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Phonetic comparison, varieties, and networks:
Swadesh’s influence lives on here too.

While his eponymous basic vocabulary lists and the study of language divergence
may be Swadesh’s most appreciated legacies, he also took great interest in phonetics
(e.g. 1934, 1935, 1937, 1941, 1947), and his techniques of lexicostatistics and
glottochronology were as equally applicable to varieties as to separate languages (e.g.
1950, 1972: 19-20, 276-7). We demonstrate that phonetic quantification of varieties
follows very much in the tradition of Swadesh’s own work (see also Embleton (1986,
2000) and Heggarty (2000)). First, we draw these strands of Swadesh’s work together,
from his work on the vowels of English varieties (1947), to his “Mesh Principle”
which captures more complex patterns of variety and language relationships than a
simple bifurcating tree (1972: 285-92).

Swadesh’s views on phonetic similarity in varieties are couched within the older
isogloss system (e.g. 1972: 16). In the second part of our paper, we use a more recent
phonetic feature methods with a subset of Germanic/English varieties from data in
McMahon et al (2005-07). Our results have identified the great need for Swadesh’s
“Mesh Principle” to display the complexity of the relationships between varieties
adequately. For example, though Standard American English and RP always achieve
the highest percentage similarity scores across the different methods, the subset of
words in which the rhoticity contrast (see Swadesh 1947) between these varieties is
exposed behaves differently. Also, a subset of words with particularly retentive
pronunciations pulls the Buckie variety away from Standard Scottish English and
more towards a different language, High German. Such complexities are lost within
methods which assign a single aggregate score of similarity between a pair of
varieties.  Through the separate use of very simple artificial data, we have
demonstrated this and other problems with existing feature methods.

This work leads us to the final part of the paper, in which we attempt to extend to
phonetics one proposal of great foresight from Swadesh. Within the context of
inferring ancestral relationships, Swadesh outlined ways of assessing whether two
languages were more similar than would be expected by chance (1972: 120). Yet
outside of ancestry, what does it mean for two varieties to be more phonetically
similar than chance? The percentage similarity scores between two varieties may not
be fully interpreted until we can assess them against a baseline chance level. Just as
contemporary methods from evolutionary biology can display the type of network
models similar to what Swadesh envisioned for varieties in his “Mesh Principle”, so
too can we adapt techniques from this field (specifically those for testing for a
phylogenetic signal) to the problem of inferring a chance level of phonetic similarity.
This problem also requires us to remain linguistically grounded, through the
incorporation of frequencies, phonetic typology and the lack of independence of
phonetic features. We are working on these challenges currently. What we emphasise
overall is that Swadesh’s influence is palpable, even in domains outside those for
which he is best remembered.



References

Embleton, Sheila. 1986. Statistics in historical linguistics. Bochum: Brockmeyer.

Embleton, Sheila. 2000. Lexicostatistics/Glottochronology: From Swadesh to Sankoff
to Starostin to future horizons. In Colin Renfrew, April McMahon & Larry
Trask (eds.). 2000. Time depth in historical linguistics. Vol. 1, 143-65.
Cambridge: The McDonald Institute for Archaeological Research.

Heggarty, Paul. 2000. Quantifying change over time in phonetics. In Colin Renfrew,
April McMahon & Larry Trask (eds.). 2000. Time depth in historical linguistics.
Vol. 2, 531-562. Cambridge: The McDonald Institute for Archaeological
Research.

McMahon, April, Warren Maguire & Paul Heggarty. 2005-07. Sound comparions:
Dialect and language comparison and classification by phonetic similarity.
http://www.soundcomparisons.com/ (Sep 2008)

Swadesh, Morris. 1935. The phonetics of Chitimacha. Language 10. 345-62

Swadesh, Morris. 1935. The vowels of Chicago English. Language 11. 148-51.

Swadesh, Morris. 1937. A method for phonetic accuracy and speed. American
Anthropologist 39. 728-32.

Swadesh, Morris. 1941. Observation of pattern impact on the phonetics of bilinguals.
In Leslie Spier, A. Irving Hallowell & Stanley S. Newman (eds.). Language,
Culture and Personality: Essays in Memory of Edward Sapir, 37-45. Menasha,
WI: Banta.

Swadesh, Morris. 1947. On the analysis of English syllabics. Language 23. 137-50.

Swadesh, Morris. 1950. Salish internal relationships. International Journal of
American Linguistics 21. 121-37.

Swadesh, Morris (ed. Joel Sherzer). 1972. The origin and diversification of language.
London: Routledge & Kegan Paul.



http://www.soundcomparisons.com/

	Phonetic comparison, varieties, and networks: Swadesh’s influence lives on here too.
	References

	Text4: Jennifer Sullivan and April McMahon


