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The Distinction between Modern Linguistics
and Traditional Philology
—A Response to Two Papers by Professor Li

Ang, Unjin”

Abstract

This paper aims to respond to Professor Wu-Wei Li’s two papers (Li 2017a,
2017b) that criticize Ang (1994) for overestimating Naoyoshi Ogawa’s achievements
in Chinese historical linguistics. Li contends that Ogawa (1907) is not the first in
Asia to conduct research in comparative historical linguistics and degrades Ogawa
(1907) for not being on a par with Karlgren (1915-1926). This paper reassesses the
counterexamples that Li furnished and responds to his arguments one by one. I
gratefully accept some of Li’s criticisms, but insist that there was no research on
historical linguistics in terms of the comparative method of modern linguistics until
Ogawa (1907). I conclude that the contradiction between us is attributable to a
difference in historical point of view. I propose a “methodology decision theory” and
argue that Japan would not have had comparative historical linguistics until it was
introduced from the West. Ultimately, it is my conviction that modern linguistics and
traditional philology are different disciplines, which are mutually complementary
but not incompatible with each other. Linguists of these two fields have to work

together to enhance the validity of their research.

Keywords: Naoyoshi Ogawa, comparative historical linguistics, methodology,

modern linguistics, traditional philology
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