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The importance of historical divergence
time between languages

Luke Matthews, RAND

I work across several fields, but I most strongly
identify as an evolutionary anthropologist. With-
in anthropology, there’'s always been this minori-
ty tradition that tried to be a little more scientific
in the classic, positivist sense of that - testing hy-
potheses and formulating them in a kind of explicit
way. You'll find people in a similar kind of tradition
within sociology or political science have that kind
of approach that tries to incorporate methods that
maybe we would think of as more common in the

natural sciences.

“All of us who do that kind of
work, one of the typical types of
datasets that we need are datasets
that compile multiple different
types of variables across different

populations. ”

I think within political science and sociology, that's
kind of a minority tradition within those disciplines,
but they're definitely there. All of us who do that
kind of work, one of the typical types of datasets
that we need are datasets that compile multiple
different types of variables across different popu-

lations.

That's a pretty common data structure that we're
using. Some people are going to work just within
a single culture or population level where the data
are individual, but in terms of this comparative kind
of stuff, it's usually group-level data but with lots
and lots of societies and lots and lots of variables.
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This project is our first paper from this research ef-
fort to use historical language phylogenies or di-
vergences as a proxy measure for a lot of cultural

stuff that is hard to measure.

We started to think this would be useful for more
applied purposes, like predicting or modelling
political change. So, in this paper, we did political
change using this well-known polity score variable
from political science and using, from economics,
a measure of sovereign defaults (defaults on states
by debts) over the past 100 years. For both models,

we modelled it over the last 100 years.

The reason that I started to think the historical di-
vergence time between languages might be a use-
ful measure is because more and more studies are
coming out from anthropological literature about
variables that were correlated on these language

trees: whetheryou're a polygamist ora monogamist,




what the rule is about where you live after getting
married, do you move to the husband'’s location or
the wife's location - this is a whole host of cultural
stuff that seems to be correlated.
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It's not because language is determining that stuff
- it's because there’s a lot of things about culture
that are passed on multi-generationally and the
language divergence is a good way of measuring
that because you learn languages from the prior

generation.

That was the original inspiration for the paper. I
think, for the sovereign default results, we find that
there are mixed results and evidence for including

this along with some other variables.

In the case of this political regime, the change in
the character of the political regime, I think the evi-
dence we have is a bit stronger that shows that this
issue of how long languages are diverged is actual-
ly a better measure for predicting these correlated
changes than is, for example, countries having the
same language or countries being close together in
space, that they share a border, or that there's not a
lot of spacial distance between them.

“ It’s not because language
is determining that stuff - it’s
because there’s a lot of things
about culture that are passed
on multi-generationally and the
language divergence is a good way
of measuring that because you
learn languages from the prior

generation. ”

So, I think, particularly for that political variable, we
have demonstrated that this language divergence
is a good proxy measure that seems to outperform
the other common measures that you might pull.
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