Steps in Linguistic Reconstruction


Step 1 - Assemble cognates (usually done for you for class exercises, etc.)

Step 2 - Establish sound correspondences
· Using the data, list all of the related languages sounds that correspond with each other (what happens if langs aren’t related or if one isn’t?) 

Step 3 - Reconstruct proto-sounds

· Phonetic plausibility - any change posited to account for the diffs between the protoform and the cognates (reflex forms) must be phonetically plausible (supported by other findings, articulatory phonetic processes)

· BUT: 

· Phonetic Directionality - more usual for stops to become voiced between vowels than vice-versa (assimilation more common than dissimilation) - s > h common; palatalization common

· Look at the feature level too - if they all have bilabial in common, then we know the protoform is at least bilabial.  Voicing, place, manner

· Economy - reconstruct the form that would require the least amount of changes
· Majority Wins -select for the proto-sound based on the most common sound in the cognate set (this sound shows up in the most number of daughter languages in the sound correspondences)

· BUT: This does not trump the phonetic info discussed above.  If the majority sound requires an unusual phonetic change, or more changes overall, try something else.

· NOTE:  It is possible to reconstruct a sound that is not present in any of the daughter languages (would need to argue a lot for that!)
Step 4 - Determine the status of similar correspondence sets

· Deal with the messy - 

· Reconstructing a split = one proto-form with multiple reflexes - would need to argue for a conditioned sound change

· Reconstructing a merger = two proto-forms with single reflexes (not as common)
Step 5 - Check the plausibility of the reconstructed sound from the perspective of the overall phonological inventory of the proto-lang

· Examining all the sound correspondences and reconstructed forms, are there any holes in the phonemic inventory that might need to be filled and explained through another sound change?

· Although languages can have asymmetrical systems, would have to argue that - assume symmetrical phonemic inventories
Step 6 - Check the plausibility of the reconstructed sound from the perspective of ling universals and typological expectations

· Postulate a set of sounds that is supported by many languages sound systems

· Would be problematic to postulate a reconstructed language having a system that no known live language has
Step 7 - reconstruct individual morphemes and words
