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Is Slavic c'efa an Indo-European Archaism? 

Marc L. Grcenberg 

The origin of the Slavic word V ~ t u  'rnilitaw unit' (Old Russ. &fa 'troop', OCS 
Cetu, Bulg. Cbta, Mac. c'eta, Srb./Cr. &IU, Sln. c'eta; borrowings Alh, qete 'kinship, 
military unit'. 'handoff in a relay' [GegJ, Rom. ceatd, Hung. cznfa, 'troop, hand' 
Turk. p i e  'Raubzug', are presumably from Ssb./Cr,) has eluded Slavic 
etymologists. leavins them with only tentative proposals. e.g.. "Proisxoidenie 
ktogo (j uinoslavjmskogo?) slow nejasno" ( terny x 1994: 387): "...nima jasne 
etiinologije" (Snoj 1997: 71). In part this mystew owes to the absence orpIausiblc 
cognates in IE, and. in parlicular, Baltic. Comparative Slavic reconstruction is 
Iiampered further by the lack of agreement in accent-as well as meaning- 
between Fast Slavic and South Slavic, cf. end-stressed Rus. Cetd 'pair, couple' vs. 
Bulg. Gfa ,  Srb./Cr. Cc?a- SIn. Eita. all meaning 'military unit, troop'. which 
i trdicate alternative Cnrninon Slavic reconstructions *c*efi  vs. *&to. This paper 
attempts to soPt out these apparent conflicts, starting from and developing an 
ollhand remark ihy R. ~akohson,' and arrives at a uniform starting point for all of 
these forms. Though the proposal presented here cannot be proven beyond a 
doubt, if correct, it may further aid in the analysis of the re~alcitr~mt IE compound 
numerals 'four' and '1;ve'. 

In the literature at least five historical connections or Lommon Slavic ?eta 
have been proposed: (1) Common Slavic *?ern is usually derived from 1E *kla2ct- 
'twist, braid', cf. Umbr. katerurnu 'congregamini'. Lat. cufema 'crowd, throng, 
band', Ir. ccthem 'idem', despite tlie difficulty presented by the root vocalism 
(Skok 1971: 314: Vasmer 1987: 351; Cernyx 1994: 387. all with references to 
earlier litcrature). which would have given rise lo Cornrnon Slavic *%or-. 

l'rubaEev et a]. reject this inlerpretation. preferring instead to see thc form as (2) 
an internal Slavic formation from * C h t ~ ,  *iisti/*c'itati 'to count', thus the form 
'?eta would have originally meant 'a gro~tp of a certain number' (1977: 92-3; 
recently Gluhak also adheres to this view 1993: 176). Another possihilily is (33 
comparison with OGS kotora 'battle'. which is pcrliaps cognate with Skt. SG!quti 
'he vanquishes'. Srjtru- 'enemy. victor'. from IE *k 'h$l-. This connection presents 
difficuities both with respect to the root vocaEism as well as the unexpected 

I To our kriouledge, no one, including Jakobson hirn~elt: has followed up on this suggestion. 
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kenturn reflex of the initial consonant (see Snoj 1997: 7 1).  (4) Jakobson in his 
marginalia to Vasmer's ctyrnological dictionary suggests laconically that "fei ,  

CZ;rkn 'even number', ?kin-yj 'even'. ?eta 'pair, union', ~ k 6 '  'quarter' seem to bc 
archaic relics of the same word family as t e ~ r e "  (Jakobson 1971 : 64-71. A 
similar view is taken by Erhart (1 982: 139) and Andreev ( 1  986: 142), though 
neither of these treat the formal and semantic problems. Further, Martynov (1963: 
186) has proposed connecting (5) *s(b)kdra 'cattle' (< *kutSri sq 'to impregnate. 
propagate, multiply. give birth (said of animals)'. tefu and OCS shtefati 'unite'.') 

Of these possibilities, (1 ) and (3) are unsatisfying on formal grounds and may 
be rejected with a degree of safety. Explanation ( 5 )  may yet have merit 
view, tllough the derivational path may have been reversed, i.e., *km'er-, 
'two' *(st,-)k6t 'offspring (of animals)' Q kutiTi sf 'to repraducc (of ani , 

(i.e., 'to make two-; see below on the reconstructed primary meaning of the root in 
question). Because (2) and (4) pose fewer obvious formal difficulties and both 
give rise to plausible semantic developments, they cannot be so easily abandoned 
(despite TrubaEev et a]., who summarily dismiss Jakobson's idea as "vrjad li  
verna" (1  977: 92-31). Connection (2)' however, encounters difficulty a1 llle 
derivational level. The Comrno~l Slavic derivation *ft,rp, **usti, "Cituti Q *?cia 
supposed by TrubaEev et al., goes against the normal pattern of post 
formations from verbal roots in -b-, which show +grade rather than e-grade 
noun, cf. *&rtati 'to draw' 9 &ria 'line'; of the twcnly-seven postverbal! 
roots in -6- listed by Vaillant, the only example of an e-grade is *-&I* I 

23845) .  In tight of this we find derivation from the vcrb unlikely. 
I n  light of the shortcomings of explanations ( lH3) ,  let us explore furtF -. 

possibility of explanation (41, which derives "&fa from a relic form in common 
with *c'e!yr~ 'four'. The obvious difficulty that must be overcome is the analysis 
of IE *k"el@r-'four- into its constituent parts, a task that cannot be taken lightly in 
view of the fact that, although the word js  considered a compound, it has so far 
defied anaIysis (Winter 1992: 17). There are a few fragmentary pieces of evidence. 
in addition to the tangential arguments in the present paper, which help us rnnlrp -t 

least some guesses at its morpheme structure. The first piece of evidenc 
believe, Iies in the sccond syllable of the cardinal numeral "(pen-)kue- 'five' 
in which Menninger sees the first constituent of IE 'four' (1970: 147). Pr.,.,.,, 
compounded with *(v)pen-, the resulting form wnr~ld have meant 'four with an 

in our 
J*kH'0t- 
irnalsl' 

- ,  

verbal 
in the 
; from 

MarQnov. who analyzes *sbkdrb as aprefixed compound, disagrees with thc mainslream vielv 
that * s k h  {with0111 a jer in the first syrtahlc) waq horrowcd from Gcrmnnic. cf. Gn, sknirs 
'iil]wiptnv'. Old Is!. skoftr 'tar' (Vasmtr 19871111: 655). In  support of Mawnw's view is the 
fact that. in contrast 10 native Slavic and older borrnlvinps with initial Ysk- (e.g.. *skor(ojlup~i' 
'cmst, epgqhcll' > Kuss. skorlupli, Ukr. .Tkorli~)(~ 'earth-s crust', Cx skoF6pka. s'krriloarp 'skin on 
milk. cnlsl of ice [on n river. lake]'). initial sequences of *shk- do not s h r ~  thc vxianl rcflcxes 
sk-Gk-. 

additional item attached'. This filrther assumes a metanalysis *pn-kWel -  pen- 

kU'e-/- where h e  -t- became associated with tlie ordinal suffix -to-, permitting the 
cardinal form to occur with an open second syllable. This suggestion may not 
scern extraordinary when it is considered that such a compoimd Iormation 
responds to  winter*^ reservation about the antiquity of IE *p-penkwe: "[ ...I in spite 
of its easy reconstmctability, PIE *l>ePak"'e docs not appear to be a 
Proto-lndo-European form of Iongstanding. Two arguments can be raised against 
it: for one. *penkwe has two filll-gradc vowels. and this is in  violation of old ablaut 
rules. The second poifit is just as serious: the use of the ordinal suffix *-TO- outside 
'tenth' is secondary [...I" (1992: 15). Secondly. a more primitive meaning of 
*kU'et-/%"(I!- may be detected in *kw'utc.ro- 'which of two' (cf. I,itli. katrh.~, 
katarirs; Gk; pdteros; Goth. hvu]~aruh). Thus, the root *kWet-/"kwof- meant 'two' 
when extricated from the compound "kwof-etero-, whicfi I-tad become simplified 
by haplolo_gy to *kwotero- (cf. OCS e l e n  'someone, a certain one7, which occurs 
as -m in the Codex Clozianus and as tern in the Enin Apostol). 

If the first part of IE 'four' meant 'two', then the second part must have 
been a multiplier. Mcnninger suggests comparing Skt, varga- 'group, row'; thus 
*kmu~-tkdm- meant "(two) groups/rows of two' (Menninger: luc. cit.). Attractive 

I though this may be scmantically, this suggestion has no merit with respect to the 
sound correspondences and must be rejected. Another multiplicative meaning is 
found in Skt. vdra-, e.g., pcmcav6ram 'five times', which Erninerick believes is 
limited to Indo-Iranian (cf. Zoroastrian bell-, Modern Persian hiir 'fais', Ossetian 
bdru; 'will', all from Proto-Indo-Iranian *vura- (1992: 188). If we assume that 
this element is the same as that in the second syllable in IE 'four', it follows that 1 at some point B c  compound became opaque to IE speakers and became 
understood not as 'two times two', but simply as 'four' and that the simplex 
*kMet- continued with the more specific meaning of 'pair. partner'. hence S1. 
V e h  'even n~rnber ' .~ 

A collective meaning was obtained by adding the dcsincnce *-ehz (cf. St. 
*nog; 'loot, leg', originally 'a multitutie of toenails [*n;jgr,th]; see Marko Snoj's 
etymologies of SII. nLjga 'foot, leg'. n+hr 'toe-/fingernail in Bezlaj 1982: 226). As 

I to the scmantic development from a number word to the more specific meanings 
'pair, partner' and 'military unit', we must assume that the Russian meaning 'pair' 
is p r i rna~  and that the meaning 'rniiitay unit' is derived from this. For a parallel 
we may compare Latin ex qquadra 'from a (battle) square' (i-e., an array of four 
soldiers), which gave rise to Ital. syuctP-u 'battle square. squad'; with an 
augmentative suffix also Ftal , sqwadme. Fr. escud~on. both 'squadron'. The 

' In connection with this it is tempting to ekplore the Finno-IJpric cvidcncc: Finn. knk.71, 
Votyak kcit, t l ~ ~ n g .  k t /  'hvo'. from L'ro~u-Finnu-llpric *k(~h/rr  Howcvcr, w e  shall l e a ~ e  the 
possibility of  dceper recnn<tnrctinn to hcttcr-i~lfonncd specialists. 
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meaning developed from the formation of pairs or rows of soldiers in a battle 
formation (Menninger 1970: 179). 

The  SI. data prcsent further for~nal difficulties. If derived in the normal 
manner. Common Slavic *;el&' (< *kuer-el?z) shouEd yield final stress in the 
daughter languages, as attested in Russ. F ~ 1 6  (cf. *gWen-eh2 > *Zen; 'woman'; 
Russ. 2ectu 'wife, woman'; with retraction Srb./Cr. ZGna, Sln. iinuj. The South 
Slavic data. lqowever, reveal stem stress: Bulg. ~Gfn, Srb./Cr. &a. Sln. @ta. This 
stress cannot have been original and we mu ~e for South Slavic an 
analogical replacement of the stress. One possib ~e reanalysis of the nom. 
sg. fern. as a nom. pl. neut. of the type Srb r 'villages', an owtone 
par: .angls h-c lass). Fn this form the short falling I Srb./Cr. r 

the )-acute stress, which regularly results in a ton ,tress on ; 
vowel, sucrl as we find in Sln. %?a. This expfanation is WG-L,,,~~ in light ul t l l L  

back formation of tlie nom. sg. 3rb.lCr. &I(), which should have dev 
a short rising strew in neo-St if analogical to s?lo:s$fc~ (norn./acc 
norn.lacc. pi). Rather. the r c~ituor~bhip Cd?o .?&?a suggests Slavic ba 
accentuation (Stang's a-class). A rnodet for this accentual pattern ivould 
deverbative *ja"tdTL?a 'pack (of animals). flock (of birds), school (of fisl 
OCS,jato, Srb./Cr. j~rio, Sln. jcjta), which received root stress by Hirt's law 
kh2 > *$a ( 61.4- 'journey, hike')." 

To sum he development suggested kWef- 'twr 
'multitude or palrs . which i s  attested in SS. as 'trvup, group, band (of soldie! :, r . 
The formatic ngular (SI i o )  indicates the rt ation of ' 
as a plural. , collectivr on is implied by t tuation * 
anaIogical to "jata. 
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The di f ference in accent marks reflects the diachronic distinction bctwccn "old acute" strcss, 
which arose onl) on long vowels. and "neo-acutc". wtlich not thus r e h c t e d .  At the time 
of thc analogical develnp~ncnt dcscrihcd here, the two (liis~uricnl) stress opes  may have had 
idenlical properties. 
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