
Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-108-83304-2 — Wilhelm von Humboldt and Early American Linguistics
Emanuel J. Drechsel
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Wilhelm von Humboldt and Early American Linguistics

Wilhelm von Humboldt (1767–1835), an early pioneer in the philosophy of

language, linguistic and educational theory, was not only one of the first

European linguists to identify human language as a rule-governed system –

the foundational premise of Noam Chomsky’s generative theory – or to reflect

on cognition in studying language; he was also a major scholar of Indigenous

American languages. However, with his famous naturalist brother Alexander

“stealing the show,”Humboldt’s contributions to linguistics and anthropology

have remained understudied in English until today. Drechsel’s unique book

addresses this gap by uncovering and examining Humboldt’s influences on

diverse issues in nineteenth-century American linguistics, from Peter

S. Duponceau to the early Boasians, including Edward Sapir. This study

shows how Humboldt’s ideas have shaped the field in multiple ways.

Shining a light on one of the early innovators of linguistics, it is essential

reading for anyone interested in the history of the field.

emanuel j. drechsel is Adjunct Professor in the Department of

Linguistics at the University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa. Notable publications

include Mobilian Jargon (Clarendon Press, 1997) and Language Contact in

the Early Colonial Pacific (Cambridge University Press, 2014).
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Preface

Although known for diverse achievements, Wilhelm von Humboldt (1767–

1835) did not acquire much of a reputation as an Americanist linguist or

anthropologist, usually ascribed to his younger, often better-known brother

Alexander von Humboldt (1769–1859). As explorer and geographer,

Alexander indeed gathered significant linguistic, ethnographic, and historical

materials in the Americas for Wilhelm, and served as a major contact with

American academics on his older brother’s behalf. Significantly, these

resources then provided the elder Humboldt with empirical data on several

American languages and societies for a broadly defined anthropological lin-

guistics, literally Americanizing his comparative perspective and introducing

new questions, innovative approaches, and surprising answers. By extension of

his younger brother and through American contacts, Wilhelm von Humboldt

came to exert major influences on two generations of nineteenth-century

American linguists and anthropologists, foremost on Peter S. Duponceau,

John Pickering, A. Albert Gallatin, Francis Lieber, Albert S. Gatschet, and

Daniel G. Brinton, as only occasionally recognized. Additionally, Humboldt’s

ideas set the future stage for modern anthropological linguistics by Franz Boas

and his linguistics students, principally Alfred L. Kroeber and Edward Sapir, in

the early twentieth century, although they vociferously rejected any evolution-

ary relics of the nineteenth century.

Much awareness of these Humboldtian Americanist roots has been forgotten

since World War I, similarly to Alexander’s central role in the development of

American natural science. Unlike his younger brother, who had been to

Philadelphia and Washington, Wilhelm von Humboldt never visited the

Americas, which explains his worse fate in the United States than

Alexander’s. The current book attempts to make up some of this loss, and

presents the elder Humboldt as a significant Americanist scholar, whose con-

tributions had a major impact on early American linguistics and anthropology.

It offers an integrated translation and paraphrase of key anthropological-

linguistic ideas by Humboldt to an anglophone audience, who traditionally

have enjoyed little exposure to his thought beyond the frequently cited – and

sometimes misunderstood – Sapir–Whorf hypothesis of linguistic relativity

xi
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and Noam Chomsky’s interpretations of Humboldtian key concepts. Attention

here turns instead to sociolinguistic and ethnographic field research (as

Humboldt originally developed with Basque, an isolate language of Europe,

in the Pyrenees, Spain), the idea of linguistic and cultural otherness (alterity),

early notions of comparative linguistics, phonological and morphological-

syntactic analysis, the Romantic concept of inner form, questions of linguistic

typology, divergences in language use and sociolinguistic contexts, and

requirements for a broadly conceived diachronic approach beyond the standard

comparative method.

xii Preface
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