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Sibling Terminologies of the World’s L anguages
—Their diversity and universals—

Katsumi MATSUMOTO

This paper is an attempt tfpology of sibling termbased on the data from
about 1,500 languages of the world.

The writer establishes the twelve major types of sibling terms really attested
in the data as follows (with the number of examples in the bracket):

1) Type A: with single neutral-generic term (83).
2) Type B: with two terms based on the relative age alone (165).

3) Type C: with three terms composed of relative age and absolute sex only
distinctive on the elder side (171).

4) Type D: with four terms composed of relative age and absolute sex distinc-
tions equally distributed (242).

5) Type E: with two terms based on absolute sex alone (282).

6) Type F2: with two terms based on cross sex, i.e., the same or opposite sex
(59).

7) Type F3a: with three terms composed of cross sex and absolute sex only
distinctive on the same sex (57).

8) Type F3b: with three terms composed of cross sex and absolute sex only
distictive on the opposite sex (19).

9) Type F4: with four terms composed of cross sex and absolute sex distinc-
tions equally distributed (24).

10) Type G3: with three terms composed of cross sex and relative age only
distinctive on the same sex (135).

11) Type G4: with four terms composed of cross sex, relative age only distic-
tive on the same sex and absolute sex only distinctive on the opposite sex
(118).
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12) Type Gm: with more than four terms based on cross sex, relative age and
absolute sex (124), which can be divided into (a) the complex multi-term
type (=Type Gm-a) and (b) the integrated multi-term type (= Type Gm-b).

Type Gm-a includes several subtypes, such as:
a-1) Gilyak type: type C combined with cross sex two terms, namely ‘brother
of woman’ and ‘sister of man’,

a-2) Algonquian type: type C combined with cross sex two terms, namely
‘same sex sibling’ and ‘opposite sex sibling’,

a-3) Navajo type: type D combined with various cross sex terms.
Type Gm-b comprises many minor subtypes, namely:

b-1) Seri-Dakota type: with maximum eight or seven terms based on cross
sex, relative age and absolute sex almost equally distributed.

b-2) Nosu-Kayabi type: with six terms consisting of relative age and absolute
sex four-term distinctinction on the same sex and absolute sex two-term
distinction on the opposite sex.

b-3) Greelandic type: with six terms consisting of relative age two-term dis-
tinction on the same sex combined with absolute sex and relative age four-
term distinction on the opposite sex.

b-4) Burmese type: with six terms consisting of absolute sex two-term distinc-
tion on the elder side and cross sex and absolute sex four-term distinction
on the younger side.

b-5) Ainu-Yupik type: with five terms consisting of type D plus cross sex
distinction in the younger sister.

b-6) Otomi type: with five terms consisting of type C plus four-term cross sex
distinction on the elder side.

Generally, each of the sibling terminologies belonging to the type Gm is rare
and sporadic, occurring only in the restricted areas. They may be regarded as
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transient and unstable types mostly resulting from changes of terminology sys-
tems, particularly the type G3 or G4 shifting to the type C and/or type D. These
changes seem to have taken place on a large scale especially in the languages
of the Pacific rim including those of circum-Japan-sea area and also of North
America.

Finally, the universals concerning the sibling terminologies can tentatively
be formulated as follows:

1) In the sibling terminologies based on relative age and absolute sex, the sex
distinction is preferred always on the elder side.

2) In the languages with grammatical gender (masculine vs. feminine), the
possible sibling terminology is almost always the type E.

3) In the sibling terminologies based on cross sex and absolute sex, the cross
sex has always priority over the absolute sex.

4) In the sibling terminologies based on cross sex combined with relative age,
the relative age distinction occurs only on the same sex.

5) The optimal number of sibling terms does not exceed four.

6) In the sibling terminologies with cross sex as primary component, all or
part of the terms necessarily exibit mirror-image (or reversive) distribu-
tion between male and female speakers, whereas in the terminologies based
only on the difference of the sex of speaker, the distribution of terms is only
complementary between male and female speakers.
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