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Proto-Uto-Aztecan *pi  
"younger sistef' -> 
"great-grandmothefl 

ALEXIS MANASTER RAMER 

Detailed linguistic work, involving both internal and comparative 
reconstruction, traditionally has been an important source of 
information about the cultural history of nonliterate peoples. 
Such work, in turn, depends on descriptive materials obtained in 
the field, but, as native languages evolve or disappear, it becomes 
increasingly necessary to resort to philological methods more 
familiar from the study of literate cultures. As Ives Goddard 
reminds us: we must then dust off older, often prestructuralist 
descriptions of American Indian languages, which have fallen into 
oblivion but which, in spite of all sorts of problems of interpreta- 
tion, are sometimes the best because the oldest sources of informa- 
tion. 

A case in point is the kinship terminology of the Uto-Aztecan 
language Tubatulabal, formerly (and perhaps still) spoken in Kern 
County, California. Along with much else, these words are simply 
missing from Charles F. Voegelin's brief vocabulary, which is the 
most recent published lexical work on the lang~age .~  However, 
even though this work is full of errors both of omission and 
commission, since its appearance, no Uto-Aztecanist has, to my 
knowledge, looked for Tubatulabal vocabulary in older sources 
for this language, which go back to the beginning of the ~ e n t u r y . ~  
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Even forms contained in Voegelin’s own earlier publications 
but omitted from his brief vocabulary have often been missed, 
presumably because everybody assumed that the latter was more 
complete than it was. Yet the Tubatulabal texts he edited are full 
of otherwise unattested lexical material; and a number of impor- 
tant vocabulary items are to be found only in his grammar.6 

As it happens, Tubatulabal kinship terminology was part of 
what fell into this gap, and most of it has been ignored in recent 
work on the Uto-Aztecan  language^,^ Here I would like to 
consider two Tubatulabal words for ”great-grandrelative,” which 
we find recorded in Voegelin’s grammar as cuguu- ”great-grand- 
parent, great-grandchild,”* and by Gifford as saka ”great-grand- 
parent” and saka-bi-n “(my) great-grand~hild.”~ 

Gifford’s phonetic transcriptions are known to have been of 
poor quality; for example, he did not transcribe vowel lengths, had 
trouble distinguishing voiced and voiceless (or lax and tense) 
obstruents (such as k versus g, p versus b, etc.), confused fricatives 
like s and affricates like c (= is), and so on. Hence, we must rely on 
Voegelin for the precise form of the word. Likewise, we accept 
Voegelin’s statement that, while the diminutive suffix -bi may not 
be used for the older generation, it need not be used for the younger,’O 
although this is not a crucial point in the present context. 

What is more important is that one of Gifford’s Tubatulabal 
informants restricted the reference of cugua- to males, giving what 
Gifford recorded as ipi for “great-grandmother” and ipi-bi-n for 
“(my) great-granddaughter.”” These forms are not attested any- 
where else in our Tubatulabal sources, but we can to some extent 
correct some of Gifford’s minor inaccuracies here. 

Thus, given what has just been said, we must assume that the 
diminutive suffix was not required for the “great-granddaughter” 
sense and that Gifford’s transcription is phonetically inaccurate in 
the usual respects. Specifically, since many Tubatulabal kinship 
terms are of the form VCVV (with a voiceless consonant) or 
VVCVV (with a voiced consonant), with the same vowels on both 
sides of the consonant, I will take it that the word was really ipii- 
or iibii-. At present, there is no compelling evidence that would 
choose between these two possibilities. 

The next step is to realize that Tubatulabal has no monosyllabic 
kinship terms. Moreover, the terms that have one of the forms just 
discussed, i.e., VCVV or VVCVV (with the same vowel through- 
out), are cognate with forms in other Uto-Aztecan languages that 
are monosyllabic and lack the first syllable. Thus, Tubatulabal 
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a h a -  “father’s son, son’s child”’* is related to Serrano -h‘, -kak- 
“paternal grandrelative” or its reciprocal, Cupefio -46’ “father’s 
parent,” etc.13 Likewise, Tubatulabal aanaa- “father”I4 is cognate 
with Cupeiio -nu ”father” and the like.15 Apparently, Uto-Aztecan 
monosyllabic kinship terms became disyllabic in Tubatulabal by 
the simple expedient of prefixing a copy of the final (and originally 
sole) vowel (a kind of reduplication that is widely used in this 
language for various other purposes as well). 

Given these facts, we can assume that ipii (or iibii) comes from 
an earlier “pi, *pii, or *pic ”female great-grandrelative” (the C 
refers to a final consonant of unknown quality). There is no way to 
choose between these three alternatives at present, although we 
may assume that only one is correct. 

This etymon is transparently relatable to the term for “great- 
grandrelative” in another Uto-Aztecan language, O’odham (the 
language that used to be known as Papago), spoken in southern 
Arizona. There are two terms involved: wiikol and wiisad. In every 
O’odham dialect, one of these means ”great-grandparent” and the 
other ”great-grandchild,” but the dialects differ as to which is 
which.I6 It seems obvious that -kol and -sad were originally separate 
morphemes and that the root was originally just *wii-. This, in 
turn, given well-known sound laws, must also come from *pi, *pii, 
or *pic. Again, there is no way to choose between these three forms. 

Now, the primary division of the Uto-Aztecan language family 
is into Northern and So~thern,’~ and, other things being equal, it is 
logical to assume that any feature attested in both of these sub- 
families must belong to the reconstructed ancestral language of 
the family, Proto-Uto-Aztecan (PUA). As it happens, Tubatulabal 
is a Northern language, and O’odham a Southern one. Hence, the 
data we have seen from these two languages suffice to establish *pi 
(etc.) as a PUA term for ”great-grandrelative.” 

We also find that some of the Takic languages (a subgroup of 
Northern Uto-Aztecan) have reflexes of this etymon, for example, 
Luiseiio -pii=wi ”great-grandrelative” (and similar forms in closely 
related Cupefio and Cahuilla).I8 While the morphology here is 
obscure, so that we cannot be sure what hides behind the apparent 
suffix -wi, there is no doubt that the root here is, once again, *pi, *pii, 
or *pic. However, the same root is also found with a seemingly 
very different meaning in the Takic languages, namely 
Luiseiio -pii=t ”younger sister” (and similar forms in closely 
related Serrano and Gabrielino). Again, we do not know enough 
to explain the final -t element, but the formal identity of the root 
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elements does not seem in doubt. 
In order to accept that we are really dealing with the same 

etymon, however, we cannot merely point to formal identity; we 
must also be able to make sense of the semantic difference. 
Unexpected though the connection between "great-grandrelative" 
and "younger sibling" might be in modern western society, this 
semantic relationship is widely attested in the Uto-Aztecan (and 
some non-Uto-Aztecan languages) of California. 

For example, this phenomenon is also found in at least two 
NUA languages belonging to the Numic branch that are spoken in 
California-Kawaiisu and Chemeh~evi~~-though not in very 
closely related Numic languages (such as Southern Paiute) spoken 
in Arizona and Utah.20 A different etymon is involved in these 
languages, *cakka'i-, but the semantics are the same. In fact, the 
basic Tubatulabal term for "great-grandrelative" cited above, 
namely cagaa-, is derived from this etymon, either via borrowing 
from Kawaiisu (as suggested by Gifford2' and as I now tend to 
believe) or by virtue of cognation with the Numic form (as I used 
to argue).22 In addition, the same phenomenon of identifying 
great-grandparents with younger siblings is also found in the non- 
Uto-Aztecan languages of Mojave, Diegueiio, and  maid^.^^ 

The crucial point here is that Tubatulabal/ Chemehuevi, 
Kawaiisu, and Mojave were spoken over a geographically con- 
tinuous area of southeastern California. Moreover, if we include 
the Takic languages (Luiseiio and its congeners), as suggested 
above, then the main area of this semantic phenomenon is ex- 
tended into near contiguity with the Diegueiio outpost farther 
south. So far, this appears to be primarily an areal, Southern 
Californian, semantic phenomenon. (It would not apply to Maidu, 
spoken much further north.) 

However, the data cited here also make it clear that it must at 
one point have affected the ancestral language of the O'odham 
people, who live in Arizona. This suggests that we may be dealing 
with a properly Uto-Aztecan phenomenon, which the speakers of 
these languages may then have helped spread to other, unrelated, 
languages in California. For, as noted, anything shared by NUA 
and SUA languages, like the ambiguity of the root *pi (etc.) 
between "great-grandrelative" and "younger sibling," would likely 
be a feature of PUA. 

The question now arises of explaining this ambiguity and 
establishing, if possible, which of the two meanings came first. As 
it happens, the situation before us is closely paralleled by a similar, 
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though unrelated, phenomenon attested in full within modem 
00dham:*~ 

The same terms are used between those who are four genera- 
tions apart as between those of the same generation, but the 
rank is inverted. My great-great-grandparents and their broth- 
ers, sisters, and cousins call me by the higher rank term ni-sihs 
[“my older sibling”], and I call any of them ni-shehpij or ni- 
sikul both meaning ”my younger sibling”]. The inversion of 
rank indicates the responsibility of the younger generation 
for the aged. 

Thus, in modern O’odham it is great-great-grandparents that 
are identified with younger siblings, and the reason for this 
identification is, it would seem, apparent to the speakers. On the 
other hand, the PUA etymon under discussion (*pi) involves the 
terminological identification of younger siblings with great- 
grandparents. However, the logic is basically the same, and we 
may thus assume that originally this etymon referred just to 
younger siblings. 

Moreover, it would seem that the earliest meaning must have 
been specifically “younger sister” (attested in Luiseiio and some 
other Takic languages), which was first extended to ”great-grand- 
mother” (attested by Gifford’s Tubatulabal informant) and only 
later to “great-grandparent” (in Takic and Oodham). The specifi- 
cally female reference is not only supported by the Takic and 
Tubatulabal data, but is also confirmed by Aztec (another SUA 
language) pih-tli “older sister,” which appears to come from the 
same etymon (with a semantic shift along a different dimension). 

This is a particularly interesting conclusion, because the proto- 
meaning we thus arrive at (”younger sister”) is directly attested 
only in the geographically and genealogically restricted Takic 
group of languages, and because this means that the change in 
meaning from ”great-grandmother” to ”great-grandrelative” was 
an independent innovation in Takic and in Oodham. This is a 
good example of a feature shared by NUA and SUA languages 
which, because other things were not equal, cannot be postulated for 
the proto-language. 

In any event, the further semantic extension, from “great- 
grandparent” to “great-grandchild” (usually with a diminutive 
suffix), must have come even later, once the underlying logic of 
equating great-grandparents with younger siblings was forgot- 
ten. And this, again, must have happened independently in sev- 
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era1 languages. Beyond that, the history of this semantic phenom- 
enon remains largely an open question, especially because many 
studies of the kinship systems of the area do not address it.25 

In conclusion, by looking into older sources on Tubatulabal, we 
were able to recover a number of kinship terms, to relate them to 
their Uto-Aztecan sources, and to contribute to the reconstruction 
of the original scope of the areal semantic phenomenon of equat- 
ing great-grandrelatives with younger siblings. 
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