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Historical linguists are usually interested in languages whose lexemes show significantly greater-than-chance 
levels of similarity, as it is usually assumed that once similarity approaches chance levels, nothing 
conclusive can be said about historical connections. But what if languages display less-than-chance levels of 
similarity in at least a sizable part of their lexicon? What does this mean? In this paper, we will argue that, 
just like greater-than-chance similarity, less-than-chance similarity points to historical connection and, 
specifically, that it is an evidential marker of a special kind of language change: 'deliberate' lexical 
differentiation. 
 
Deliberate lexical differentiation occurs when bilinguals strive to keep the languages they speak distinct (see 
Thomason 2007, Laycock 1982 for a discussion of observed examples).  In a situation where languages in a 
bilingual’s repertoire are genetically related (or even dialects of the same language) deliberate differentiation 
may result in the replacement of cognate word forms, or in the preference of a synonym not used in the other 
language.  In a contact situation where the languages are not genetically related, differentiation is likely to 
result in avoidance of borrowing (Harvey 2006 suggests this for Northern Australian languages), but it may 
also affect words that are ‘chance resemblances’ or thought to be too similar by the speakers – these, like 
cognates, may also undergo replacement.  In both situations, deliberate lexical differentiation results in a 
distribution of lexical similarity that is skewed: if the languages are related, the non-cognate word forms will 
display less-than-chance similarity, and if the languages are not related the overall similarity of the lexicon 
will be lower than expected by chance.  
 
In this paper we present results of simulated comparisons as well as results of comparison in documented 
situations of differentiation (e.g. Catalan/Castillian).  We explore difficulties encountered in using this 
measure and discuss how it may be potentially useful in testing suspected cases of prehistoric deliberate 
differentiation. 
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