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An areal-etymological approach to semantic 
reconstruction of Proto-Uralic kin terms

Languages vary in how they order their kin terms. Kin terms and systems 
in Uralic languages have changed considerably over time, which has caused 
challenges for the reconstruction of Proto-Uralic kin terms. There are terms 
that cannot be reconstructed altogether, terms that can be fairly reliably re-
constructed both phonologically and semantically, and terms that, while be-
ing easily reconstructed phonologically, exhibit semantic variation that is dif-
ficult to interpret. In this paper, we focus on the last-mentioned group and aim 
to reconstruct the most accurate meanings of certain selected Proto-Uralic 
kin terms. In our view contact has been the most significant factor driving 
change – especially structural change – in Uralic kinship terminology. In this 
paper, we consider both the present and historical contact situations of dif-
ferent Uralic branches and peel away the secondary contact-induced changes 
in their kinship patterns before attempting to reconstruct the meaning of the 
terms in Proto-Uralic. Alongside this we have also carried out an etymolog-
ical examination of the terms. We call our method the areal-etymological 
approach to semantic reconstruction. With our approach we found that the 
most parsimonious semantic reconstructions for PU *čečä, *ekä, and *koska 
are ‘parent’s younger brother’, ‘parent’s elder brother’, and ‘parent’s elder sis-
ter’, respectively. A thorough examination of the reconstructed Proto-Uralic 
kin terms as a whole also revealed that relative age distinction was a salient 
general feature already in Proto-Uralic kinship terminology. Our study show-
cases how by delving into an old question with a fresh approach, one can shed 
light on the distant past of the Uralic languages.
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1. Introduction

All languages have words denoting kinship relationships, but the way the 
terms are ordered, i.e. what distinctions and equations are made, varies. 
From a European point of view, father (F) and father’s brother (FB) belong 
to different categories and are denoted by different terms, but there are 
languages e.g. in North America and Indonesia, where F and FB are part of 
the same category and share the same kin term. These languages can thus 
be said to equate father with father’s brother (F = FB), e.g. Comanche apꞌ 
(Hoebel 1939: 441–442). Similarly, FB and mother’s brother (MB) can be-
long to the same category separate from father (F ≠ FB = MB) as in French 
(père  F and oncle FB = MB), or all three kin types can be distinguished 
from one another (F ≠ FB ≠ MB) as in Finnish (isä F, setä FB, eno MB).

Similar kinds of distinctions and equations can also be made for rel-
atives in different generations and between generations. Relatives within 
one generation can also be divided further, e.g. by their relative age into 
an elder (e) and a younger (y) member. Although the kinship categories 
and different relevant features vary, there is a limit to this variation. The 
amount of variation is limited to meet the needs of informativeness and 
simplicity (Kemp & Regier 2012), and indeed, certain patterns are typolog-
ically more common than others and some theoretically possible patterns 
are in fact nonexistent. There is no language, for example, with the pattern 
F = MB ≠ FB (Parkin 2021: 162). The number of discernible kin types and 
terminology is limited by the facts of kinship themselves (ibid.).
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We assume that Proto-Uralic (PU) was a natural language and as 
such also had kin terms that operated according to the internal logic of 
the system that was in place. The reconstruction of PU kinship  – and 
Uralic etymology in general – has traditionally been largely focused on 
the phonological reconstruction of the kin terms, and some terms, e.g. 
*e̮ppə ‘father-in-law’ and *pojka ‘son, boy’ have been reliably reconstruct-
ed for PU. However, as a whole the reconstructed kinship terminology of 
PU is spotty. There are two main reasons for this. First, there are many 
core kin terms, such as ‘brother’ and ‘sister’, which are unreconstructable 
as terms simply because we lack the comparative material. Second, there 
are terms that are phonologically easily reconstructed but have semantic 
variation that makes determining the original meaning difficult (Aikio 
2022: 24).

Semantic reconstruction of kin terms has received little to no atten-
tion so far. This is in part at least because there is no universally appli-
cable method of semantic reconstruction in general (Blust 1987). Thus, 
this issue is not unique to Uralic etymology and kinship terminology. The 
semantic variation within a cognate set has often been sidestepped by a 
certain lowest common denominator approach to semantic reconstruc-
tion (as well as a eurocentric bias in categorization). This type of semantic 
reconstruction is too inaccurate to uncover the structural patterns and 
features the PU kinship system might have had. As the unreconstructable 
terms are out of our reach, we should turn our focus to the semantic re-
construction of the established PU terms to further our understanding of 
the PU kinship patterns.

Languages spoken in the same geographical area can influence each 
other in a multitude of ways. This influence extends to all aspects of lan-
guage: lexicon, morphology, phonology, and syntax. Structural conver-
gences in kinship terminologies are, to a certain extent, similar to conver-
gences in the domain of syntax. In this respect, we can speak of specific 
patterns of kinship terminologies common to specific regions or linguistic 
areas of the world (Trautmann 2001; Milanova 2020: 37–44). Therefore, for 
the understanding of the semantic changes within the kinship systems of 
Uralic languages we need to keep two central things in mind. First, it is of 
utmost importance to consider the particular synchronic and historical 
contact situations of the Uralic languages and the potential changes those 
contacts could have induced in the underlying system. Second, as mean-
ings do not develop in a vacuum but instead a meaning is determined by 
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contrast with other meanings, we need to consider the structure of the kin-
ship terminology as a whole instead of focusing only on individual terms.

In this article, our main aim is to reconstruct the meanings of PU kin 
terms as accurately as possible. We do this via a novel approach which we 
call the “areal-etymological approach to semantic reconstruction”. While 
areal or contact linguistic approaches are not novel in kinship studies (Mi-
lanova 2020: 37–41; Milanova et al. 2024: 316–319) nor in historical linguis-
tic and etymological research, our way of using areally relevant kinship 
patterns in semantic reconstruction is, to our knowledge, new. In short, 
this approach considers the contact history of the languages in question 
and postulates scenarios for how loanwords, borrowed features, and sys-
temic influence could have affected the kinship system on the Uralic side at 
different stages. After peeling away the effects of contact on Uralic kinship 
terminology, what is left can be taken to represent the PU state of affairs. In 
addition to reconstructing the meanings of PU kin terms, we also ponder 
what features or distinctions were relevant for the PU kinship system at 
large.

The article is outlined as follows. §2 is the background and methodolo-
gy section, where we focus on two central things: contact situations and ef-
fects of borrowing on kinship terminology in §2.1 and the methodology of 
semantic reconstruction and its shortcomings in §2.2. In §2.3 we introduce 
our approach, the areal-etymological approach to semantic reconstruc-
tion. §3 forms the main bulk of the article where we apply our areal-ety-
mological approach to the semantic reconstruction of PU terms for uncle 
and aunt. We found that the PU kin terms *čečä, *ekä, and *koska can be 
reconstructed to mean PyB, PeB, and PeZ respectively. In §4, the features 
reconstructable for PU are discussed. Relative age distinction appears to 
be the only feature that can be relatively reliably reconstructed for  PU. 
§5 is reserved for discussing the implications that reconstructing relative 
age distinction has for locating the PU Urheimat. Concluding remarks are 
given in §6.
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2.	 Areal approach and semantic reconstruction

The Uralic languages are spoken across a wide area in Northern Eurasia 
and due to their vast spread, different branches have had different con-
tact languages. The influences of these contacts are seen in the lexicon in 
general, but also in the kin terms of these languages (Metsäranta et al. 
2023). The Uralic languages and their development need to be considered 
in three different areal contexts. The first one to consider is the Europe-
an context, where the Finnic and Saami languages together with Komi 
and Hungarian need to be examined. The Saami kinship terminology and 
structure is in certain aspects (alternate generation equivalence, relative 
age distinction) clearly less European than Finnic and Komi, but some 
common European influence has filtered through due to their contacts 
with Scandinavian and Finnic languages. The history of Finnic kin terms 
cannot be discussed without reference to Baltic and Germanic kin terms, 
structure, and their respective histories (Milanova et al. 2024), while Komi 
kinship terminology has been strongly influenced by Russian. Hungarian 
spoken in Central Europe has gone through a general europeanization, 
the only exception being the retention of relative age distinction in its sib-
ling terminology.

The second areal context is the Volga–Kama area to which Mordvin, 
Mari, and Udmurt belong. Here, a  strong Turkic influence is clearly re-
flected in the kinship terminology of these languages. Reconstruction 
of the kinship terminology of these languages should thus involve com-
paring the Uralic languages to Turkic languages both diachronically and 
synchronically.

The third area is the Western Siberian context to which the easternmost 
Uralic branches, Khanty, Mansi, and Samoyed belong. These have been ex-
posed to Turkic influence, too, although not all varieties of these branches 
have been in direct contact with Turkic. Tungusic influence is also relevant 
for some of the Western Siberian Uralic languages. It is important to note 
that Khanty, Mansi, and Samoyed should also be compared to one an-
other given that they often show similarities in their kinship terminology 
beyond what can be attributed to common Uralic inheritance.
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2.1. Effects of borrowing on kinship terminology and systems

Often, the most easily recognizable effect of language contact are loan-
words. Cultural words relating to religion, agriculture, and other Wörter 
und Sachen words are borrowed a lot (more than 30% in case of certain 
categories, Tadmor 2009: 64), but kin terms are different as globally they 
have a notably lower percentage of borrowing: 13.6–15% (Tadmor 2009: 
64; Honkola & Jordan 2022: 587). However, among the Uralic languages 
there are several languages (e.g. Mordvin, Hill Mari, Komi-Zyrian, and 
North Saami) that have borrowed more than one third of their kinship 
terminology (Metsäranta et al. 2023: 176). Thus, the frequency of kin-term 
borrowings varies between languages, and it is very relevant to consid-
er the contact history of the languages in question for a more accurate 
picture.

Kin terms are different from words in the above-mentioned semantic 
domains in two interlinked ways. First, as all languages have words denot-
ing kinship relationships, the target languages must have had some type 
of kinship terminology and system in place already before the contacts. 
Second, kin terms form a system. Thus, borrowed kin terms may affect 
the semantic domains of native kin terms as well. The potential effects of 
borrowed kin terms depend largely on whether the kinship systems of the 
donor and target language align in their respective categories or not. Nat-
urally, when the kinship systems of the languages in contact are similar to 
each other, the effects of contact on the kinship system are not necessarily 
discernible. Additionally, when the borrowed kinship term is superim-
posed on an existing pattern, the effects on the system may be negligible.1 
However, in cases when the interacting systems do not align in their re-
spective categories, structural effects are more likely to be notable. New 
features and distinctions can emerge, while old ones may disappear.

1.	 For example, SaaS  sïbjege ‘elder brother’s or male cousin’s wife; husband’s 
younger brother’ (eBW = HyB) borrowed from Scandinavian, cf. ON sifjungr 
‘relative’, was superimposed on a Proto-Saami reciprocal pattern (PS  *oańē 
eBW > K vuəńń, T vi̮eńńe → PS oańēp HyB > K vuəńńev, T vi̮eńńev) (Bergsland 
1942: 176–177; Itkonen 1958 [2011]: 789; Metsäranta et al. 2023: 162). The pattern 
eBW = HyB remained, but the native Saami terms were replaced by the bor-
rowed Scandinavian term.
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Lexical borrowing may result in changes in the kinship patterns of the 
target language, but it should also be noted that the kinship systems of 
two or more languages can become more similar in contact situations also 
without the transmission of loanwords. Both change via lexical borrowing 
and without lexical borrowing can be seen in the uncle patterns of many 
European languages, change via lexical borrowing being the more con-
spicuous one. During the Early Modern Age, French oncle was borrowed 
into many Western European languages either directly or indirectly. Be-
sides introducing a new lexeme, the event also brought about a change in 
the uncle patterns of many of the languages involved. For example, Ear-
ly Modern High German had two uncle terms, namely Oheim  MB and 
Vetter FB, that were replaced by the French loanword Onkel ‘uncle’ in the 
eighteenth century (Kluge 2011: 667; 670). Structurally speaking, in Ger-
man an earlier two-term pattern that distinguished between maternal and 
paternal uncles (zero-equation) was replaced by a one-term uncle pattern 
(cognatic) that does not make this distinction.2 While the replacement of 
a zero-equation pattern with a cognatic pattern often involves lexical bor-
rowing, it can proceed through a previously lateral term becoming gener-
alized and ousting its pair in a zero-equation pattern, e.g. Polish wuj MB 
and stryj FB > wuj PB (Parkin 2021: 47, 186). Cognatic patterns replacing 
zero-equation patterns is a common trend among Western European lan-
guages (ibid.: 159–193).

An example from the Uralic family of how the uncle pattern has 
changed without lexical borrowing can be found in Saami. Standard 
North Saami has relative age distinction for paternal uncles and maternal 
aunts (Table 1). This was shown to be the case also for the Girjjis dialect of 
North Saami in 1886 (Kejonen 2020). However, the relative age distinction 
disappeared from the Girjjis dialect within the period of forty years be-
tween 1886 and 1926, and a century later the terms that originally referred 
to FyB and MyZ have become the general terms for FB and MZ, while the 
terms for FeB and MeZ have disappeared completely (Table  1) (Kejonen 
2020). A similar development where relative age distinction was lost and 
the position of FB and MZ was assumed by the previously junior term has 
taken place in some Lule and South Saami varieties as well. The loss of 

2.	 The cognatic pattern is also known as lineal or Eskimo in older literature. The 
zero-equation is also referred to as bifurcate collateral or Sudanese (Parkin 
2012: 191–195).
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relative age distinction as a feature in these Saami varieties is probably the 
result of contact with languages that lack this feature (Swedish/Norwegian 
and Finnish/Meänkieli/Kven). It is unlikely that an almost identical and 
specific development taking place in Saami varieties spoken eight hundred 
kilometers apart is a mere coincidence, but it remains unclear why exactly 
it was the junior member of the elder–younger pairs that survived and 
was generalized (Kejonen 2020: 49–50). For another example of a contact-
induced structural change that does not involve lexical borrowing – con-
cerning sibling terms in Siberia – see Appendix A.

Table 1: Terms for paternal uncles and maternal aunts in standard North 
Saami, and in the Girjjis dialect of North Saami in 1886, 1926, and 2020 
based on Kejonen (2020)
Cate-
gory

SaaN, 
standard

SaaN, Girjjis 1886 
(Wiklund 1886)

SaaN, Girjjis 
1926 (LuWb)

SaaN, Girjjis 2020 
(Kejonen 2020)

FeB eahki äähki
FB ǟhkè/t́ š́ǟhtš́ē čeahči
FyB čeahci čäähci
MeZ goaski koske
MZ mu·ȯ͕htā muohá
MyZ muoŧŧá muöhta

In sum, distinctions like relative age distinction that are not found in 
the neighboring languages are easily lost due to contact. This highlights 
the importance of considering the contact history of the language or lan-
guages in question when reconstructing past kinship systems. A special 
emphasis is to be given to structural changes that could have taken place 
also without lexical borrowings, because those may be more difficult to 
detect than changes that involved lexical borrowing as well.

2.2. Semantic reconstruction

Words are comprised of form and meaning. Phonological reconstruction 
that focuses on the form is at the heart of the comparative method. Phono-
logical change is regular and generally applies across all pertinent phono-
logical environments throughout the lexicon which allows the reconstruc-
tion of phonology to have certain guiding principles and even step-by-step 
methodology to follow (Hock 1986: 592–609; Anttila 1989: 229–263; Fox 
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1995: 57–91; Campbell 2004: 122–183).3 Things are, however, different for se-
mantic reconstruction. Semantic changes are word- and context-specific 
due to which a similar kind of widely accepted method for semantic recon-
struction does not exist (Blust 1987: 79; 1993: 37; Kroonen 2013: xiii). Instead 
of being the product of some type of methodological procedure, the proto-
meanings found in etymological sources are often based on the author’s 
intuition and should not necessarily be taken as factual (Kroonen 2013: xiii).

While there exists no agreed-upon formalized4 or universally appli-
cable method of semantic reconstruction similar to that of phonological 
reconstruction, there are still practices that can be employed. When one is 
trying to show that a particular semantic change is factual, one can look 
for semantic parallels for that change. One can also look into semantic 
typology to discover typical reoccurring semantic changes. For exam-
ple, DatSemShift catalogs and categorizes semantic shifts and CLICS lists 
crosslinguistic colexification patterns. These typological and other general 
approaches5 can be helpful in some cases. They have, however, one major 
flaw by nature: they do not take into account the context, i.e. the historical 
development and contact situation or situations that are always unique to 
a specific language. Semantic typology is well suited for answering what 
types of changes are common and if a particular semantic change can 
occur, but it is less adept at answering which semantic change has taken 
place. In specific cases, knowing what type of kinship patterns the contact 
languages have or had, is always going to be a better predictor for the type 
of change one should be on the lookout for than semantic typology.

3.	 The picture of phonological reconstruction presented in these textbooks is 
idealized; in practice phonological reconstruction is complicated by a myriad 
of factors. In some aspects phonological reconstruction is an ongoing process 
involving particularities that have not been settled even after a century of rig-
orous etymological work.

4.	 There have been attempts to formalize such a methodology e.g. by Dyen & 
Aberle (1974) but this method has been heavily criticized by Blust (1987: 81–
89). In addition, this method would not be applicable to the semantic recon-
struction of kin terms, because it works backwards from already established 
meanings.

5.	 The main approaches relevant for the analysis of semantics of kinship terms 
(such as formal analysis, componential analysis, Natural Semantic Metalan-
guage, and prototype theory) along with other semantic theories are summa-
rized, for example, in Milanova (2020: 45–69). However, due to limitations of 
space we will not discuss them further here.
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In phonological reconstruction, ad hoc solutions are to be avoided. In 
semantic reconstruction they are par for the course. The main reason for 
the so-called lack of methodology in semantic reconstruction is not so 
much that we somehow fundamentally fail to understand semantic change 
in individual cases or have no idea how meanings can change. Instead, 
the reason for the lack of methodology is that semantic changes apply on 
a case-by-case basis and are thus poorly generalizable. It might simply be 
that semantic reconstruction cannot be entirely formalized in the way that 
phonological reconstruction has been formalized. As a result, semantic 
change always needs to be assessed in the context of individual languages 
and their specific histories.

Uralic etymological sources, dictionaries (Uralisches etymologisches 
Wörterbuch = UEW, Uralic etymological dictionary = UED), and wordlists 
(Sammallahti 1988) provide a proto-meaning alongside the phonological 
reconstructions of PU lexemes. It is not explicitly discussed by what meth-
odological means these proto-meanings are reached. Tacitly, it seems that 
they are the result of the author’s intuition as they are in many Indo-Euro-
pean etymological dictionaries (Kroonen 2013: xiii). As our goal is specifi-
cally to understand and reconstruct the PU kin terms and their meanings 
in an effort to uncover the more systemic details and features of the PU 
kinship, the proto-meanings provided in these sources are woefully want-
ing in detail.

2.3. The areal-etymological approach

In previous sections we highlighted two things: 1)  contact can induce 
notable changes to the kinship systems of the languages in contact, even 
without lexical borrowing, and 2)  there is no universally applicable and 
formalized method of semantic reconstruction, and likely there never will 
be. Now, although a universal, formalized method of semantic reconstruc-
tion is perhaps out of reach, there is still room for improvement in how 
semantic reconstruction could be done.

We propose here a novel approach to semantic reconstruction: the 
areal-etymological approach. It takes into account contact-induced chang-
es by recognizing both the diachronic contact situations as well as the syn-
chronic areal contexts the modern languages inhabit and the effects those 
areal contexts might have had on their kinship patterns. Additionally, we 
also consider the etymologies of different terms and try to answer such 
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questions as which terms can be expected to have been present at specific 
times in the development of these languages, and what can we say about 
the chronology of these terms based on their distribution, derivational de-
tails, and other lexical properties. Furthermore, semantic reconstruction 
is not possible without understanding the broader context. In the case of 
kin terms, the context means knowing the type of kin-term pattern the 
term is a part of synchronically.

In this paper, we use our approach to reconstruct the more specific 
meanings of selected PU kin terms. As our main material for kin terms in 
modern Uralic languages we use the kin-term materials collected by the 
Kinura project (for details see Metsäranta et al. 2023: 148–150). This ma-
terial is supplemented with data from other sources when necessary. We 
also briefly consider the typology of kinship patterns. We do not, however, 
base our semantic reconstruction of PU kin terms on the global common-
ness of kinship patterns but instead compare our findings to what is seen 
globally.

3.	 Proto-Uralic kin terms

Uralic kin terms and features of the kinship systems have been discussed 
in the research literature quite sporadically. The groundwork was laid by 
Ahlqvist (1871) and later carried out in such works as Karjalainen (1913), 
Harva (1939–1940), Nirvi (1952), and Steinitz (1974). While these works 
give detailed descriptions of kin terms and kinship systems in individual 
languages and branches of Uralic, they did not attempt a comprehensive 
semantic reconstruction of PU kin terms or the PU kinship system and 
its features. Relative age distinction is mentioned in these works but, to 
our knowledge, no attempt has been made to systematically connect this 
feature to reconstructed PU kin terms.

Kin terms have, of course, been studied etymologically and today a to-
tal of nineteen kin terms can be reconstructed for PU (Table 2). The terms 
have been collected mainly from Uralic etymological dictionaries, from 
the older, traditional (in parts also sorely outdated) UEW and from the 
newer, still yet-to-appear in its totality UED. As the definition of PU in the 
two dictionaries is markedly different,6 the kin terms reconstructed for PU 

6.	 The UEW operates with the traditional binary taxonomic model, which 
means that in order to qualify as PU, the word needs to exist in Samoyed and 
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Table 2: Kin terms reconstructable for PU in alphabetical order. + marks 
the existence of a reflex, –  non-existence, (+)  marks non-kin-term 
cognates. Uncertainties are indicated with a question mark. The number 
at the bottom row indicates the number of kin-term reflexes in each 
branch. Glosses set in bold reflect the conclusions drawn in this article, 
while those not set in bold are as per UED and UEW.a  A full cognate list 
with commentary is given in Appendix B.
PU recon-
struction

Gloss Saa F Md Ma P Ms Kh Hu Sam

*ańə ‘elder brother’s wife’ + – – – + + + + +
*čečä ‘parent’s younger 

brother’
+ + + + + + – – +

*ekä ‘parent’s elder brother’ + – – – – + + – +
*e̮na(-mə)ᵇ ‘mother-in-law’ + – – – – – – – –
*e̮na-e̮ppə ‘parents-in-law’ – + – – – + + – +
*e̮ppə ‘father-in-law’ + + – + – + + + +
*käləw ‘spouse’s sibling’s 

spouse’
+ + + – + ? ? – +

*kojə(-mV) ‘man; husband’ + – – – ? + + (+) +
*koska ‘parent’s elder sister’ + – – – – – – – +
*mińä ‘daughter-in-law; 

younger brother’s wife’
+ + – – + + + + +

*näjδə/*näjtə ‘daughter; girl’ + + – – + – – – –
*nataw ‘spouse’s younger 

sibling’
+ + – + – – – – +

*pojka ‘son; boy’ – + ? (+) + + + + –
*wäŋəw ‘son-in-law; younger 

sister’s husband’
? + – + – – + + +

?*emä/*ämä ‘mother’ (+) + – – – – – (+) +
?*ijmä ‘older female relative’ + – – – – – + – +
?*näxə ‘woman; wife’ – – + – – ? – ? +
?*ülkä ‘boy; son’ + (+) – – – – – – +
?*Vjć(ć)A ‘father’ + + + + – + + + +

14 11 4 5 6 9 10 6 16

a.	 Words of Uralic origin that are likely to have acquired their kinship-term sta-
tus only later are not included, e.g. Fi  lapsi, Est  laps <  Finnic *lapci ‘child’ 
< PU *le̮pćə ‘cradle’.

b.	 The word has a reflex only in Saami (although see the discussion in Appen-
dix B), but it is also thought to appear as the first component of *e̮na-e̮ppə, 
which allows it to be reconstructed for PU.
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do not completely match across these two sources. We follow the looser 
definition outlined in the UED (see footnote 6), although this is relevant 
only in the case of *näjδə/*näjtə ‘daughter, girl’.

in at least one Finno-Ugric branch. The UED employs two separate defini-
tions of PU. The stricter corresponds to the UEW’s definition while the looser 
definition allows reconstructing words with a narrower distribution for PU 
if they can otherwise be traced back to a level of phonological reconstruction 
that corresponds to PU (with the exception that words limited to neighboring 
branches are disqualified (UED: 2).

3.1. Uncles and aunts

The ways in which uncles (FB and MB) are classified vary notably across 
Uralic languages (Table 3). The number of uncle categories and thus also 
terms denoting parents’ brothers per language vary from one to three. 
Relative age distinction is a recurring feature in Uralic uncle terms, but 
what varies across languages is whether it is only FB or both FB and MB 
which are divided further based on the relative age. In addition, in the 
eastern Uralic languages there is a pattern with a single term for parent’s 
elder brothers (PeB) but separate terms for the parent’s younger brothers 
(FyB, MyB). In a global kin-term dataset with more than one thousand lan-
guages (Passmore et al. 2023) the most common patterns for uncles are 
1) two terms (FB and MB in 321 languages), 2) two terms (F = FB and MB in 
230 languages), 3) one term (PB in 211 languages), 4) three terms (FeB, FyB, 
and MB in 111 languages). The pattern with three uncle terms of FyB, MyB, 
and PeB is a lot rarer as it is seen only in five languages. These results are 
similar to findings in Murdock (1970).

Another feature that is seen in Uralic – and also in some other languag-
es spoken in Eurasia  – is the intergenerational merging of categories of 
uncle and eB (Table 3 and Appendix C). Most commonly it is the category 
of FyB that is merged with eB, but other types also exist. In addition, uncle 
terms can cover other kin categories. Some of the uncle terms are known 
loanwords (gray cells in Table 3) and others show other signs of recent de-
velopment, e.g. compounding. The patterns alone do not mean much if we 
have no idea about their historical context. There is no reason to think that 
any of the modern uncle patterns represent the PU pattern as such.
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Table 3: Uncle terms in Uralic languages. The cognates of *čečä are set 
in bold, and the cognates of *ekä are underlined. Gray cells indicate 
borrowed uncle terms (source language is given in the parenthesis). 
Intergenerational merging of an uncle term with elder brother is indicated 
under the eB column.

PB FB FeB FyB MB MeB MyB eB
SaaS jiekiejiekie tjietsie jyöne (PF)
SaaN eahkieahki čeahci eanu (PF)
SaaSk jieʹǩǩjieʹǩǩ čieʹcc jään (PF)
Fi setä eno
Liv izāve’ļ jemāve’ļ
Est onu (lell 

(dial.))
Veps däd’ (Ru)
MdE ĺeĺa ĺeĺa
MdM oćä ščəńä
MariH kuγuza əzä čəčə əzä
MariM kuγu 

čüčü
iza čüčü kuγu 

čüčü
čüčü iza

Komi d́ad́  (Ru) ćož
Udm agaj 

(Tat)
čužmurt agaj 

(Tat)
MsSo aki kaŋk sasi̮γ aki kaŋk
KhKaz aki 

(Ms)
jaj,  
apśi

aki 
(Ms)

wǫrti jaj

Hu nagybácsi
Ng iśi əʔə, 

ńini̮
iśi ti̮ti̮d́a əʔə, 

ńini̮
NenT jiŕi ńińeka, 

ńeᵊka, 
ńaᵊka

jiŕi t́ id́a ńińeka, 
ńeᵊka, 
ńaᵊka

SlkTaz iĺca aca, 
copa, 
ti̢mńa

iĺca ti̢tä B = 
copa, 
ti̢mńa

Aunt terms also show considerable variation across Uralic languages 
(Table 4). The number of categories for aunts varies from one to four. Rel-
ative age distinction is seen also in the aunt terms both on the mother’s 
side and father’s side, or only on the mother’s side as in Saami. Similarly to 
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Table 4: Aunt terms in Uralic languages. The cognates of *koska are set in 
bold. Gray cells indicate borrowed aunt terms (source language is given 
in parentheses).

PZ FZ FeZ FyZ MZ MeZ MyZ eZ
SaaS seasa gåeskie muahra 

(PGmc)
SaaN siessá goaski muoŧŧá 

(PGmc)
SaaSk sieʹss kuäʹsǩǩ mueʹđđ 

(PGmc)
Fi täti
Liv sūrsušā
Est tädi
Veps tädi
MdE pat́a 

(Ru)
pat́a 
(Ru)

MdM (oću) 
aka

aka 
(Chu)

ščaka aka 
(Chu)

MariH kuaka äkä 
(Chu)

čəčə 
äkä

kuaka äkä 
(Chu)

MariM koka aka 
(Chu)

koka aka 
(Chu)

aka 
(Chu)

Komi t́e̮t (Ru) ob
Udm apaj 

(Tat)
čužapaj apaj 

(Tat)
MsSo ɔ̄pāγi nij (Kh)
KhKaz śaś- 

ŏpi
ŏpi / 
apәḷ-nɛ

ĭmi nĭj ŏpi

Hu nagynéni
Ng kotu abaʔa / 

ŋahu
kotu ŋaaga ŋahu

NenT xada ńabako xada ńeja ńabako
EnF kađa abaa kađa abaa / 

eja
abaa

SlkTaz imyĺa ńeńńa imyĺa ōńa

what is seen in uncles, we also see, especially in the eastern Uralic languag-
es, a pattern with separate terms for MyZ and FyZ while there is a single 
term for PeZ. Globally (Passmore et al. 2023), the three most common aunt 
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patterns are 1) two terms (FZ and MZ in 309 languages), 2) one term (PZ in 
234 languages), or 3) three terms (FZ and M = MZ in 177 languages). Again, 
the pattern with MyZ, FyZ, and PeZ is rare and seen only in five languages. 
Also these results are in line with Murdock 1970 (170–171).

Intergenerational merging, especially that of eZ = F(y)Z, is seen also in 
aunts (Table 4). Also more extensive polysemies are common. Contact has 
also affected aunt terms as some of them are known loanwords (gray cells 
in Table 4, see Metsäranta et al. 2023 for details); others again show signs 
of recent development. As a result, there is no reason to think that any of 
the modern aunt patterns represent the PU pattern.

3.2. PU *čečäčečä, *ekä, and *koska

In what follows, we delve into the semantics of PU *čečä, *ekä, and *koska 
to propose a scenario of how the uncle and aunt patterns have changed in 
Uralic languages due to contact. We end by proposing what we think was 
the most probable meaning of the cognate sets at the PU level. The mean-
ings which we reconstruct are given in the section titles.

3.2.1. PU *čečäčečä ‘parent’s younger brother’

PU *čečä can be reconstructed based on the following cognate set (SW: 33; 
UEW: 34–35; Lehtiranta 2001: 22–23; WogWb: 797).

Saa:	 S  tjietsie, U  tjiehtsie, Pi  tjiehtse, Lu  tjiehtje, N  čeahci, Aa  čeeci, 
Sk čieʹcc, K čieʒʹ, T čiec̜c̜e FyB (S U Pi N Aa Sk K T), FB (Lu), ‘father’s 
male cousin’ (S N)

F:	 Fi setä FB
Md:	 E  čiče  eZH, M  šč- ‘relative on the mother side’, e.g. ščava  MM, 

ščəńä MB
Mari:	 M čüčü MB, H čəčə MB
P:	 Udm čužmurt MB, Komi ćož MB
Ms:	 KL šäš, KU säs, P šɛ̮š, VNZ LL šɛššȧ, LU So sasi̮γ MB, MyB
Sam:	 Ng ti̮ti̮d́a MyB, NenT t́ id́a MyB, SlkKet ṭṣ̌i̮ṭ̀ṭṣ̌a MB, Tym ṭṣ̌e͔ḍẓ̌ə̑ga MB

The PU meaning of this cognate set is in many etymological sources given 
simply as ‘uncle’ (UEW: 34–35; Sammallahti 1988: 536) or as ‘uncle / paternal 
uncle / maternal uncle’ (Aikio 2022: 24). Although it is clear that the word 
originally meant a type of uncle, these solutions are compromises at best.
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Considering the semantic variation in this set of words, two intriguing 
patterns can be seen. Firstly, when relative age distinction is present, with 
the exception of MdE that is a total outlier, the word always refers to par-
ent’s younger brother (FyB or MyB). The lack of relative age distinction in 
branches and languages that do not have it is easily explained by the gener-
al loss of the feature. Although relative age distinction could otherwise be 
a secondary feature, it is difficult or even impossible to explain the agree-
ment between Uralic languages in which the term refers to a junior uncle. 
Relative age distinction in the term therefore needs to be reconstructed 
already back to PU. Secondly, from Moksha eastwards, the cognates all 
refer to mother’s brother (MB or MyB), while towards the west they refer 
to father’s brother (FB or FyB) (in Saami and Finnic). Providing a scenario 
that accounts for this difference in the sex of the connecting relative when 
reconstructing the PU meaning of the term is essential, because the simi-
larities – especially in the eastern Uralic languages – cannot simply be due 
to chance given their uniformity and wide distribution.

One could apply the same “majority wins” rule that is used often in 
phonological reconstruction and reconstruct the meaning of *čečä simply 
as either MB or MyB, because these meanings are the most common ones 
(Table 3). The main obstacle to this is that in Saami the word refers to FyB, 
while in Finnic it refers to FB. If we take MyB or MB as our starting point, 
the key question becomes whether a coherent explanation can be provided 
for the change in the sex of the connecting relative in Saami and Finnic.

Most Saami languages have a pattern of uncles which includes three 
terms: FeB,  FyB, and  MB (see Table  3). These three terms can all be re-
constructed for Proto-Saami, PS *eakē FeB, *ćeacē FyB, and *eanōj MB. Of 
these reconstructed terms, *eakē and *ćeacē represent inherited vocabu-
lary while *eanōj is a loan from Finnic, PF *e̮noi MB > Fi eno (UED: 45–47). 
It could be that PF  *e̮noi simply replaced the earlier term denoting MB 
in Proto-Saami without inducing any changes in the uncle pattern itself. 
However, if PS *ćeacē denoted MB or MyB to begin with as suggested by 
the eastern Uralic cognates, it would be difficult to explain how *ćeacē did 
not simply get replaced by *eanōj. The borrowing of *eanōj MB triggering 
a change from MyB to FyB or especially from MB to FyB in *ćeacē seems 
poorly motivated if the term originally denoted M(y)B.

What is more probable is that both the lexical material and concept of 
MB were borrowed from Finnic, which in turn triggered changes in the 
underlying Proto-Saami pattern. Prior to the borrowing of *eanōj, the PS 
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uncle pattern likely consisted of PS *eakē and *ćeacē between which the 
most salient difference was relative age. In a scenario where a language has 
uncle terms that are neutral regarding the sex of the connecting relative, 
after the introduction of a contrasting term that does distinguish sex one 
would expect to see narrowing in the semantic fields of the preexisting 
terms. For Saami, we thus propose a scenario in which PS *ćeacē shifted 
in meaning from PyB to FyB and *eakē from PeB to FeB as a result of bor-
rowing the Finnic word for MB and the introduction of a contrast between 
maternal and paternal uncles.

The Proto-Finnic uncle pattern is less neatly reconstructable in its ter-
minology. It seems that Proto-Finnic had a zero-equation pattern that 
distinguished between FB and MB. The more securely reconstructable of 
the two is the term for  MB, PF  *e̮noi (UED: 45–47). The counterpart to 
*e̮noi would have been PF *setä FB which, despite being an inherited Uralic 
term, is only found in Finnish.7 Formally, PF *e̮noi is a secondary deriva-
tion from the stem PU *enä ‘big’ (Hakulinen 2000: 173–175) and can thus 
be regarded as a Proto-Finnic lexical innovation. Interestingly, the cog-
nates of the underived stem in Samoyed are kin terms as well, e.g. Ng ńini̮  
eB, FyB (< PSam *enä) (UED: 45–47). What is perplexing about PF *e̮noi is, 
however, how the term eventually came to mean MB in Proto-Finnic. One 
possibility that would work for *e̮noi as a derivative of *enä ‘big’ is that it 
initially denoted MeB, while *setä referred to MyB. This hypothesis is co-
herent from the point of view of derivation, but otherwise it quickly runs 
into a cul-de-sac.

Early on in their independent development, Finnic languages came 
into contact with Indo-European languages. Old Germanic and Baltic 
loanwords in Finnic number in the hundreds (from Germanic approx. 
400, from Baltic approx. 200; Kallio et al. 2025), and especially among 
the Baltic layer there are notably also quite a few borrowed kin terms and 
words related to social relations. Based on the reconstructed terms, both 
Proto-Germanic and Proto-Balto-Slavic had zero-equation uncle patterns 
(Milanova 2020: 125–126, 134, 178 and Appendix D). Also, subsequent Ger-
manic and Balto-Slavic languages preserved zero-equation, although in 
certain branches, e.g. North Germanic, lexical innovations have taken 

7.	 Northeastern Coastal Estonian also has (Kolga) sedi PB, MB (Pärt 1924: 51) and 
(Kuusalu) sedä FB (ALFE 2: 220–221), but these words have in all likelihood 
been borrowed from Finnish.
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place. Given the prevalence of zero-equation in IE languages, it is quite 
possible that the emergence of zero-equation in Proto-Finnic was due to 
Baltic and Germanic influence (Milanova et al. 2024, esp. Figure 3b).

In sum, zero-equation in the Finnic uncle pattern was introduced via 
contact and the uncle pattern was reshaped so thoroughly that it is next to 
impossible to recover the former pattern with any degree of certainty. Giv-
en the semantics that underlie PF *e̮noj MB ← *enä ‘big’, a system that had 
relative age distinction probably makes the most sense, but reconstructing 
the exact meanings and the terms involved is impossible. A system that 
consisted of two terms, PeB (? *enä → *e̮noj) and PyB (? *setä) remodeled as 
MB and FB respectively due to IE influence, is a possibility. Why exactly PeB 
would have been reinterpreted as MB and PyB as FB has no definite answer. 
Alternatively, it could very well have been that Pre-Proto-Finnic previously 
had one uncle term (*čečä) and *e̮noi was either coined or developed to 
mean MB due to Germanic/Baltic influence only after the contrast between 
FB and MB was introduced. Researching language contact on a systemic 
level is more nebulous as there is no non-abstract material left to examine.

In general, a change from M(y)B to F(y)B in Saami and Finnic is difficult 
to justify, but the change from PyB to FyB in Saami and to FB in Finnic can 
be accounted for quite well. If we do elect to reconstruct *čečä as PyB at the 
PU level, we do, however, need a plausible explanation for the uniform-
ity in the eastern part of the language family. The number of languages 
in which the term refers to MB and MyB simply cannot be a coincidence. 
Common inheritance as an explanation is incompatible with Saami and 
Finnic, so the other possibility to be considered is convergence.

One common occurrence in many of the eastern Uralic languages 
where the reflexes of PU *čečä refer to MB or MyB is that their word for eB 
also encompasses FyB or FB (i.e. eB = FyB or eB = FB; see Table 3). A poly-
semic pattern combining eB with either F(y)B or PB in general is common 
in Turkic and is seen also in Tungusic languages (Figure 1, Appendix C);8 

8.	 The Turkic and Tungusic words are ultimately borrowed from Middle Mongo-
lian aqa (aχa, aγa, aχai), which as a kin term has been glossed as ‘male relative 
older than ego, but younger than ego’s parents’ covering categories eB, FyB, 
etc. (Rykin 2011: 32). It seems that the spread of the polysemic pattern eB = 
F(y)B can at least partly be systemically and lexically tied to the spread of the 
Mongol Empire and particularly the diffusion of the Middle Mongolian term 
aqa to a wide selection of languages. However, it seems that a similar pattern 
of eB = FyB already existed in Turkic prior to the Middle Mongolian influence 
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Figure 1: Current 
distribution of eB  = 
F(y)B and eB = P(y)B 
in Northern Eurasia. 
Uralic languages are 
set in Roman type-
face, Turkic in bold, 
Tungusic in italics, 
and Yukaghir is un-
derlined (other lan-
guages are in small 
caps). Gray boxes 
with a language 
(group) name indi-
cate nonexistence of 
this polysemy in the 
language (group) in 
question.

Equating eB with F(y)B is connected to another central feature in patri-
lineal Turkic societies: zero-equation (Tașbaș 2019: 246). If the contrast 
between paternal and maternal relatives is introduced into a kinship sys-
tem either through the borrowing of a term that equates eB = F(y)B or on 
the structural level by the extension of the earlier eB term to include F(y)B, 
one would expect to see changes in the semantic field of the existing uncle 
term(s). Thus, it seems that Turkic influence has resulted in the introduc-
tion of zero-equation, which in turn has triggered a change PB > MB or 
PyB > MyB. This could explain why in eastern Uralic languages, the reflex-
es of *čečä refer to either MB or MyB.

eBeB = = FyB FyB  
NgNg

eBeB = = FyB FyB  
EnTEnT EnFEnF

eBeB = = FyB FyB
eBeB = = FyB FyB  

NenTNenT
KhKazKhKaz

eBeB = = FyB FyB eBeB = = FyB FyB  
KhVKhV

SlkKetSlkKet
eBeB = = FyB FyB

MariH & MMariH & M
eBeB = = FyB FyB

eBeB = = FyB FyB  
ChuChu

eBeB = = FyB FyB
BashkirBashkir TuvanTuvan

eBeB = = FyB FyB

Old TurkicOld Turkic
eBeB = = FyB FyB

TurkmenTurkmen
eBeB = = FyB FyB

KyrgyzKyrgyz
eBeB = = FB FB

UzbekUzbek
eBeB = = PB PB

TurkishTurkish
eBeB = = PB PB

MdEMdE
eBeB = = PB PB

eBeB = = FB FB Udm Udm

eBeB = = PB PB
TatTat

DolganDolgan
eBeB = = PyB PyB

EvenkiEvenki
eBeB = = PyB PyB

SlkTazSlkTaz
BB = = FyB FyB

Saami

Finnic

Hungarian

Komi
eBeB = = FyB FyB
MsSoMsSo

Kamas

KazakhKazakh
AltaiAltai

UyghurUyghur

Russian

Ket

the Uralic languages where the reflex of *čečä refers to M(y)B mostly coin-
cide with branches that have been in contact with Turkic languages. Thus, 
distributionally speaking, Turkic influence is theoretically possible. As 
this pattern could have spread areally from one language to another, it is 
not necessary for all language varieties to have been in direct contact with 
Turkic languages for the influence of the latter to reach them. One impor-
tant detail to note is that many of the words reflecting these patterns are et-
ymologically unrelated even inside individual branches, and this suggests 
later convergence (Appendix C).

as there is evidence to suggest that Old Turkic eči, in addition to meaning eB 
(contrasting with ini yB), was also used for FyB (Grønbech 1953: 125).

KhakasKhakas
eBeB = = FB FB
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In the easternmost area, Samoyed languages first came into contact 
with Turkic already in the Proto-Samoyed period (Róna-Tas 1988) and 
they have been at least loosely part of the same areal context as various 
Turkic languages. It is hard to tell whether PSam *enä expanded in mean-
ing from eB to cover both eB and FyB already in the Proto-Samoyed peri-
od or only later in individual languages. Either scenario is possible. With 
Mansi the Tatar influence began in the fourteenth century and the bulk of 
around 500 loanwords in Mansi dialects is found in Southern Mansi. The 
Tatar loanwords in Northern Mansi are lesser in number and typically 
indirect loanwords borrowed interdialectally (Kannisto 1925; Bakró-Nagy 
et al. 2022: 563). In Northern Khanty, Tatar loanwords are similarly few 
(Sipos 2022: 603), but they are more numerous in other Khanty dialects. 
Thus, distributionally speaking, contacts with Turkic languages could 
have provided the impetus for the shift in meaning from PyB to M(y)B in 
the eastern branches of Uralic, and this development was potentially later 
reinforced by the Mansi, Khanty, and Samoyed languages also being in 
contact with each other.

Turkic influence on the kinship systems of the Volga-area Uralic lan-
guages, i.e. Mordvin, Mari, and Udmurt, has been considerable, especially 
after the Mongol invasion in 1236. In Mordvin there are around 300 Tatar 
loanwords, and the cultural influence of the Tatars was prominently felt 
especially in Moksha (Bartens 1999: 17). The main Turkic contact language 
of Mari is Chuvash and there are approx. 500 Chuvash loanwords in Mari 
(Saarinen 2012: 339). In kinship terminology, besides lexical borrowings 
(Metsäranta et al. 2023: 207–208), the Chuvash influence can be seen also 
on the structural level, e.g. MariM iza, H əzä eB = FyB, cf. Chuvash pičče 
eB = FyB. The predecessor of Udmurt first came into contact with Volga 
Bulgar around the year 800. These contacts manifested in the around 300 
Bulgar loanwords in Udmurt (Bartens 2000: 13–14). In addition, there are 
over a thousand Tatar loanwords in Udmurt, including many kin terms, 
e.g. Udm agaj eB = FB ← Tatar agaj ‘uncle (hon0rific)’ (Csúcs 1990: 95).

In addition to lexical borrowing, Turkic influence is seen in calques. As 
part of the zero-equation pattern in Turkic, all members of one’s mother’s 
patrilineage are denoted with one term which simply means ‘member of 
my mother’s patrilineage’ (Baștuğ 1993:  5). As a result, it is common for 
Turkic languages to form terms for maternal relatives by adding a qualifier 
tay-, a word meaning MB, to a kin term that without it generally refers to 
paternal relatives, e.g. Kyrgyz eǰe FZ, eZ, ake FB, eB: tay-eǰe MZ, tay-ake MB 
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(Tașbaș 2019: 246). This is reminiscent of how the reflexes of PU *čečä in 
Moksha and Udmurt are only used in compounds to distinguish rela-
tives on the mother’s side, e.g. Udm čuž-: čužataj MF (ataj F), čužanaj MM 
(anaj M). It seems that this practice in Volga Uralic languages has been 
calqued on a Turkic model.

Turkic influence as a catalyst for the introduction of zero-equation is 
possible and even likely in all other languages, except for Komi-Zyrian that 
has not been under heavy Turkic influence at any point during its history. 
The earlier Komi uncle pattern is likely to have consisted of d́ad́  FB and 
ćož MB (~ Komi-Jaźva d́ad́a FB, ćož MB). KomiZ d́ad́  was borrowed from 
Russian дядя PB (Kalima 1910: 45) and has expanded to encompass both 
FB and MB, but it is unclear whether it is the borrowing that introduced 
zero-equation to the Komi uncle pattern or not. The Russian term is now-
adays cognatic, but it has been suggested that perhaps the term originally 
referred to FB (Milanova 2020: 124). If this is the case, the introduction of 
zero-equation in Komi can be attributed to Russian influence.

The conclusion concerning the meaning of PU *čečä involves two main 
points. First, it ought to be reconstructed as referring to the younger broth-
er of a parent given the uniformity by which it refers to the younger broth-
er of either father or mother.9 It is easier to explain the lack of reference 
to relative age in languages that do not have it by the general loss of the 
feature than it is to explain how the term developed into the junior uncle 
in all branches that have relative age distinction in the term. The second 
point is that PU *čečä is likely to have been neutral regarding the sex of 
the connecting relative. Both the change from PyB to F(y)B in Saami and 
Finnic and the change from P(y)B to M(y)B elsewhere can be attributed 
to the emergence of zero-equation due to contact with either Turkic or 
Indo-European languages. Thus, we elect to reconstruct PU *čečä as PyB.

9.	 Carlson (2006: 71–79) claims that the semantic point of departure for isä [sic] 
may have particularly been ‘younger brother of parent’. Carlson has a peculiar 
way of handling the lexical and semantic material, which makes it difficult to 
parse which of the given meanings are an attempt at reconstruction and which 
are simply meanings that the cognates reportedly have.
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3.2.2. PU *ekä ‘parent’s elder brother’

The following cognates are listed for PU *ekä in UED (42–43).

Saa:	 S jiekie, U jiehkee, Lu iehke, N eahki, Aa eehi, Sk jiẹʹǩǩ, T jieǵǵe FeB
Kh:	 V Vj Sur Irt jĕγ, Ni jĭγ, Kaz jĭw, O jij F
Ms:	 T jüw, jäw, KL jeγ, KM KU P jäγ, VN VS LL jǟ, LU So jaγ F
Sam:	 EnF d́ iśi, [Mikola] d́ ise̮, d́ isɛ PF

PU *ekä is mentioned among the cognate sets involving semantic variation 
which makes the original meaning difficult to determine (Aikio 2022: 24). 
In the UED (pp. 42–43) *ekä is glossed as ‘older male relative’. The semantic 
reconstruction can certainly be improved upon by looking at the cognates 
in their current areal context.

Polysemy can tell us a lot about how kin relations are organized in a so-
ciety, and it is also the prerequisite for semantic change (Sweetser 1990: 9) 
if not the very mechanism itself. We should not, however, assume that 
polysemy seen in modern languages would automatically be indicative of 
polysemy at the PU level. This could be the case, of course, but it is also 
possible that the polysemy arose only later during the independent devel-
opment of each language or branch or somewhere in between; we cannot 
always know. One solution indeed for the semantic reconstruction of *ekä 
would be to project the polysemy back to PU and to interpret the differ-
ent meanings in Saami, Ob-Ugric, and Samoyed as reflecting polysemy 
between F, FeB, and PF already at the PU level. This would indicate that 
kin categories in PU were classificatory and as such more akin to what we 
find in many modern Uralic and Turkic languages on the Siberian side.10 
However, this interpretation is only one possibility. Given that the major-
ity of reflexes of PU *ekä are found on the Siberian side, there is also the 
very real risk of projecting secondary Siberian polysemic patterns back to 
PU. Instead of projecting the equation F = F(e)B = PF back to PU, let us first 
consider equations F = F(e)B and F(e)B = PF individually to see if some of 
these can be explained by areal factors or other secondary developments.

10.	 In the Turkic languages, family is not organized into successive layers of gen-
erations but as continuous string of individuals arranged chronologically, 
with the eldest male as the head of the extended family, which results in “age-
based generations” and equations such as F = FF, FF = FB, and eB = FB (Taşbaş 
2019: 247–248).
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We can start the peeling of the proverbial onion with equations in-
cluding F (i.e. F = F(e)B and F = PF). As stated above, kinship systems that 
equate F = FB are common (see §3.1). However, the most obvious objection 
to PU polysemy including F is that there is a clear, albeit phonological-
ly cumbersome, candidate for F in PU (see Table 2 and UED: 30–32). In 
Ob-Ugric languages *ekä, however, indeed means F, but this looks more 
like an innovation semantically. There is some evidence in Mansi to sug-
gest that the word might have originally referred to F(e)B or father’s tribe 
in general (Vávra 1965: 110–111).11 The reason for this semantic change could 
lie in some type of social custom. For instance, Turkic Kalmyks practice 
a custom according to which the grandfather, as long as he is part of the 
household, is referred to as etsege F while the father is demoted to being 
called bāwa PB (Grønbech 1953: 129). Some type of a social custom where 
grandfather, father, and uncle terms intersect might be behind the seman-
tic change in Ob-Ugric, although we are not aware of such a custom exist-
ing presently.

Let us turn our attention to the equation F(e)B  =  PF. In general, the 
merging of the older subcategories of a younger generation with the 
younger subcategories of an older generation, among others eB = FyB (al-
ready discussed in detail in §3.2.1) and FeB = PF as well as eZ = MyZ and 
MeZ12 = PM, is a common polysemic pattern of the so-called Siberian Gen-
erational Type (Simchenko 1974; Dziebel 2007: 207, 237–240). Examples 
and variations including PeB = PF are numerous and again include many 
Uralic, Turkic, and Tungusic languages (Appendix E). It seems possible to 
tie the Forest Enets term to this common areal pattern, although that term 
admittedly does not currently include FeB or PeB and only refers to PF.

11.	 This idea is based largely on the terms MsSo jaγpi̮γ B and jaγāγi Z (compounds 
consisting of jaγ ‘father’ + pi̮γ ‘son’ / āγi ‘daughter’) also reportedly referring 
to FBS and FBD, respectively. In the dictionary Vávra cites as her source, i.e. 
Chernecov & Chernecova (1936), only jaγpi̮γ ‘brother; father’s younger broth-
er; father’s elder brother’s son’ is found. If jaγpi̮γ FeBS is an archaism, then this 
would seem to suggest that jaγ meant FeB when the compound was coined. 
Originally jaγpi̮γ having meant ‘father’s elder brother’s son’ would explain 
quite neatly how B (and Z) came to be expressed with somewhat circumlocu-
tory-seeming compounds in Mansi. This interpretation is, however, only one 
possibility among many and far from certain.

12.	 Appears as MyZ in Dziebel 2007, but this almost certainly must be a typo-
graphical error.
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The deciding factor in favor of regarding the Saami meaning FeB as 
an archaism instead of the Forest Enets PF or Ob-Ugric F is that there is 
no secondary areal pattern that could explain how the word eventually 
came to mean FeB in Saami. A change from FeB/PeB to PF on the Siberian 
side could be explained by the Siberian polysemic pattern which equates 
FeB/PeB  = PF, but a semantic change in the opposite direction from PF 
to PeB lacks any discernible motivation on the Saami side. PS *eakē FeB 
(< PU *ekä) and PS *ćeace FyB (< PU *čečä) form a pair within the Saami 
uncle pattern. This pairing could be an archaism, although the system 
around it has changed. It was argued in the previous section that the intro-
duction of a Finnic loanword for MB triggered a change in the Saami uncle 
pattern, which resulted in PS *ćeace narrowing in meaning from PyB to 
FyB. As the senior counterpart of PS *ćeace, PS *eakē could be expected to 
undergo a similar narrowing from PeB to FeB.

In sum, PeB is the most parsimonious semantic reconstruction for 
PU *ekä. Thus, we propose that PU had an uncle pattern that consisted of 
two terms for which relative age was the most salient distinction: PU *ekä 
PeB and *čečä PyB. Of these two, the meaning of the term for the younger 
uncle can be more securely determined. An uncle pattern consisting of PeB 
and PyB is typologically fairly uncommon as in a global set of languages 
(Passmore et al. 2023), it was found in 18 languages (cf. the most common 
uncle patterns listed in §3.1). However, typological commonness is a sug-
gestive rather than a decisive factor in semantic reconstruction. After all, 
there are natural languages with the PeB/PyB pattern, e.g. Evenki (Stapert 
2013: 138–139), so reconstructing it for PU is certainly possible in this regard.

3.2.3. PU *koska ‘parent’s elder sister’

PU *koska can be reconstructed based on the cognate set below (SW: 62; 
UEW: 189; Lehtiranta 2001: 58–59). For the full list of cognates see Appen-
dix B.

Saa:	 S  gåeskie, U  gåsskie, Pi  gåsske, Lu  goasske N  goaski, Aa  kuásˈki, 
Sk  kuäʹsǩǩ, K  kuəs̨̄k͕ᴱ, T  ki̮ə̑s̨̄k͕ε MeZ (S  U Pi Lu N Aa Sk K  T), 
MMeZ (S), ‘mother’s elder female cousin’ (S Lu)

Sam:	 Ng  kotu, NenT  xada, NenF kāttɒ͕ə̑, EnF kađa, SlkKetM  k͔ʿo̬t̆ti̬a, 
SlkKet қодо PeZ (Ng  NenF EnF SlkKetM), PM (NenT  NenF EnF 
SlkKet) (Sam → KhO χatȧ FeZ)
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The variation in meaning has been a challenge also for the semantic recon-
struction of PU *koska (Aikio 2022: 24). This word has been glossed either 
as ‘grandmother’ (=  female relative older than one’s mother) (Janhunen 
1981: 222) or as a simplified combination of meanings found at the extreme 
ends of the language family, ‘maternal aunt/grandmother’ (Aikio 2022: 
24). Both glosses obfuscate the fact that *koska could have had relative age 
distinction in PU, inasmuch as the word in Saami without fail refers to 
MeZ and in Samoyed the term frequently refers to PeZ (Table 4).

Polysemy is a common feature in cognates of *koska. For example, 
the Nganasan term kotu in addition to PeZ designates a very broad group 
of women older than father or mother of ego belonging to the father’s or 
mother’s kin or to the kin from which the men (belonging to the category 
of isi) take wives (Fainberg 1984: 224). Even in languages where PM could 
probably be considered as the primary or core meaning of the term, e.g. 
NenT, the term is also used of several other older female relatives (Lehti-
salo 1956: 175–176). The areal polysemic pattern or equation relevant for the 
discussion here is the pattern that generally merges the older subcategories 
of a younger generation with the younger subcategories of an older gener-
ation; specifically, the pattern merging PeZ with PM. Similarly to the cor-
responding male pattern equating PeB/FeB = PF discussed in the previous 
section, the female pattern PeZ/FeZ = PM is widespread in Siberia (Appen-
dix E). As with *koska the evidence for polysemy is robust, the meaning 
PM displayed by some of the Samoyed cognates can be attributed to the 
Siberian generational pattern and to a secondary areal development. This 
opens up a possibility for the semantic reconstruction of *koska as either 
MeZ, FeZ, or PeZ.

There is little doubt that *koska meant some type of elder aunt given 
that this is the core meaning present both in Saami and Samoyed (Ta-
ble 4). Whether or not zero-equation was present at the PU level is more 
difficult to answer. The aunt pattern that can be reconstructed for Proto-
Saami is the mirror image of the uncle pattern. Proto-Saami had three 
aunt terms: *koaskē MeZ, *muoϑā/ē MyZ, and *siesā FZ. One could pro-
pose that similarly to the Saami uncle pattern, it was borrowing and con-
tact that introduced separation of paternal and maternal aunts, and be-
fore that, the term PS *koaskē simply referred to PeZ. Interestingly, also 
the Saami aunt terms feature loanwords: PS  *muoϑā/ē is likely to have 
been borrowed from Germanic, PGmc *mōþō(n) MZ ← *mōder- M (Küm-
mel 2015: 121–129), while PS *siesā, despite likely being a loan, has no clear 
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loan etymology.13 It is hard to tie the development of zero-equation in the 
aunt pattern to Finnic this time around, however, because Finnic – and 
especially Northern Finnic – largely lacks zero-equation in the aunt cate-
gory (there is zero-equation in some Finnic varieties, e.g. Estonian (dial.) 
sõtse FZ, but it is difficult to track this even to Late Proto-Finnic). Some 
contact languages of Saami, e.g. Proto-Germanic and Old Norse, did have 
zero-equation, so contact-induced change is possible but perhaps not eas-
ily attributed to any concrete event.

One final thing to discuss in relation to the meaning of *koska is the 
possibility that it could have been classificatory in Saami as there are some 
weak signs of this. For example, South Saami gåeskie refers not only to 
MeZ, but also to ‘female cousin’ and MMeZ. This merging of mother’s and 
grandmother’s elder sisters is different from the pattern that we find in Si-
beria since it lacks the hallmark aspect of merging the older subcategories 
of a younger generation with the younger subcategories of an older gener-
ation. There is not enough reason to project any of the polysemy observed 
in different cognates back to PU, although there is no denying that some 
type of polysemy could have still been possible.

Inferring the PU aunt pattern is a very different task than inferring the 
PU uncle pattern for two reasons. First, *koska is the only aunt term that 
can be reconstructed for PU while both *čečä and *ekä can be reconstruct-
ed for uncles. Second, no cognates of *koska have survived outside Saami 
and Samoyed (Table 4), while cognates of especially *čečä have survived 
more broadly throughout the family. Secondary contact-influenced aunt 
patterns, e.g. eZ = PZ/FyZ/PyZ in Siberia and the Volga area, have wiped 
away traces of earlier patterns and will not help us further in trying to re-
construct the PU aunt pattern. As the word refers to parent’s elder sister in 
both Saami and Samoyed, and as the sex of the linking relative becoming a 
salient feature of the term in Saami can be attributed to contact, we prefer 
to reconstruct the term as PeZ. As with the uncle pattern PeB/PyB, the cor-
responding aunt pattern PeZ/PyZ is fairly uncommon globally, occurring 
in 21 languages (Passmore et al. 2023).

13.	 It is hard to imagine the Saami word being entirely divorced from the Indo-
European sister terms PIE *swésōr > PII *swásā, PBS *swésō, PN *swestar, etc. 
and the terms borrowed from them, e.g. PF *sisar > Fi sisar and further forma-
tions based on the borrowed terms, e.g. hypocoristic Fi sisko, (dial.) siso, etc., 
but there is no clear loan original.
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4.	 The Proto-Uralic kinship system and its features

In §3, we reconstructed the more specific meanings of PU uncle and aunt 
terms. In addition, in Appendix B we specify meanings for five in-law 
terms (PU *ańə ‘elder brother’s wife’, *käləw ‘husband’s brother’s wife’  / 
‘wife’s sister’s husband’, *mińä ‘son’s wife; younger brother’s wife’, *nataw 
‘spouse’s younger sibling’, *wäŋəw ‘daughter’s husband; younger sister’s 
husband’). In the following sections §4.1–4.3 we summarize the PU kin-
ship system and its features.

4.1. The Proto-Uralic kinship system

All terms reconstructable for PU with their specified meanings (Table 2) 
are summarized and visualized in Figure 2.

4.2. Relative age distinction

Our conclusion is that relative age distinction was a feature of the PU kin-
ship system. Especially the agreement between Saami and Samoyed in sev-
eral different terms with relative age distinction is noteworthy (Table 5). 
This is because in the case of Saami, any contacts with e.g. Turkic that 
could have caused relative age distinction to emerge secondarily, can be 
confidently ruled out. There are languages, mostly Finnic and Hungarian, 
that lack any traces of relative age distinction in any of the reconstructed 
terms. However, it is a lot easier to explain the absence of relative age dis-
tinction as a general loss of this feature in these specific languages than it 
is to reconstruct the terms without relative age distinction and then try to 
explain how most languages developed relative age distinction secondar-
ily in such a uniform manner. The evidence for relative age distinction is 
perhaps not equally compelling for all terms. PU *mińä and *wäŋəw un-
doubtedly meant SW and DH (see Appendix B), but them developing their 
second meanings yBW and yZH congruently is not entirely implausible. 
In terms such as *ańə and *čečä on the other hand, all Uralic languages 
landing on the same side of the elder–younger distinction is too consistent 
to be a coincidence. All in all, it is justified to reconstruct relative age dis-
tinction in these cognate sets already at the PU level.
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Figure 2: Kin terms reconstructible for PU. The symbols inside circles 
and triangles indicate similarity/difference of kinship terms for different 
kinship categories. Empty white circles and triangles indicate relatives 
for which a PU reconstruction does not exist. A color version of the figure 
is published as an online appendix.
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Table 5: Presence of relative age distinction in PU kin terms. Cells with 
“e” indicate that the term refers to an elder relative and cells with “y” that 
the term refers to a younger relative. A cell with a dash indicates that the 
term lacks relative age distinction. The gray area indicates the lack of any 
cognate. Unclear cases are marked with a question mark.
PU Category Saa F Md Ma P Ms Kh Hu Sam
*ańə eBW e ? e e – e
*čečä PyB y – ? y – y y
*ekä PeB e – ?
*koska PeZ e e
*mińä SW = yBW y – y y y – y
*nataw EyG y – y y
*wäŋəw DH = yZH y – y y – y

Now, as we have reconstructed the existence of relative age distinction 
at the Proto-Uralic level, we are able to use this information retroactively. 
Together with what is seen in modern Uralic languages it can give us some 
insight about what type of sibling pattern PU had – a question which is 
otherwise completely out of our reach as the terms themselves cannot be 
reconstructed.

Looking at the modern Uralic languages, we can see that relative age 
distinction is present in most branches to various extents, and also in some 
sibling terminologies (Table 6). As a general rule, languages that have rela-
tive age distinction for parent’s siblings and different affinal relatives tend 
to have relative age distinction for siblings as well. As PU had relative age 
distinction for parent’s siblings (§3.1), as well as for sibling’s spouses and 
spouse’s siblings (Appendix  B), it can be posited that it had relative age 
distinction for siblings as well. The only exception to the general rule in 
our synchronic material is the Saami languages. However, this most likely 
means that the Saami languages probably did have relative age distinction 
for siblings at some point but lost it later. There are “holes in the system” in 
other languages as well. Udmurt, for example, has age distinction for af-
finals and siblings but, for whatever reason, does not distinguish between 
elder and younger in parent’s siblings. Kinship systems are in a constant 
state of change and the kinship system – like any other linguistic system – 
is not always or even often neatly regular and consistent throughout.
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Table 6: Sibling patterns and relative age distinction for different 
categories in modern Uralic languages. Bottom row summarizes which 
kinship categories most likely had relative age distinction in Proto-Uralic.

Consanguineal 
relatives 

Affinal relatives 

Sibling  
pattern

Sib-
lings 

Par-
ent’s 
sib-
lings 

Neph-
ews 
and 
nieces 

Sib-
ling’s 
spouse 

Spouse’s 
sibling 

Parent’s 
sibling’s 
spouse 

Spouse’s 
sibling’s 
spouse 

SaaN B, Z + +
SaaSk B, Z + + + +
SaaS B, Z + + + + +
Fi B, Z
Est B, Z
Liv B, Z
Veps B, Z
MdE eB, yB, eZ, yZ + + + +
MdM eB, yB, eZ, yZ + + + + +
MaH eB, yB, eZ, yZ + + + +
MaM eB, yB, eZ, yZ + + + +
Komi B, Z
Udm eB, yB, eZ, yZ + + +
MsSo eB, yB, eZ, yZ + + + + + + +
KhKaz eB, yB, eZ, yZ + + + + + + +
Hu eB, yB, eZ, yZ +
NenT eB, eZ, yG + + + + + + +
EnF eB, eZ, yG + + +
Ng eB, eZ, yG + + + +
SlkTaz ? B, Z + + + + +
PU + + + +

In sum, we propose that PU had relative age distinction in terms denot-
ing parent’s siblings (§3.1), in terms denoting sibling’s spouses and spouse’s 
siblings (Appendix B), and most likely also in terms denoting siblings.
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4.3. Other features

Features other than relative age distinction are less securely reconstructed 
for PU. We reconstructed PU *ekä and *čečä as PeB and PyB, respectively, 
and *koska as PeZ, whence one could draw the conclusion that PU was 
neutral regarding the feature of kinship line, i.e. division between paternal 
and maternal relatives. Reconstructing the terms as neutral regarding the 
kinship line appears to be the most parsimonious solution, although ad-
mittedly the scenarios we propose are not set in stone.

It remains inconclusive whether PU had generational merging and 
classificatory kin terms. There is some modest polysemy reconstructable 
for Proto-Uralic, i.e. PU *mińä SW = yBW, *wäŋəw DH = yZH, which is 
perhaps indicative of a more classificatory system of kinship.

5.	 Relevance for locating the PU homeland

Relative age distinction is the one feature which can securely be recon-
structed for PU. Its presence in PU has certain geographical implications 
that can offer some clues about the prehistory of Uralic speakers. The two 
most recent views regarding the timing and location of PU are Grünthal et 
al. (2022) and Häkkinen (2023). In his article, Häkkinen (2023: 90) places 
the Late-PU14 homeland in the Central Ural Region, i.e. on both sides of 
the Ural Mountains, whereas Grünthal et al. (2022: 513–514) argue that the 
PU homeland was east of the Urals. According to Grünthal et al., the west-
ward spread brought Common Uralic, the set of still mutually intelligible 
but separate dialects of PU in contact with Indo-Iranian around four thou-
sand years ago. The two views are close in both the timing and location of 
PU. Both are also mainly interested in locating the final staging ground 
before the dispersal of PU. Häkkinen (2023: 90) also notes that some of the 
proposed eastern homeland regions, i.e. the Middle Irtysh Region or the 
Sayan Region, could still have been the homeland for some preceding stage 
of PU. The Central Ural Region or a more eastern homeland scenario can 
in fact probably be reconciled, and what the two views mostly differ in is 
the chronology of steps of the westward movement.

14.	 The stage of Proto-Uralic immediately before the dispersal of the protolan-
guage around 2000 BCE.
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Concerning the existence of relative age distinction in non-Uralic lan-
guages, the typological survey by Nikolayeva (2014: 88–89) found 26 lan-
guages with partial expression of relative age distinction. Those located 
in Eurasia included Turkic (Baskhir and Gagauz), Mongolic (Mongolian, 
Kalmyk), Tungusic (Even, Evenki), Korean, Japanese, Chinese, Nivkh, 
and Yukaghir. Languages without relative age distinction included in the 
survey are mostly Indo-European (e.g. Russian, Ukrainian, German, Eng-
lish) and Arabic. In the Eurasian context, relative age distinction is thus 
clearly an eastern Eurasian feature while European (Indo-European) and 
Circum-Mediterranean (Afroasiatic) languages generally lack this feature. 
As far as we can tell, relative age distinction is of considerable antiquity in 
eastern Eurasia and the same is true for the lack of relative age distinction 
in the Circum-Mediterranean region. In the Chinese kinship nomencla-
ture, the terms for FeB bofu and FyB shufu are attested in the middle of the 
first millennium BCE (Kryukov 1998: 300–301), but the feature in general 
is likely to have been present before this. The sibling pattern distinguish-
ing only the sex of the sibling is thousands of years old in the Afroasiatic 
languages, as it is attested for the Babylonians of the time of Hammurabi, 
for the Hebrews of the Old Testament, and for the Egyptians of the New 
Empire (Murdock 1968: 7).

The morphosyntactic typology of Uralic languages that is distinctive 
in western Eurasia but fits comfortably in northeast Asia, Siberia, or the 
North Pacific Rim has been used to argue for a more eastern homeland 
(Grünthal et al. 2022: 511–512). Relative age distinction could potentially 
be used in a similar vein. One important caveat when considering the im-
plications that the eastern Eurasian distribution of relative age distinction 
has for PU (this applies to the use of the morphosyntactic type of the Ural-
ic languages as an argument as well), is that we know very little for certain 
about the linguistic landscape and the areal-typological context of PU at 
the Late PU stage, or at any stage of PU for that matter. Even if we agree 
that Late PU was spoken in the Central Ural Region, we do not know what 
other languages or language families were spoken in the vicinity and what 
type of typological features they might have had. Thus, PU having rela-
tive age distinction will not help us to locate Late PU with certainty, but 
the eastern Eurasian geography of relative age distinction does point to 
preceding stages of PU having been spoken further east in Siberia before 
reaching the Central Ural Region.
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6.	 Conclusion

Semantic reconstruction of kin terms cannot proceed without taking into 
consideration the areal, historical, and cultural context the languages were 
and are a part of. Because of their systemic nature kin terms are well-suit-
ed for exactly this kind of areally and etymologically driven inspection. 
Contact tends to make the kinship system between two or more languages 
more similar categorically and thus the changes in the system are to an ex-
tent predictable, often including the introduction and deletion of features 
that do not align.

Previous research has often a priori simply assumed that certain Ural-
ic kinship systems, e.g. Khanty (Steinitz 1974), are more original with-
out attempting to tie these assumptions to a more rigorous comparative 
framework. It might be that these systems, or at least parts of them, are 
closer to the original PU system, but if there is not a solid linguistic foun-
dation upon which those assumptions are based, these preconceived no-
tions are always going to remain unfounded. Our work shows that one 
cannot assume beforehand what categories ought to be reconstructed, 
instead reconstructing the categories themselves should be part of the 
semantic reconstruction. In a culturally sensitive area of the lexicon like 
kinship, it is important to move away from culturally biased notions of 
what ought to have existed in a protolanguage. For example, we should be 
very careful when stating that we are unable to reconstruct the PU words 
for B and Z as this sex-based division may not have been the only distin-
guishing factor in PU sibling terminology (see §4.2). Our understanding 
of PU kinship is, in terms of its lexicon, perhaps even more patchy than 
previously understood, i.e. instead of lacking just Proto-Uralic B and Z, 
we are perhaps instead lacking eB, yB, eZ, and yZ. Some of the terms in 
individual branches still have the potential to be inherited from PU, but 
with the lack of cognates, we are simply unable to confirm this. In ad-
dition to terms, there are structural features such as alternate generation 
equivalence in Saami (see Milanova et al. 2024 for details), which may 
have roots in PU, but which we cannot reconstruct with the currently ex-
isting methodology and data.

Reconstructing aspects of a protolanguage thousands of years old is not 
a high-resolution affair (Blust 1993: 35). What we have achieved in demon-
strating is that semantic reconstruction can and should be approached 
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from a very practical standpoint, asking questions such as who the Uralic 
speakers were and are in contact with, what type of kinship systems ex-
isted in the contact languages, and how the Uralic kinship systems could 
have conceivably changed due to these contacts. We think this article of-
fers ample evidence for the validity of our approach. Discussion of a great 
many matters had to be left out of the present article and a detailed account 
about the development of each individual language could not be provided. 
Even so, we hope to have mapped out an approach for future research that 
can be used to sharpen our image of the PU kinship system and fill out the 
remaining gaps in our knowledge.
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Kin-term abbreviations

Combinations can be deduced from these basic abbreviations, e.g. PM = 
parent’s mother, eBW = elder brother’s wife etc.
B	 brother
e	 elder
D	 daughter
E	 spouse

F	 father
G	 sibling
H	 husband

M	 mother
P	 parent
S	 son

W	 wife
y	 younger
Z	 sister

Language abbreviations

Chu Chuvash
EnF Forest Enets
Est Estonian
F Finnic
Fi Finnish
Hu Hungarian
IE Indo-European
Kh Khanty

Irt Irtysh
Kaz Kazym
Ni Nizjam
O Obdorsk
Sur Surgut

Komi Z Zyrian
Liv Livonian
Ma Mari

H Hill
M Meadow

Md Mordvin
E Erzya Mordvin
M Moksha Mordvin

Ms Mansi
KL Lower Konda
KM Middle Konda
KU Upper Konda
LL Lower Lozva
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LU Upper Lozva
P Pelymka
So Sosva
T Tavda
VN North Vagilsk
VNZ North Vagilsk, Zaozernaja
VS South Vagilsk

NenF Forest Nenets
NenT Tundra Nenets
Ng Nganasan
ON Old Norse
P Permic
PBS Proto-Balto-Slavic
PF Proto-Finnic
PGmc Proto-Germanic
PIE Proto-Indo-European
PII Proto-Indo-Iranian
PN Proto-Norse
PS Proto-Saami

PSam Proto-Samoyed
PU Proto-Uralic
Ru Russian
Saa Saami

Aa Aanaar
K Kildin
Lu Lule
N Northern
Pi Pite
S South
Sk Skolt
T Ter
U Ume

Sam Samoyed
Slk Selkup

KetM Middle Ket
Tat Tatar
Udm Udmurt
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Appendix A: An example of contact-induced 
structural changes without lexical borrowing

Dolgan is a Turkic language spoken on the Taimyr Peninsula. It is a matter 
of some debate whether the Dolgans were originally a Turkic people that 
adopted a Tungusic ethnonym and cultural features, or whether they are 
a people of Tungusic origin that gained their current linguistic identity 
by switching from their Tungusic language to a Turkic language (Stapert 
2013: 2–3). Linguistically, Dolgan is most closely related to Sakha and it 
could even be considered a dialect of Sakha. The Tungusic connection of 
Dolgan manifests itself in the domain of kinship in an interesting way. 
The contacts between Tungusic and Dolgan are not apparent in the terms 
which Dolgan shares with Sakha and other Turkic languages, but rather 
in how the kinship system itself is structured (Stapert 2013: 136–144). For 
example, Sakha sibling terminology makes three distinctions: 1)  relative 
age, 2) gender of the sibling, and 3) gender of the speaker (ego) for all terms 
except younger sister, which is neutral in terms of ego’s gender. As a result 
of making the aforementioned distinctions, Sakha has seven sibling terms 
(Table 1). In clear contrast, Dolgan only has three sibling terms. Incidental-
ly, the Dolgan sibling terminology is conceptually identical with Tungusic 
as Evenki, for example, has exactly the same three categories as Dolgan. 
Despite the Sakha and Dolgan kinship terms sharing an etymological ori-
gin, the Dolgan terms have been restructured to match the kinship system 
in Evenki and Tungusic in general. This has also led to the disappearance 
of those Sakha distinctions that do not have a counterpart in the kinship 
system of Tungusic that is being modeled, in this case gender of the speak-
er and for the younger sibling also gender of the sibling.

Table 1: Sibling terms in three Siberian languages (Stapert 2013: 136–137). 
The letter m in parentheses refers to male speaker and f in parentheses to 
female speaker.
Lan-
guage

Language 
family

eB (m) eB (f) eZ (m) eZ (f) yB (m) yB (f) yZ

Sakha Turkic bi ubaj edʒij aγas ini surus balïs
Dolgan Turkic ubaj edʒij balïs
Evenki Tungusic akiːn ekiːn nekuːn
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Appendix B: Kinship terms reconstructable for Proto-Uralic

The general etymological source is indicated at the end of the cognate set. 
At times, the information regarding the semantics of the kinship terms 
provided in the etymological sources has been amended with information 
from primary lexical sources. When this is the case, the source in question 
follows the word directly, while when the source is given at the end it per-
tains to the whole branch.

PU *ańəańə ‘elder brother’s wife’ (UED: 18–19)
Saa:	 K vuəńń, T vi̮eńńe ‘sister-in-law: elder brother’s wife’ (K, T); ‘uncle’s 

wife’ (K) (Itkonen 1958 [2001]: 789)
P:	 Komi (Ud) ońa ‘sister-in-law (elder brother’s wife)’
Kh:	 V ăńəki̮, Vj ăńki̮, Sur ăńəki̮, Irt Ni ăńəxə, Kaz ăńxi, O ăńəxi ‘elder 

brother’s wife; stepmother’; ‘elder brother’s son’s (older than ego) 
wife; father’s younger brother’s wife; father’s elder brother’ son’s 
(older than ego) wife; mother’s elder sister’s son’s (older than ego) 
wife’ (Kaz) (Karjalainen 1913: 215)

Ms:	 T āńi, KL KM oń, KU wŭń (!), VN VS LL uńńa (!), LU So ōńəγ ‘step-
mother’ (K  VN VS LL LU  So); ‘father’s brother’s wife’  (T); ‘elder 
brother’s wife’ (K  VS LL LU  So); ‘father’s younger brother’s wife’ 
(K LL LU); ‘mother’s younger sister’ (LU); ‘mother’s younger broth-
er’s wife’ (K) (WogWb: 72)

Hu:	 ángy ‘brother’s wife’
Sam:	 SlkTaz ōńa, Tym ońo, Ket ojjo ‘elder brother’s wife; spouse’s elder 

sister; mother’s younger sister’
Proto-Uralic *ańə has been glossed as ‘sister-in-law’ by Sammallahti (1988: 
542) and the UED (18–19) without any reference to relative age. This is, in 
our opinion, an oversight as with closer inspection the meaning eBW is 
found throughout the family: from Samoyed languages, from most Mansi 
varieties (WogWb: 72), from most Khanty varieties (Karjalainen 1913: 215), 
from some sources concerning the Lower Vyčegda and Udora dialects 
of Komi (KESKJa: 206), and from Kildin and Ter Saami (Itkonen 1958 
[2001]: 789). Thus, it seems that *ańə should be reconstructed specifically 
as eBW.
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PU *čečäčečä ‘parent’s younger brother’ (UEW: 34–35)
Saa:	 S  tjietsie ‘father’s younger brother or male cousin; father’s father’s 

younger brother’ (Bergsland & Magga 1993: 314), U tjiehtsie ‘father’s 
younger brother’ (Barruk 2018: 146), Pi  tjiehtse ‘father’s young-
er brother’ (Halász 1896: 155), Lu tjiehtje ‘father’s older or younger 
brother’ (LuWb: 1162), N čeahci ‘father’s younger brother; father’s 
male cousin (younger than father)’ (Sammallahti 1989: 80), Aa čeeci 
‘father’s younger brother’ (InWb: 81), Sk čieʹcc, K čieʒʹ, T čiec̜c̜e ‘fa-
ther’s younger brother’ (Itkonen 1958 [2001]: 665)

F:	 Fi setä ‘father’s brother’
Md:	 E čiče ‘elder sister’s husband’, M šč- ‘relative on the mother side’, e.g. 

ščava ‘mother’s mother’, ščəńä ‘mother’s brother’
Mari:	 M čüčü ‘uncle (mother’s side), mother’s younger brother’ (SMJa 8: 

457), H čəčə ‘mother’s brother’
P:	 Udm čužmurt ‘mother’s brother’, Komi ćož ‘mother’s brother’
Ms:	 KL šäš, KU säs, P šɛ̮š, VNZ LL šɛššȧ, LU So sasi̮γ ‘maternal uncle, 

mother’s younger brother’ (WogWb: 797)
Sam:	 Ng ti̮ti̮d́a ‘uncle (mother’s younger brother)’ (Kosterkina et al. 2001: 

183), NenT  t́ id́a ‘mother’s younger brother; all male relatives on 
the mother’s side younger than her; younger brother’s sons in re-
lation to elder sister’s sons’ (Tereshchenko 1965: 659), SlkKet ṭṣ̌i̮ṭ̀ṭṣ̌a, 
Tym ṭṣ̌e͔ḍẓ̌ə̑ga ‘mother’s brother’ (SW: 33)

PU *ekäekä ‘parent’s elder brother’ (UED: 42–43)
Saa:	 S jiekie, U jiehkee, Lu iehke, N eahki, Aa eehi, Sk jiẹʹǩǩ, T jieǵǵe ‘pa-

ternal uncle, older than father’
Kh:	 V Vj Sur Irt jĕγ, Ni jĭγ, Kaz jĭw, O jij ‘father’
Ms:	 T jüw, jäw, KL jeγ, KM KU P jäγ, VN VS LL jǟ, LU So jaγ ‘father’
Sam:	 EnF d́ iśi, [Mikola] d́ ise̮, d́ isɛ ‘grandfather’

PU *ee̮̮na(-mə)na(-mə)/*ana(-mə)ana(-mə) ‘mother-in-law’ (UED: 53–54)
Saa:	 S vuanove, U vüenèu, Lu vuonev, N vuoni, Aa vyene, Sk vueʹn, K vūn̜, 

T vī̮n̜e ‘mother-in-law’
Komi-Zyrian dialectal un ‘aunt, mother’s elder sister’ or ‘mother’s elder 
brother’s wife’ (KESKJa: 297) could phonologically be a cognate with the 
Saami word but seems to belong together with another etymon: Komi una, 
Udm uno ‘many’ ~ KhNi unə, Kaz wǫn ‘big’ < PU *anə (Zhivlov 2014: 130). 
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It is perhaps not entirely out of the question that PU *ana (*e̮na) and *anə 
stand in some type of obscure etymological relationship as there are, after 
all, kin terms that developed or are derived from words meaning ‘big’, e.g. 
Fi eno ‘mother’s brother’ ← PU *enä ‘big’ > Ng ńini̮ ‘elder brother; father’s 
younger brother’ (UED: 45–47).

PU *ee̮̮na-ena-e̮̮ppəppə/*ana-eana-e̮̮ppəppə ‘parents-in-law’ (UED: 54)
F:	 Fi anoppi, Ol anoppi, Veps anoṕ ‘mother-in-law’
Kh:	 Sur ŏntəp, Irt Ni untəp, Kaz wǫntəp, O ontəp ‘mother-in-law’
Ms:	 KU ōnəp, So ɔ̄nip ‘mother-in-law’
Sam:	 NenT ŋinəbᵊ ‘father-in-law’, EnT inobo, Ng ŋinəbə ‘mother-in-law, 

father-in-law’, Kam əmbi, əmbü ‘father-in-law’, Mat  inihV ‘father-
in-law’

PU *ee̮̮ppəppə ‘father-in-law’ (UED: 55–56)
Saa:	 S voehpe, U vuahˈpa, Lu N vuohppa, Aa vuoppâ, Sk vuõpˈp, K vūh̄p, 

T vī̮h̄p ‘father-in-law’
Fi:	 Fi appi, Ol appi, Veps aṕ ‘father-in-law’
Mari:	 NW owŏ, H owə̑ ‘father-in-law’
Kh:	 Sur op, up, Irt üp, Ni Kaz ŭp, O up ‘father-in-law’ 
Ms:	 T apā, K (Munkácsi) upəm poss.1.sg, N (Munkácsi) up ‘father-in-law’
Hu:	 ipa ‘father-in-law’

PU *käləwkäləw ‘husband’s brother’s wife’ / ‘wife’s sister’s husband’  
(UEW: 135–136)
Saa:	 S gaaloejööne ‘husband’s brother’s wife’ (Bergsland & Magga 1993: 

83), U gaalò-jiednee ‘wives of two brothers to each other’ (Schlachter 
1958: 39), Lu kālōji(e)tnē ‘sister-in-law (of husband’s brother’s wife 
or husband’s cousin’s wife)’ (LuWb:  160), N  gálojeatni ‘sister-in-
law (husband’s brother’s or cousin’s wife)’ (Sammallahti 1989: 156) 
Aa  káluenni ‘husband’s sister-in-law (how wives of brothers call 
each other)’ (InWb:  274), Sk  kääljeäʹnn ‘sister-in-law (husband’s 
brother’s wife)’ (Itkonen 1958 [2001]: 83)

F:	 Fi käly ‘spouse’s sister, (spouse’s) brother’s wife’ (dial. ‘spouse’s broth-
er, (spouse’s) sister’s husband’ (SMS)), Kar käly ‘(to a woman) broth-
er’s or husband’s brother’s wife’ (SSA I: 471), Veps käl’u ‘sister-in-law, 
one brother’s wife in relation to another brother’s wife’ (SVJa: 261), 
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Vote tšälü ‘husband’s brother’s wife; wife’s sister; brother’s wife; hus-
band’s brother’ (VKSR 6: 230), Est  käli ‘husband’s brother’s wife, 
(plural) wives of brothers (in relation to one another); husband’s 
sister; wife’s sister; sister’s husband, (plural) husbands of sisters (in 
relation to one another); husband’s brother’ (EMS), Liv kälù ‘sister-
in-law’ (LiWb: 176)

Md:	 ? E kijalo, kijal, M kel ‘sister-in-law’
P:	 ? Udm kaĺ i ‘daughter-in-law’, Komi kev ‘sister-in-law, one brother’s 

wife in relation to another brother’s wife’
? Kh:	 V küli, J küʌi, Trj kiʌi, DN KoP Kr Ts kitә, Ni kĭtə, Kaz kĭʌi, O kili 

‘wife’s younger sister’ (Trj J KoP Kr Ts Ni Kaz), ‘wife’s elder sister’ 
(Trj J Ni Kaz), ‘wife’s younger (Trj Kr Ni Kaz) or elder (Trj Ni Kaz) 
brother’s daughter’, ‘wife’s (younger or elder) sister’s husband’ 
(V KoP Ni Kaz O) (DeWoS: 620)

? Ms:	 LU  So  kil ‘wife’s (elder or younger) sister’ (LU  So), ‘sister’s hus-
band’ (So), ‘elder sister’s husband’ (LU), ‘wife’s sister’s husband’ (So), 
‘mother’s younger sister’s husband’ (LU) (WogWb: 282)

Sam:	 Ng (Castrén) śáluŋ ‘brother-in-law’, NenT śel ‘sisters-in-law, wives 
of brothers (in relation to one another); brothers-in-law, husbands 
of sisters, sisters that are married to brothers, brothers that are 
married to sisters’ (Tereshchenko 1965: 544), NenF  ś͔ĭèł, EnT  séri, 
Slk (Castrén) šäl ‘свояк  = wife’s sister’s husband, wife’s brother’ 
(SW: 67)

PU *käləw can be found glossed as ‘sister- or brother-in-law’ (Aikio 2022: 
24) or more generally as simply ‘in-law’ (Sammallahti 1988: 538). The term 
in the branches on the European side mostly refers to women, whereas in 
most Samoyed languages the word is used for men. There are languages 
such as Tundra Nenets where the word is used for both women and men. 
This is the case for Finnish and Estonian dialects as well, e.g. Fi dial. jos 
oli kahella veljellä eokot niin ne oĺ  kälyt ne eokot toisilleen ‘if two brothers 
had wives, then those wives were kälys to each other’ (Juuka), miehet ne 
on kälyjä olleet, kun sisarukset on akkana ‘men, they were kälys when they 
had sisters as wives’ (Sotkamo). This shows that the most central feature of 
the term was to describe the affinal relationship between wives of brothers 
or between husbands of sisters. Except for Ob-Ugric, words usually listed 
in the cognate set reflecting PU *käləw do not have relative age distinc-
tion, so the feature cannot be reconstructed for PU either as part of the 
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meaning. The more accurate semantic reconstruction for this term would 
be ‘husband’s brother’s wife’ / ‘wife’s sister’s husband’.

The Mansi word is likely to be a loan from Khanty (DeWoS 620; 
Metsäranta et al. 2023: 210). The Khanty word, on the other hand, is pho-
nologically irregular and should be rejected altogether from this cognate 
set. Turkic words, e.g. Old Turkic kelin ‘the wife of one’s younger brother 
or son; bride’ (Clauson 1972: 719), are phonologically similar but are struc-
turally more the equivalent of PU *mińä SW = yBW. Udmurt kaĺ i ‘daugh-
ter-in-law’ is at the very least semantically influenced by the Turkic term. 
Also, the Erzya term is phonologically peculiar.

PU *kojə(-mV)kojə(-mV) ‘man, husband’ (UEW: 166–168)
Saa:	 Sk kuõjj, K kūjj, T ki̮i̭ j(ᵃ) ‘husband’
? P:	 Udm vi̮ži̮-kum ‘relatives, friends’, Komi komi ‘Zyrian’
Kh:	 V ku (kujəm), DN O χoj ‘man’ (V DN O), ‘spouse’ (V O), ‘husband’ (DN)
Ms:	 T  kȯ̮m, KL  χȯm, KU  ku̮m, P  kum, ki̮m, VN  VS LL  LM kum, 

LU So χum ‘man; husband, spouse’ (WogWb: 306)
Hu:	 hím ‘male animal’
Sam:	 SlkTaz k͔up, k͔um ‘human’, Tym kop ‘human, man, spouse’

PU *koskakoska ‘parent’s elder sister’ (UEW: 189)
Saa:	 S gåeskie ‘mother’s elder sister or female cousin; mother’s mother’s 

elder sister’ (Bergsland & Magga 1993: 120), U gåsskie ‘mother’s elder 
sister’ (Barruk 2018: 74), Pi gåsske ‘mother’s elder sister’, Lu goasske 
‘mother’s elder sister, mother’s older female cousin’ (LuWb: 341), 
N goaski ‘aunt, mother’s elder sister or female cousin; younger sis-
ter’s or female cousin’s child (to their aunt)’ (Sammallahti 1989: 183), 
Aa kuásˈki ‘mother’s elder sister’ (InWb: 348), Sk kuäʹsǩǩ, K kuəs̨̄k͕ᴱ, 
T ki̮ə̑s̨̄k͕ε ‘aunt, mother’s elder sister’ (Itkonen 1958 [2001]: 136)

Sam:	 Ng kotu ‘aunt (father’s or mother’s elder sister; father’s or mother’s 
elder brother’s wife)’ (Kosterkina et al. 2001: 70), NenT xada ‘grand-
mother; foremother; husband’s mother; husband’s elder brother’s 
wife; any female relative of either side, older than father or moth-
er’ (Tereshchenko 1965: 714), NenF kāttɒ͕ə̑ ‘grandmother, mother’s 
mother, mother’s elder sister, mother’s elder brother’s wife, father’s 
mother, father’s elder brother’s wife, father’s elder sister, husband’s 
elder sister, husband’s elder brother’s wife’ (Lehtisalo 1956: 175–176), 
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EnF kađa ‘grandmother, mother-in-law; aunt (father’s or mother’s 
elder sister)’ (Sorokina & Bolina 2009: 154), SlkKetM k͔ʿo̬t̆ti̬a ‘moth-
er’s or father’s elder sister; mother-in-law’, ko·ttii̭a ‘grandmother, 
old woman’ (SlkWb:  280), Ket  қодо ‘father’s elder sister; aunt; 
grandmother; old woman’, қото ‘grandmother; mother’s mother; 
husband’s elder brother’s wife; brother’s wife; husband’s mother’ 
(Bykonya et al. 2005: 87; 94)

PU *mińämińä ‘son’s wife; younger brother’s wife’ (UEW: 276)
Saa:	 S mænnja ‘a woman that is married to one’s younger male relative: 

younger brother’s or male cousin’s wife; daughter-in-law, brother’s 
or sister’s son’s wife (cousin’s son’s wife); son’s or daughter’s son’s 
wife; brother’s or sister’s son’s or daughter’s son’s wife; husband’s 
mænnja (except for husband’s younger brother’s wife (gaaloejööne); 
wife’s younger brother’s (or male cousin’s) wife; husband’s younger 
male cousin’s wife; husband’s brother’s or sister’s son’s or daugh-
ter’s son’s wife’ (Bergsland & Magga 1993: 196), U mannjie ~ maŋŋjie 
‘son’s wife’ (Barruk 2018: 100), Lu mannje ‘son’s wife; sister-in-law 
to a woman; woman’s cousin’s wife; nephew’s wife’ (LuWb:  494), 
N mannji ‘daughter-in-law, husband’s brother’s or sister’s sister-in-
law; husband’s sister, sister-in-law; brother’s wife (to her husband’s 
sister)’ (Sammallahti 1989: 278–279), Aa  manje ‘son’s wife; (Äimä 
also) ‘younger brother’s wife’ (InWb:  100), Sk  mââʹnnj K  mȧ̮ńńᵉ, 
T ma̭ńńɛ ‘daughter-in-law’; (Paatsjoki also) ‘younger brother’s wife’ 
(Itkonen 1958 [2001]: 238)

F:	 Fi miniä ‘son’s wife’, Kar minja ‘son’s wife; young wife’, Veps mind’, 
mińd’, Vote mind́a, minjä, Est  minia ‘son’s wife’, Liv  mīņa ‘son’s 
wife’ (Salaca ‘sister-in-law’) (SSA II: 167)

P:	 Udm  ići-meń ‘young wife, sister-in-law (term used to address 
younger brother’s wife)’, Komi moń ‘son’s wife’

Kh:	 V Vj meń, Sur mă̇ń, Irt (DN KoP Kr Ts) Ni Kaz O meń ‘every wife 
of one’s younger male relative’, ‘son’s wife’ (V Sur Irt O), ‘younger 
brother’s wife’ (Vj Trj Kr Ts Ni Kaz O), ‘elder brother’s son’s (young-
er than ego) wife; husband’s younger brother’s wife’ (Trj  Kaz), 
‘wife’s younger brother’s wife’ (Kr), ‘younger brother’s son’s wife; 
father’s brother’s (younger than ego) wife; father’s elder brother’s 
son’s (younger than ego) wife; elder or younger sister’s son’s wife; 
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father’s elder or younger sister’s son’s wife; mother’s elder sister’s 
son’s (younger than ego) wife’ (Kaz) (DeWoS: 939–940)

Ms:	 T miń, KL mäń, KM mǟ̮ń, KU mà̇ń, P mḙɛ̀ń, VN mǟ̮ń, VS mᵉǟń, 
LL mɛ̄ń, LU So mȧń ‘daughter-in-law; (every wife of younger blood 
relative) younger brother’s wife; husband’s or wife’s younger broth-
er’s wife; (younger or elder) brother’s wife’ (TJ); ‘elder or younger 
brother’s son’s wife’ (So) (WogWb: 472)

Hu:	 meny ‘daughter-in-law’
Sam:	 Ng mⁱai ‘son’s wife; younger brother’s wife’ (Kosterkina et al. 2001: 

106), NenT  ḿeja ‘son’s wife; younger brother’s wife; husband’s 
younger brother’s wife’ (Tereshchenko 1965: 251), EnF mɛa ‘younger 
brother’s wife; son’s wife’ (Sorokina & Bolina 2009: 232) Kam mejə ~ 
meji ‘daughter-in-law’, Mat mäjä ‘daughter-in-law’

Proto-Uralic *mińä is usually reconstructed to mean ‘daughter-in-law’ 
(Sammallahti 1988: 538; Aikio 2022: 24). However, given that the term refers 
to yBW and other junior male relatives’ wives in several branches of Uralic 
(e.g. Saami, Udmurt, Khanty, Mansi, and Samoyed) the relative age distinc-
tion could have been part of the polysemy already at the PU stage. It is gen-
erally not surprising that in languages within e.g. the Finnic group, which 
lack relative age distinction altogether and have no separate category for 
younger brother, the word only refers to SW. Equating SW = yBW is not all 
that uncommon and can be found elsewhere in Eurasia as well, e.g. OT kelin 
‘the wife of one’s younger brother or son; bride’ (Clauson 1972: 719), Tibetan 
mna’ma ‘wife of younger brother; wife of son or grandson’ (Grønbech 1953: 
129). Mordvin and Mari are the only two branches that have no surviving 
cognate of PU *mińä. However, interestingly the Mari word for SW, M šeške, 
H šeškə is in most Mari dialects used both of SW and yBW as well as HyBW 
(TschWb: 678). It cannot really be discerned whether the Mari polysemy is 
an old Uralic trait or whether it is attributable to the Chuvash influence (cf. 
Chu kin SW, yBW) that is widely felt in Mari kinship terminology. All in all, 
we suggest that the equation SW = yBW existed already in PU.

PU *näjtənäjtə/*näjδənäjδə ‘daughter, girl’ (UEW: 302–303)
Saa:	 S nïejte ‘girl, unmarried daughter, girlfriend’ (Bergsland & Magga 

1993: 204), Lu niejdda ‘girl; daughter’ (LuWb: 586), N nieida ‘daugh-
ter; girl, virgin’ (Sammallahti 1989: 307), Aa nieiˈdâ ‘girl; daughter; 
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(in some expressions) unmarried woman’ (InWb:  192), Sk  nijdd, 
K nījjt, T nìī̭ᵈt(A ), A nījt ‘girl; daughter’ (Itkonen 1958 [2001]: 281)

F:	 Fi neito ‘girl, young (unmarried) woman’, Kar neito(i) ‘maiden’, Lu-
dic ńeidoi ‘maiden’, Veps ńeidō ‘adult girl, young woman’, Est neiu 
‘maiden, girl; young woman’ (SSA II: 211)

P:	 Udm ni̮l, Komi ni̮v ‘daughter; girl’

PU *natawnataw ‘spouse’s younger sibling’ (UEW: 299–300)
Saa:	 S nååte ‘a woman or a girl of one’s wife’s family that is younger than 

her: wife’s younger sister or female cousin, wife’s brother’s or sister’s 
daughter’ (Bergsland & Magga 1993: 220)

F:	 Fi nato ‘husband’s sister; (rarely) of wife’s sister or brother’s wife’ (SMS), 
Kar nato ‘husband’s (rarely wife’s) sister’, Ludic nado ‘husband’s or 
wife’s sister’, Veps nado ‘husband’s sister’, Vote nato ‘husband’s or 
wife’s sister’, Est nadu ‘husband’s (dial. also wife’s) sister’ (SSA II: 208)

Mari:	 M nuδo, H nuδə̑ ‘husband’s or wife’s younger sister’
Sam:	 Ng  ‹nado› ‘wife’s (husband’s) younger brother or sister; son or 

daughter of wife’s younger brother; wife’s parents’ brothers if they 
are younger than ego’ (Fainberg 1984: 226), nodå ‘wife’s young-
er brother’ (Kaheinen 2023: 120), NenT  nado ‘husband’s or wife’s 
younger brother; nephew (husband’s or wife’s older brother’s son); 
stepson; any/all of husband’s male relatives younger than him’ 
(Tereshchenko 1965: 281), NenF natu ‘husband’s or wife’s younger 
brother; husband’s or wife’s elder brother’s son’ (Lehtisalo 1956: 285), 
Kam nado ‘brother-in-law (husband’s or wife’s brother)’

Similarly to *käləw, PU *nataw is reconstructed as either ‘sister-in-law’ or 
‘brother-in-law’ (Aikio 2022: 24), or more generally as ‘in-law’ (Sammal-
lahti 1988: 539; Aikio 2015: 55). Unlike *käləw where the regular cognates 
show no traces of relative age distinction being present, *nataw clearly was 
used of wife’s or husband’s younger sibling. Again, Samoyed differs from 
the more western Uralic branches in that in some languages the referent is 
a male, i.e. wife’s or husband younger brother, whereas in the west the ref-
erent is a female. What all languages do agree on is that the word referred 
to spouse’s younger sibling, due to which we suggest that this would have 
also been the meaning of *nataw in PU.
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PU *pojkapojka ‘son, boy’ (UEW: 390)
F:	 Fi poika ‘son, boy’, Kar poika ‘boy, young man, young (of an animal)’, 

Ludic poig(e̮) ‘son, boy, young (of an animal)’, Veps poig ‘son, young 
(of an animal)’, Vote poika ‘boy; young (of an animal)’, Est poeg ‘son, 
young (of an animal)’, Liv pūoga ‘boy, child’ (SSA II: 385)

? Md:	 E bujo, pijo ‘grandchild’
Mari:	 H pü-erγə ‘man, boy’
P:	 Udm pi ‘child, young (of an animal); son, man, boy’, Komi pi ‘son, 

boy’
Kh:	 V Vj păγ, Irt păχ, Ni Š Kaz Sy pŏχ, O păχ ‘boy; son’
Ms:	 TJ pǖ, KL KM KU pö̭w, P püw, VN VS LL pǖ, LU So pi̮γ ‘son, boy; 

young’
Hu:	 fiú (fia-) ‘son, boy; child; young (of an animal)’

PU *wäŋəwwäŋəw ‘daughter’s husband; younger sister’s husband’ (UEW: 565–565)
? Saa:	 S vïjve ‘a man that is married to one’s younger female relative: young-

er sister’s or female cousin’s husband, son-in-law, brother’s or sister’s 
daughter’s husband, younger cousin’s daughter’s husband, brother’s 
or sister’s son’s or daughter’s daughter’s husband; husband’s vïjve 
(except for wife’s younger sister’s husband: veelteme), wife’s younger 
sister’s or female cousin’s husband, husband’s brother’s or sister’s 
daughter’s husband; husband’s brother’s or sister’s son’s or daugh-
ter’s husband’ (Bergsland & Magga 1993: 344), U vïjvva ‘son-in-law’ 
(Barruk 2018: 161), Pi vivva ‘son-in-law’ (Halász 1896: 170), Lu vivva 
‘son-in-law’ (LuWb: 1427), N vivva ‘son-in-law’ (Sammallahti 1989: 
477), Aa vivvâ ‘son-in-law’, (sometimes also) ‘younger sister’s spouse’ 
(InWb: 421), Sk vivv K vi̮vv(ᵃ), T vĭ̮vv(ᵃ) ‘son-in-law’, (Paatsjoki also) 
‘younger sister’s husband’ (Itkonen 1958 [2001]: 759)

F:	 Fi  vävy ‘daughter’s husband’, Kar  vävy, väy, vävvy, Veps vävu, 
väu ‘daughter’s or sister’s husband’, Vote vävü, Est  väi, väimees, 
Liv (Salaca) väu mies (SSA III: 485)

Mari:	 M weŋe, H wiŋgə ‘daughter’s husband; younger sister’s husband’
Kh:	 V Vj wo̭ŋ, Trj J wŏŋ, Irt (DN KoP Kr Ts) Ni Š Sy O weŋ, Kaz wɛŋ 

‘female relative’s husband’; ‘daughter’s husband’ (not reported 
for V  J  KoP); ‘younger sister’s husband’ (V  Trj J KoP Kr Ts Ni Š 
Kaz O); ‘elder sister’s husband’ (V Vj Trj Ni Kaz O); ‘father’s young-
er (Trj Ni Kaz) or older (Ni Kaz) sister’s husband’; ‘elder brother’s 
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daughter’s husband; husband’s elder or younger sister’s husband’ 
(Trj Kaz); ‘mother’s elder sister’s daughter’s husband’ (Kaz); ‘bride-
groom’ (Trj J) (DeWoS: 1607)

Hu:	 vő ‘son-in-law’
Sam:	 Ng biŋi ‘daughter’s husband; younger sister’s husband’ (Kosterkina 

et al. 2001: 24), NenT jīj ‘daughter’s husband; younger sister’s hus-
band; female cousin’s (younger than ego) husband’ (Tereshchenko 
1965: 139), EnF  b́ii ‘daughter’s husband’ (Sorokina  & Bolina 2009: 
66), Mat mijüh ‘son-in-law’ (Helimski 1997: 305)

Very often PU *wäŋəw is reconstructed as meaning ‘son-in-law’ (Sammal-
lahti 1988: 541; Aikio 2022: 24). It is, however, possible to get a more precise 
meaning for this term as the polysemy between daughter’s husband and 
younger sister’s husband (DH = yZH) is present from Saami to Samoyed. 
The term is also analogous to *mińä SW = yBW discussed above. Although 
the  polysemy between DH = yZH is hardly unique in Eurasian languages, 
e.g. OT küδägü ‘son-in-law (daughter’s husband); younger brother-in-law 
(younger sister’s husband)’ (Grønbech 1953: 125) and can in some Uralic 
languages perhaps be described as contact-induced (e.g. the influence of 
Chuvash kĕrű ‘my daughter’s husband; my younger sister’s husband; my 
younger female relative’s husband’ on Mari cannot be ruled out), this poly-
semy with relative age distinction should still probably be reconstructed 
already at the PU stage.

PU ? *äććääććä/*eć(ć)äeć(ć)ä/*ić(ć)äić(ć)ä/*äjćääjćä ‘father’ (UED: 30–32)
Saa:	 S aehtjie, U àhtjee, Lu áhttje, N áhčči, Aa eeči, Sk eʹčč, eeʹčč, K a̮ǯǯ, 

T jieǯǯe ‘father’
F:	 Fi isä ‘father; (dial. male)’, Ol ižä ‘father; male’, Veps iža ‘male’, Vote 

isä, Est isa, Võro esä, Liv izā ‘father’
Md:	 M oćä ‘father’s elder brother’
Mari:	 M iza, H əzä ‘elder brother; father’s younger brother’
Kh:	 Sur ȧt́ i, Ni aśə, Kaz aśi, O ȧśi ‘father’
Ms:	 T ǟći ‘grandfather’, KL KM KU  ɔ̄̈ś, P  ɔ̄ś, VN  ɔ̄̈ś, VS LL ɔ̄ś ‘paternal 

grandfather’, LU So āś ‘father’, KL KM KU P VN LL ǟś ‘maternal 
grandfather’

Hu:	 ‹iʃemucut› ‘our father (acc)’
Sam:	 Ng  d́esi̮ ‘father; male’, NenT  ńīśa, EnF  eśi ‘father’, SlkTaz  e̮si̮, 

Tym āzə, Ket e̮ssə ‘father’
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PU ? *emäemä/*ämäämä ‘mother’ (UED: 42)
Saa:	 S jiemie ‘womb with embryo; embryo’
F:	 Fi  emä ‘mother, dam; womb’, Kar  emä ‘mother, dam’, Veps emä 

‘female (animal)’, Vote emä ‘mother’, Est ema, Võro imä ‘mother; 
womb’, Liv jemā

Hu:	 (obs.) eme ‘sow’
Sam:	 Ng ńemi̬, NenT ńeb́a ‘mother’, EnF ää, EnT ē, SlkTaz e̮mi̮, Tym aw, 

Ket e̮wa̮t, Mat EmE

PU ? *ijmäijmä ‘older female relative’ (UED: 58–59)
Saa:	 S jïjmie, U jìbˈmee, Lu ibme, N ipmi, Aa ime, Sk eʹmm ‘uncle’s wife’
Kh:	 V Vj Sur  imi, Irt  imə, Ni  ĭmə, Kaz  ĭmi, O  imi ‘old woman (also a 

respectful term for older female relatives); (one’s own) wife’
Sam:	 Ng imid́ i ‘grandmother’, SlkTaz ima ‘woman, wife’, Tym ema ‘wife’

PU ? *näxənäxə ‘woman, wife’ (Sammallahti 1988: 539)
Md:	 E ńi ‘woman, wife’
? Ms:	 TJ TČ nɩ̄̇, KL nēγ, nē, KM nḙ̇e, KU nè, P nē̇ᵉ, VN LL nē, LM nēγ, 

LU So nɛ̄ ‘wife; female (animal)’
? Hu:	 nő ‘woman, wife’
Sam:	 Ng ni̮ ‘woman’, NenT ńe ‘woman’, EnF ne ‘wife, woman, aunt (un-

known woman)’, SlkKet  Tym  nä  ~ nǟ ‘woman, wife, daughter’, 
Kam nē ‘wife, woman’

Sammallahti (1988:  539) also includes several uncertain cognates that 
would need to be analyzed as derivatives, e.g. Fi nainen ‘woman’.

PU ? *ülkäülkä ‘son; boy’ (UED: 95)
Saa:	 S elkie ‘(married) son’, U allˈgee ‘son’, Lu alkke, Aa alge ‘boy’, Sk âʹlǧǧ, 

K a̮l̜̄ g̜, T a̮l̜̄ g̜e
F:	 Fi ylkä, yrkä ‘bridegroom’, Est ülg, Võro ülä ‘bridegroom; husband’
Sam:	 SlkTaz Tym Ket ī  ‘son’
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Appendix C: Intergenerational merging in Eurasian languages

Intergenerational merging of kin categories for elder brother (eB) and 
father’s younger brother (FyB), father’s brother (FB), parent’s brother (PB) 
and parent’s younger brother (PyB) as well as for brother (B) and father’s 
younger brother (FyB) in Uralic, and in selected Turkic and Tungusic 
languages
Language Word eB = 

FyB
eB = 
FB

eB = 
PB

B  = 
FyB

eB = 
PyB

References

A) Uralic
MdE ĺeĺa + Mészáros 2001: 171
MariH əzä + Savatkova 2008: 384
MariM iza + SMJa 2: 15
Udm agaj + URS: 25
MsSo kaŋk + WogWb: 332
KhKaz jaj + Karjalainen 1913: 229; 

DeWoS: 317–318
KhV ăt́ i̮ + Karjalainen 1913: 214;  

DeWoS: 226
Ng ńini̮ + Kosterkina et al. 2001: 116

əʔə + Kosterkina et al. 2001: 219
NenT ńińeka + Tereshchenko 1965: 313
EnF ina + Katzschmann & 

Pusztay 1978: 55
EnT inɛ + Katzschmann & 

Pusztay 1978: 55
SlkKet иннэ, иннэм + Bykonya et al. 2005: 30

aɢ͔a + SlkWb: 32
SlkTaz copa + Irikov 1988: 89
B) Turkic
Old Turkic eči + Grønbech 1953: 125
Bashkir agay + Tașbaș 2019: 247
Chuvash pičče + Tașbaș 2019: 247
Dolgan uba, ubaj + Stapert 2013: 136–139
Khakas aǯa + Baskakov & Inkizhekova-

Grekul 1953: 37
Kyrgyz ake + Tașbaș 2019: 246
Tatar abí + Milanova et al. 2019: 8
Turkish ağabey + Milanova et al. 2019: 8
Turkmen aga + Taşbaş 2019: 247
Tuvan akïy + Tașbaș 2019: 247
Uzbek aka + Milanova et al. 2019: 8
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Language Word eB = 
FyB

eB = 
FB

eB = 
PB

B  = 
FyB

eB = 
PyB

References

C) Tungusic
Even aka + SSTMJa I: 23–24
Evenki aka/akiːn + Stapert 2013: 140
Negidal aga, axa + SSTMJa I: 23–24
Oroch aka + SSTMJa I: 23–24
Ulch aga + SSTMJa I: 23–24

Appendix D: Reconstruction of Indo-European uncle patterns

In Proto-Indo-European
FB, e.g. *ph₂troṷs/*ph₂trṷii̭ós/*ph₂treṷós, MB  possibly *máh₂troṷs or 
*h₂euh₂ii̭os (Milanova 2020: 178).

In Proto-Germanic
PGmc  *awun-haima- MB  > OE  ēam, OFris  ēm, OHG  ōheim etc. 
and PGmc  *fađurwijan-  FB (>  Proto-West-Germanic *fadurjan-)  > 
OHG  fatureo/fataro/fetiro, OE  fædera, Ofris  fidir(i)a/federia (Milanova 
2020: 125–126; 134).

In Proto-Balto-Slavic
Proto-Balto-Slavic certainly had a term for MB that can be found in its 
successors, e.g. Lith avýnas MB ~ PSl *ujь > Old Russian уи MB, Old Polish 
uj MB, Czech (obsolete or dial.) ujec MB, Old Serbo-Croatian оуиць MB 
(Milanova 2020: 125). There are other terms for uncle reconstructed for 
Proto-Baltic and Proto-Slavic, but their semantics are quite open to inter-
pretation, though some reflexes of Proto-Balto-Slavic *strujos (> Lithunian 
strùjus (Old Lithunian dial.) ‘grandfather’, (seventeenth/eighteenth centu-
ries) ‘old man’ ~ PSl *strьjь, *strьjy, *strycь > Ru (arch.?) stroj FB, Serbo-
Croatian strîc PB (FB), Slovenian stríc PB (FB) (Derksen 2008: 470)) at least 
do mean FB in some of the Slavic languages.
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Appendix E: PeB = PF and PeZ = PM polysemies

Table 1: PeB = PF polysemies
Language Word FeB = 

PF
PeB = 
PF

References

Bashkir (dial.) durataj, durätäj + Dilmöxämätov et al. 2002: 83
Dolgan ehe + Stapert 2013: 140
Evenki amāka + Stapert 2013: 140
EnF iĺa + Simchenko 1974: 276
Ket qip + Werner 2002: 57
NenT jiŕi + Tereshchenko 1965: 147
Tatar däü äti + Osmanov & Denisova 1966: 51

babaj +

Table 2: PeZ = PM polysemies
Language Word FeZ = 

PM
MeZ = 
PM

PeZ = 
PM

References

Dolgan ebe + Stapert 2013: 140
Even ata + SSTMJa I: 58
Evenki enēke + Stapert 2013: 140
EnF kađa + Sorokina & Bolina 2009: 154
Kolyma Yukaghir epē + Nikolaeva 2006: 162
Negidal eńekkēn, 

eńekēn, 
eńexēn

+ SSTMJa II: 456

Oroch atanga + Dziebel 2007: 239

Kin-term abbreviations

Combinations can be deduced from these basic abbreviations, e.g. PM = 
parent’s mother, eBW = elder brother’s wife etc.
B	 brother
e	 elder
D	 daughter

F	 father
H	 husband
M	 mother

P	 parent
S	 son
W	 wife

y	 younger
Z	 sister
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Language abbreviations

EnF	 Forest Enets
EnT	 Tundra Enets
Est	 Estonian
F	 Finnic
Fi	 Finnish
Hu	 Hungarian
Kam	 Kamas
Kar	 Karelian
Kh	 Khanty

DN	 Lower Demjanka, Narygin
Irt	 Irtysh
J	 Jugan
Kaz	 Kazym
KoP	 Konda, Kamenskie
Kr	 Konda, Krasnojarskie
Ni	 Nizjam
O	 Obdorsk
Š	 Sherka
Sur	 Surgut
Sy	 Synja
Trj	 Tremjugan
Ts	 Tsingala
V	 Vakh
Vj	 Vasjugan

Komi	 Ud	 Udora
Lith	 Lithuanian
Liv	 Livonian
Mari	 H	 Hill

M	 Meadow
Mat 	 Mator
Md	 Mordvin

E	 Erzya Mordvin
M	 Moksha Mordvin

Ms	 Mansi
K	 Konda
KL	 Lower Konda
KM	 Middle Konda
KU	 Upper Konda
LL	 Lower Lozva

LM	 Middle Lozva
LU	 Upper Lozva
N	 North
P	 Pelymka
So	 Sosva
T	 Tavda
TJ	 Tavda, Janychkova
TČ	 Tavda, Chandyri
VN	 North Vagilsk
VNZ	 North Vagilsk, Zaozernaja
VS	 South Vagilsk

NenF	 Forest Nenets
NenT	 Tundra Nenets
Ng	 Nganasan
OE	 Old English
OFris	 Old Frisian
OHG	 Old High German
Ol	 Olonets Karelian
OT	 Old Turkic
P	 Permic
PGmc	Proto-Germanic
PSl	 Proto-Slavic
PU	 Proto-Uralic
Ru	 Russian
Saa	 Saami

A	 Akkala
Aa	 Aanaar
K	 Kildin
Lu	 Lule
N	 North
Pi	 Pite
S	 South
Sk	 Skolt
T	 Ter
U	 Ume

Sam	 Samoyed
Slk	 Selkup

KetM	 Middle Ket
Udm	 Udmurt
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