Guidelines for Final Projects in Historical Linguistics, or:

How to convert a good idea into a 10/15-page paper
A.  Preliminaries

1.  Introduction; scope and limits of the project; objectives of the paper; some theoretical considerations.  For this last, select one or more principles (outlined in Crowley) for special emphasis, as suggested by your choice of data and objectives.

2.  Phonemic charts (vowel and consonant inventories for each dialect)

3.  Phonotactic statements for each of the four dialects.  How extensive these should be depends on your objectives.

B.  Inductive part:  The Comparative Method
1.  Introduce correspondence sets, including both full and partial, making explicit references to (a) how many correspondences are in each set, and (b) where the reader can find the data.  At the same time, keep lists of (i) suspected borrowings (ii) suspected affixes, and (iii) apparent cognates showing partial irregularities that cannot yet be attributed to borrowing or analogy.  These lists will eventually be presented as appendices.  (But see section C.7 of this handout.) 
2.  Based on the correspondence sets, reconstruct PM vocabulary as needed to meet your objectives, using superscripted phones when required (*t2, etc.), and representing all ambiguities and indeterminateness explicitly (e.g. *[l,n]awaŋ ‘door’ (225); *__udip ‘alive’ (78: mudip=mudip=tudip=mudip) or *udip ‘alive’ (78) if you feel confident that the initial consonant is prefixal.
3.  Present an inventory of PM phonemes—vowel and consonant inventories for the proto-language, and list of diphthongs (if any).

4.  Compare your reconstructed PM vocabulary with Proto-Malayo-Polynesian (PMP) etyma (to be handed out in class), repeating Step 1.  Be as thorough as your particular project requires.
5.  In place of Steps 2 and 3, start the Deductive phase of your paper (next section). 
C.  Deductive part:  Historical Phonology
1.  Use the PMP etyma (a) to suggest solutions to any ambiguities and indeterminateness in your PM reconstructions, and (b) make adjustments, e.g. when the PMP etyma helps clarify the phonetic content of *t2, then you should modify your PM reconstructions accordingly.

2.  Evaluate your reconstructed PM system applying the criteria of Realism, and Uniformitarianism.  For example, PMP has only four simple vowels (*i, *u, *ə and *a), whereas PM seems to have ____ (give the number when you feel confident).
3.  Present your final PM system:  Phoneme inventories and reconstructed vocabulary. 

4.  Write the rules needed to derive the Melanau dialect data from Proto-Melanau, as determined by your choice of dialect data and your objectives.  For example, If your topic is e.g. Kanowit laryngeals (h and ʔ), you are forced to include correspondence sets such as k=k=k=k and k=k=ʔ=ʔ in order to account for Kanowit word-final ʔ.  Thus your initial data selection must be expanded because of the nature of the problems that arise in the course of applying the Comparative Method.  (This fact may well send you back to B.1. above.)
5.  Demonstrate that each proposed rule “generates all and only” the dialect data you have pre-selected, including the expanded set just mentioned.  If your topic is e.g. Kanowit laryngeals (h and ʔ), this means that your rules (a) must account for (“generate”) every Kanowit h and ʔ in the data, and (b) must not “overgenerate” in the sense of making incorrect predictions about any Kanowit words.

6.  After demonstrating that your rules are adequate to account for all and only the Kanowit data, follow the same procedure to demonstrate that each rule “is consistent with” the rules needed for the other dialects.  This can be thought of as applying the “uniformitarian” criterion on the dialect level.  For example, if your rule says *k > ʔ /__# there are two questions to ask:  (a) can you make an argument that the rule applies in more than one dialect?  (b) can you explain why the rule does not apply in another dialect?  (For example, the reason the rule did not apply in Belawi and Matu-Daro is that in these dialects, PM word-final *-k was simply retained as /k/.)

Note:  Steps 5 and 6 above must be ruthlessly thorough; it may require several pages to demonstrate that your rules “work properly”.

7.  Empirical ramifications.  This is where your paper has the potential to become really interesting.  Once you have your reconstructions and the rules needed to derive “all and only” your selected (and extended) data from Proto-Melanau, and after you have shown that your rules are consistent with “all and only” the data of all the other dialects, return to the three lists you started at step B.1 (i-iii).  Examine each word in that list, and see if perhaps one or more words can be re-interpreted in light of your analysis.  Ask yourself:  (i) Can I incorporate any suspected borrowings into the analysis (i.e. show that they are not borrowings after all)?  (ii) Can I incorporate any suspected prefixes into the analysis as actually belonging to the root?  (iii) Can I discover, among my list of problematic words, any words/phones that can be explained by applying my analysis to them?

After going through your list of problematic words, go back and sift through the entire data set, all dialects, from beginning to end, looking for anything your analysis might explain that was overlooked previously.  Use your analysis like a flashlight to look for data that might perhaps be illuminated now that you have much more sophisticated tools (namely, your rules and analysis) in hand.


(Recall the Rejang example, where bioa ‘water’ turned out to be cognate with Malay air ‘water’, which was anything but obvious at first.  Later in the analysis, PMP *wahiR was examined in light of Rejang rules *w > b /#__, *h >Ø /V__V, and *-iR > oa.  Only after these rules were well established did it become known that Rejang bioa and Malay air were cognates, both reflecting PMP *wahiR.
8.  A note on “order of discovery” vs. “order of presentation” in science.  Suppose you notice something truly exciting early in the process, as often happens, long before you know exactly what it might mean.  Later you may discover that your idea is rather advanced, needing support from the total analysis to be understood and appreciated.  In such cases, your idea might best be introduced late in the paper, no matter when or how it was discovered.  That way, the reader will be more likely to understand and appreciate the idea.
9.  This brings up a larger point about the process of discovery on the one hand, and the process of presentation (publication) on the other.


a)  We have only limited control over the flow of ideas.  Sometimes our minds work inductively, sometimes deductively, sometimes abductively.  As the Gita says, “The mind is more difficult to control than a monkey.”  (Or something like that.)  The thing to do with ideas is to write them down; later you can figure out what they mean (if anything).


b)  When working on a problem, we often reach a point where we don’t know what to do next.  That’s the time to consciously turn to established guidelines and procedures, which are logical steps.  


c)  One thing to do when resorting to a procedure is to start by classifying the random ideas you have written down.  Another is to sift through the data, working first inductively, then deductively, step by step.  

d)  As for abduction, you will not be able to control its appearance.  It comes as a bolt out of the blue.  All you can do is write things down, and plan later to figure out where they lead, if anywhere.
