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5 ARYON DALL'IGNA RODRIGUES 

Linguistic Groups of Amazonia 

ln discussing the indigenous languages of Amazonia, the first thing to be 
noted is the radical change presently taking place in the scientific knowledge of 
those languages. Up to twenty years ago the data available on the languages spoken 
throughout this immense area were extremely poor in both quantity and quality, 
reflecting the situation characteristic of the entire South American continent in 
which a language studied in some depth by any linguist was rare. The great majority 
of the linguistic data were lexical in nature, voi:abularies or short word lists 
collected by travelers, missionaries not trained in linguistic methods, or non-linguist 
anthropologists. It is difficult to mention a single specialist in descriptive linguistics 
who had, up to that time, devoted himself to the analysis and description of any 
language of the region. The few existing descriptions are due primarily to mission­
aries and suffer greatly from lack of scientific method. 

1 n contrast to that situation there are now abou t 150 investigators trained in 
descriptive linguistics working in the field with about 80 indigenous languages of 
Amazonia. The great majority of those linguists are members of the Summer 
Institute of Linguistics (or Instituto Lingüístico de Verano). The work of that 
institution in the Amazon region began in 1946 in Peruvian Amazonia, being 
extended, in the last ten years, to the affluents of the Madeira in Bolívia and to 
Brazilian Amazonia, to the Ecuadorian lowlands and, in the last three years, to the 
Colombian portion of the area. Also working in Amazonia, principally in Vene­
zuela, Guyana arld Brazil, are some missionaries with good training in field 
linguistics, who.,, do not belong to the Summer Institute of Linguistics but who 
generally have taken the courses organize_d by that institute in the United States or 
in Europe. 

The new linguistic documentation resulting from the noteworthy increase in the 
study of indigenous languages will soon permit us to reexamine the general 
linguistic panorama of Amazonia on a really solid basis with the necessary scientific 
rigor; something which up to the present was impractical given the nature of the 
available data. Those classificatory endeavors that attempted large scale syntheses, 
in the hope of providing a clearer view of the distribution and interrelationships of 
the languages and peoples in a region of great linguistic differentiation and multi­
plicity, have suffered most from the poverty of documentation prevailing until 
recently. Even the most i;ecent attempts, such as those of Swadesh ( 19 59) and 
Greenberg ( 1960) were predominantly based on the precarious documents that 
have characterized linguistic data in Amazonia and in South America in general. 
Even a compara tive monograph as recent as that of Noble ( 1965) on the Aruak 
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group is based almost entirely on deficient ªRd fragrnentary material requiring real 
daring from the author in the postulation of many of his results. 

At presen t we find ourselves in the midst of a situation of change in Amazonian 
linguistic studies. Although it started twenty years ago, the change that is taking 
place in documentation is only now beginning to yield its fl..rst results. It is in the 
coming years that the impact of these results will be felt on the linguistic knowl­
edge of Amazonia, especially on linguistic classification and related problems such 
as migration, diffusion and contact. For some groups materials are already adequate 
to begin detailed comparative studies, and these materiais are being utiHzed by 
linguists interested in linguistic comparison and reconstruction. ln the meantime, 
any holistic analysis of the linguistic groups of Amazonia can only be attempted on 
the basis of the state of our knowledge immediately prior to the new phase of 
linguistic investigation which we are entering. 

The present linguistic panorama of Amazonia is characterized by the massive 
presence of languages of three of the great groups generally recognized as well 
defined in South America-Aruak, Karib and Tupi. These languages occur side by 
side or intermixed with various ·groups of more restricted distribution, in their 
majority exclusively Amazonian, and with many languages considered isolated or 
not classified. 

Both the Aruak and Karib groups . extend outside of the Amazonian area-the 
former to the south and the north, the latter primarily to the north-but both have 
the greatest number of their languages within Amazonia, partic'Úlarly to the north 
of the Amazon River. At present the Tupi group has a tlistribution confined 
completely to the south of the Amazon, the presence of representatives of the 
group in French Guiana (Oiampi-Emérillon) and the upper Rio Negro (Nheengatú 
or Língua Geral) being the result of recent displacement. This group also extends 
outside of Amazonia to the south and the east. The principal groups entirely within 
Amazonia are the Xirianá, Tukano, Witoto, Záparo, Kauapana, Pano, Katukina, 
Arauá and Txapakura. Of the large. non-Amazonian groups the Jê penetrate into the 
eastern part of the area, the Chibcha into the northwest and the Kechua into the 

· west. This broad outline, omitting details of geographic distribution and internal 
composition of the groups, as well as excluding the languages of either small 
isolated groups or unclassified groups, although extremely superficial, will serve as a 
reference point for an examination, als~ rapid, of the present state of descriptive 
linguistics in Amazonia. 

An examination of the descriptive studies now underway reveals that the group 
most studied is Aruak, of which ten languages are the object of investigation. To 
these should be added four more of the Arauá group which is considered probably 
related to Aruak. Of the subdivisions of Aruak, Pre-Andine is being studied most 
intensively (five languages). The six languages of the Karib group under investiga­
tion are located in the region of the Trombetas and of the Rio Branco except one, 
Kuikuro, on the headwaters of the Xingu. Of the Tupi group seven languages are 
being studied, six of the Tupi-Guarani family and only one, Munduruku, that is 
linguistically distinct from that family. Two less extensive groups that are being 
intensively worked are Tukano and Pano (especially the languages located in Peru) 
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between the upper Purus, the upper Juruá and the Ucayali. Of Tukano, both the 
western languages of the Putumayo and the eastern ones of the Uaupés are under 
investigation, and among the latter, especially those on the Col~mbian side of the 
river. Other smaller groups of which more than one language is being investigated 
are Takana in northeast Bolivia, Kauapana on the Huallaga, Witoto on the Putu­
mayo and Xirianá between the Branco, Negro and Orinoco rivers on both sides of 
the Brazil-Venezuela border. Of the Záparo group one language is being studied, 
Arabela. One Amazonian language of the Jê group, Txukahamãe on the upper 
Xingu, as well as forest Kechua in Peru and Ecuador are likewise objects of 
linguistic field work. Also Jívaro and three other related languages (Loukotka's 
V 

Suara family) are being described in Ecuador and Peru, as well as some twenty more 
"isolated" languages, especially in Peru and Brazil, but also in Bolivia, Ecuador and 
Colombia. 

This account, although rather superficial, permits us to form an idea of the 
remarkable and encouraging development that investigations in descriptive linguis­
tics in Amazonia took and have continued to take during the last twenty years. Of 
the more important groups mentioned earlier only Txapakura has still not been the 
object of descriptive studies. We must keep in mind, however, the important areas 
still not covered by the investigations in progress. There are not only a series of 
"isolated" or unclassified languages but also subdivisions of such extensive and 
complex groups as Aruak and Tupi. According to the internai classification pres­
ently possible Tupi is composed of eight branches or linguistié families (Rodrigues 
1964, see also 1958a, 1958b): (1) Tupi-Guarani, (2) Munduruku, (3) Juruna, 
(4) Arikém, (5) Tupari, (6) Ramarama, (7) Mondé, (8) Puruborá. Of these families, 
ali except the first occur exclusively in Amazonia; Tupi-Guarani occurs both in- and 
outside of this reg}on. The studies now in progress in Amazonia are concerned with 
languages of only two families, Tupi-Guarani and Munduruku. The other six 
families, precise1y those that were less known to begin with, continue to call for 
urgent investigation since practically all· of them are very close to disappearing 
completely. ln addition, five of these families are located in the sarne region as the 
members of the Txapakura group-;::the zone between the Guaporé and the Ji-Paraná 
rivers- that is the present Território de Rondônia, the least studied region of 
Amazonia from the linguistic point of view. 

The Aruak group has just been the object of a first intent at interna! classifica­
tion by Noble (1965). This author distinguishes seven branches within Aruak 
[Arawak]: (1) Arauá [Arauán], (2) Taíno [Taino], (3) Apolista, (4 ) Chamikuro 
[Chamicuro], (5) Amuexa [Amuesha], (6) Uru [Uruan) , (7 ) Maipure [Maipuran] 
(Noble 1965: 10). The last of these branches, much more complex than the others, 
is composed of the languages that, until now, have been accepted without contro­
versy as members of the Aruak group, whereas the first six are formed of languages 
whose affinity has been extensively disputed. Of these groups only Arauá, Chami­
kuro, Amuexa and Maipure occur in Amazonia, and among these the first three 
exclusively, in contrast to Maipure which extends equally to the north and south of 
this region. Of the exclusively Amazonian groups those presently being described 
are Arauá (Kulina, Jamamadi, Dani and Paumari) in Peru and Brazil, and Amuexa in 
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Peru. As for Maipure, extraordinarily extensive and thus greatly differentiated, it is 
divided into eight sub-groups, six of which are entirely within Amazonia while two 
of them also have representatives outside of the Amazon area. Of the six Amazon­
ian sub-groups, Pre-Andine is the one being best studied (five languages-Piro, 
Kampa [Campa], Matxigenga (Machiguenga], Nomatsigenga, Apurinã [lpurina] -
among about ten that are known). Two languages are being investigated in the 
Bolivian sub-division of the Southern sub-group (Bauré and lgnaciano). ln the 
Eastern sub-group Noble classifies the Aruak languages of the upper Xingu plus 
Palikur [Palicur J and Marawan, both of the Oiapoque in the Território do Amapá 
and in French Guiana. Of these languages Palikur is being investigated, but none of 
the languages of the upper Xingu has yet been described linguistically. 1 Most 
surprising is that as yet there is no investigation of any of the languages of the 
large~t of the Aruak sub-groups, the northern, that extends along the Rio Negro and 
between the Rio Negro and the Solimões. 

There is a series of isolated or unclassified languages, so considered precisely 
because our knowledge of them is extremely precarious or practically nil, that are 
on the point of disappearing within a very short time due to the extermination of 
the Indians that speak them or to the adoption by them of another language such às 
Portuguese, Spanish or Kechua. Some of the languages in the Amazonian area that 
are in this situation are Trumai on the upper Xingu, Arikapu, J aboti, prohably 
Kanoé and l<.apixaná, Oari and ,Masaká on the Guaporé, Auaké ,and Máku on the 
Rio Branco. 2 

. 

ln summary, the high priority tasks of linguistic documerltation in Amazonia 
are, at present: investigation in the Território de Rondônia, not yet visited by any 
linguist, where the languages of the Txapakura family, ali of the languages of five 
families of the Tu pi group as well as some of those of the Tu pi-Guarani family, and 
a series of isolated or unclassified languages are menaced with extinction; investiga­
_tion .in the Rio Negro area, especially on the Brazilian Uaupés and the lçana and 
J apurá; the description of the Aruak languages of the Xingu and the documentation 
and description of the various obsolescent languages, isolated or not. 

Another order of linguistic studies to be considered is comparison. I have already 
noted that precisely now, while the results accumulate from the descriptive investi­
gations that characterize this moment in linguistic research in Amazonia, the 
necessary conditions are being created for a resumption of comparative studies on a 
truly scientific basis. 

Two distinct orientations are currently active in comparative linguistics. One, 
inspired largely by the experience acquired in the study of Indo-European lan­
guages, ) adheres to the rigorous application of the comparative method which leads 
to the reconstruction of the probable structure of the proto-language from which 
sprang the languages compared. The other, characteristié: of some North American 
linguists, attempts to discover much more remote relationships than can be found 
through the strict application of comparative and reconstructive methodology. 
Whereas linguists devoted to the first orientation use, as a basis to arrive at genetic 
relationship between two languages, only the occurrence in both of elements that 
are demonstrably cognate (that is, dueto a common origin), linguists of the second 
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orientation postulate hypothetical genetic relationships even where there are formal 
similarities that cannot be, or cannot yet be, demonstrated to be cognate. This last 
orientation is that which Charles and Florence Voegelin call "phylum linguistics," 
since these daring postulations occur only when the establishment of phyla is being 
considered, that is, groupings of languages of extremely remote relationship (Voe­
gelin and Voegelin 1965:131 ff. ). 

Representatives of phylum linguistics are Morris Swadesh and Joseph Greenberg 
both of whom, with some methodological divergence, recently suggested the estab­
lishment of linguistic phyla in South America. The classification proposed by Green­
berg is the more extreme or, correspondingly, the more comprehensive since it 
attempts to place aJl the languages of South America in only three phyla: Macro­
Chibchan, Jê-Pano-Karib [Ge-Pano-Carib] and Andean-Equatorial (Greenberg 
1960). Greenberg postulates a remote relationship between the Chibcha and Xirianá 
[Shiriana] groups and the Mura and Warau [Warrau] languages, ali included, along 
with others, in the Macro-Chibchan phylum; among Karib, Witoto, Jê, Pano, 
Takana [Tacana], Nambikuara [Nambicuara] and others included in the Jê-Pano­
Karib phylum; and among Aruak (Arawak], Arauá [Araua] , Txapakura [Chapa­
cura], Tukano (Tucano], Záparo [Zaparoan], Kauapana (Cahuapana], Kechua 
[Quechua], Tupi and others placed in the Andean-Equatorial phylum. The postula­
tion of such and so many connections is extremely provocative, as much for the 
unexpectedness of many of its details as for the apparent simplification of the 
South American linguistic picture, generally considered to be one of the most 
complex in the world. For this very reason the Greenberg classification soon 
achieved a favorable reception from anthropologists and some linguists. 3 There has 
as yet, however, been no evidence whatsoever published for the connections 
suggested therein. Greenberg's effort seems especially rash to me, particularly given 
the nature of the

1 
data upon which it must have been based, which could not be 

other than the ó ld, fragmentary, extremely deficient doc.umentation that preceded 
the modern research now in progress. This does not mean, of course, that many of 
Greenberg's propositions will not be confirmed in the light of adequate data; but it 
is very probable that, at the sarne tirne, profound and substantial alterations will 

' 
have to be made in his classificatory scheme. 

Swadesh advanced a much more detailed classification than that of Greenberg, 
yet the numerous groups proposed are distributed in only nine sections for the 
entire American continent, of which six occur partially or entirely in South 
America: W, C, E, SE, S and SW (Swadesh 1959). These sections are what most 
closely approximate Greenberg's phyla hierarchically, and ali of them are repre­
sented in Amazonia. The discrepancies between the two classifications are consider­
able. For example, restricting ourselves to the consideration of the Amazonian 
groups: whereas Greenberg established one phylum, J ê-Pano-Karib, in which he 
included, besides the three groups that provide the name, Nambikuara, Witoto and 
Takana; Swadesh places Jê (Ye] in the SE section, Pano and Takana (Tacana] in 
Section W, Karib [Caribe] and Witoto [Huitoto J in Section S, and Nambikuara 
[Nambicuara] in Section E. 

ln fact, the classifications of Greenberg and Swadesh are not comparable, not so 

Linguistic Groups of Amazonia 55 



much because they start out from different bases, but above all because neither of 
the two authors has yet published the evidence which led him to establish them. It 
is still premature to discuss their validity in more detail precisely because there is no 
concrete basis upon which to doso. There are, however, some situations that it has 
been possible to test to a certain extent with results that sometimes favor neither 
one of the classifications. The following case will serve as an example. Greenberg 
included the Xirianá group in the Macro-Chibchan phylum and the Txapakura 
group in the Aruak family of the Equatorial section of the Andean-Equatorial 
phylum. Swadesh, however, joins Xirianá [ Siriana J and Txapakura [ Chapacura] in 
Macro-Xirianá [Macro-Siriana] located in his SE section in which he also includes 
some members of Greenberg's Andea'n-Equatorial such as Tupi, but not Aruak 
[ Aruaco] which, for him, belongs to Section C together with Chibcha. N ow, 1 

myself have had occasion to test, with negative results, the relationship of Xirianá 
to Txapakura proposed by Swadesh (Rodrigues 1960). On the other hand, Noble in 
his recent comparative monograph on Aruak, while stating that his method is based 
on the sarne theoretical foundation as Greenberg's, and taking off from Greenberg's 
classific;1tion, specifically ex eludes the Txapakura [ Chapacura] group from his 
study (Noble 1965: 9). One other important ~group with which 1 have worked is 
Tupi. Greenberg places it alongside of Aruak in the Equatorial section of the 
Andean-Equatorial phylum, whereas Swadesh puts it in his SE section while, as we 
just saw, Aruak is in his Section C. At the moment 1 am preparing the evidence for 

r 
a quite close relationship between Tu pi and Karib-which is in Greenberg's J ê-Pano-
Karib phylum and Swadesh's Section S-whereas it was impÓssible for ~e to find 
any evidence whatever favorable to a closer affinity between Tupi and Aruak. 

These examples give an idea of the aleatory character of those very broad 
classifications made on the basis of the inspection of inadequate data. The postu­
lated groupings should be considered, more than anything, as suggestions of 
possibilities with varying degrees of plausibility, not as proven facts. ln this moment 
of transition and important development in our knowledge of the languages of 
Amazonia and of South America in general, the bold classifications of Swadesh and 
Greenberg will be of great importance if, as 1 pointed out on ano.ther opportunity 
regarding Swadesh's scheme (Rodrigues 1963: 15 ), they are taken as a challenge to 
the investigators who, in collecting and analyzing the data necessary to test the 
multiple hypotheses implicit in them, will enlarge and deepen our knowledge of 
indigenous, languages. It seems to me that it is precisely the acceptance of this 
challenge, together with the utilization of the new datjl offered by the intensive and 
extensive descriptive activity in progress, that is going to determine the develop­
ment of comparative linguistics of Amazonia and of the continent in general in the . 
com1ng years. 

ln fact, Noble's comparative study of the Aruak group, already mentioned 
several times, was made at the suggestion of Charles Wagley precisely to attempt to 
obtain clarification and certainty on a point where there were evident classificatory 
conflicts. On the other hand, the increasing accumulation of new data for sorne 
groups has led to the undertaking of as yet unpublished comparative and recon­
structive studies. lrvine Davis, while visiting professor at the Universidade de 
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Brasília in 1963-64, prepared a work of this nature on the J ê languages (previously 
the object of a glottochronological study by J. Wilbert based on very precarious 
material) which is ready for publication in the first number of the new journal 
"Estudos Lingüísticos" that should appear in São Paulo. The Canadian linguist, 
Olive Shell, working with the Summer Institute of Linguistics in Peru, undertook a 
study of the sarne kind with the languages of the Pano group. ln the Museu 
Nacional do Rio de Janeiro, Míriam Lemle is doing the sarne sort of work with 
languages of the Tu pi-Guarani family, and I myself am working with the Tu pi and 
Karib groups. It is probable that there are still other comparative studies in progress 
of which I have no knowledge. 

To conclude this exposition and complete this panoramic view of the present 
state of the investigation of linguistic groups in Amazonia, I will refer briefly to a 
type of linguistic problem that so far has not been subject to detailed investigation 
but is also among the most interesting that Amazonia offers to the linguist. 1 refer 
to problems of acculturation created by situations of linguistic contact. The fi..rst 
language that attracts our attention in this context is Língua Geral or Nheengatú 
which, having become a lingua franca and being spread with the occupation of 
Amazonia since the 17th century, not only is marked in its structure by the 
contacts, but left its own marks on a great number of other indigenous languages 
along almost the entire course of the Amazon· and its affluents. Although we have a 
considerable number of documents about this language, we lack modern descrip­
tions of any of its dialects still spoken and, above all, data on the nature of the 
contact situations in which it is spoken. Aside from the region of the upper Rio 
Negro and the Içana, where it is still rather widely used although also on the 
decline, it appears that it is only at occasional points on the right bank of the 
Amazon that it is s,till known or remembered, since now it is hardly spoken. 

ln contrast Sº Língua Geral that was a língua franca from the fust phase of 
expansion of Brazilian society into Amazonia with the aspect, therefore, of a 
"language of civilization" originally foreign to the indigenous populations, there are 
in this region other languages that, in special situations of tribal contact, have 
become língua francas independent of the new European type society. Cases about 
which we have information but which have not yet been studied are those of 
Tukano on the Uaupés and Tiquié rivers and of Makurap on the Guaporé. Kechua, 
used as a língua franca in Peruvian and Ecuadorian Amazonia, probably combines 
the two types of situation, being closer, however, to the situation of Língua Geral. 
ln addition, the contact of the languages of the upper Xingu where there is 
intensive interaction among languages of the Tu pi, Aruak, Karib and Jê groups and 
where it is probable that Kamayurá exercises, to some extent, the function of a 
língua franca, should be carefully studied. A no less important object of linguistic 
investigation is acculturation within each indigenous language that is in more or less 
intens.e contact with the "civilized language" in the respective region. 

Finally, it should not be forgotten that European languages such as Portuguese 
and Spanish, in the process of expansion in which they are involved, pass through 
simple contact situations, frequently assume the role of língua franca and, finally, 
become the only language of new populations, offering in ali of these phases an 
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infinity of characteristics that must be recorded and analyzed to enlarge our 
I 

knowledge and our understanding of the processes of linguistic contact and accul­
. 4 turat1on. 

NOTES 

1. According to information from the Summer Institute of Linguistics, a study of thc 
Waurá language is being initiated. 

2. Ernesto Migliazzajust published two studies on Máku (Migliazza 1965, 1966). 
3. Even before publication by its author it was adopted by Steward and Faron ( 1959) and 

by Sol Tax (1958, 1960). C.F. and F.M. Voegelin also adopted it in their exposition on native 
American languages (Voegelin and Voegelin 1965). 

4. ln his recent work on native acculturation Egon Schaden included a chapter on "A 
aculturação no plano lingüístico" [Acculturation on the linguistic levei] in which, emphasizing 
the lack of studies, he also indicates various aspects of linguistic acculturation that need to be 
investigated and further points out some cases of probable development of língua francas in 
Amazonia (Schaden 1965). 

, 

, 
Max Schmidt died in Asunción, Paraguay, on October 26, 1950, after 
devoting 50 of his 76 years to the study of South Arherican Indians, both 
ancient and modem. The present article is his last and was published 
posthumously. Schmidt was not formally trained in anthropology, and his 
primary interests were in material aspects of culture rather than such areas 
as social organization or religion. His essays into the field of culture 
history are ali marked by a strong evolutionary bias, as may be seen in the 
present article. Although · Schmidt had published some undistinguished 
work on Peruvian archaeology (e.g., Schmidt 1929) and, as noted in this 
article, excavated in various archaeological sites himself, he utilized archae­
ological data within an evolutionary framework. This tendency can be 
noted in his comments on the lack of ground stone implements in the sites 
and the equation of chipped stone with the European Palaeolithic, thus 
demonstrating his lack of understanding of New World prehistory. His 
theoretical stance is equally clear in his equation of "simple" with "primi­
tive" and his persistent attempt to arrange the various agricultural tech­
niques into some sort of developmental sequence. Another trap into which 
the author falis is that of assuming that because there is a native term for a 
plant the plant must be native. This is the sarne trap that has led several 
writers to assume that because there is an Inca word for writing, the Inca 
must have had some sort of writing, in spite of all evidence to the 
contrary. Those who have done any extensive fieldwork are quite aware of 
the extent to which any group may provide perfectly ordinary native 
words to obviously borrowed items. Thus, the Wachipaeri of eastem Peru 
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