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The term philology has historically had a wide range of meanings, and – as ably described by (e.g.) 
Hans Aarsleff (1967) and Haruko Momma (2013) -- been constantly open to reinvention since it was 
first deployed in antiquity. The OED in its current edition offers three definitions:  
 

1. Love of learning and literature; the branch of knowledge that deals with the historical, 
linguistic, interpretative, and critical aspects of literature; literary or classical 
scholarship. Now chiefly U.S. .... 
†2. Chiefly depreciative. Love of talk or argument. Obs. …. 
3. The branch of knowledge that deals with the structure, historical development, and 
relationships of languages or language families; the historical study of the phonology 
and morphology of languages; historical linguistics. …. 

 
As OED flags, meanings 1. and 2. are still current as denotations of the term; however, I think 
everyone would accept that philology’s connotations are not now universally positive. There may be 
departments of philology in Europe (interestingly, not in the UK), which typically engage with the 
range of topics flagged in 1.; and Transactions of the Philological Society remains an important 
journal for those interested in 3. But these uses of the term are I would argue historical inheritances 
from the nineteenth century. Would one found a Philological Society nowadays? 
 
Yet philology as a notion has never quite gone away. In 1990, for instance, a special number of the 
medievalists’ journal Speculum called for ‘a new philology’; a journal, Digital Philology, appeared a 
decade or so later to take on board wider developments in digital humanities. Both these enterprises 
focused on the fields covered by meaning 1. However, for those with interests focused on meaning 
3., the distinct collocation ‘computational philology’ emerged in the late 1990s as an alternative 
expression for -- inter alia -- the analysis of the large electronic corpora that began to be created during 
that decade. 
 
In this paper I will offer an assessment of the current state of philology within English studies in 
general and in relation to English language and linguistics in particular. I will link philological 
practice in relation to developments in historical pragmatics, and show, through the examination of a 
series of case studies from the historical record of the English language, how meanings 1. and 3. can 
be brought fruitfully into articulation.  
 
 
 
 


