misunderstood 1 hasten to point out that in this re-
spect he did not stand alone among the outstanding contemporary philologists,

I think it is rather unfortunate that when the history of linguistics in the 19th
century is dealt with, the linguistic methods of those who while not primarily
linguists applied linguistic methods successfully in their research, are often
neglected.
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GOLDZIHER’s methods could be summed up in the following: a,) sys-
tematic semantics or lexicology on synchronic levels, b,) on the basis of dis-
tributional analysis, c¢.) in order to reconstruct the historical values of a giv-
en set of linguistic data. GOLDZIHER however is not primarily concerned with
’establishing’ semantic-lexicological relations; his lexical studies served to
further his cultural-historical research., Thus he was not engaged in elaborating
the historical semantics of the Arabic language, so by 'semantic system' we
only mean the relevant subsystems.

His methods of linguistic analysis can be best seen in his lengthy and
essentially still valid studies on religious and literary history, first of all the
volumes of Muhammedanische Studien and Abhandlungen zur arabische Philologie,
and not, as one would expect, in his papers directly devoted to linguistic questions.
In this light I have studied his ’ Uber die Vorgeschichte der HigZ-Poesie’[3] and I
shall present here a few examples to demonstrate the above statements.

GOLDZIHER’ s linguistic method, in a technical sense, was based on
strictly applied distributional analysis, which is also the corner-stone of twentieth
century linguistics, and which seems the most unchallengeable of all linguistic
methods, independent of linguistic schools or trends, With GOLDZIHER it means
the examination of both the possible semantic environments and of words and
meanings which ocour in similar environments (’parallel places’ in GOLDZIHER’s
terms), Let us see how this method works in analysing the term qafiya . The
traditionally accepted meaning of the word is "'rhyme, rhyme-syllable or rhyme-
foot', and it was used in the sense of verse only much later through the prevailance
of the pars pro toto principle, [4] GOLDZIHER collected a large number of instances
in which the term qafiya occurs and proved that they originated from very early
times, and thus they chronologically precede the appearance of qafiya meaning
"rhyme".[5] Comparing the direct contextual environments he found that the sub-
stitution of gafiya with the meaning of "rhyme' resulted in a nonsensical inter-
pretation whereas the meaning of "poem'' fitted in to the context. E.g. when CAmr
Du’1-Kalb, beleaguered by the Fahmites, told those who threatened him: "Lasst
mich nur noch so lang am Leben, bis ich fiinfzig Qawafi gesprochen habe, die ihr
dann in meinem Namen weiter iiberliefern moget,' [6] he cannot have meant
"rhymes", or "rhyme-syllables" by the term gafiya . Also when the poet
threatens his adversary saying ''dass er ihm mit feindlicher Rede und mit
ausgesuchten Qafiya’s (qawafin ~“ayn) entgegentreten werde",[7] he cannot
possibly have meant the last syllables of verses but rather verses in their
entirety or the whole poems,

After the establishment of the distribution (i.e., possible environmants)
of qafiya, GOLDZIHER turns his attention to the problem of sorting out other
words or expressions that can occur in similar surroundings as qafiya . The
meaning of these parallel expressions according to GOLDZIHER’ s method should
be understood beyond doubt, and they should be found in texts, dating from approxi-
mately the same period so they can help to define the exact meaning of gafiya .
Here is an example for the application of the principle of ’parallel places’:

(huwa) kanz al-gawafi wa-madinatuha , ''(he is) the treasure of qawafi and their
town''" — the reference is to the heathen poet, Tarafa.[8] The meaning 'verse,
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poem" of qafiya (pl. gawifi) here is borne out by parallel places, like innY
la-madinat a$-8i r minha yahrugu wa-ilayha yacﬁdu , "I am the town of the poem
(poetry), it (the poem) originates from and returns to it (the town)", [9]

GOLDZIHER'’ s method is, owing to the nature of his material, basically
that of the historian. So carrying on with the analysis of qafiya he pointed out
that in another period in the history of this word it did not simply mean any kind
of poem but a special kind of mocking-poem capable of spreading havoc among
one’s enemies, On this third synchronic level (the first level being the meaning,
"rhyme'", the second the meaning of '"verse, poem in general', where the ordinal
numbers, first, second, refer to the order of research and not to a chronological
sequence) he derivedthe additional meaning by the same sort of analysis: he found
examples where gafiya cannot but mean "a poem bringing about devastation':e.g.

s3qa §i rilahum qafiyatan x wa- alayhim 8ara 5i°ri damdama

""meine Dichtung treibt zu ihnen einen Spottspruch, und mein Gedicht wird ihnen
zur Vernichtung'.[10] At the same time, through his method of discounting parallel
places, he pointed out that the poems which bring about devastation are mocking-
poems, The possible environments (distribution) of gafiya range over adjectives
like: mashura ("spread'), $arida ("rambling"), etc., and comparisions as
""dangerous weapon'', "'casting-stone'', ""arrow', "'projectile weapon', etc, These
all were shown by GOLDZIHER to be the characteristic similes of curses and
mocking-poems,

This takes us to another important aspect of his methods, i.e. he always
conducted the diachronic examination within the framework of systems (or strictly
speaking, subsystems) of meanings, By matching the third meaning of qafiya to
a system of semantic relationships of words which fall under the scope of mocking
and curse poetry, and which, he had proved earlier, all referred to the so called
'pagan times’, he in fact defined the time of this third (but chronologically earliest)
meaning as well.

His study on ’Higa’-Poesie’ comprises in fact the presentation of the
historic changes in meaning undergone by six words and analysed in the same way as
gafiya, and all are traced back to pre-islamic periods. At the same time GOLD-
ZIHER explores — and this is his real intention — the conceptual and cultural
background to these linguistic signs.

Neither in a traditional Arabic nor in the European interpretation do these
six words form any close lexical or semantical group; they cannot thus be related
to each other in any meaningful way. The traditional interpretation developed later
in mature Islam when the cultural and language remains of the pre-islamic age
were still on hand but in a distorted form and were not really known and under -
stood.[11] The conceptual system of the age had fallen apart and became atomistic.
GOLDZIHER, however, succeeded in restoring the original system and the original
meaning of its elements, on the basis of scattered data, but he did this through the
only possible way, which was through language — first on linguistic level, then on
the cultural level as well.
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Let us look at the traditional interpretation of these six words, six im-
portant terms in higd-poetry:

Saytan: or Iblis by his other name, the vicious Satan, borrowed from Christian-
Jewish religious sources who inspires the poet in his artistic activity.

8a%ir:  artist, poet; the frequently occuring expression Saytan a§-3a%ir ("the
Satan, Demon of the poet'') being no more than a rhetorical cliche.

higa’: personal skirmish between poets, mocking-poems written against each
other,
sage: simply the rhetorical embellishment and decoration of prosaic speech.

ragaz: primitive and careless form of songs (as contrasted with gqarid , the
refined and well proportioned poem),

gafiya: (Pl. gawafi ) rhyme, rhyme-word or rhyme-syllable, which later as-
sumed the meaning of ''line of verse' and "poem'' too, on the basis of
the figure of pars pro toto. :

These explanations are characterised, besides everything that has been
mentioned above, by an ahistoric attitude and by a total disregard of changes in
the meaning of words, the result of which is that meanings known and used many
centuries later were projected back to earlier times,

Let us see now how GOLDZIHER interpreted the six above words:

Saytan: = ginn , "spiritus familiaris" in heathen times, one who is a companion
of th_epoet, inspiring him in the sense that he enlightens his mind and
provides him with information,

gactir: one who knows things and possesses supernatural and magical knowledge
— and because of his abilities is considered the oracle of his tribe in the
pre-islamic age.

higa’: magic saying, curse, a weapon which is at least as effective as real arms,

saget: the characteristic form of magic sayings in earlier times, originally pos-
sibly not different from higa’, being its synonym,

ragaz: rhythmically formulated sage’, with the special meaning of "mocking-
verse, curse'', in earlier times it may have been the primary form of
higa®,

gafiya: ''abusive saying', in its original meaning, or more exactly ''a poem
wounding the skull", which later came to mean any form of poetry, It
is only much later that by false analogy it began to mean '"'rhyme" or
"rhyme-syllable".

If we compared the two lines of interpretations what is most striking not
the difference between the individual meanings but the fact that GOLDZIHER suc-
ceeded in building up a coherent set of meanings (a semantic subsystem) which
could serve as the basis for the interpretation of an entire conceptual system and
culture,

So far I have attempted to point out the importance of the exact linguistic
methods, and the linguistic approach in GCLDZIHER’ s research into the history
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of religion and culture. As a final point I would like to put forward an example
which, in contrast to what has been said above, will show that a linguistic analysis
cannot work without a perfect understanding of the referential and cultural back-
ground, or rather that the two — i.e. an exact linguistic analysis and philological
knowledge must go hand in hand,

GOLDZIHER often corrected, mainly in his footnotes, the translation and
MS readings of renowned European Arabists. If we look more closely at these cor-
rections we realize that they do not mean that GOLDZIHER was a more observant
and attentive reader or that he knew Arabic better than his fellow scholars, These
corrections are in general based on a better understanding of the historical reality
that the given text referred to. Thus in his major study on hadit [12] he trans-
lates the Arabic sentence akrahana Calayhi ha’uld’i-l-umara’u as follows:
""these emirs forced people to write hadiths" (- i.e. to forge them) — the pious
az-ZUHRI said about himself, acquiescing in being the tool of the irreligious
Omayyad rulers. GOLDZIHER mentions in a footnote [{13] that this sentence is
read and translated by SPRENGER incorrectly in the following way: akrahna
alayhi ha’ula’i’ -l-umara’a that is, "we induced also those chiefs (who are not
mentioned) to disapprove of it"". Thus whereas in GOLDZIHER’s interpretation
ZUHRI admits his willingness to promote the interests of the dynasty by religious
means and to invent traditions (hadit) put in the mouth of the Prophet, SPRENGER
makes ZUHRI say that he has never forged hadit and on the contrary he has tried
to persuade the Omayyad rulers not to allow the forging of the sacred traditions
by others. But this latter explanation defies reality, GOLDZIHER was led to the
correct interpretation of the passage by his perfect knowledge of the age and of
hadit-literature in general, [14]

The conclusion that can be drawn from all this is that GOLDZIHER fol-
lowed implicitly a linguistic approach which we recognize as valid today in his
philological works in that he rejects an atomistic, isolated examination of language,
and argues that even historical linguistics needs systematic synchronic levels as
its starting points. Perhaps it is not too far-fetched to say that the systematic
linguistic methods he used in language analysis help in larger measure to explain
why his works are of indisputed value even today, nearly a hundred years after
their first appearance.

Notes —— —

1. I. GOLDZIHER, ’The progress of Islamic science in the last three decades’: Congress of
arts..., Univ, exp. St, Louis 1905, pp. 497-517; Also in German:
'Die Fortschritte der Islam-Wissenschaft in den letzten drei Jahrzehnten': Preuss, Jahrb.
121(1905) pp. 274-300.

2. 1., GOLDZIHER (1905), p. 275,

3. 1. GOLDZIHER, 'Uber die Vorgeschichte der Higa’-Poesie’: Abhandlungen zur arabischen Philo-
logie I, Leiden 1896, pp. 1-121,



Higa’ -Poesie p. 83,

Higa’ -Poesie p.84-85,

Higa’'-Poesie p.84,

Higa’ -Poesie p. 84-85,

Higa’ -Poesie p. 85.

Higa’ -Poesie p. 85-86.

Higa’ -Poesie p. 87.

For a more detailed account see GOLDZIHER, Higa’ -Poesie p. 9, et al.

I. GOLDZIHER, Muhammedanische Studien II, Halle 1890, pp. 1-410, Uber die Entwickelung
des Hadith; p. 38.

Muh. St., 1, p. 38, fn. 4.

Naturally, this divergence between the interpretations could only be made possible by the pecul-
iarity of Arabic writing, in which the written form of the two sentences, due to the
unmarked short vowels, coincide. It is to be noted here that Goldziher’s translation (but
not his reading) is now held wrong and corrected by F. Sezgin in his Geschichte des
arabischen Schrifttums, vol.1, p. 74 and 281,
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