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The paper is a thematical follow-up to the refinements of the lexicostatistical method sug-
gested in [Starostin G. 2010]. It discusses the issue of synonymity/polysemy, a well-known
obstacle in the compilation of Swadesh wordlists for various languages, and presents a list of
both syntactic/semantic contexts and explanatory notes that could help reduce the ambiguity
issue in the creation and quantitative analysis of such wordlists. The notes and contexts are
partially based on linguistic tradition and partially on theoretical and/or pragmatic consid-
erations, some of which are stated explicitly.
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In the middle of the 20t century the American linguist Morris Swadesh came up with a word-
list of 200 items that, according chiefly to his own linguistic intuition and experience, repre-
sented the core basic vocabulary of the human language par excellence (Swadesh 1952 w. prev.
lit.). Still later, for the sake of convenience, the same author reduced this list to the 100 stablest
items (Swadesh 1955).

Despite the fact that, in the rarest of cases, some languages have been noted to lack the
equivalents for one or two items even on the shortened list (at least as inherited words) due to
the absence of corresponding realia,> over the years the 100-wordlist has proven its worth as a
useful linguistic tool, and is now widely applied in various lexicostatistical and glottochro-
nological studies.?

One important feature that has made the Swadesh wordlist so popular among linguists is
its relative simplicity and transparency. However, that same simplicity — each item is defined
by a single English word — in many particular situations comes across as a significant flaw,
since the words have been originally listed without any specific comments or explanations.
Because Modern English is a natural language, not a meta-language of semantic primitives,
such laconicity may cause plenty of problems during the construction of the lists as well as
critical faults in their procedural analysis.

1 This article is, to a large extent, based on the collective results of several sessions of the Nostratic Seminar
(Center for Comparative Linguistics of the Institute of Oriental Cultures and Antiquity, Russian State University for
the Humanities, 27.04.06-01.06.06). The authors express their gratitude to Eugenia Chekmeneva, Albert Davletshin,
Vladimir Dybo, Alexandra Evdokimova, Yuri Koryakov, Tatiana Mikhailova, Oleg Mudrak, Elena Parina, Mikhail
Zhivlov and other participants who came up with important suggestions that have been incorporated into the paper.

2E.g., ‘horn’ for languages of Oceania or ‘(domesticated) dog’ for the greater part of pre-Neolithic cultures.

3 Although the amount of such studies, carried out on the basis of lexica from languages all over the world, is
immense, to the best of our knowledge, there is no single overview of the various applications of the Swadesh
wordlist that have been published since its creation. [Renfrew, McMahon & Trask 2000], with its ample biblio-
graphical references, may be a good starting point for those wishing to estimate the true influence of Swadesh on
statistical methods in historical linguistics.
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Thus, in compiling a Swadesh wordlist for Latin, we will already have trouble with filling
the very first slot: English ‘all’ corresponds both to Latin omnis (= ‘each one’, with plural ob-
jects) and totus (= ‘entire’, with a singular object), and there are no hints on which option to
choose. Likewise, the single English word ‘round’ corresponds to no less than two different
words in some Turkic languages: ‘2D round’ (as in a round dish) and ‘3D round’ (as in a round
stone). Examples can be multiplied; for a good selection of similar cases, see [Campbell 1998:
181]. The problem is well recognized among linguists and makes compilation and analysis of
the wordlists a very confusing occupation, especially for “beginners”.

Sometimes the ambiguous selections that researchers undertake at their personal initiative
violate the very purpose of the 100-wordlist. For instance, in a vast majority of particular
studies the slot ‘breast’ is filled in with the equivalent for ‘female breast(s)’; however, the
meaning ‘female breast(s)’ in the world’s languages is very frequently expressed by various
baby-talk formations (titi, nana, mama, etc.) that can hardly serve as reliable comparanda in one’s
investigation of language relationship. (Strictly speaking, relegation of words like ‘father’ and
‘mother’ to the second half of the 200-wordlist would automatically imply the relegation of
‘female breast(s)’ to the same group). In African linguistics, there is a frequent tendency to re-
place the verb ‘to fly’ with the noun ‘fly’ (insect) — probably because the verb ‘to fly’ is, in that
particular area, quite prone to massive areal borrowing. This, however, is very unpractical,
since it makes the African wordlists incompatible with wordlists collected by other researchers
in other areas (at least, for that particular item).

The purpose of the current paper is, therefore, to attempt to define the semantics that un-
derlies the various items on the Swadesh list with better precision and clarity than it is gener-
ally understood by simply glancing at the “bare” wordlist as published in Swadesh’ original
works and later studies. We do not pretend to completeness of the offered solutions. A defini-
tive treatment of this problem should eventually include formal interpretations of the items
that make proper use of a semantic metalanguage, either an existing one or one specially de-
signed for such a purpose. Another significant issue is that of justification of the wordlist: as far
as we know, neither Swadesh, nor any other linguist has ever offered an empirically or logi-
cally grounded explanation of why we are supposed to take this particular group of words and
not any other to represent the generally most stable layer of the lexicon in languages world-
wide. Such a justification should be conducted on a wide empirical basis and combine results
of massive statistical calculations with the analysis of the formal interpretations mentioned
above. Our goals are far more modest: to offer easily understandable and applicable specifica-
tions of the “Swadesh meanings” that

—reflect and respect as much of the “tradition” of collecting and compiling Swadesh
wordlists as possible;

—do not violate either common sense or the criterion of (near-)universality;

— facilitate the job of the compiler working with live informants, massive textual cor-
pora, or detailed dictionaries.

It should be stressed that, in a few cases at least, our choice of specific meaning may differ
from the original meaning implied by M. Swadesh himself, but such differences would be dif-
ficult to prove, and would hardly have any crucial importance altogether.

Some of the decisions presented and described below are entry-specific, but there are also
several principal methodological guidelines that we try to apply consistently. These are as
follows:
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1) In all cases, as is prescribed by the standard procedure, we advocate the choice of the
most stylistically basic, neutral, and unmarked word, uncumbered by either pragmatic connota-
tions or strongly emphasized additional, “extra” semantic features. Thus, belly is used instead
of abdomen (“scientifically colored” talk), paunch (referring to a specific type of belly, often
“emotionally marked”) or tummy (colloquial or “baby talk”) for the Modern English
100-wordlist.

2) The word also has to be encountered in unbound use, not constrained exclusively to spe-
cific idiomatic constructions or compound forms. E.g., for Modern Japanese in the meaning
‘sun’ we have to choose the Chinese borrowing taiyo: rather than the original form hi, since the
latter only truly occurs in bound form in the modern language.

3) A frequent source of synonymity and, therefore, confusion concerning the Swadesh
wordlist is the phenomenon of suppletion within a paradigm. Because proper grammatical
suppletion is sometimes hard to distinguish from lexical variation (e.g., the use of special col-
lective forms of nouns; aspectual forms of verbs, etc.), it is strongly recommended to avoid in-
cluding suppletive stems as synonyms altogether.* One should attempt to determine the most
unmarked, morphologically unencumbered stem, which typically corresponds to such mor-
phological values as singular number (for nouns), positive degree of comparison (for adjec-
tives), 3t person / present tense / singular subject or object of action (for verbs); however, these
recommendations are not to be taken as categorical, because some languages impose their
own standards of markedness (for instance, treat the plural meaning in nouns and the past
tense in verbs as the “simplest” form rather than the singular meaning and the present tense).

4) The list is generally anthropocentric, meaning that most of the anatomic terms and ac-
tion verbs (such as ‘sit’, ‘lie’, ‘eat’, etc.) are to be taken as human body parts and actions; e.g.,
the wordlist for Modern Russian should contain pom ‘mouth (of a human)’, but not nacmo
‘mouth (of an animal)’, and the wordlist for German should contain essen ‘to eat (of a human)’,
but not fressen ‘to eat (of an animal)’. Accordingly, the meaning ‘claw’ on the list is replaced by
‘(human) fingernail’ (as is very much the accepted practice among wordlist compilers any-
way). Understandable exceptions include the words for ‘feather’, ‘horn’, ‘tail’, ‘to fly’ and a
few others. Obviously, in many cases there will be no differentiation whatsoever, simplifying
the task of the compiler.

5) Many of the items on the Swadesh list form functional antonymous pairs, e.g., ‘big :
small’, ‘black : white’, ‘man : woman’, or groups of two or three elements with tight semantic
connections, e.g., ‘sun : moor’, ‘eat : drink’, ‘sit : stand : lie’ etc. It is very useful to seek out
syntactic contexts that contrast these elements, since otherwise we increase the risk of a non-
basic term creeping in. For instance, if we elicit (either from a live informant or from a large
dictionary) several quasi-synonymous words for ‘eat’, it is highly likely that the most neutral
will be the one used in a context like ‘I need to eat and drink to stay alive’.

6) One of the cases where synonymity is unavoidable is when we deal with a transitional
stage in language history, during which an older word is gradually being “ushered out” by a
more recent replacement (e.g., the relation between ‘stone’ and ‘rock’ in American English). If
one can put up a good argument for such a case, both words should be accepted for the lan-
guage in question. This phenomenon is most easily noticeable in languages with a long writ-
ten history (such as Egyptian or Chinese), but can be observed in living languages as well,
where sometimes the difference is generation-related.

4 One possible exception can be made for suppletion in the direct / indirect stems of personal pronouns
(e.g., I/ me, we [ us). The reason for this is that such suppletion is exceptionally frequent in the world’s languages,
which makes this kind of information very important for lexicostatistical purposes.
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7) Synonimity must also be considered (but can sometimes be avoided) in dealing with
the phenomenon of compound forms found on the list, consisting of two or more root mor-
phemes; this is especially typical of “monosyllabic” languages that frequently recur to com-
pounding in order to avoid excessive homonymy (e.g., Sino-Tibetan, Kradai, Abkhaz-Adyghe),
but in small doses can be found almost anywhere. With binary comparison, this is never a
problem, since the rule of thumb here is that the lexemes are to be scored as matches if at least
one morpheme in each is cognate (thus, Abaza lamha ‘ear’ < *la+moha = Ubykh La+k“ama id.,
even though the second morphemes in these words are different). Difficulties may, however,
arise with groups of more than two languages, where one might encounter more complicated
situations, e.g., Old Chinese # *tha? ‘tooth’ # Modern (Beijing) Chinese *f* yd ‘id.” (<« Old Chi-
nese *yra’ ‘tusk’), but what about Sichuan 7§ ya-ts1 ‘tooth’, a collocation of both? It seems
that the only reasonable solution here is to admit synonymity and double the word on the
list, scoring it once with Old Chinese and then again with Beijing Chinese.®

Most of these criteria — not always, but more frequently than not — help to single out the
most statistically frequent of the possible equivalents. The criterion of frequency of use cannot
be construed as a strong demand, but it may be related to the idea of writing down the
equivalent that “first springs to mind” when dealing with an informant, or the one that is
listed before all others in a context-less dictionary (unless, of course, it lists all the synonyms in
alphabetic order). Thus, if a language offers the choice of several different quasi-synonyms for
the verb ‘to eat’, and it is not easy to place formal borders between the various shades of
meanings, it always makes sense to look for the most frequently encountered item; this, among
other things, should be the default method of working with material from ancient languages,
represented only by written texts.

As a scientifically inferior, but pragmatically more helpful, alternative to formal semantic
definitions we currently suggest the method of diagnostic contexts for the Swadesh items. Such
contexts can be of great help during fieldwork with informants, since they help to verify the
correctness of the lexical equivalents that are provided. We list two or three syntactic contexts
that, in most cases, should guarantee the same equivalent; if the elicited equivalents differ
from context to context (based on our own experience, such a situation is not likely to occur
frequently), an additional check on the issue of semantic markedness is necessary.

If the wordlist is compiled based on secondary literature, such as a detailed dictionary or
a corpus of texts, the diagnostic contexts that we offer cannot be used directly (unless, by pure
chance, they happen to be reproduced in the dictionary or the corpus), but can still be made
indirect use of, since they give a general idea of the kind of speech situations in which we ex-
pect the word in question to show up. (Obviously, if the wordlists are extracted from a rela-
tively small dictionary that does not provide any syntactic contexts for its entries, the method
cannot be used, and the results will, almost inevitably, be slightly distorted.)

The selected contexts, along with accompanying notes, are presented below in the form of
a table, based on the standard 100-wordlist (as it is reproduced, e.g., in various publications by
Sergei Starostin, see [Ctapoctun 2007] both in Russian and English) and also featuring 10 ad-
ditional words from Sergei Yakhontov’s 100-wordlist that are carried over from the second
part of the 200-item Swadesh wordlist (see [Bypsak & Crapoctun 2005: 12-13] for details).

5 Of course, if we are willing to take into consideration the factor of language history, the Sichuan binome
5 ya-ts1 is almost certainly a homonimity-reducing extension of the original g *tha?, whereas the Beijing mono-
syllabic form % yd is a proper lexical replacement, meaning that, strictly speaking, the Sichuan word should be
scored together with Old Chinese, not with the Beijing form. In most cases, however, we are not that well familiar
with the history of compared languages/dialects to be able to easily reach such decisions.
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Yakhontov’s additional entries are marked by the “+” sign and placed at the end of the list
(No.101-110).

The table’s structure is as follows. The two columns marked “Eng.” and “Rus.” contain the
traditional one-word-definitions in English and Russian. The next column contains the pro-
posed syntactic contexts both in English and Russian. In the last column we give additional
comments on the entry.

In a few cases, the authors were unable to reach a single decision on which particular se-
mantic equivalent should be taken as the default value, so several rows have been divided into
two separate entries, e.g., No.107a ‘thin (of flat objects)’ vs. No.107b ‘thin (of elongated ob-
jects)’; two distinct sub-entries have also been introduced for suppletive personal pronouns,
e.g., No.45a ‘I (direct stem)’ vs. No.45b ‘me, mine (indirect stem)’. We suggest that such quasi-
duplicates should be treated as synonyms at the subsequent mathematical stage of lexicosta-
tistic procedure.
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CraTps IpogosKaeT cepuio myoankaumii (cMm. Starostin G. 2010), OCBAIIEHHBIX YTOYHEHNIO
JIEKCUKOCTaTUCTUIECKOTO MeTo/a KiaaccuduKaluy A3bIKOB. B craThe obcy:kaeTcs mpobite-
Ma CMHOHMMMUN/TIOJMCeMNHY, YTO, KaK M3BECTHO, Ha IpaKTHUKe SBJIAETCS IJIaBHOM CIOXHO-
CTBIO IIpM cocTapaeHun cnuckos Cpojema. A kaxzgoro siaemenTta 110-cioBHOro crmcka
HPUBOJAUTCS HAOOP CMHTAKCMYECKUX UM CeMaHTMYeCKMX KOHTEKCTOB, IIOMOTaoINX IIpN pa-
boTe B 1OJIe, a TakK’Ke KOMMEHTapuu, OOBACHSIIONINe, YTO MMEHHO I10Jipa3yMeBaeTcs I10J
JAHHBIM CBOJIEIIEBCKUM CJI0BOM. IIpu cocraBieHny KOHTEKCTOB M KOMMEHTapueB aBTOPDI
JaCTMYHO OCHOBBIBAIVICH Ha JIMHIBUCTUIECKON TPaJULINY, @ YaCTUIHO — Ha TeOPeTUIEeCKIUX

U IparMaTm4ecKnx COO6pa)KeHI/I}IX, KOTOpbI€ B CTaTh€ DKCIIIMIINTHO YKa3bIBalOTCAI.
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