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The Chinese University of Hong Kong 

Department of Linguistics and Modern Languages 

Second Term, 2022-23 

 

Course Title:  LING4401 Special Topics in Linguistics (Historical Linguistics) 

 

Description: 

This course introduces general aspects of historical linguistics and familiarize students with basic concepts and methods 

in historical linguistics. Students will develop a general idea of how language changes, in lexicon, semantics and 

sounds. Students will be trained to appreciate the basic procedures of the methods in historical linguistics and to apply 

these methods to materials with guidance. This course also introduces basic materials and methods of Chinese historical 

linguistics. The goal of this course is to help students appreciate linguistic argumentation to further explore historical 

linguistics or other fields of linguistics. 

 

 

 

Content, highlighting fundamental concepts 

 

Topic Contents/fundamental concepts 

Historical linguistics Language change  

Lexical change Acronym, Compounding, Taboo, Loanwords 

Sound change Merger, split, Palatalization, common types of sound 

change; Great Vowel Shift, Chain Shifts 

Comparative method Cognates, sound correspondence, reconstruction, Grimm's 

Law, regularity of sound change 

Internal reconstruction The glottalic theory; the difference between internal 

reconstruction and generative grammar 

Quantitative methods Glottochronology, phylogenetic methods 

Language classification The family-tree model (Stammbaum), The Wave theory, 

regular correspondence 

Language contact Pidgins and creoles, stratum 

Chinese historical linguistics Chinese dialect classification, Middle Chinese, Old 

Chinese, Layers in Dialectology, Tonogenesis 

Theoretical issues in historical linguistics The uniformitarianism principle, Lexical diffusion 

 

Learning outcomes 

 

 

• Understand the basic principles and the methods of historical linguistics 

• Be able to identify common types of sound change 

• Be able to appreciate the comparative method and internal reconstruction 

• Be able to apply the reconstruction procedure with guidance 

• Develop a general idea of language classification and linguistic change 

• Understand the basic theoretical assumptions of historical linguistics 

• Have a basic understanding of Chinese historical phonology 
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M: Mandatory activity in the course 

O: Optional activity 

NA: Not applicable 

 

Assessment scheme 

 

Task nature Description Weight 

Participation 

 

Class participation: question answering and discussion 

of questions 

10% 

Assignments 

 

3 written assignments (first on lexical and semantic 

change, second on sound change, last on the 

comparative method) 

25% (5%  1 + 

10%  2) 

Mid-term exam 

 

Close-book exams; questions are based on concepts 

covered in class 

30% 

Final exam 

 

Close-book exams; questions are based on concepts 

covered in class and in assignments 

35% 

 

 

Learning resources for students  

 

Textbook 

Campbell, L. (2013). Historical linguistics : An introduction (3rd ed.). Edinburgh University Press. (Online access at 

CUHK library) 

 

Recommended readings 

Meillet, A. (Antoine). (1967). The comparative method in historical linguistics. Librairie Honoré Champion. 

 

Robins, R. H. (1990). A short history of linguistics (3rd ed.). Longman. 

 

徐通锵. (1991). 《历史语言学》(第 1 版). 商务印书馆. 

 

Learning resources 

The History and Philosophy of the Language Sciences podcast 

https://hiphilangsci.net/category/podcast/ 

 

Encyclopedia of Chinese Language and Linguistics (Online access provided by the CUHK library) 

https://referenceworks.brillonline.com/browse/encyclopedia-of-chinese-language-and-linguistics 

 

 

 

 

Feedback for evaluation 

 

Students are encouraged to give feedback or comments on course contents and teaching materials throughout the 

course, in addition to the midterm and final course evaluation. Students can contact either the lecturer or tutor directly. 

See contact details below. 

 

Grade Descriptors 

 

Grade Overall course 

A Outstanding performance on all learning outcomes. 

A solid understanding of the basic principles of historical linguistics; can identify common sound 

changes and describe the process; can apply the comparative methods with little guidance 

A- Generally outstanding performance on most learning outcomes. 

A good understanding of the basic principles of historical linguistics; can identify most common sound 

changes; can apply the comparative methods with guidance 

B Satisfactory performance on most learning outcomes. 

Satisfactory understanding of the basic principles of historical linguistics; can identify some sound 

changes; can apply the comparative methods with further guidance 

C Satisfactory performance on some learning outcomes. 

Satisfactory understanding of some of the concepts of historical linguistics; can identify a few sound 

https://referenceworks.brillonline.com/browse/encyclopedia-of-chinese-language-and-linguistics
https://referenceworks.brillonline.com/browse/encyclopedia-of-chinese-language-and-linguistics


  

 3 

changes; can apply the comparative methods with intensive guidance 

D Barely satisfactory performance on a number of learning outcomes. 

A basic understanding of some of the concepts of historical linguistics; can identify a few sound 

changes covered in class; can barely apply the comparative methods 

F Unsatisfactory performance on a number of learning outcomes. 

Very little understanding of some of the concepts of historical linguistics; cannot identify sound 

changes; cannot apply the comparative methods at all 

 

 

Course schedule 

 

Class/ week Date Topic Requirements 

1 12/01 Introduction to Historical Linguistics Campbell (2013) Ch.1 

2 19/01 Semantic and Lexical change Campbell (2013) Ch.9 

3 26/01 Lunar New Year  

4 02/02 Sound change I: common processes  Campbell (2013) Ch.2 

5 09/02 Sound change II: systematic changes Campbell (2013) Ch.2 

6 16/02 Chinese historical linguistics: Basic 

materials 

supplementary 

17/02 1st assignment due  

7 23/02 Methods in historical linguistics: the 

comparative method 

Campbell (2013) Ch.5 

8 02/03 Mid-term exam  

9 09/03 Reading week  

10 16/03 Methods in historical linguistics: 

internal reconstruction 

Campbell (2013) Ch.8 

17/03 2nd assignment due  

11 23/03 Methods in historical linguistics: 

quantitative methods 

Campbell (2013) Ch.17 

12 30/03 Language contact Campbell (2013) Ch.12 

13 06/04 Language classification and the wave 

theory 

Campbell (2013) Ch.6 

14 13/04 Chinese historical linguistics: 

Methods and reconstructions 

supplementary 

14/03 3rd assignment due  

15 20/04 Theoretical issues in historical 

linguistics: lexical diffusion and the 

uniformitarianism principle 

supplementary 

 TBC Final Exam  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Teachers’ or TA’s contact details 

 

Professor/Lecturer/Instructor:  

Name: Dr. Chunyu Ge 

Office Location: Fung King Hey Building 221 

Telephone: 39430575 

Email: chunyuge@cuhk.edu.hk 

Teaching Venue: WMY407 

Website: https://ge-chunyu.github.io/ 

Other information:  

 

Teaching Assistant/Tutor:  
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Name: Meihao Wan 

Office Location: G19, Leung Kau Kui Building 

Telephone:  

Email:  

Website:  

Other information:  

 

 

A facility for posting course announcements 

 

Announcements will be posted on the course Blackboard platform, and be emailed to students. Course materials will 

also be posted on the Blackboard platform. 

 

 

 

Academic honesty and plagiarism  

 

Attention is drawn to University policy and regulations on honesty in academic work, and to the disciplinary guidelines 

and procedures applicable to breaches of such policy and regulations.  Details may be found at 

http://www.cuhk.edu.hk/policy/academichonesty/.  With each assignment, students will be required to submit a 

statement that they are aware of these policies, regulations, guidelines and procedures. 

 

 

 

 

--- End --- 

http://www.cuhk.edu.hk/policy/academichonesty/

