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http://popgen.well.ox.ac.uk/eurasia/htdocs/anderson.html; © 1998
by Deborah Anderson

Deborah Anderson, 1998, Centum and satem Languages, Depart-
ment of Linguistics, University of California, Berkeley
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The original form of the word for ‘hundred’ in Proto-Indo-
European was*(d) kmtom [k with an acute above it or k’can be
used; dot under m; acute on o], which shows that the centum group
has actually retained the original sound of the velar but the satem
group has changed the sound; it moved the articulation forward in
the mouth.

The satem/centum grouping holds fairly well for the outcomes of
other dorsals (that is, all kinds of k-sounds) in Indo-European. The
example above demonstrates the outcome for PIE *k’ [k with an
acute above it or k'can be used]. By looking at various correspon-
dences, a table can be created showing the various outcomes in the
different languages (adapted from Beekes 1995: 110). The recon-
structed Proto-Indo-European form is on the left, the outcomes
which appear in cognate words to the right. (The variant outcomes
listed below depend largely upon preceding or following sounds or
position in a word, particularly initial position. For details on the

particular environments, compare Beekes).

A second series has been postulated, the plain velars. However, no
IE language clearly retains all three series. (There is some debate
about whether Albanian retains all three.) As reflected in the chart
below, satem has either a velar or sibilant, centum has either a velar
(or palato-velar) or labiovelar. The plain velars occur only in certain
environments, i.e., only after *u and *s and before *r and *a, so they

appear to be conditioned variants of the other series.
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Series One: Velars/Palato-velars

SATEM
PIE Skt Av 0CS Lith Arm
*k’ s! s s s/ S
‘g’ ] z z z/ c A
“g’h h z Z z/ i, 2
Series Two: Plain Velars

SATEM
PIE Skt Av 0Cs Lith Arm
'k
‘g outcomes as below =
*gh

(labiovelars)

Series Three: Labiovelars

SATEM
PIE Skt Av OCS Lith Arm
*kw} k,c k,c k,c/,c k k’
“gw} g g ] g.z/,dz g k7
*gwh} h gh,h g, i g,z/,dz g

[’Acute on previous letter; /is hacek on previous letter; } superscript previous letter.]

A third series is well attested, the labiovelars, which combine the

velar with a labial element (represented by the superscripted w).

Note that in the satem languages, the labial element is lost. Once

again, the satem languages differ from the reconstructed Proto-

Indo-European forms in having lost the labializing element.
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CENTUM
Toch. Hitt. Greek Latin Olr Gothic
k, s/ k k c ¢ h, g
k, s/ k g g k
k, s/ k kh h, g g
CENTUM
Toch. Hitt. Greek Latin Olr Gothic
outcomes as above
(velars/palato-velars)
CENTUM
Toch. Hitt. Greek Latin Olr Gothic
k, s/ ku b,d,g gu,g,v b q
k,s/ ku p,tk qu,c c hw
g1/ k,s/ ku ph, th,kh  gu,g,v,f- g, gw,w

* Benjamin W. Fortson IV, Indo-European Language and Culture: An Introduction.
Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2004,
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