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It is a commonplace observation that, while languages differ from one another in all aspects of their structure, some languages differ from each other more than others do. So, for example, English is more similar to German than it is to Hindi, and Chinese is still less similar to English, while Spanish and Portuguese are very similar to each other indeed. Many, if not all, of these degrees of structural and lexical difference can be correlated to historical relationships. This suggests that structural and lexical relatedness can indicate historical relatedness, a notion that has guided historical work since at least the early 19th century. Guardiano & Longobardi (2003:9) partially capture the idea behind this in terms of what they call the Anti-Babelic principle: “similarities among languages can be due either to historical cause (relatedness) or to chance, differences can only be due to chance.” The goal of this paper is to adopt a method for measuring the relatedness of parametric systems from recent work by Longobardi (2001, 2003), Longobardi & Guardiano (2002, 2003), Guardiano & Longobardi (2003), Gianollo, Guardiano & Longobardi (2004) in order to illustrate the Anti-Babelic Principle in a case where it has often been observed that, although there is no established genetic relationship, two grammatical systems do at least appear to be strikingly isomorphic: Celtic and Semitic. Systematic comparison of the values of 48 parameters in Welsh, Irish, Arabic and Hebrew yields the result that there may be a chance relationship either in a number of surface parameters or in a single, unidentified, deep one, but that there is no need to posit a closer relationship. The putative “Celto-Semitic” relation is also compared with the position of English in relation to the other West Germanic languages. In conclusion, I reflect on the strengths and weaknesses of the methodology of parametric comparison. 

