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Basic vocabulary and the phylogenetic approach to the study
of Uralic language history

In this presentation we offer an overview a) of the basic vocabulary data
with cognate (correlate) assessments we have collected for Uralic
languages, and b) of the Bayesian phylogenetic methods we are using to
analyse these data for studying the history of the Uralic language family.

We will start by introducing our data, which consists of cognate sets
taken from basic vocabulary in 26 Uralic languages. Cognate assessments
are taken from earlier literature on Uralic historical linguistics and show
which meanings share a common origin. We also discuss – and illustrate
with examples – how the more and less stable subsets in the vocabulary
affect the analyses and how the benefits of the phylogenetic approach are
lost if the amount of data is too small.

Since the type of data we are using resembles binary data used in
evolutionary biology it can be analysed with the well-established
phylogenetic computational tools. We will show, how the computational
approach offers new tools to study historical linguistics. This is especially
interesting for the objective handling of large data sets. However, it is
important to understand that using of these methods as well inferring the
outcomes are not completely transparent tasks. We will discuss these
issues to be taken into account in planning the analyses and in inferring
the language family trees using Bayesian algorithms.

Our presentation aims specifically at clarifying some of the common
misunderstandings regarding our approach to historical linguistics, which
were recently also raised in a monograph on “The Indo-European
Controversy” by Pereltsvaig & Lewis (2015). Although their critics are
not entirely unjustified, we will describe how our approach, called
language phylogenetics”, takes the advantage of the vast knowledge
resulting from earlier basic research in qualitatively oriented historical-
comparative linguistics, and converts it into quantitatively-oriented
“applied historical linguistics”.
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