The reconstruction of proto-Burmish: a case study in the computational implementation
of the comparative method
The use of computational methods in comparative linguistics increases ever in popularity.
Nonetheless, the fruits of such methods have so far been meagre when compared to the
results the traditional comparative method. This paper explores a dataset of Burmish
languages as a case study in improving the methodology of computational reconstruction.
In particular are aim is not replace or modify the comparative method, but rather to
implement the traditional method using computational tools.
Our database comprises 400 concepts and their translational counterparts in a dozen
Burmish langauges. Concepts are linked to the Concepticon (List et al. 2016), languages
are linked to Glottolog. The primary data comes from Huáng et al. (1992.), as digitized by
STEDT (Matisoff 2011), but we supplement this with other sources. We employ an iterative
workflow combining the absolute rigor of a computer with the insightful intuitions of
trained historical linguists. After providing all of the data with unambiguous phonetic
interpretations, including the explicit encoding of underdetermined segments, the
computer provides a preliminary alignment and reconstruction. These reconstructions are
then adjusted with an eye to the relevant literature on proto-Burmish. The adjustments are
made inside of the workflow system so that the algorithm and general methodology will be
enhanced and made more robust.
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