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Abstract:  

Sir Wiliam Jones is well-known for his concept of the Indo-European language. What is less known 

about him, is that he was well-versed in Persian too. He had written a Grammar of the Persian 

Language before he arrived in India. At his college,he was, hence, called the Persian Jones. Even 

then, when he addressed the Asiatic Society and conceptualised the Indo-European language, he 

showed ambiguity in expressing affinities between Sanskrit and Persian. These two languages 

were, nevertheless, closest in the family. This ambiguity tells us about colonial biases and 

misinterpretations in the process of the colonial knowledge system.  

 

FROM PERSIAN JONES TO THE FATHER OF LINGUISTICS: A 

REAPPRAISAL OF WILLIAM JONES’S WORK AND IDEA  

 

The work of theOrientalistWilliam Jonesremains very influential in comparative linguistic studies. 

He founded the Asiatic Society of Bengal in 1784. In India and the West, he is well known for his 

famous third annual lecture in the Society. In this celebrated address before the Asiatic Society of 

Bengal on February 2, 1786, William Jones proposed the theory of the common origin of Indo-

European languages. His hypothesis was so influential and crucial for the study of linguistics that 

he is considered the father of modern linguistics. Even today when Jones is being criticized and his 

arguments are questioned, perhaps none can categorically reject his formulations. Nevertheless, 

there are lots of admiration for him and his work. In this small reappraisal, we would like to explore 

some unknown facts and formulations of his studies.  
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William Jones‟s interest in oriental languages and literature developed very early, while he 

was still in his twenties and studying law in the Middle Temple. His first popular work on any 

oriental language was published in 1771. This work was on the Persian language and was named 

the Grammar of the Persian Language. His biographer notes that with the publication of the book, 

“he was now one of the most famous Orientalists in Europe, having been given the epithets of 

Persian Jones and Oriental Jones.” 

i
 Interestingly, his biographer also noticed that Jones did not have authoritative command 

over the knowledge of Persian when he wrote his Grammar. He could not speak Persian and could 

only write it. The primary data for the book was collected from Persian literature, mostly from the 

works of Hafiz. Indeed, „his corpus was not “Indian Persian,” despite his statement in the preface 

that his major purpose was to help East India Company employees to learn the language. It was not 

even representative of eighteen-century non-literary Persian writing‟, argued Garland Cannon.
ii
 

Nevertheless, the book established Jones‟ reputation as an oriental scholar. He helped his publisher 

William Richardson in publishing A Grammar of the Arabic Language and A Dictionary, Persian 

Arabic and English. In 1780 Jones stated that he „[r]esolved to learn no more rudiments of any 

kind, but perfect myself in, First 12 Languages, and the means of acquiring accurate knowledge”.
iii

 

The twelve languages that Jones claimed to have mastered were „Greek, Latin and its derivations 

(French, Italian, Portuguese, Spanish), English, German, Persian, Arabic and Hebrew‟.
iv

 Notably, 

before coming to India, William Jones did not know Sanskrit but he knew Persian at least, even if 

not perfectly according to his biographer. His sympathetic biographer Garland Cannon reconstructs 

an event in William Jones‟ life at a time when Jones had been well known in India for his scholarly 

activities: 

Never studied with a Persian informant, he had an unfortunate experience soon after his 

arrival. A British Friend who was fluent in Persian was sitting with him when some learned 

Indians came to pay their respect. Jones addressed them in Persian, which he had learned 

from books. One of the Indians whispered to the friend that Jones should not use English, as 

they did not understand it. Because he was learned in Persian, he should use it. The friend 

chose not to mortify Jones.
v
 

The statement further emphasised that William Jones‟ knowledge of the Persian language 
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was not at par. He might be speaking in an English accent which was not understood by those 

Indians. Nonetheless, whatever knowledge of languages Jones possessed, he was not a professional 

linguist but a jurist. He completed his studies in law in 1773 and made efforts to get the post of 

judge in the Bengal Supreme Court. He knew very well that judgeship in the East India Company 

could not only fulfil his financial needs but also support his oriental scholarship. In 1783, he was 

appointed a Supreme Court judge, and soon after he reached Calcutta. The appointment provided 

him desired opportunity to continue his scholarly work. 

In India, Jones soon made friends among those who were already exploring various aspects 

of Indian life i.e., creating a large amount of oriental knowledge. He became a close friend of 

Charles Wilkins. Wilkins who was the first European to study Sanskrit was a senior merchant in the 

East India Company. Another new friend was Richard Johnson who knew Persian and was 

studying Indian music. Jones often discussed Hinduism and its deities with Richard. From 

Wilkins,Jones always sought to know about Hindu religious texts in Sanskrit. These discussions 

were mostly related to his professional duty of adjudicating legal disputes among Indians according 

to their old, traditional and religious practices. Nevertheless, it was during these discussions that he 

mooted the idea to float an organization called the Asiatic Society for promoting oriental 

scholarship. The Society would provide individual scholars with the necessary platform for the 

exchange of ideas and discussion of their research findings. It was to be modelled on the Royal 

Society of Britain of which he had been made a Fellow in 1772 after the publication of his Persian 

Grammar.
vi

 Although the Royal Society was patronized by British aristocrats, he planned to keep 

his Asiatic Society open for all. Cannon has recreated the scene of the inauguration of the Asiatic 

Society: 

Partly because of his rank as acting chief justice, Chambers [who was also Jones‟s Oxford 

colleague] sent out the invitations to the scholars in the Calcutta area, to meet in the Grand 

Jury Room on 15 January 1784 to form a literary assembly. That evening twenty-nine men 

received a copy of the Hafiz ode that Wilkins had selected and printed. Then Jones read “A 

Discourse on the Institution of a Society, for Inquiring into the History, Civil and Natural, 

the Antiquities, Arts, Sciences and Literature, of Asia,” which began with a recounting of 

his dramatic vision in the Indian Ocean. 
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This programmatic essay projects the describing of Indian history, people and culture in an 

interdisciplinary design.‟
vii

 

This was Jones‟ First Discourse in the series of his eleven annual Discourses in the Society. 

The regular sittings and discussions of the Asiatic Society once again pushed William Jones toward 

his scholarly pursuits. His judicial engagements also made him inclined towards Hindu religious 

texts. He was perplexed by the Pundits‟ varying opinions on most issues. The Brahmins were seen 

by colonial administrators as knowers and custodians of Hindu laws and customs, and Brahmanical 

normative texts, viz. Dharma shastras were privileged as authoritative sources of such laws. Hence, 

their opinion was sought by European judges including Jones, on legal issues, though the variety of 

opinions that they offered turned out to be frustrating for the European jurists.  Hence, Jones 

resolved that only good knowledge of Sanskrit would help the British to understand the real 

meaning of religious texts. He often looked to Wilkins for answers and wanted him to work on 

Hindu religious texts. Wilkins, though, was not interested in religious texts but in creative Sanskrit 

literature. Finally, William Jones himself decided „to learn the rudiments of that venerable and interesting 

language which was once vernacular in all India‟.viii Hence, it was not primarily his scholarly interests but 

professional requirements which led him towards studying Sanskrit. He started reading Sanskrit in late 1785. 

It is evident that Jones had already conceived the view that Sanskrit, the language of the Brahmanical texts, 

was a „venerable‟ language which was „once [the] vernacular‟ of India. This view was contrary to that of 

another contemporary scholar, John Gilchrist. Gilchrist thought that Sanskrit was an artificial language 

developed by the Brahmans from an earlier form of the language “Hinduwee”. In the August of 1785, 

William Jones went to Nadia, sixty miles north of Calcutta, and appointed a vaidya, a medical 

practitioner, to teach him the „sacred‟ language. Jawaharlal Nehru wrote that no Brahman was 

ready to teach a foreigner the „sacred‟ language.
ix

 Cannon claimed that „the Brahminic faculty were 

on vacation‟ attending the seasonal Durga Puja ceremonies.
x
 While we do not know Nehru‟s 

source, Cannon‟s argument seems weak as the Durga Puja starts only in October. Another 

biographer of William Jones, Michael J. Franklin argued that even the vaidya was reluctant to teach 

him initially and he agreed only when Jones accepted various conditions imposed on him by the 

vaidya.
xi

 Franklin also argued that the Brahmins denied teaching Jones as they were reluctant to 

give up their traditional monopoly over the „sacred‟ language.
xii
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Interestingly, when Jones started studying Sanskrit, he had already presumed the presence 

of „an “almost primaeval,” single ancestor of Persian, Greek, Latin, and the Celtic languages, as 

exemplified by certain Persian-Greek cognates‟.
xiii

 Although Jones‟s hypothesis of a common 

ancestor was premised on his knowledge of various languages, his arguments about linguistic 

affinities were not always categorically correct and were sometimes sweeping. In May 1785, in the 

Asiatic Society, he presented an essay on the possible affinities between Hebrew and Nagari 

scripts.
xiv

 This essay was never published, though shows a tendency for sweeping generalizations. 

Nonetheless, William Jones‟s proposed hypothesis of a common ancestor of Asian and European 

languages was well received everywhere. It helped the British to consolidate their rule in India as 

they were linguistically from the same stock of Indo-European language. For Indians, it was a 

matter of pride that they were linguistically close to the rulers. The idea of the Aryan race was also 

associated with the idea of the Indo-European language.
xv

 

However, learning Sanskrit was not an easy task. „Sanskrit was as difficult for Jones to 

learn as Greek had been.‟
xvi

 His teacher taught him according to native grammar rules. Perplexed 

by difficult grammar rules Jones commented that Panini, the famed grammarian of ancient India, 

was „an inspired Saint, on the pronunciation of vocal sounds.‟ „He considered Panini‟s work to be 

“so abstruse, as to require the lucubrations of many years, before it can be perfectly understood ... 

there can be little occasion to travel over so rough and gloomy path”.‟
xvii

 Perhaps, by November 

1785 Jones returned from his vacations. Since then, he attended many meetings of the Asiatic 

Society. In February 1786, he delivered his third annual lecture to the members of the Society. It 

was in this lecture that he proposed the theory of the monogenesis of languages. Interestingly, the 

lecture praised Sanskrit as the most refined language of the Indo-European family. 

Before the formulation of Jones‟ thesis, there had been some rather tenuous and limited 

attempts to demonstrate that Sanskrit had some affinities with Greek and Latin. Filippo Sassetti, a 

Florentine merchant and traveller, and Gaston-Laurent Coeurdoux, a French Jesuit missionary, had 

made arguments to that effect in the late sixteenth and mid-eighteenth century respectively.
xviii

 

Subsequently, Nathaniel Bassey Halhed, a British Orientalist and philologist, in his Grammar of 

Bengal Language (1778), and Lord Monboddo, an anthropologist, in his Of the Origin and 

Progress of Language (1774), proposed a correlation between Sanskrit and Greek.
xix

 Nevertheless, 



 

International Journal of Research in Economics and Social Sciences(IJRESS) 

Available online at: http://euroasiapub.org 

Volume 9 -Issue 1- January-2019 

ISSN(o): 2249-7382 | Impact Factor: 6.939 | 
 

 

 

 
International Journal of Research in Economics and Social Science (IJRESS) 

Email:- editorijrim@gmail.com, http://www.euroasiapub.org 

  (An open access scholarly, peer-reviewed, interdisciplinary, monthly, and fully refereed journal.) 

 

 

397 

the unique idea of common ancestry or origin of Indian and European languages was produced by 

Jones. The Third Discourse was, hence, an original contribution with profound implications for the 

development of comparative linguistics in the nineteenth century. Here, Jones‟ famous effusive 

statement arguing for the antiquity of Sanskrit, its refined character and its shared ancestry with 

some European languages merits mention: 

The Sanscrit language, whatever be its antiquity, is of a wonderful structure; more perfect 

than the Greek, more copious than the Latin, and more exquisitely refined than either, yet 

bearing to both of them stronger affinity, both in the roots of verbs and in the forms of 

grammar, than could possibly have produced by accident; so strong indeed, than no 

philologer could examine them all three, without believing them to have sprung from 

common source, which, perhaps, no longer exists; there is a similar reason, though not quite 

so forcible, for supporting that both the Gothic and the Celtic, though blended with a very 

different idiom, had the same origin with the Sanscrit, and the old Persian might be added 

to the same family.
xx

 

As for the impact on further language studies, later called comparative linguistics, Jones‟ 

formulation was an excellent prelude. In the nineteenth century, Jones‟ work encouraged scholars 

to study various language families and draw language trees with their offshoots. But most 

importantly, by relating Sanskrit to European languages, Jones had added „a cultural link between 

the East and the West.‟
xxi

 The philological and linguistic approaches of William Jones‟ study 

produced two considerably important conclusions. First, European and Indian languages were 

siblings and a great achievement of their common ancestorsthat perhaps, had no equal in the world. 

For Indians, this meant that they were a member of a past glorious civilization. Second, Sanskrit 

was a great language that had, perhaps, no equal in the world. 

In India, the concept of the Indo-European origin of Sanskrit and the greatness of Sanskrit 

influenced the Indian intelligentsia. The rediscovered greatness of Sanskrit, perhaps, „awakened‟ 

the Bengali intellectuals to the „glories‟ of India‟s ancient past. As the renowned linguist Suniti 

Kumar Chatterji observed, „[I]n the next generation to Sir William Jones‟s in India, we have, as the 

symbols of Indian cultural renaissance, such diversified personalities as those of Raja Ram Mohun 

Roy and Raja Radhacant Dev, who, in their different ways, sought to bring back to their people a 
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just and proper knowledge of their past and to make them conscious of their great heritage, and 

they succeeded in their mission in a most remarkable way‟.
xxii

 In linguistics, Suniti Kumar Chatterji 

was an Indian follower, admirer and intellectual successor of the ideas of William Jones. He 

proposed the concept of an Indo-Aryan language, i.e., the language of Rig Veda. He also traced the 

lineage of Vedic Sanskrit from Indo-European to Indo-Persian.
xxiii

 Suniti Kumar also traced the 

origin of Hindi from Vedic Sanskrit (i.e., Old Indo-Aryan) via Prakrit (Middle Indo-Ayran). He, 

however, called Hindi the New Indo-Aryan language.
xxiv

So, in one way Jones‟ study prepared the 

ground for nationalism in the nineteenth century, on the second it paved the way for the emergence 

of a new discipline, comparative linguistics. Nevertheless, the study was carried out to promote the 

assimilation of the natives with the colonial rule though proposing a cultural link between the two. 

This aim becomes more evident when we critically analyse „The Third Discourse.‟ While 

proposing affinities of Sanskrit with Latin and Greek, Jones doubtlessly argued that no philologer 

could ignore their affinities. Nonetheless, when adding Persian to the same family of languages his 

use of words must be noticed. He used the word „might be‟ to show the affinity between Sanskrit 

and Persian. My argument is that proposing the affinity of Sanskrit with Greek/Latin and Sanskrit 

with Persian in two different ways, can only be explained based on colonial bias in the colonial 

knowledge system. If there was a common ancestor of all Indo-European languages, Sanskrit was 

closer to Persian than it was to Latin/Greek. William Jones, who already possessed some 

knowledge of Persian knew it very well. Nonetheless, he preferred to show ambiguity in expressing 

affinities between Sanskrit and Persian deliberately. The colonial rule in its initial stage was 

inimical to Persianate culture which was a significant part of previous rulers. Hence, these kinds of 

deliberate attempts were carried out to divide Indians into two cultural masses, not only different 

but contrary to each other. 
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