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Kinship Terms in English and Chinese

Joe Lin
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In this essay, we will focus on kinship terms in English and Cantonese. 

Consider the four English kinship terms below:

grandfather, father, brother, cousin

In English, each of these kinship terms contains a number of meaning components. In other words, several identities can be realized by one kinship word. For example, the word “grandfather” can refer to one’s mother’s OR father’s father, “brother” can refer to one’s elder brother, or younger brother. 

On the other hand, the identities, which are all packed in one kinship terms in English, are realized by different independent words in Cantonese. For example, 哥哥 (go go) is one’s elder brother, while 弟弟 (dai dai) is one’s younger brother. 

In fact, all of the kinship terms above, except father, are broken down into several words in Cantonese. It is, sometimes, difficult to pinpoint their equivalents in Cantonese.



  one’s father’s father = 爺爺 (ye ye)

Grandfather  



  one’s mother’s father = 公公 (gung gung)



  one’s elder brother = 哥哥 (go go)

brother  



  one’s younger brother = 弟弟 (dai dai)



  son of father’s brother (older than you) = 堂兄 (tong hing)



  son of father’s brother (younger than you) = 堂弟 (tong dai) 

  

  daughter of father’s brother (older than you) = 堂家姐 (tong ga je)



  daughter of father’s brother (younger than you) = 堂妹 (tong mui)

cousin



  son of mother’s brother (older than you) = 表哥 (biu go)



  son of mother’s brother (younger than you) = 表弟 (biu dai) 

  

  daughter of mother’s brother (older than you) = 表姐 (biu je)



  daughter of mother’s brother (younger than you) = 表妹 (biu mui)
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Due to the difference in meanings between those English kinship terms and their Cantonese counterparts, sentences which are perfectly acceptable in English may become unacceptable in Cantonese and vice versa. The problem is not due to the difference in the grammar system between the two languages, but a matter of semantics. 

Consider the following sentences:

1.   My brother is older than me.

2.   My brother is older than me.

3.   我         哥  哥               大     過     我  。

     ngo        go  go              daii   gwo   ngo   

      My     elder brother      old    than   me

     “My elder brother is older than me.”
4.   * 我         哥  哥              小      過      我  。

         ngo       go  go              siu     gwo   ngo

         My     elder brother    young   than   me

      “* My elder brother is younger than me.”
The semantic features of kinship terms in English are summarized in the following table:

Kinship Terms in English


Paternal – Maternal Stream (PMS)


+
–

Gender
+
+ Age
father (M)

mother (F)

father (– in – law) (M)

mother (– in – law) (F)

nephew (M) 

niece (F)
grandfather (M)

grandmother (F)

uncle (M)

aunt (F)



– Age
brother (M)

sister (F)

brother (– in – law) (M)

sister (– in – law) (F)
/


–
+ Age
/
/



– Age
/
cousin
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In the table above, three features of the kinship terms are discussed.

1. Gender

· a feature of  kinship term from which we can tell the gender of the identity it refers to 

2. Age 

· a feature of  kinship term from which we can tell the age (relative to a referent) of the identity it refers to

3. Paternal – Maternal Stream (PMS)

· a feature of the kinship term from which we can tell whether the identity it refers to belongs to the paternal family stream or maternal family stream

From the table above, it is clear that for the four kinship terms concerned, grandfather, father, brother, cousin, their respective features are as follows:

grandfather 
(+ Gender, + Age, – PMS)
· we can tell the sex and the relative age of the person, but we are not sure whether he is father’s father, or mother’s father

father

(+ Gender, + Age, + PMS)
· we can tell the person it refers to is a man and the relative age of him (for example, he must be older than me if  I am his son), and can be sure that he belongs to the paternal stream

brother

(+ Gender, – Age, + PMS)
· we can tell the person it refers to is a boy, and we can be sure that he belongs to the paternal stream, but we cannot tell whether he is older or younger than us

cousin 

(– Gender, – Age, – PMS)
· all the information can only be obtained by context

On the other hand, kinship terms in Cantonese are all (+ Gender, + Age, + PMS). That is to say, given a Cantonese kinship term, we can tell the sex of the identity it refers to, whether he/she is older than us or not, and whether he/she belongs to the father’s family stream or mother’s family stream. 

From the data above, it can be easily recognized that Cantonese has a more delicate kinship term system than English. Actually, many of the Chinese dialects also have a kinship term system as delicate as Cantonese. This seems to suggest that Chinese people care more about the different identities within a family than English – speaking races. This can be explained by the fact that Chinese people are family-centred This is 
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especially true in ancient time. The wealth and respect a person can gain depends on his/her identity within a family. Therefore, in order to identify each family member accurately, a more delicate kinship term system developed. From this, we can say that due to the difference in culture, a different language development (as in kinship term system) occurred in English and Chinese. This is a piece of good evidence which shows that language reflects culture. A difference in language development or language behaviour usually reflects difference in culture.
However, it is less appropriate to say that English and Chinese people have a different towards the different identities within a family, just because of the difference in the delicate level of the kinship term systems in both languages. It is true that English, in many cases, doesn’t have a specific name for each identity, but that doesn’t mean English-speaking people don’t have a clear concept of these identities. For example, the word “brother” can mean “elder brother” or “younger brother”. In this case, two identities share a single word “brother”. However, that doesn’t mean that English-speaking people can’t distinguish these two identities. The fact is that they usually do not spell out the identity in actual utterance. If a clear distinction between two is necessary, people can make use of words like “elder brother” and “younger brother” to clarify the meaning.  That shows that difference in language development or language behaviour doesn’t guarantee difference in thought.  

-- End --

