
THE MALTESE LANGUAGE 
In Search of a Method

V 7oii. S .S.D. (Vat.)bTtheV.UEv.SK«APii'M>'

I„ the summer of 1926 1 found myself in more or loss the 
circumstances as 1 am now. 1 had just fimshou my course 

of Biblical and Orientalise Studies ut the Ernie IhhUque et  
Archéologique Française oi Jerusalem, s e r v e d  my rJppomt- 
umn as Professor at the Dominican University Ant/chcum  of 
Home, and was having a .short rest here in Malta. Some friends 
of mine, prominent members of the Gfiaqda ta ì -A i t tu b a  ta l- 
Uniti, invited me to collaborate in the Review 11-Malti. Maltese 
is my mother-tongue, and in my studies upon the various Semi­
tic Languages 1 had gathered quite a lot of useful notes upon 
the voeuWary, phonetics and orthography, g ram m ar  and 
syntax, a$ well as upon the relation of Maltese to the o ther  

v j^iripori 'Semitic Languages, especially Arabic and the  modern 
^ ^ ^ w 4 k le c t s .  I, therefore, gladly accepted the invita tion to 
^H gM fcf tom e writings upon Maltese and made up m y mind

60îïl€ °î my n°tes. I did not intend to write one 
aDf̂  ; *}ul I really meant to make a system a- 

■7 o t « language, and help in my own way in p ro­
to caj k nowle(lge of Maltese. My first task  was

Although not a few authors have a lready 
g p » ! .  - a lese, there is hardly any unity  among them  :

^ Æ t o i  f.u- t F  dUt or wko commands a real scientifical 
TU-« nfc: ? gUe; ’n 01,e word we lack classics 

’■ ^ ^ . d i v ê r K c j i X ^ i h  am aftaid tkere wili «till be for a
" i f ?  ,ttada^ u i  Ae w ^ r  0ff th aT ° us w riteT even upon

•k w w re j  to find a ir.Hl i * he lanSuaf?e. I , therefore, 
my first article j/T  ^  0wn ^ud the result

***** of 1926 <s, ‘ n u ’ ,Whicħ Wa* Polished  in the
" ■ « ' W W t t . I I ,  IMS, ta>. 39-4«). r
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intend now to write a  series of
“ S c ien t ia '’, and for the reasons stated above i Z l  
first say a few wonts upon ntv method f . ‘ lnu' t
what I  have said in my paper L - I U ^  v N  Z ? U * i  *° 
resume the nmu, points, and possibly make ’them J n Z \ Z ' .  "

In my view there are two very important principles in the 
study of a language, namely : the national history of the country 
where th a t  language is in use, and comparative philology, be­
cause kindred languages, especially when they arc better«V are bet tei
known, may throw a great liprlit on problems pertaining t0 tb« 
otJiei\sis1cr-languagcs. 1 am therefore inclined to explain brwfiv 
these two principles in older to prove their importance for the 
knowledge of Maltese.

National hi.<tor,y. It has of cn been a^er-MÌ that king mie 
reveals the hi.-tory of a  nation. !nceed engu^go bears n r k s  
of all (he pivsi influences which a nat’on has rec«i\e<l from the 
various fo re ’gn peoples with whom it was in relation. ITcnce we 
can also say that naiion. 1 hist o n  points oui the so ire"* wmim 
the national language may derive. One mint Omi-fmc kr*,. u, 
mind the  history o-f a nation, in orb 'r  io Jis'-u^ nb.o. 1« 'i,r 
not only theoretically. Mm origin of Ihe vocaho■ •• •• v ami 
gram m atica l  and syntactical forms used in a given nr.guu_-o. 
If,  for example, M alta  never had ai.v relut w ■ < * ’ ^
both  in Maltese a s  well as in the Persian 1 1 UJ 1 „, .. .
of similar  words, although Mmoretirallv mm a v co ^

e i the r  Maltese derives from Perni m ••• '  ; /  ; ,, ^  <w]
we m ust affirm tk a t  there j ,  ^  *  fo«nd hl both h,n-
Persian, and if similar ^o ids  •*" i,: .u -1 .x hub1 • - t .. /v s\ t \ r ) Ix VA O A CULI, KU'1 .X - -- n I. ; • > I , \
guages, there .wust be a t]un | ÿ 'i f b - b 'phil<>’o-i--iM p.-in MMe.
depend, which in fact is Arabrn • v us€ful r0 judge
namely national1 history, .mmire M
critically those books and -?t ‘ win: m-wi
other languages or dialects, spoken by 1^1

I » : » {

•'““ W J ■«.* i IV-, x- ̂  (-1  ̂ .
any historical relation wòb . a >a.

-. -L •
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, , ___ Xlip «cicntifical knowledge of a
Compara*”  / " h understanding of a particular

•ir - li-‘ , rthography and phonology, morph o-
vTveerh, ti,:i: ' ", ,;I„; finally of its li terature; all of
lop.,. grammar ami ■ ’ { , h peoplc, because in this

.a —  « ......
",a" PI ' 1 ! , n lie’s language and not vice-
. . . . . . .  'yiiJi tlio a>ge.s an d is noi

TW national bistr, \ will discover to the scholar whether a cev- 
. ( ,e has . . .  : the language they use today or

J ' , . , ’,., ,, , course of centuries they have changed their
anguage. Tin», for example, in Egypt, "-here today the 
national tongue Aiahic, in olden days the national language

National 11:- ory, therefore, gives to the philologist tha t  
guidami: by whirl, In can connect the language of tha t  nation 
10 those languages from which it derives. Indeed, languages 
have a g e n e a c a l  table like men. "ft e must therefore divide 
language* into f inilies or groups of kindred origin and forma­
tion, and arrange the various languages of one and the same 
family or group according to their origin and priority.

The Ma tese anguage as spoken today by the people of 
these Islands is definitely a Semitic language. I t  seems to us 

jgfefcddy ridiculous, to maintain that Maltese should be con- 
Italian or Sicilian dialects. The Maltese vocabulary, 

^ H H M l |a n d  morphology, grammar and syntax, are definitely 
^Semitic; and when a foreign word passes into Maltese, it takes, 

** feras it is possible, Semitic flections and forms.
Wedonot think, as some writers thought, that the builders 
W jligaItine temples were Semites and spoke Semitic. The

the WeJ î,iüIlul,ienté *8 ° ^ er that any Semitic migration to
were *° u  ^  ^  Th° Se pe0pl<J
«poken an Arvn l °r Mycenaeaus and must have
in Malta bv the p!*8™.8? - 1,6 Semitic tongue was introduced

I hoenicians about the middle of the second
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millenium who were succeeded by the Carthaginians
When Malta fell to the Romans in 210 B.O., I.atin did not. 
change the language spoken on the island, so much so that 
when b. Raul came to Malta, in the autumn of the year fit) A D 
the inhabitants did not speak either Creek or Latin (See Acts 
xxviii, 1). 1 he Romans had no rivals in the Mediterranean Sea 
and1 paid little care to fortify Malta or to keep in it a numerous 
garrison and although their national language was Latin, they 
preferred Greek. They were followed in Malta by the Byzan­
tines whose language was also Greek. But this 'anguage doe- 
not iseem <o havie been introduced into the Island, and the
Byzantines were succeeded by the Saracens in 870, who spoke 
the language of the Goran. This people dominated over Malta 
fop about two centuries, and we may say that Malta retained
relations with the Saracens, Barbarians, and other 'peuple of 
Arabic language until the fall of the U .m rc dmuin «tion <m Cue 
Mediterranean. In  the second mi'lenium A .IL Malia has aByav- 
been in strict relation with the European countries es|*en.;,y 
with Spain, who dominated over Sicily ami Smc min 
Fence  the Maltese language which was planted m -ta tJ " usss&u v*. »
signs of Latin niflm m. e> v y  Con-
domination or from the relations A.D.
tinuousiv from the beginning <> u • A know!eilge of
until our own days with 'he o.reat for a better
these languages must ihcre m t  1 y iu t],e Maltese


