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Overview

The comparative method

(from Ross and Durie 1996)

dominant paradigm in (non-computational) historical linguistics
developed during the 19th century
originally applied mostly to Indo-European, but applicable to all
language families
central axiom:

Neogrammarian Hypothesis Sound laws apply without
exception.
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Workflow

Workflow

1 Determine on the strength of diagnostic evidence that a set of
languages are genetically related, that is, that they constitute a
‘family’;

2 Collect putative cognate sets for the family (both morphological
paradigms and lexical items).

3 Work out the sound correspondences from the cognate sets, putting
‘irregular’ cognate sets on one side;

4 Reconstruct the protolanguage of the family as follows:
a. Reconstruct the protophonology from the sound correspondences

worked out in (3), using conventional wisdom regarding the directions
of sound changes.

b. Reconstruct protomorphemes (both morphological paradigms and
lexical items) from the cognate sets collected in (2), using the
protophonology reconstructed in (4a).
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Workflow

5 Establish innovations (phonological, lexical, semantic, morphological,
morphosyntactic) shared by groups of languages within the family
relative to the reconstructed protolanguage.

6 Tabulate the innovations established in (5) to arrive at an internal
classification of the family, a ‘family tree’.

7 Construct an etymological dictionary, tracing borrowings, semantic
change, and so forth, for the lexicon of the family (or of one language
of the family).
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Workflow

Diagnostic evidence for genetic relatedness

sometimes self-evident (e.g. Slavic)
similarities in morphological paradigms (example from Clackson 2007,
124)

overwhelming lexical similarities … ⇒
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Diagnostic evidence for genetic relatedness
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Workflow

Diagnostic evidence for genetic relatedness
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Example

Example

identify cognates

two three tooth foot heart skin
Ancient Greek dyó treːs odúːs puːs kardíaː dérma
Dutch twe dri tɑnt vut hɑrt hœyt
Latin ˈduo treːs dens peːs kor ˈkutis
Old Church Slavonic dʊ̆vɑ trɪj̆ɛ zɔ̃bʊ̆ nɔɡɑ sr̩ʲdɪt̆sʲɛ kɔʒa
Old Norse tvɛir θriːr tɔnː foːtr ˈɣjarta huːð
Russian dva trʲi zub noga sʲɛrdtsɛ ˈkɔʐa

establish regular, i.e. recurrent, sound correspondences

Greek, Latin, OCS, Russian [d] ∼ Dutch, Norse [t]
Greek, Latin, OCS, Russian [t] ∼ Dutch [d] ∼ Norse [θ]
Greek, Latin [k] ∼ Dutch, Norse (?) [h] ?∼ OCS, Russian [s]
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Example

Example
reconstruct proto-forms and directionality of changes

PIE [*d] → Germanic [t]
PIE [*t] → Germanic [d/θ]
PIE [*k] → Germanic [h], PIE [*k] → Slavic [s]

construct family tree based on shared innovations

Ancient Greek

Dutch

Old Norse

Latin

Old Church Slavonic

Russian

Proto-Indoeuropean

k → h
d → t
t → d

k → s
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Example

Example

compile etymological dictionary
here: Köbler, Gerhard, Indogermanisches Wörterbuch, (5. Auflage) 2014, http://www.koeblergerhard.de/idgwbhin.html
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Exercise

Exercise
(from Crowley and Bowern 2010, 80)

Tongan Samoan Rarotongan Hawaiian
1. tapu tapu tapu kapu forbidden
2. pito pute pito piko navel
3. puhi feula puʔi puhi blow
4. tafaʔaki tafa taʔa kaha side
5. taʔe tae tae kae feces
6. taŋata taŋata taŋata kanaka man
7. tahi tai tai kai sea
8. malohi malosi kaʔa ʔaha strong
9. kalo ʔalo karo ʔalo dodge

10. aka aʔa aka aʔa root
11. ʔahu au au au gall
12. ʔulu ulu uru poʔo head
13. ʔufi ufi uʔi uhi yam
14. afi afi aʔi ahi fire
15. faa faa ʔaa haa four
16. feke feʔe ʔeke heʔe octopus
17. ika iʔa ika iʔa fish
18. ihu isu putaŋio ihu nose

Tongan Samoan Rarotongan Hawaiian
19. hau asu ʔau hau dew
20. tafuafi siʔa ʔika iʔa firemaking
21. hiku siʔu ʔiku hiʔu tail
22. hake aʔe ake aʔe up
23. huu ulu uru komo enter
24. maŋa maŋa maŋa mana branch
25. maʔu mau mau mau constant
26. maa mala mara mala fermented
27. naʔa faʔaŋa maninia naa quieten
28. nofo nofo noʔo noho sit
29. ŋalu ŋalu ŋaru nalu wave
30. ŋutu ŋutu ŋutu nuku mouth
31. vaka vaʔa vaka waʔa canoe
32. vaʔe vae vae wae leg
33. laho laso raʔo laho scrotum
34. lohu lou rou lou fruit-picking pole
35. oŋo loŋo roŋo lono hear
36. ua lua rua lua two

1 Where do we find non-cognate words within the same row?
2 Which regular sound correspondences do we observe?
3 How do you reconstruct the proto-sounds?
4 What family tree best explains the observed patterns?
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