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§1.  Introduction: 
 

Ø ‘Current’ Issues: Current, perhaps, but certainly not new. 
Ø Cognate coding for lexicostatistical studies may seem simple in principle. 
Ø In practice is quite messy for many reasons. 

 
§2. Context: The Cognacy in Basic Lexicon: Indo-European (CoBL-IE) Project 
 

Ø Database of Cognacy Judgements Across Indo-European Languages, as successor to IELex 
Database used in BOUCKAERT et al. (2012), CHANG et al. (2015)1 

Ø Basic cognacy policy: Tracing etymologies as far back as possible, ideally to an IE root 
etymology. 

Ø Customised Jena 200 comparison list drawn from the IELex 207 + Leipzig-Jakarta lists2 
 
§3. Methodological Problems of Deciding Between Etymologies (Cognacy Policy) 
 

Ø “[I]f we are to maintain scientific rigor, we must reject etymologies that are attractive but 
flawed.” (RINGE 2017:2; cf. similarly RINGE 1996:xvi-xvii) 

 
§3.1. Issue 1: Hypercriticism over forms in closely related varieties 
 

Ø In the absence of evidence to the contrary, assume common inheritance rather than 
borrowing or independent innovation (cf. HENNIG 1966:121). 

 
§3.2. Issue 2: Uncertainties in cross-branch etymologies: some BAD examples 
 

(1) Hitt. idālu- ‘bad, evil, evilness’ Luw. ādduu̯āli-, TochB yolo ‘bad, evil’ < ?*h₁ed-u̯ol-.3 
 

(2) Gk. κακός ‘bad’ < Proto-Greek *kako-, Alb. keq ‘bad’ < Proto-Albanian *kakiia̯/ā-4 
 

Ø Methodologically best solution is to split uncertain cognate sets (cf. RINGE 2017:2 above). 
Ø CoBL has developed a new ‘proposed cognacy’ system to index levels of scholarly 

disagreement over disputed etymologies.  

																																																								
1 IELex: http://ielex.mpi.nl 
2 Cf. TADMOR (2009), HASPELMATH & TADMOR (2009). 
3 Cf. SCHINDLER (1975), RASMUSSEN (1984:144-145), PUHVEL (1984:487-493), KLOEKHORST (2008:420-422), ADAMS (2013:555-
556). 
4  Cf. FRISK (1960–1972:758-759), CHANTRAINE (1968–1980:482), BEEKES (2010:619-620), HULD (1984:79-80), DEMIRAJ 
(1997:216-217), OREL (1998:175), SCHUMACHER & MATZINGER (2013:223, 239). 
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§4. Practical Problems in Coding and Cognacy 
 
§4.1. Indo-European Specific Problems 
 
§4.1.1. Root Extensions and s-mobile: The same root etymology or different? 
 

(3) 2. *(s)ker- 'scheren, kratzen, abschneiden': ON skera, OE scriϸ (LIV² 556-557, IEW 938-40, 
but possibly extended *(s)kerH- LIV² 558, cf. Lith. skìrti ‘trennen, teilen, unterscheiden’, so 
KROONEN 2013:443-444). 

 
(4) *(s)kert- '(zer)schneiden': YAv. kərəṇtaiti, OPers. *kart-, Ved. kr̥t- (LIV² 559-560, IEW 941-2). 

 
Ø Practice determining root etyma basically follows LIV², but perhaps requires justification. 

 
§4.1.2. Taboo Deformation 
 

(5) TONGUE from PIE *dn̥g̑ʰu̯éh₂ : TochA käntu, TochB kantwo, Arm. lezow, Av. hizuua, Ved. 
jihvá̄, OCS ѩзыкъ, Lith. liežùvis, OPr. insuwis, Goth. tuggō, Osc. fangvam, Lat. lingua, OIr. 
tengae.5 

 
(6) ANT from PIE ?*moru̯i- : TochB warme*, Gk. µύρµηξ, Arm. mrǰiwn, YAv. maoiri-, Ved. vamrá-, 

OCS мравии, ON maurr, Lat. formīca, OBret. morion.6 
 

(7) LOUSE (IEW 692: *lŭ̄s (gen. *luu̯-ós) ‘Laus’) → to be split into four different cognate sets: 
a. Germanic and Celtic ?*lŭ̄- : ON lús, OE lūs, OS lûs; MW lleuen, OBret. louenn 
b. Ved. yūka- (> MIA, NIA forms, e.g. Pāli ūkā, Hindi jūm̐, Bengali ukun, Nepali jumro, 

etc., cf. EWAia II:415, TURNER 1962-1966:608). 
c. PSlav. *vŭš- (SCr. uš, Maced. вошка, Russ. вошь, Ukr. воша, Pol. wesz, Cz. veš, Slk. 

voš, cf. DERKSEN 2008:532). 
d. Baltic forms: Lith. utėlẽ̇, Latv. uts, Latgal. vuts (to be connected with Slavic forms 

according to FRAENKEL 1962-1965:1173; against connection with Slavic forms cf. 
DERKSEN 2008:532). 

 
§4.2. Cognacy Coding Problems that are (probably) Universal 
 
§4.2.1. Meanings in High-frequency Grammatical Words  
 

(8) BECAUSE in Slavic: OCS занѥ(жє), понѥ(жє); Bulg. защото; Maced. затоа што; Russ. 
потому что; Uk. тому що, Cz., Slk. preto-že 

 

																																																								
5  Cf. MALLORY & ADAMS (2006:175), MARTIROSYAN (2010:307-308), ADAMS (2013:147), EWAia I:591-593, DE VAAN 
(2008:343), DERKSEN (2008:159), DERKSEN (2015:285), LEHMANN (1986:349), MATASOVIĆ (2009:368). 
6 Cf. MATASOVIĆ (2009:278), BEEKES (2010:982), EWAia II:507, ESSJa 19:241-249, DERKSEN (2008:326) MARTIROSYAN 
(2010:482-483), ADAMS (2013:630), DE VRIES (2000:380). 
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(9) BECAUSE in Hellenic: AGk. διότι (= διά + ὅ + τι), ἕνεκα; SMG γιατί (για + τί), επειδή (ἐπεί + δή), 
SMG διότι; Pontic επειδήσκαι (επει + δη + (σ?) + και), Cappadocian ασο (ας + το), Cypriot 
επειδή (επει + δη), Tsakonian γιατσ̔ί (= SMG γιατί), Italiot τι. 

 
Ø Some grammatical words apparently more stable: 

 
(10) *ne ‘not’ : Hitt. natta, Alb. nuk, Av. nōit̰, Ved. ná, OCS не, Lith. ne-, Goth. ni, Lat. nōn, OIr. ní 

(cf. LIPP Vol.2 530-549 s.v. 1. *né ‘nicht’) 
 

Ø But problems still arise: When does a cognate cease to be cognate? 
 

(11) NOT in Hellenic:7 
a. Ancient varieties: Myc. o-u-, AGk. οὐ(κ), NT οὐ(κ) 
b. Modern Varieties: SMG δεν, Tsak. δε(ν), ο-, ου- (prefix), Capp. δεν (< Gk. οὐδέν = οὐ + 

δέ + ἕν ‘and not one’, cf. ANDRIOTIS et al. 1999, BABINOTIS 2010:338) 
 

Ø Should one keep coding ‘ghost morphemes’ that have been lost? Arguably no complete 
lexical replacement has taken place. 

Ø Similar problems for other grammatical words, pronouns, and demonstratives. 
Ø Proposed solution: elimination of pronouns, demonstratives, and high-frequency 

grammatical words from comparison lists. 
 
§4.2.2. Meanings Prone to Onomatopoeia ± Sound-Symbolism(?) 
 

(12) SPIT from PIE *sptie̯u̯H- ‘spucken, speien’? : Lat. spuī (pf.), Lith. spiáuti, OCS пл҄ьвати, Goth. 
speiwan, Gk. πτύ̄ω (LIV² 583-584, IEW 999-1000) 

 
(13) CUT:  

a. PIE 2. *kers- ‘(ab)schneiden’ : Luw. karš-, TochA kärṣ-, TochB kars- (LIV² 355-356; 
MALZAHN 2010:582-583) 

b. PIE *kʷer- ‘(ab)schneiden, schnitzen’ : Hitt. kuer-/kur-, Luw. k(u)u̯ar-/kūr- Lyc. 
xurzei- (LIV² 391-392, KLOEKHORST 2008:486) 

c. PIE *sekH- ‘abtrennen’ : Lat. secāre, Umbr. prusekatu (IIa 28, etc.), PSlav. *sěkti > 
SCr. sjeći, Maced. сече (LIV² 524, DE VAAN 2008:550-551, DERKSEN 2008:446) 

d. PIE *(s)ker- ‘scheren, kratzen, abschneiden’ : ON skera, OE scriϸ  (LIV² 556-557; or 
to LIV² 558 *(s)kerH-, cf. Lith. skìrti ‘trennen, teilen, unterscheiden’, so KROONEN 
2013:443-444)  

e. PIE *(s)kert- ‘zerschneiden’ : YAv. kərəṇtaiti, OPers. *kart-, Ved. kr̥t- (LIV² 559-560) 
f. PIE ?*(s)kelp- : Marathi kāpaṇe, Sinhalese kapanavā < Skt. kalpáyati ‘sets in order; 

trims, cuts’ (TURNER 1962-1966:150; according to EWAia I:232-233 perhaps to be 
connected with Lat. scalpere ‘to cut, scrape, scratch’, Goth. halba ‘half’) 

																																																								
7 I follow the reserved judgment of CLACKSON (1994:158), CLACKSON (2004/2005:155-156), and MARTIROSYAN (2010:531), 
who see Arm. očʻ more likely as an inner-Armenian creation based on the simple pronoun o- (cf. o-kʻ and o-mn 
'someone') + simple negative čʻ < *kʷid. As such I regard Gk. οὐ(κ) to have no secure etymology outside of Greek and 
not cognate with PIE *né (cf. COWGILL (1960) arguing from *ne h₂oiu̯ (kʷid)).	
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g. PIE 1. *(s)kep- ‘hacken, hauen’ : Gk. κόπτω (LIV² 555, with Balto-Slavic, Albanian 
cognates. BEEKES 2010:748-749 prefers to see ‘Pre-Greek’) 

 
(14) SCRATCH: 8 

a. PIE 2. *(s)ker- ‘scheren, kratzen, abschneiden’ : Arm. kʻerem (LIV² 556-557, 
MARTIROSYAN 2010:662-663) 

b. PIE *kes- ‘ordnen’ : OCS česati, Latv. kasît (LIV² 357, DERKSEN 2008:86, DERKSEN 
2015:231) 

c. PIE *kseu̯- ‘schaben, schliefen’: Mod.Gk. ξύνω (< AGk. ξύω), Hindi khuracanā (cf.  
Skt. kṣuráti) (LIV² 372, BEEKES 2010:1039-1040, TURNER 1962-1966 3729, EWAia I:435-
436.)  

d. PIE *ksneu- ‘schärfen’ : Ved. kṣṇav- (LIV² 373, EWAia I:441, cf. Lat. novācula 
‘Rasiermesser’) 

e. PIE *skabʰ- ‘kratzen, schaben’ : Lat. scabere, OS skaƀan (LIV² 549, DE VAAN 2008:541, 
KROONEN 2013:438, cf. Lith. skõbti ‘to plane’) 

f. PIE *(s)kreb- ‘schaben, kratzen’ : OE screpan, MW crauu (LIV² 562, cf. Orel 
2003:344) 

g. PIE *(s)kerp- ‘abschneiden, abrufen’ : Lith. krapštýti (LIV² 559) 
h. PIE *(s)kep- : Rusyn šḯpatɪ (according to our Slavicist Lechosław Jocz; I have been 

unable to confirm this root etymology.) 
i. PGmc. *krat- > Germ kratzen, etc. (EWA 5:762-764) 

 
§5. Some Outstanding Anomalies 
 
§5.1. Parallel Semantic Shift / Derivation 
 

(15) CHILD derivations from PIE *dʰeh₁(i)̯- ‘(Muttermilch) saugen’ : Lyc. tideimi- ‘child’; Sp. hijo, 
It. figlio ‘child’, etc. < Lat. filius ‘son’ (LIV² 138-139, KLOEKHORST 2008:875-877, NEUMANN 
2007:359-360, DE VAAN 2008:219). 

(16) GIVE based on PIE *bʰer- ‘tragen’ : Khot. heḍä, Sogd. θbr- < PIr. *fră̄-bar-; OIr. do·beir < PCl. 
*to-ber- (BAILEY 1979:499, CHEUNG 2007:6-10, PEDERSEN 1913:469-471 MATASOVIĆ 2009:62). 

 
§5.2. Semantic calquing 
 

Ø In preliminary results Modern Greek Tsakonian (from West Greek) subgroups with other 
Modern Greek dialects descended from the Attic-Ionic koiné. 

 
Ø I suspect semantic calquing / parallel semantic developments probably to blame here, but 

also good intermediate data for West Greek dialects is also lacking. 
 

Ø Exactly what is happening with the data requires further investigation, but I suspect this is 
likely to be a situation (lack of good intermediate documentation + sociolinguistic 
situation favouring convergence in the lexicon) where this methodology does not work. 

																																																								
8   Cf. stock sound effects for shovelling (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xOxBGcZRO0M) and scraping: 
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vPtSEPhBuWk) 
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§6. Some Conclusions 
 
1. Comparison meanings need to be carefully selected to minimise bad data in lexicostatistics: 

 
Ø Generally: Comparative wordlists of basic vocabulary need to be easy to elicit so that 

lexemes to ensure that comparable semantics are being compared across all languages. 
 

Ø More Specifically: Comparative wordlists have to consist of lexemes that are also easy to 
encode consistently. 

 
2. Contingencies need to be designed into database structures in order to deal with issues of 

unclear or partial cognacy, with a principled decision-making process or cognacy coding policy 
in place in order to deal with disputed etymologies that do not lend themselves to binary 
true/false coding decisions. 
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