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Reply to Mahowald and Gibson and to Heggarty:
No problems with short words, and no
evidence provided
Mahowald and Gibson (1) suggest that the
shorter word length of frequently used words,
and not their stability, could mean that
chance sound correspondences account for
the pattern of results we report for cognate
relationships among proto-words in our
study of seven Eurasian language families
(2). However, their −0.24 correlation be-
tween the phonological length of contem-
porary English words and our measure of
cognate class size is not relevant to the
question of chance sound correspondences
among the proto-words from different lan-
guage families. What must be demonstrated
is that shorter proto-words were more likely
to be judged cognate simply on the basis of
their length.
In this regard, we find no empirical evi-

dence that phonological word length in-
fluences judgments of cognacy among the
proto-words in our sample. For example, we
find no relationship between cognate class
size and the phonological length of Indo-
European proto-words, controlling for the
words’ frequency of use and their rates of
lexical replacement in the Indo-European
languages (P = 0.56). On the other hand, and

in agreement with results we report in our
paper, rates of lexical replacement do pre-
dict cognate class size, after controlling for
phonological word length and frequency
of use (P = 0.0003). We found similar pat-
terns for the six other language families
we studied.
Heggarty (3) makes a number of assertions

about the Languages of the World Etymolog-
ical Database (LWED) and the impossibility
of identifying deep ancestry, but does not
provide empirical evidence to support his
claims. This repeats the major obstacle to
progress in the field—a reliance on assertions
rather than clear statistical evidence. Provid-
ing such evidence was precisely the starting
point of our paper: our previous research (4)
empirically demonstrated the possibility of
a small subset of words retaining traces of
their ancestry long enough to connect lan-
guages or language families separated by
more than 10,000 y. We then incorporated
that work into a statistical model that makes
predictions about the words most likely to
show evidence of ancestry among the seven
Eurasian language families, and these predic-
tions were supported.
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