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Within the Automated Similarity Jugdment Program or ASJP project, 40-item word 
lists from more than 6,000 languages and dialects have been compiled for the purpose, 
inter alia, of arriving at a consistent and objective classification of the world's languages. 
This has mostly been carried out using a version of the Levenshtein distance. Inspection 
of a single tree of the world's languages, as well as several studies of individual families, 
have rendered the strengths and weaknesses of the method evident. Notably, the method 
is very reliable in distinguishing and correctly clustering families down to a time depth of 
around 4,200 BP, but beyond that it gets increasingly less reliable. The high reliability at 
the level of relatively shallow families justifies using a pre-established conservative clas-
sification of the world's language families-produced by Harald Hammarström-for cluster-
ing the languages prior to a classification through ASJP using average similarities across 
families. This reduces the noise from individual languages for which wordlists are in-
complete, as well as the effects of accidental similarities between single pairs of lan-
guages. At the same time, pairwise comparisons of all languages families in the world, 
involving a total of 57,630 pairs, offers the possibility of empirically estimating whether 
or not the similarity found for a given pair is or isn't due to chance. Other probabilistic 
approaches to historical linguistic language comparison have had to rely on less reliable 
theoretical probabilities of matches between sound segments. 

One of the results of this approach is a remarkable grouping of 25 out of 27 Australian 
families in the database into a single cluster, supporting a common view, but one that has 
never been supported by strong lexical evidence, that there is an Australian super-family 
comprising all or nearly all of the languages on this continent. Holman et al. (2011) esti-
mated Australian to be 5,296 years old, so it appears that ASJP can still provide useful 
results even at a time depth around a millennium greater than the time depth at which it 
routinely performs reliably. It remains, however, to investigate whether the results for 
Australian are more likely to be due to lexical diffusion rather than inheritance (genealog-
ical relatedness). 

This paper will give an overview of the nuts and bolts of ASJP and different studies of 
its performance, and will introduce the new results for pairwise comparisons of language 
families. Statistical considerations of how to validate results for deep genealogical rela-
tions will be offered. Finally, the case of Australian is presented in some detail. 

  
 


