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referred to as toku mana (my father)” (Firth 1931:
240–41).

The lack of special terms for blood relatives in a certain
language does not, however, mean that speakers of this
language cannot distinguish their mothers from other
women of the same age-sex group. It only means that in
their language and society such a distinction is not con-
sidered important. If English- or Russian-speakers do not
terminologically distinguish paternal and maternal un-
cles, this does not mean that they cannot distinguish
father’s brother from mother’s brother. It means that the
distinction between paternal and maternal kinsfolk is
not sufficiently important for them to be linguistically
marked.56

Finally, certain scholars reject the reconstruction of a
meaning that is not recorded for any reflex of a proto-
language etymon. However, phonetic reconstruction is
by no means supposed to provide an archetype similar
to at least one of its reflexes. On the contrary, a recon-
struction that merely replicates a reflex is likely to be
erroneous. Why, then, should semantic reconstruction
be treated differently? A typological parallel from the
field of comparative linguistics can be cited as an answer
to those who cannot accept the reconstruction of a social
organization whose complete analogue has not been re-
corded by ethnology. Common Slavonic had only open
syllables, but this trait has not survived in any modern
Slavonic language, and a hypothetical “specialist in syn-
chronous phonology of modern Slav languages unaware
of the methods of comparative linguistics and their
means of demonstration is likely to regard the law of
open syllables in Common Slavonic as a manifestly ab-
surd idea” (Alekseev and Testelets 1996:8).57 The same
is true for historical reconstructions: an unattested social
system might nevertheless have existed.

Thus, an unbiased analysis shows the vulnerability of
the traditional semantic reconstruction of Indo-Euro-
pean kinship terminology. The recorded reflexes display
a variety of meanings that can hardly be traced to pro-
tolanguage kinship terms, and this of course calls for
reinterpretation of the traditional reconstruction. In this
paper the relevant PIE etyma have been treated as clas-
sifiers of age-sex groups. This interpretation provides a
coherent explanation of unexpected semantic shifts such
as, for instance, the terminological identification of
grandparents of both sexes and grandchildren. Conse-
quently, it appears that patriarchal clan society was not
the earliest form of Indo-European kinship organization
as has been believed. Early Indo-European social struc-
ture seems to have been based on age-sex stratification,
with classificatory kinship playing only a secondary

56. There was such a distinction in Old Russian, where the paternal
uncle was called stroi and his maternal counterpart ui.
57. “Spetsialist po sinkhronnoi fonologii slavianskikh iazykov, ne
znakomyi s metodami i sistemoi dokazatel’stv sravnitel’no-istori-
cheskogo iazykoznaniia, skoree vsego vosprimet zakon otkrytykh
slogov v praslavianskom kak ochevidno absurdnuiu ideiu.”

role.58 The obvious sociocultural implications of this
conclusion are that (1) age-sex stratification underlay the
classificatory and individual kinship patterns and may
therefore have been the first stage of social evolution and
(2) the traces of it encountered in early historical social
institutions can be used to interpret that stage. These
conclusions and the way in which they were reached
may be of interest both for the study of social evolution
and for the development of a historical-linguistic method
for the study of prehistory.
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Kullanda claims that the so-called Indo-European kin-
ship terms indicated not genealogical kinship relations
but age/sex distinctions. It was not that a speaker could
not distinguish, for example, his mother from other
women but that such a distinction was unimportant in
that society and language. As he admits, however, there
are “only a few reflexes” of the system he supposes, and
the counterevidence is very strong.

The use, for example, of pater to indicate a senator in
Rome is very late compared with the date of Proto-Indo-
European and cannot be used as evidence for the proto-
language. The use of “mother” for the goddess of the
earth is doubtless to be taken literally, in the genealog-
ical/biological sense, and the same holds for the desig-
nation “daughter” for Persephone. These views are
nearly universal in ancient societies. The use of
“brother” for a monk is taken over from the Semitic
languages and cannot be used as evidence for Proto-Indo-
European. For Lithuanian mótė ‘woman, wife’, the re-
sidual meaning “mother” in dialects proves that this was
the earlier meaning.

What is most important in the case of a new theory
is whether it can explain things that were unclear in the
earlier theory. Kullanda claims that this is the case with
Old High German ano, meaning both “grandfather” and
“grandmother.” This is true, but it is found only in
German, not even in the other Germanic languages, and
therefore it cannot be used for Proto-Indo-European.
Again, Middle High German enel means both “grand-
father” and “grandson,” but that these meanings go to-

58. As for the likely traits of the early Indo-European society char-
acterized by the above-described age-sex stratification, I would
agree with Friedrich (1966:3) that “one can reconstruct a fairly mo-
bile, late Neolithic or Early Chalcolithic culture of animal-breeding
agriculturalists.” However, in view of the North Caucasian sub-
stratum in Indo-European (including Anatolian) (Starostin 1988:
152–54) and Indo-European loanwords in Kartvelian (Klimov 1981)
I think, contrary to Friedrich, that the Indo-European homeland
should be located south of the Caucasus rather than north of it—a
view I share with Gamkrelidze and Ivanov as well as other scholars.
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gether is first found in Middle High German and cer-
tainly cannot be projected back to Proto-Indo-European.
In general, then, Kullanda’s idea is historically not well
founded.

At the same time, there is plenty of evidence for terms
indicating kinship, and Kullanda’s brushing them aside
is unacceptable. He suggests that ∗snuso- ‘daughter-in-
law’, ∗suesōr ‘sister’, Greek gambrós, etc., ‘son-in-law’
are loanwords from Caucasian. Even if this is true, it is
irrelevant: the words can be reconstructed with certainty
for Proto-Indo-European, and if they were loanwords, we
are talking about a period of, say, 1,000 years earlier.
(Also, the fact that words with these meanings were bor-
rowed shows that Proto-Indo-European society wanted
to express these notions.) (Greek gambrós, etc., still pre-
sent a difficulty for the reconstruction, but an ablauting
system, e.g., ∗ǵom-ēr, ∗ǵm-er-, ∗ǵm-r- could explain all
forms. And even if we could not find a single reconstruc-
tion because of reshapings in the separate languages,
there is no doubt that the word is an old Proto-Indo-
European word.) The word for “husband’s sister” (Greek
gálōs, etc.) is also an old Proto-Indo-European term that
can be reconstructed with certainty: ∗ǵelH-ōu-s (with the
usual ablaut). That “husband’s brother” is “a relative
innovation in Indo-European” is improbable; the form
∗deh2iuēr, cannot be understood as formed from Proto-
Indo-European elements: it looks very old.

Thus the nonkinship meanings can be easily explained
as secondary, the evidence given for old age/sex-mean-
ings is based on material too late to be used for Proto-
Indo-European, and there are several old Proto-Indo-Eu-
ropean terms for exact kinship relations. Kullanda’s
theory must be rejected.
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This paper raises important questions about the meth-
odology of cultural reconstruction when dealing with
protolanguages and protocultures. The phonetic corre-
spondences among the terms meaning “father,”
“mother,” “brother,” etc., leave no doubt whatsoever
that those words existed in Proto-Indo-European, and the
difficult question is what they really meant. Kullanda
begins by pointing out one of the most important prob-
lems in linguistic reconstruction—how to reconstruct
meanings, for which there is no sound, agreed-upon
methodology. Mendoza (1999) and Bernabé (2000) have
recently addressed this problem from a linguistic stand-
point and have stressed that reconstructions have tra-
ditionally tended to assign excessively vague meanings
to reconstructed Indo-European roots or words. Further-
more, kinship terms, like numerals or terms related to
agriculture or metalworking, are intimately linked to the
specific culture of a people, and therefore, as Justus (1993:
105–8) has remarked for numerals, our reconstruction of

these terms must be in accordance with what we know
about cultural evolution. If we assume that Proto-Indo-
European dates back at least to 5000 b.c., it is clear that
we cannot reconstruct for that date social, cultural, or
technological realities that, from what we know about
the history of humankind, do not go back so far.

On the basis of ethnographic evidence and parallels
alone we could assume that age differences played an
important role in Indo-European social organization. We
could even agree that the relevant age-groups are the ones
identified by Kullanda. In fact, it would not be difficult
to add further evidence to that offered in this paper—for
instance, the age-groups identified in the earliest Euro-
pean legal code, the Cretan Gortyn laws, in which males
are classified as dromeús or adult (above 17), apódromos
or young (between 12 and 17), and ánēbos/ánōros or child
(below 12), could fit with Kullanda’s reconstruction. We
could also mention the Roman opposition pueri/iun-
iores/seniores and its Hittite parallels (see Sergent 1995:
220–21 with his references).

What I find most problematic is linking those age-
groups with the words ∗p ter, ∗māter, and ∗bhrāter, notə
to mention ∗dhug ter and ∗ien ter, which, according toə ə
Kullanda, have additional implications besides age-
group. First, when we find a tripartite age division among
Indo-European peoples they do not use those words for
them. As for the special uses of Proto-Indo-European kin-
ship terms, I would like to offer some examples of the
difficulty in analysing this kind of term. For instance, in
many villages in Spain it has been usual to address any
elder as tı́o/tı́a ‘uncle’/‘aunt’, regardless of the existence
of an actual family link. Does this mean that the primary
meaning of the terms tı́o/-a in Spanish was “a member
of the age-group of elders”? The history of the word
shows that this was not so and that this usage must
instead be considered a generalization of the primary
meanings “uncle”/“aunt,” just as a nurse in a Spanish
hospital is more likely to address an aged patient as
abuelo ‘grandfather’, which shows more care than a for-
mal and plain señor ‘sir’. The words meaning “father”
have similar connotations to those pointed out by Kul-
landa in all the languages that I know, both Indo-Euro-
pean and non-Indo-European. For example, when Mus-
tafa Kemal wanted to highlight his role in Turkey’s life
he adopted the name Atatürk, “father of the Turks.” The
history of kinship terms provides plenty of examples of
this kind. Kullanda himself mentions Greek adelphós,
with a clear etymological meaning “from the same
womb” (cf. adelphı́s ‘womb’). When the apostle Paul uses
adelphoı́ at the beginning of his letters the term clearly
has a secondary meaning. These few examples suffice to
show that kinship terms tend to develop secondary
meanings which may then make it necessary to replace
them with new ones if there is the need to be precise.
This is what is usually assumed for the evolution of
∗bhrāter ‘brother’ from Indo-European to Greek phr tērā́
‘member of the same phratrı́a’. This is also what must
have happened with the Gaulish terms matir ‘mother’
and duxtir ‘daughter’, which are attested in the context
of female sorcery for the relationship between teacher
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