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T. IVÁNYI 

ON THE LINGUISTIC METHODS OF I. GOLDZIHER 

The object of this paper is to give a brief account of how Ignácé 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 l inguis ts 
and philologists a s well . 

GOLDZIHER did not expound his scientific methods and conception e x p l i -
citly in many places ; this he left to his works . Nevertheless in 1905 when he spoke 
about the past three decades of Islamic r e swarch in Europe at the St. Louis Congre s s , 
he formulated his views: " . . . aber wir wissen jetzt nicht nur quantitativ m e h r , und 
der Rahmen unserer Kentnisse ist nicht nur mit re icherem inhalt ausgefüll t , sondern 
wir wissen es anders a l s unsere Vorganger ; das heisst , wir betrachten e s unter 
anderen Gesichtspunkten und studieren e s nach anderen Methoden. "[1] Of the new 
methods he r e f e r s to he considered to be the most important the h i s to r i ca l -c r i t i ca l 
method, upon which he based his own r e s e a r c h . He descr ibed the change in the 
attitude of European scholars as follows (with re ference to Hadrian Reland who in 
1704 wrote the f i r s t comprehensive manual on Islam in Europe): " . . . er werde den 
Gegenstand seiner Erörterungen darlegen "uti docetur in templ i s et scholis M o -
hammedic is" , d . h . "wie e r gelehrt wird in den mohammedanischen Got teshäusern 
und Schulen". Wir modifizieren, oder b e s s e r gesagt, wir bere ichern diesen G r u n d -
satz und stellen den Islam dar 'wie e r sich in seiner Entwicklung und se iner l e -
bendigen Gestaltung zeigt , wie e r wi rksam i s t ' in der Gessel lschaf t und in der 
Geschichte ." (the i ta l ics a re mine). [2] 

As for the methods he applied in processing linguistic data, they w e r e , 
natural ly, never explicitly expounded, but his works tes t i fy that in severa l points 
su rpassed , in his prac t ice , the manifes ted linguistic theses of his age and h i s 
methods of working with language m a t e r i a l would meet even the r e q u i r e m e n t s 
of today. To avoid being misunderstood I hasten to point out that in t h i s r e -
spect he did not stand alone among the outstanding contemporary phi lologis ts . 
I think it is r a the r unfortunate that when the history of linguistics in the 19th 
century is dealt with, the linguistic methods of those who while not p r i m a r i l y 
linguists applied linguistic methods successful ly in their r e s e a r c h , a r e often 
neglected. 
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GOLDZIHER's methods could be summed up in the following: a . ) s y s -
t emat i c semant ics or lexicology on synchronic levels, b . ) on the basis of d i s -
t r ibut ional analys is , c . ) in order to r e c o n s t r u c t the h is tor ica l values of a g iv -
en set of linguistic da ta . GOLDZIHER however is not p r imar i ly concerned with 
' e s t ab l i sh ing ' semantic-lexicological r e l a t i ons ; his lexical studies served to 
f u r t h e r his cu l tu ra l -h i s to r ica l r e s e a r c h . Thus he was not engaged in elaborat ing 
the his tor ica l semant ics of the Arabic language, so by " semant i c system" we 
only mean the re levan t subsystems. 

His methods of linguistic ana lys i s can be best seen in his lengthy and 
essent ia l ly still valid s tudies on re l ig ious and l i terary h i s to ry , f i r s t of all the 
volumes of Muhammedanische Studien and Abhandlungen zur arabische Philologie, 
and not , as one would expect , in his p a p e r s di rect ly devoted to linguistic ques t ions . 
In th is light I have studied his ' Über die Vorgeschichte der Higâ'-Poesie ' [3] and I 
shall present here a few examples to demons t ra t e the above s ta tements . 

GOLDZIHER's linguistic method, in a technical sense , was based on 
s t r i c t ly applied dis t r ibut ional analysis, which i s a lso the co rne r - s tone of twentieth 
century l inguist ics, and which seems the m o s t unchallengeable of all linguistic 
methods , independent of linguistic schools or t r ends . With GOLDZIHER it means 
the examination of both the possible semant ic environments and of words and 
meanings which occur in s imilar envi ronments ( 'para l le l p l aces ' in GOLDZIHER's 
t e r m s ) . Let us see how th is method works in analysing the t e r m qàfiya . The 
t radi t ional ly accepted meaning of the word i s " rhyme , rhyme-sy l lab le or r h y m e -
foot" , and it was used in the sense of v e r s e only much later through the prevai lance 
of the p a r s pro toto p r inc ip le . [4] GOLDZIHER collected a large number of ins tances 
in which the t e r m qàfiya occurs and proved that they originated f rom very ea r ly 
t i m e s , and thus they chronologically precede the appearance of qàfiya meaning 
" r h y m e " . [5] Comparing the direct contextual environments he found that the sub-
stitution of qàfiya with the meaning of " r h y m e " resul ted in a nonsensical i n t e r -
pretat ion whereas the meaning of "poem" f i t ted in to the context . E . g . when A m r 
Dü'1-Kalb, beleaguered by the Fahmites , told those who threa tened him: "Lass t 
mich nur noch so lang a m Leben, bis ich fünfz ig Qawäfl gesprochen habe, die ihr 
dann in meinem Namen wei ter überl iefern m ö g e t . " [6] he cannot have meant 
" r h y m e s " , or " rhyme-sy l l ab le s" by the t e r m qàfiya . Also when the poet 
t h r ea t ens his adve r sa ry saying "dass er ihm mit feindlicher Rede und mit 
ausgesuchten Q à f i y a ' s (qawäfin ayn) entgegentreten werde" , [7] he cannot 
possibly have meant the las t syllables of v e r s e s but ra ther v e r s e s in their 
en t i re ty or the whole p o e m s . 

After the es tabl ishment of the dis t r ibut ion ( i . e . , possible environmants) 
of qàf iya , GOLDZIHER t u r n s his attention to the problem of sor t ing out other 
words or express ions that can occur in s im i l a r surroundings a s qàfiya . The 
meaning of these para l le l express ions accord ing to GOLDZIHER' s method should 
be understood beyond doubt, and they should be found in texts , dating from approx i -
mate ly the same period so they can help to def ine the exact meaning of qàfiya . 
Here is an example for the application of the pr incip le of ' p a r a l l e l p l aces ' : 
(huwa ) kanz al-qawàfî wa-madînatuhà , "(he i s ) the t r easu re of qawäfi and their 
town" — the r e f e rence is to the heathen poet , T a r a f a . [8] The meaning "verse , 
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poem" of qàfiya (pl. qawâfî) here i s borne out by paral lel p l ace s , like innt 
la-madînat a s - s f r minhà yahrugu wa-ilayhà yaCùdu , "I a m the town of the poem 
(poetry), it (the poem) originates f r o m and r e t u r n s to it (the town)". [9] 

GOLDZIHER's method i s , owing to the nature of h i s ma te r i a l , bas ical ly 
that of the his tor ian. So ca r ry ing on with the analysis of qäf iya he pointed out 
that in another per iod in the his tory of th is word it did not s imply mean any kind 
of poem but a special kind of mocking-poem capable of spreading havoc among 
o n e ' s enemies . On this th i rd synchronic level (the f i r s t level being the meaning, 
" r h y m e " , the second the meaning of " v e r s e , poem in g e n e r a l " , where the ordinal 
numbers , f i r s t , second, r e f e r to the order of r e s e a r c h and not to a chronological 
sequence) he derived the additional meaning by the same sort of analys is : he found 
examples where qäfiya cannot but mean "a poem bringing about devas ta t ion" :e .g . 

sàqa si r i lahum qàfiyatan * wa- alayhim sara s i c r i damdama  
"meine Dichtung t re ib t zu ihnen einen Spottspruch, und mein Gedicht wird ihnen 

zur Vernichtung". [10] At the same t ime , through his method of discounting para l le l 
p laces , he pointed out that the poems which br ing about devastat ion a r e mocking -
poems . The possible environments (distribution) of qäfiya range over ad jec t ives 
like: mashùra ( " s p r e a d " ) , sâ r ida ("rambling"), e t c . , and compar is ions a s 
"dangerous weapon", "cast ing-s tone", " a r r o w " , "project i le weapon", e tc . These 
all were shown by GOLDZIHER to be the charac te r i s t i c s i m i l e s of c u r s e s and 
mocking-poems. 

This takes us to another important aspect of h is methods , i . e . he a lways 
conducted the diachronic examination within the f ramework of sys tems (or s t r i c t ly 
speaking, subsys tems) of meanings. By matching the th i rd meaning of qäfiya to 
a system of semantic re la t ionships of words which fall under the scope of mocking 
and cu r se poetry, and which, he had proved ea r l i e r , al l r e f e r r e d to the so cal led 
'pagan t i m e s ' , he in fact defined the t ime of this third (but chronologically e a r l i e s t ) 
meaning a s well . 

His study on ' Higà' - P o e s i e ' compr i ses in fact the presentat ion of the 
h is tor ic changes in meaning undergone by six words and analysed in the same way as 
qäfiya, and all a re t raced back to p r e - i s l amic per iods . At the same t ime GOLD-
ZIHER explores — and this i s h is r e a l intention — the conceptual and cul tura l 
background to these linguistic s igns . 

Neither in a t radi t ional Arabic nor in the European interpretat ion do these 
six words form any close lexical or semantical group; they cannot thus be r e l a t e d 
to each other in any meaningful way. The traditional in terpre ta t ion developed la te r 
in mature Is lam when the cul tural and language r ema ins of the p r e - i s l amic age 
were still on hand but in a d is tor ted form and were not r e a l l y known and u n d e r -
stood. [11] The conceptual sys tem of the age had fallen apa r t and became a tomis t i c . 
GOLDZIHER, however, succeeded in r e s to r ing the original system and the original 
meaning of i ts e lements , on the bas i s of scat tered data, but he did this through the 
only possible way, which was through language — f i r s t on linguistic level , then on 
the cultural level a s well. 
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Let us look at the traditional interpretat ion of these six words, six i m -
portant t e r m s in higà'-poetry: 

saytän: or Iblis by h i s other name, the vicious Satan, bor rowed f rom Chr i s t i an -
Jewish re l ig ious sources who in sp i r e s the poet in h i s a r t i s t i c activity. 

s à c i r : a r t i s t , poet; the frequently occuring expression êaytân a s - s à g i r ("the 
Satan, Demon of the poet")being no more than a r h e t o r i c a l cliche, 

h i g a ' : personal s k i r m i s h between poets , mocking-poems wri t ten against each 
other . 

sa§°: simply the r h e t o r i c a l embell ishment and decoration of prosa ic speech, 
r a g a z : primitive and c a r e l e s s form of songs (as contrasted with qarid , the 

ref ined and well proport ioned poem), 
qàfiya: (Pl . qawàfï ) r h y m e , rhyme-word or rhyme-sy l l ab le , which later a s -

sumed the meaning of "line of v e r s e " and "poem" too, on the basis of 
the figure of p a r s p r o toto. 

These explanations a r e cha rac t e r i s ed , besides everything that has been 
mentioned above, by an ah i s to r i c attitude and by a total d i s r e g a r d of changes in 
the meaning of words, the r e s u l t of which i s that meanings known and used many 
cen tu r i e s later were p ro j ec t ed back to e a r l i e r t imes . 

Let us see now how GOLDZIHER interpre ted the six above words: 

= ginn , " s p i r i t u s f ami l i a r i s " in heathen t imes , one who is a companion 
of the poet, inspi r ing him in the sense that he enl ightens his mind and 
provides him with information. 
one who knows th ings and p o s s e s s e s supernatural and magical knowledge 
— and because of h i s abil i t ies is considered the o rac le of his tr ibe in the 
p re - i s l amic age . 
magic saying, c u r s e , a weapon which is at least a s effect ive as rea l a r m s , 
the charac te r i s t i c f o r m of magic sayings in ea r l i e r t i m e s , originally p o s -
sibly not different f r o m high', being its synonym. 
rhythmically formulated sagc ' , with the special meaning of "mocking-
v e r s e , c u r s e " , in e a r l i e r t imes it may have been the p r i m a r y form of 
higa*. 
"abusive saying", in i ts original meaning, or more exact ly "a poem 
wounding the skul l" , which later came to mean any f o r m of poetry. It 
is only much la te r that by false analogy it began to mean " rhyme" or 
" rhyme-sy l l ab le" . 

If we compared the two lines of in terpre ta t ions what i s most striking not 
the d i f fe rence between the individual meanings but the fact that GOLDZIHER suc-
ceeded in building up a coheren t set of meanings (a semantic subsys tem) which 
could s e r v e as the bas i s for the interpretat ion of an entire conceptual system and 
cu l ture . 

So far I have at tempted to point out the importance of the exact linguistic 
methods , and the linguistic approach in GOLDZIHER' s r e s e a r c h into the history 

saytän: 

éà c i r : 

higä ' : 
sag c : 

r agaz : 

qàfiya: 
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of religion and cu l tu re . As a final point I would like to put fo rward an example 
which, in cont ras t to what has been said above, will show that a linguistic ana lys i s 
cannot work without a perfect understanding of the r e fe ren t i a l and cul tural back -
ground, or r a the r that the two — i . e . an exact linguistic ana lys i s and philological 
knowledge must go hand in hand. 

GOLDZIHER often cor rec ted , mainly in his footnotes, the t ranslat ion and 
MS readings of renowned European A r a b i s t s . If we look m o r e closely at these c o r -
rec t ions we rea l i ze that they do not mean that GOLDZIHER was a more observant 
and attentive r e a d e r or that he knew Arabic bet ter than his fellow scho la rs . These 
cor rec t ions a r e in general based on a be t te r understanding of the h is tor ica l rea l i ty 
that the given text r e f e r r e d to. Thus in his ma jo r study on hadit [12] he t r a n s -
la tes the Arabic sentence akrahanä c a l ayh i ha ' ulä ' i - 1 - u m a r ä ' u a s follows: 
" these e m i r s fo rced people to write hadi ths" ( - i . e . to forge them) — the pious 
az-ZUHRÎ said about h imsel f , acquiescing in being the tool of the i r re l ig ious 
Omayyad r u l e r s . GOLDZIHER mentions in a footnote [13] that this sentence is 
read and t rans la ted by SPRENGER incorrec t ly in the following way: akrahnà 
alayhi h a ' u l ä ' i ' - 1 - u m a r â ' a that i s , "we induced also those chiefs (who a r e not 

mentioned) to disapprove of i t " . Thus whereas in GOLDZIHER's in terpreta t ion 
ZUHRÍ admits his will ingness to promote the in teres ts of the dynasty by re l ig ious 
means and to invent t radi t ions (hadit) put in the mouth of the P rophe t , SPRENGER 
makes ZUHRÏ say that he has never forged hadit and on the con t ra ry he has t r i e d 
to persuade the Omayyad r u l e r s not to allow the forging of the sac red t radi t ions 
by o thers . But this la t ter explanation def ies rea l i ty . GOLDZIHER was led to the 
co r r ec t interpretat ion of the passage by his perfect knowledge of the age and of 
had i t - l i t e ra ture in genera l . [14] 

The conclusion that can be drawn f r o m all this is that GOLDZIHER fo l -
lowed implicitly a linguistic approach which we recognize a s valid today in his 
philological works in that he r e j e c t s an a tomis t ic , isolated examination of language, 
and a rgues that even his tor ical l inguist ics needs sys temat ic synchronic levels a s 
i ts s tar t ing points . P e r h a p s it is not too fa r - fe tched to say that the sys temat ic 
linguistic methods he used in language analys is help in l a r g e r measu re to explain 
why his works a r e of indisputed value even today, near ly a hundred y e a r s a f t e r 
their f i r s t appearance . 

N o t e « = — 

1. I . GOLDZIHER, 'The progress of Islamic science in the last three decades ' : Congress of 
a r t s . . . , Univ. exp. St. Louis 1905. pp. 497-517; Also in German: 
'Die Fortschr i t te der Islam-Wissenschaft in den letzten drei Jahrzehnten ' : P reus s . Jahrb . 
121(1905) pp. 274-300. 

2. I. GOLDZIHER (1905), p. 275. 
3. I . GOLDZIHER, 'Über die Vorgeschichte der Higà ' -Poes ie ' : Abiiandlungen zur arabischen Phi lo-

logie I, Leiden 1896, pp. 1-121. 
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4. H i g a ' - P o e s i e p. 83. 
5. Higä ' -Poesie p .84 -85 . 
6 . H i g ä ' - P o e s i e p .84. 
7. Higä ' -Poesie p. 84-85. 
8. Higä ' -Poesie p. 85. 
9. H i g ä ' - P o e s i e p. 85-86. 

10. Higä ' -Poesie p. 87. 
11. F o r a more detailed account see GOLDZIHER, Higä ' -Poes i e p. 9, et a l . 
12. I . GOLDZIHER, Muhammedanische Studien П, Halle 1890, pp. 1-410, Über die Entwickelung 

des Hadith; p . 38. 
13. Muh. S t . , П, p. 38, £n. 4. 
14. Natura l ly , this divergence between the in terpre ta t ions could only be made possible by the pecul -

iarity of Arabic wri t ing, in which the written form of the two sentences , due to the 
unmarked short vowels , coincide. It is to be noted here that G o l d z i h e r ' s translation (but 
not his reading) is now held wrong and cor rec ted by F. Sezgin in his Geschichte des 
arabischen Schr i f t tums , vol .1, p. 74 and 281. 
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