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Anmerkungen 
 

Die Habilitationsordnung der Europa-Universität Flensburg (2021) sieht vor, dass als 
Habilitationsschrift „mehrere allein oder gemeinschaftlich veröffentlichte […] 
wissenschaftliche Arbeiten, die zusammengenommen einen wesentlichen Fortschritt der 
wissenschaftlichen Erkenntnis für das Fach oder Fachgebiet darstellen und insgesamt einer 
Habilitationsschrift gleichwertig sind (kumulative Habilitationsschrift)“ (§ 7 Schriftliche 
Habilitationsleistung, Absatz (1), Punkt 2.) eingereicht werden können. 

Die vorliegende Arbeit fasst in der Rahmenschrift fünf publizierte Werke von Dr. Swintha 
Danielsen zusammen und ordnet sie in den wissenschaftlichen Kontext der Linguistik sowie 
ihrer jeweiligen Teilgebiete ein. Auf die publizierten Arbeiten wird verwiesen; sie sind der 
Rahmenschrift jedoch nicht erneut beigefügt. 

Darüber hinaus sieht § 7 Absatz (3) der Habilitationsordnung (2021) vor, dass „[d]ie 
schriftliche Habilitationsleistung (…) im Regelfall in deutscher oder englischer Sprache 
verfasst sein [soll]. Sie kann aus besonderem sachlichen Grund auch in einer anderen Sprache 
verfasst sein, insbesondere wenn das Thema sich auf diese Sprache bezieht oder wenn die 
wissenschaftliche Diskussion ganz überwiegend in dieser Sprache stattfindet; dabei muss eine 
adäquate Beurteilung durch die Mitglieder der Habilitationskommission sichergestellt und 
der schriftlichen Habilitationsleistung eine Zusammenfassung in deutscher oder englischer 
Sprache beigefügt sein.“ 

Vier der fünf ausgewählten Publikationen sind auf Englisch erschienen. Entsprechend wurde 
auch die Rahmenschrift in englischer Sprache verfasst. Für den dritten ausgewählten Beitrag 
aus der Liste, der auf Spanisch publiziert wurde, ist aus diesem Grund eine englische 
Zusammenfassung beigefügt. Der Artikel wurde zunächst auf einer anerkannten 
argentinischen Linguistikkonferenz vorgestellt und anschließend in spanischer Sprache 
veröffentlicht. Spanisch ist die maßgebliche Wissenschaftssprache im Forschungsgebiet 
(Bolivien) von Dr. Swintha Danielsen und zugleich die weltweit am weitesten verbreitete 
panamerikanische Sprache. 
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How language change in the context of minority issues can be described and what it holds for the 

field of linguistics  

Introduction to the collected volume for the Habilitation at the Europa -Universität 

Flensburg  

 

Introduction 

This work illustrates what minority languages contribute to general linguistics and how they do so. The  

collection presents five different articles by the author1 – Danielsen 2013*, Danielsen, Dunn & 

Muysken 2011*, Danielsen 2012*, Danielsen, Sell & Terhart 2019*, and Danielsen & Gasparini 2017* 

– with different perspectives and approaches to the major South American languages of the Arawakan 

and Tupian language families. The articles and their impact are described in the respective sections of 

this text (§§2.1–2.5). They follow two principal questions:  

• Which points have been resolved and which are under debate in linguistics and linguistic 

communities when documenting languages, and who owns language as part of the culture?  

• Which linguistic factors does the analysis of minority languages contribute to linguistics? 

In the realm of language documentation, languages become the matter of interest, but they are also 

turned into objects. The ownership of these objects of study is connected to the question about the 

ownership of culture and this also brings ethics of research into play. The documentation of minority 

languages adds important variables to the discussion of objectives and the way of documentation, 

while language and knowledge become elements that have special value in very small language 

groups. This is the documentation level of the present work. On the analytic level, there is the second 

research question that refers to linguistics as a discipline. It focuses on the internally relevant factors 

for linguistics that are the outcomes of the analysis of the documented data. Both the documentation 

level and the analytic level share a relation to historical information, and the approach from these two 

angles helps understand the complexity of language. History is the temporal dimension relevant for 

language and culture, for the documentation of a language and its existence in time and the analysis 

of language change and the evolution of structures.  

The two main research questions are again subdivided into specific questions, summarized in this 

introduction. The general thoughts in §1 are leading to the specific discussion of the studies of this 

 
1 The specific studies have been published elsewhere before, and their references are marked by “*” after the 
year throughout this text. 
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volume in §2. The issue of minority languages is exemplified with the work on critically endangered 

indigenous languages in Lowland Bolivia (South America). The specific research questions are related 

to the fields of historical and comparative linguistics, to linguistic typology, descriptive linguistics, and 

ethics in linguistics. It is shown that many small languages add to the historical reconstruction of 

language families (§2.1), and the available data do not only count for lexical comparison, but also 

grammatical information can be inferred from the documented data, which is important for the 

understanding of internal classifications. Apart from these internal classifications, the comparison of 

Arawakan languages, e.g., also provides information about the migration of peoples and languages in 

South America (§2.2). In linguistic typology, languages are classified into the different kinds of synthetic 

behaviour, where polysynthetic languages stand out as a particularly complex phenomenon. The 

Arawak language family is one of the largest and most wide-spread language families in South America, 

and Arawakan languages are mainly found in Amazonia and the lowlands of the continent, however, 

some have also migrated as far as Central America and to the Caribbean. Arawakan languages belong 

to the polysynthetic type of languages, and the study of the morphosyntax of these languages shows 

that there are templates within which morphemes are attached in different ways: Some morpheme 

combinations are rather fixed or co-occur more often, whereas others remain more flexible, and yet 

others maintain a clitic-like behaviour (§2.3). The historical dimension is also a factor here, since some 

morpheme combinations are older and develop into fixed units, while others just arise. Tupian is the 

other large language family in South America and has therefore also had great influence on other 

indigenous languages as well as the colonisers’ languages. Arawakan and Tupian languages were the 

first languages the colonisers had contact with. This is also why the historical dimension has relatively 

early written notes and the study of these languages has a centuries-long tradition. The description of 

the Tupian language Guarayu (§2.4) shows that this language is a relatively old member of the language 

family, maintaining, e.g., final consonants and forms of lexemes that are most closely related to the 

reconstructed proto-forms of Tupian. This characteristic makes Guarayu a language of very much 

interest, comparable to long-extinct Tupinambá and other languages that were still spoken in South 

America in the 16th century. Finally, the case studies of the two very small and almost extinct Tupian 

languages Jorá and Guarasu (§2.5) address the questions: Can languages always be documented or 

described? How can the last speakers be approached, and how should their attitudes and wishes for 

(in)visibility be taken into account? 
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1 Exchange of words and thoughts 

Language is (ex)change: Language is i.a. the exchange of information and the attitude, feeling about 

this information, but also the expression of social relations between human individuals. Just as humans 

grow, develop, adapt, evolve, and change, the languages they use change. This means, taking the 

somewhat overused metaphor of LANGUAGES ARE CREATURES,2 a language is only “alive” (or “safe” in 

Krauss’ terminology, cf. §1.5), if it can adapt and change according to the environment and the people 

who use it. The linguist can then observe the patterns of change, the reasons or motivations of change, 

the outcomes and results of change, the attitudes and feelings about these changes, etc. The positive 

perception or interpretation of change is opposed to the purist view of language, which aims to 

conserve the character of a language at a certain point in time and considers change as a threat to an 

individual language. This is again related to a simplified and misleading view of what “language” is, 

called “the Einzelsprachenideologie (single-language ideology) [that] pretends that languages exist in 

isolation” (Langer & Havinga 2015, 31). 

The different types of language change can be studied and offer a great field of investigation for 

historical linguistics. Furthermore, the knowledge of language change and the possible outcomes of 

changes is the basis for comparative linguistics and helps interpret the different constructions we find 

on a synchronic level within a language family. Languages in their different forms around the world are 

then taken by linguistic typology and patterns of synchronic systems are classified and categorized, 

some combinations of patterns and co-occurrences are statistically measured and arrive at the 

conclusion of certain predictable patterns and changes of the same. Linguistic typology is only possible 

with the specific and detailed documentation and descriptions of typologically diverse languages of 

the world. Thus, any accurate description of formerly unknown language data enriches the linguists’ 

understanding and makes generalizability not only possible, but also more realistic. In this respect, 

linguists have long discovered that a Eurocentric bias blurs the insights and gives misleading numbers 

when certain language types are always over-represented (cf. Dahl 2015). Last but not least, the 

phenomenon of this bias is also related to current scientific ethics, where we acknowledge that the 

world is diverse, and not only sources, but also authors and scientists should be freed from these 

Eurocentric biases. However, not all data can be collected anymore, because language endangerment 

often leads to language death, and in the history of humankind, change has also meant the loss of 

 
2 Even though, in fact, many a linguist argues quite right that there are limits to the analogy of language and 
living creatures (cf. discussion online by Mario Saraceni at https://theconversation.com/language-isnt-alive-
why-this-metaphor-can-be-misleading-205793; June 6, 2023), the metaphor is being used in everyday’s 
language as well as in linguistics – cf. Dorian (2014: 13) on a critical consequence of using this metaphor and 
Thomason (2015: 3) on the decision of applying the metaphor to some degree. This book, however, does 
neither include the field of cognitive linguistics nor ecolinguistics, so the discussion is not extended here. 

https://theconversation.com/language-isnt-alive-why-this-metaphor-can-be-misleading-205793
https://theconversation.com/language-isnt-alive-why-this-metaphor-can-be-misleading-205793
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languages – always in different but generally relatively fast-progressing situations, in which a 

combination of factors causes an imbalance in the contact between two or more languages. While the 

colonization period spurred a rapid loss of many languages in South America, ongoing globalization 

can have the same effect. Ethics and language endangerment are also considered in sociolinguistics, 

where all the different factors connected to language and linguistic behaviour are investigated and 

compared. Indigenous languages have long been called “dialectos” in Latin America, which was a way 

of distinguishing them from what was considered a ‘real’ language. The word dialecto has the new 

meaning of “indigenous language” now in colloquial language, even though in the past 20 years, this 

issue has been discussed, and language policies have attempted to correct this naming practice that 

implies that indigenous languages were inferior or less independent. 

In the following, we go into more detail about each of these fields in linguistics. The presentation 

develops from general observations to the more specific. 

1.1 Historical linguistics 

Even long before the modern field of linguistics was defined, scholars applied a historical lens, and 

determined that while specific languages changed over time, some of these languages were related to 

the same ancestor languages. These related languages were classified as a language family, and one of 

the well-known language families in the world is Indo-European, established by Sir William Jones in 

the year 1786 (cf. Campbell 1997, 406). Of course, Jones’ findings were based on a century-long (or 

longer) tradition of comparing languages, focussed mainly on the vocabulary of European languages, 

including some ancient languages, such as Old Greek, Latin, and Sanskrit. The historical observation of 

language change and similarities was especially motivated by travellers in the Americas, where 

completely distinct languages are spoken. We can now state that the existence of the large Arawakan 

language family in South America was discovered earlier than Jones’ Indo-European, namely by the 

Jesuit Father Gilii in the early 1780s. In that time, the priest compared the languages of the Upper 

Orinoco and found similarities that could not be due to chance. He named the language family 

“Maipure” after one of the Amazonian representatives; later the language family was renamed 

“Arawak” or “Arawakan” (cf. Campbell 1997, 31-33). Father Gilii introduced the concept of a lingua 

matriz3 (ibid., 33) and lay the foundations for the recognized “language family”. In his perspective, the 

parent language was not conceived as something preceding the existing languages, but he had rather 

a synchronic perspective and singled out one of the existing languages as the lingua matriz. The 

described similarities between languages were due to some historical relation, and motivated 

travellers, ethnographer and others to collect data on languages in different parts of the world.  

 
3 “mother language” 
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The grammar of the Arawakan language Baure (ISO 639-3 brg, Glottocode baur1256), spoken in the 

Bolivian Amazonia, in Danielsen (2007) contributed to the field of Arawakan linguistics by one more 

specific language description, and its analysis benefits from the comparison to historical data on the 

same language, collected by Jesuits in the 18th century. Throughout the grammar, there is reference to 

changes of paradigms, constructions, and vocabulary, as could be observed in comparison to the first 

collected data on the language. This comparison was immensely relevant for the understanding of 

regular sound changes and relations of the Baure language to the proposed Proto-Arawakan (cf. Payne 

1991). Historical linguistics once mainly worked with word forms, their stems, and particularly their 

phonemes. Lexicostatistics (cf. Swadesh 1955) is one of the early methods taken to prove the age of 

the split between two related languages in history. The modern classification of languages is generally 

not based on lexicostatistics anymore. However, some people still apply this method, others have 

elaborated it (Wichman and others, see in Hammarström 2014), always trying to make use of word 

lists: ASJP (Automated Similarity Judgement Program)4. The comparison of wordlists still yields good 

results when using basic vocabulary (Hammarström 2014, 69), in spite of the problem of chance 

similarities. 

In order to understand the internal subdivisions in the Arawakan language family, e.g., some works 

have shown that not only lexical and phonetic comparison needs to be taken into consideration, but 

also the comparison of morphology and construction types (cf. Danielsen, Dunn, & Muysken 2011*, 

Eriksen & Danielsen 2014). This is addressed in §1.3. 

Historical data have also taken a different approach, as shown by the recently-evolved field of 

missionary linguistics, a specific branch of linguistics that works with data in the missionary context. In 

Danielsen (2013*), e.g., Arawakan linguistics works with this approach, integrating data of already 

extinct Arawakan languages. Additionally, the studies by Danielsen, Sell, & Terhart (2019*) and Dietrich 

& Danielsen (2024) are based on the historical data of the Tupian language Guarayu (ISO 639-3 gyr; 

Glottocode guar1292). In all these examples, the manuscripts of Jesuit or Franciscan missionaries are 

analysed applying modern linguistic tools. 

1.2 Comparative linguistics 

Comparative linguistics is often done in historical linguistics, i.e., it is the comparison of languages and 

their “material”: lexicon, morphology, phonology, syntax, construction types. Everything can be 

compared. The outcome can be – but does not have to be – proof of the genetic relation between 

languages. Figure 1 gives an overview of the genetic classification of South American languages, as 

proposed by Muysken & O’Connor (2014). 

 
4 http://asjp.clld.org 

http://asjp.clld.org/
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Figure 1: Language families of South America (source: Muysken & O’Connor 2014, 5) 

 

After the ‘discovered’ genetic relation between some Arawakan languages by Father Gilli (cf. §1.1), 

many specialists concentrated on the language families of South America (e.g. Mason 1950, Loukotka 

1968, Rodrigues 2013 [orig. 1984/1985]). The volumes that are often cited when it comes to South 

American languages are nowadays – in chronological order – the four volumes of Derbyshire & Pullum 

(1986-1998), Campbell 1997, Dixon & Aikhenvald 1999, and Adelaar & Muysken 2004. Greenberg 

(1987), who compared languages globally, proposed a very broad classification into only three phyla 

in the Americas. He claimed the majority of all American languages belonging to the Amerind phylum, 

and a few languages in North America, were classified as belonging to two phyla: Na-Dene and Eskimo-

Aleut. This “lumping”5 proposal has never found substantial support in the scholarship (cf. also Bolnick, 

Shook, Campbell & Goddard 2004). In particular, the lumping of large Macro-clusters is problematic, 

e.g., Carib-Jê-Pano or Andean-Equatorial, including Andean, Jivaroan, Macro-Tucanoan, and what 

Greenberg calls Equatorial (with Macro-Arawakan and Tupian). Furthermore, there is no proof for an 

 
5 In the sense of lumpers and splitters. 
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Amerind language family, and this large phylum is rather an outcome of unjustified generalization and 

exaggerated lumping.  

The outcome of comparative studies can also lead to the finding that there is a certain degree of areal 

diffusion between languages that are geographically close, but not necessarily genetically related. The 

concept of a Sprachbund was first applied to Balkan languages, which conveyed similarities across 

genetic boundaries. Areal linguistics have also become increasingly important for language comparison 

and description in South America. Constenla (1991) indicates areal diffusion in Central and northern 

South American languages (contact with Chibchan), and Aikhenvald’s studies of the Vaupés region 

(2001) in the Amazon basin show intense linguistic diffusion of Arawakan and Tucanoan languages. 

Generally, more or less established linguistic areas in South America are (cf. Muysken & O’Connor 

2014, 13 and others), from North to South (cf. Map 1): 

 

1. Intermediate Area (Area intermedia) (Constenla 1991) 

2. Southern Guaianas (Epps & Michael 2015) 

3. Vaupés (Aikhenvald 2001) 

4. Xingú (Seki 1999) 

5. Andes (Adelaar& Muysken 2004) 

6. Guaporé-Mamoré (Crevels & van der Voort 2008) 

7. Chaco (Comrie & Golluscio 2015) 

8. Southern cone (Klein 1992) 

 

Linguistic areas are, of course, the consequence of language contact, linguistic and cultural exchange, 

and subsequent linguistic diffusion and convergence of certain characteristics. Linguistic diffusion is 

difficult to measure, and intermingles with genetic relation, and there are areas of more linguistic 

exchange and areas with less so. This and the different motivations of language diffusion, lead to 

Aikhenvald’s (2022) claim to best distinguish between linguistic areas and linguistic regions. This 

specification is not followed up in this book. 

Some linguists have claimed the whole of Amazonia to be a linguistic area and they list “a number of 

widely encountered features” (cf. Epps & Salanova 2013, 17), such as early attempts in Derbyshire & 

Pullum (1986-1998) or Dixon & Aikhenvald (1999). However, as Epps & Salanova (2003, 17) claim, “a 

great deal more work is needed to determine whether these or other features are in fact indicative of 

some kind of relationship among these languages (contact or otherwise), and whether their 

distribution is contiguous with the Amazon basin”. Within Amazonia, some relatively contiguous areas 

have solidified (cf. also Muysken 2008, Epps & Michael 2015): the Vaupés basin, the Upper Xingú 
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region, the Chaco, and the Mamoré-Guaporé area (Crevel & van der Voort 2008). The latter is 

particularly relevant for the languages in the Bolivian Lowlands. Baure is an Arawakan language and 

belongs to this multilingual area at the border between Bolivia and Brazil. Paunaka (ISO 639-3 pnk; 

Glottocode paun1241) is an Arawakan language, but it is strictly speaking not located in this Amazonian 

area. Guarayu, a Tupian language, is spoken at the edge of the Mamoré-Guaporé linguistic area. As 

Danielsen (2011) showed, Arawakan features are very dominant in this declared linguistic area, and it 

seems difficult to tear them apart from areal linguistic features here, an argument that may be true 

for great parts of Amazonia.  

 

 

Map 1: South American language families and linguistic areas (Map with language families taken from van Gijn 2014, 105) 

It is probably impossible to prove or disprove the existence of a linguistic area; certain features 

can be found in more concentrated areas, so this needs to be mentioned and described. It is 

Linguistic areas 
1 Intermediate Area 
2 Southern Guaianas 
3 Vaupés 
4 Xingú 
5 Andes 
6 Guaporé-Mamoré 
7 Chaco 
8 Southern cone 
 

1 

2 

3 

4 
5 

6 

7 

8 
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certain that the major language families – Arawakan and Tupian in Amazonia – had influence 

in all areas in and around Amazonia. In the end, it is important to include features and 

characteristics that are due to contact rather than to genetic inheritance when describing a 

language fully; this belongs to the individual character of these languages, after all. The 

character, though, of language contact and the outcomes of it, is worthwhile investigating. 

Language contact is hardly ever balanced, as dominant languages generally spread their 

features more than less dominant ones. Language contact can also be observed in the 

linguistic exchange zone between Bolivian Amazonia and the Chiquitania, one within and the 

other outside the aforementioned linguistic area (Mamoré-Guaporé). Language contact in this 

exchange zone has been examined in the GIZAC project6, and examples can be found in 

Paunaka (Arawakan) with likewise Chiquitano, Guarayu, and Spanish loanwords, including 

functional words (cf. Danielsen & Terhart 2015, Terhart 2024). 

1.3 Linguistic typology 

In linguistic typology, languages are compared with the goal of generalizing patterns across languages 

into universal patterns. This is usually a functionalist approach to linguistics, and it observes the 

occurrence of certain structures in correlation with other certain structures, so that we may conclude, 

following Greenberg (1963, 2005), that the dominant word order in the world’s languages is SO 

(subject-object), at least if the argument is nominal (see Figure 2). 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Greenberg’s Universals No. 1 and 3 in the original edition of 1963, 61 

 

Greenberg’s universals are generally still taken as the point of departure. But today, we are in a much 

better situation with respect to linguistic data in various ways. Through the extensive global collection 

of linguistic data, there are many more, and more precisely annotated, data, which are available in 

digital formats. This allows automatized analyses, such as frequency or co-occurrence analyses 

through scripts running over the corpora (cf. Seifart et al. 2018, Strunk et al. 2020). The information 

 
6 http://hdl.handle.net/2196/98dc4979-5835-4066-8067-a94a244b7459 

http://hdl.handle.net/2196/98dc4979-5835-4066-8067-a94a244b7459
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taken from the data can be encoded in different ways in matrices, and trends can be visualized in so-

called “Neighbor-Nets” with the help of the programme SplitsTree (see also Figure 4). The algorithm 

applied in phylogenetic programmes was first used by Atkinson & Gray (2006) to show the branching 

within the Indo-European language family. For the categorization of Meganesian (Sahul), Oceanic, and 

Polynesian languages, Gray and colleagues designed and used the “Sahul questionnaire” with 201 

specific linguistic features, ranging from phonology, via morphology, morphosyntax, word order, to 

certain lexical relations (cf. Reesink, Singer, & Dunn 2009). Gray’s methods that originally come from 

biology gave many different views on well-known and less well-known language families (see Figure 4). 

Gray’s methods have then also been applied to other languages for comparative and classificatory 

purposes, such as the Arawakan languages (cf. Danielsen et al. 2011*). Danielsen gathered all data in 

the Sahul matrices for Arawakan languages (cf. Figure 3), and since some distinctive features were 

missing, she added the Constenla (1991) linguistic features (81 features). In addition, since the 

Arawakan languages are structurally fairly similar, but can be distinguished for certain specificities, 

Danielsen created 73 Arawakan distinctive features in the matrix. With this information, we could 

arrive at a new internal classification proposal of the Arawakan language family and visualize the 

North-South split that is based on some morphosyntactic characteristics (cf. Danielsen et al. 2011*).  

Parts of these collected data for Arawakan languages were uploaded in 2014 to a large database of 

South American languages, called SAILS, together with various other specific projects and data 

collections. The follow-up project on a global scale is the Glottobank, based at the MPI-EVA at Leipzig 

(cf. Skirgård et al. 2023), where these and many more linguistic features of the world’s languages are 

being gathered.  
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Figure 3: An excerpt from the Sahul questionnaire applied to Arawakan languages by Danielsen (published in SAILS online, Muysken et al. 2016)
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Figure 4: Languages of the world in a Splitsgraph(Greenhill et al. 2010) 

 

The feature matrices have since served in many different projects to: gain a better understanding of 

internal relationships of related languages, pinpoint the time of the split of certain languages, and 

provide evidence of language contact in linguistic areas, etc.. In Gasparini et al. (2015), cf. Figure 5, the 
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data of Tupian and Tupi-Guarani languages have shown that certain subgroups underwent more 

regional contact and language change than others.  

 

 

 

Figure 5: Tupian and Tupi-Guarani languages (Gasparini et al. 2015)7 

 

Studies that make use of the collected language data in the archives are growing in number. There is 

now the possibility to give numbers to tendencies, and undertake frequency counts with specific 

interests, such as the study on noun incorporation into verb bases, with a sample as large as 50 

languages world-wide (cf. Olthof et al. 2020). 

Language typologists in the 21st century work differently than before: they no longer need to collect 

data themselves, they do not work as isolated specialists; and their work is not only relevant within 

linguistics. These shared databases are easily available to typological analysts, and the certain 

analytical trends do not stem only from within linguistics – they are also motivated and inspired by 

 
7 Tupian includes Mawé and Awetí, the other great branch is Tupi-Guarani. 
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other fields of research, such as anthropology, archaeology, geography, biology. Linguistic typology can 

also contribute its findings to these fields. 

Such open-source treatment of information requires clear ethical rules. These are referred to in §1.5. 

1.4 Language description, documentation and language endangerment 

All the fields of linguistics mentioned in §1.1–§1.3 are nourished by data collected and described in 

sensitive detail. Therefore, the work of field linguists who go out to collect the data of not-yet-

described languages remains important. In the field, linguists can train their skills working with 

languages typologically distinct from the globally dominant languages; they can get to an 

understanding of the complexity of language, together with the speakers of these languages.  

Also, the context of language endangerment is something that field linguists are confronted with, as 

the speakers often place great hopes upon the researchers, with the idea that their studies can assist 

with revitalization of their language. The Baure language still counted some 80 elderly speakers, when 

Danielsen’s grammar (Danielsen 2007) was published. Today, however, there are probably fewer than 

10 speakers. Fortunately, we can note some success in teaching the language to the youngest 

generation in the past 10 years (cf. Danielsen & Terhart forthcoming). The Paunaka language had very 

few speakers when the documentation project started in 2011, and there are currently no more than 

eight speakers, as the language suffered from less national support and as not yet been listed in the 

Bolivian Constitution as an official language (Terhart 2024). The Tupi-Guarani language Guarayu counts 

more than 10,000 speakers, constituting the fifth biggest language of Bolivia. It is still being transmitted 

intergenerationally, and with this number of speakers, it was also possible to integrate the speakers 

into the research team (cf. Danielsen 2024).  

In South America there are manifold languages and language families, and Amazonia is a region with 

extreme linguistic diversity, for example, there are many small groups, with originally around 300 

languages/groups and various linguistic isolates, and many people are originally multilingual. In 

Bolivian Amazonia alone, we find eight unclassified languages (or isolates) (Crevels 2002, 21). The 

majority of Amazonian languages is in danger of extinction (UNESCO 2023). Among the various reasons 

for the endangerment are (cf. also Thomason 2015):  

o size of language group  

o confrontation with a dominant language/s (mainly European) since and after 

colonization  

o missionization and forced joint settlements with many other indigenous groups 

o consequence of language contact, language shift  
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o (forced) movement of people (fleeing from colonizers, losing land = hunting grounds, 

rubber boom, etc.) 

o legal status of the language 

o language teaching 

 

 

 

The situation of endangered languages is individual for each language, and there are usually multiple 

factors that play a role. A strong factor in Bolivia has been the language policies of the Jesuits 

throughout the 17th and 18th centuries (cf. Figure 6, cf. also Nikulin 2020), followed by the Franciscans 

through the 19th century until the middle of the 20th century, followed by the Evangelist missionaries 

since early 20th century until well into the 21st century. The manner in which the Jesuits’ language 

policies influenced the linguistic landscape is exemplified in Figure 6. Jesuits firstly usually chose one 

lingua franca from a mission town that consisted of multiple language speakers. Then, the lingua 

francas with most speakers became more dominant over the others and functioned as lingua franca 

over a larger area. This kind of selective language support led to the rapid loss of many minority 

languages.  

Language endangerment can be measured on different levels, and many terminologies have been 

used, especially because the borrowing from the field of biology does not always allow direct mapping 

between living species and language, and the terms “language death” and “language extinction” have 

a pathetic and emotional flavour. The categories by Krauss 2007 have been used quite widely, also by 

UNESCO (cf. Figure 7). 

Figure 6: Lingua francas (LF = lingua franca) in Jesuit missions, so-called reductions 
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Figure 7: Krauss’ (2007, 1) categorization of degrees of language endangerment 

The languages discussed in this book all but one can be categorized as critically endangered or extinct, 

while one language (Guarayu) is a stable language in the plurilingual Bolivian context.  

Language endangerment is only one reason why linguists have started documenting languages. While 

it is a matter of debate which reasons are the strongest, by and large, the scientific curiosity for the 

new, the different, the exotic, the awkward, the not-yet-discovered, are the romantic ideas that many 

researchers are stimulated by. Other questions include whether this is always good for the language 

community, and what is the position of the language community itself. Therefore, it is important to 

include some ethical considerations, not only in relation to this research and its context, but also more 

globally.  

1.5 Ethics in linguistics 

When we investigate something, this something becomes an object, and there may be the question of 

possession, such as in the case of archaeological sites and material culture. In such cases, the cultural 

heritage is in question and permissions must be given by the respective country or culture where the 

investigation takes place (cf. projects by Carla Jaimes Betancourt at the University of Bonn, cf. also a 

recent case of returning ancient feather cloaks of Tupinambá people to Brazil).8 When investigating 

 
8 Carala Jaimes Betancourt, e.g. in the current project at: https://www.iak.uni-
bonn.de/de/institut/abteilungen/altamerikanistik/forschung-publikation/amazonas-anden/patrimonio-y-
territorialidad-percepciones-pasadas-presentes-y-futuras-entre-los-pueblos-tacana-tsimane-moseten-y-
waiwai/heritage-and-territoriality (10/08/2024); the returning of the feather cloak to the Tupinambá: 
https://www.kaea.eu/insights/a-tapestry-of-triumph-tupinamba-mantels-return-weaves-a-new-chapter-in-
cultural-reclamation and https://agenciabrasil.ebc.com.br/en/geral/noticia/2024-07/indigenous-people-
welcome-return-16th-17th-century-cloak-brazil  (28/09/2024). 

https://www.iak.uni-bonn.de/de/institut/abteilungen/altamerikanistik/forschung-publikation/amazonas-anden/patrimonio-y-territorialidad-percepciones-pasadas-presentes-y-futuras-entre-los-pueblos-tacana-tsimane-moseten-y-waiwai/heritage-and-territoriality
https://www.iak.uni-bonn.de/de/institut/abteilungen/altamerikanistik/forschung-publikation/amazonas-anden/patrimonio-y-territorialidad-percepciones-pasadas-presentes-y-futuras-entre-los-pueblos-tacana-tsimane-moseten-y-waiwai/heritage-and-territoriality
https://www.iak.uni-bonn.de/de/institut/abteilungen/altamerikanistik/forschung-publikation/amazonas-anden/patrimonio-y-territorialidad-percepciones-pasadas-presentes-y-futuras-entre-los-pueblos-tacana-tsimane-moseten-y-waiwai/heritage-and-territoriality
https://www.iak.uni-bonn.de/de/institut/abteilungen/altamerikanistik/forschung-publikation/amazonas-anden/patrimonio-y-territorialidad-percepciones-pasadas-presentes-y-futuras-entre-los-pueblos-tacana-tsimane-moseten-y-waiwai/heritage-and-territoriality
https://www.kaea.eu/insights/a-tapestry-of-triumph-tupinamba-mantels-return-weaves-a-new-chapter-in-cultural-reclamation
https://www.kaea.eu/insights/a-tapestry-of-triumph-tupinamba-mantels-return-weaves-a-new-chapter-in-cultural-reclamation
https://agenciabrasil.ebc.com.br/en/geral/noticia/2024-07/indigenous-people-welcome-return-16th-17th-century-cloak-brazil
https://agenciabrasil.ebc.com.br/en/geral/noticia/2024-07/indigenous-people-welcome-return-16th-17th-century-cloak-brazil
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language in the form of interviews or texts, the question of intellectual property cannot be ignored 

before information is published. Language communities should not simply be turned into objects of 

investigation. In the 21st century, researchers are more and more concerned about the participation of 

language communities in the course of investigation. This includes the contents of the culture that is 

being investigated, as well as the active participation of the communities in collecting data and 

analysing them. Therefore, a researcher working today in the field with speakers of endangered 

languages also seeks an active role for the speakers in this investigation. These discussions arise 

everywhere where humans are involved in research, and a number of publications have pointed out 

that the researcher should be sensitive to the needs of the people under study, and the imbalances in 

the global context. Danielsen (2024) shows the kind of ethical conflicts that may arise, and proposes 

solutions, such as the inclusion of the people under study in the design of research questions, and the 

production and publication of elements that can be useful for the communities, such as keyboard 

installations for different scripts and fonts, or publication in the local languages to enable more open 

access for them. The integration of the speech community in linguistic studies can also lead to much 

broader perspectives, such as the inclusion of description and perception of language change from the 

point of view of the community members, as well as the researcher. 

Open access is also a key issue. Research outcomes are often published in expensive specialized 

volumes that only libraries can afford to purchase. Few libraries in the poorer countries, where the 

endangered languages are often located, can afford to buy them. In the past decade, the movement 

towards open access in the linguistics discipline (cf. link to the Open Access Network)9 has produced 

online journals such as Language Science Press.10 Additionally, publication in English language-only 

tends to exclude many people in Latin America, who need, at the least, a publication in Spanish in 

order to make use of the text. There is still much need for translation and publication in Spanish, for 

scholarship on South American languages to reach a wider readership, including the language 

communities under study. Language documentation programmes like DobeS (Dokumentation 

bedrohter Sprachen)11 have developed ethical guidelines for work in the field, the collection of data, 

and the disposal and publication of data in open-access archives (cf. Code of conduct of DobeS, e.g. in 

Wittenburg, 2005). Researchers must ensure that the speakers/interviewees agree to a recording 

(otherwise, no recording can be collected), and after the interview, the speakers must approve the 

publication or otherwise no publication. But what if speakers do not understand what they consent to, 

because they are (digitally) ‘illiterate’, i.e. they may not have had the privilege of access to formal 

education, especially including digital world and its spheres? It is often up to the researcher to decide 

 
9 https://open-access.network/informieren/open-access-in-fachdisziplinen/linguistik 
10 https://langsci-press.org 
11 https://dobes.mpi.nl 
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once more if the data are not too sensitive for public exposure, and then the data must be carefully 

stored. The relevant metadata can be made available to future linguists, therefore the protection of 

the data must be ensured, as well as the accuracy of future data analysis. The problem of global data 

security has not yet been completely resolved; ongoing discussions will likely yield new solutions in 

future. It is therefore especially important that future researchers should know who to ask for further 

permissions, and that the data archives and metadata are regularly updated in formats by the curators. 

These minority issues are also widely discussed and worked on at the Institute of Frisian and Minority 

Issues at the Europa University of Flensburg.  

2 Collect and connect 

This section describes the texts that are part of this volume. The texts are related to the different fields 

and angles mentioned under §1. Each article contributes in part to the research questions: Which 

points have been resolved, and which are under debate when documenting languages, and who owns 

language as part of the culture? Which linguistic factors does the analysis of minority languages 

contribute to linguistics? The focus in this section lies on the description and analysis of small 

languages that are already extinct or critically endangered with very few remaining speakers. Part of 

the study addresses the area of Amazonian, and more specifically, Arawakan linguistics. The following 

summary briefly sets out the articles of the collection in separate subsections. 

2.1 Historical linguistics with limited data resources 

Many Amazonian languages are extinct today, but their names are mentioned in descriptions of South 

America in the 19th century. Missionaries and traveller-explorers, like Natterer (1820-1833; cf. Adelaar 

& Brijnen 2014, 176) and d’Orbigny (1835-1847), collected cultural, linguistic, biological, and 

geographical information about the peoples met. They produced short word lists or included single 

pieces of information in their significant works. In the 20th century, more data were collected in South 

America, and there are numerous manuscripts. Nordenskiöld (1911 and other works), e.g., travelled 

through Bolivia and took notes on languages and cultural information of various peoples, and was one 

of the first to publish his critical view on the position of indigenous peoples in national society. Hanke 

followed in his footsteps and is the only ethnographer who witnessed and described the genocide of 

the Jorá people in the 1940s in Bolivia (cf. Danielsen & Gasparini 2017*). All these historical data have 

not yet been fully digitized, nor have they all been analysed. 

While wordlists would previously only be used for lexical comparison and the reconstruction of proto-

lexemes, the historical lists of “words” often contain more than just lexical information. With some 
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knowledge of the language family, the data collection can reveal phonological and minimal 

morphological, morphosyntactic and syntactic information that is useful for the classification of the 

languages. Historical data are sometimes the only data we have. The already extinct Bolivian Arawakan 

languages Saraveka, Apolista, Paikoneka, and Joaquiniano can be classified on the basis of historical 

data, as illustrated in Danielsen (2013*). The available data are certainly limited, but they consist of 

wordlists, including a few short phrases. These data are compared and analysed, and with the 

knowledge of Arawakan languages, the information can be categorized with respect to, e.g., the types 

of morphemes marking the third person – one feature that distinguishes the languages within 

Arawakan. The data have been codified in feature matrices to be analysed in the SplitsTree programme 

as phylogenetic nets. This representation of the data allows inferences on how closely the languages 

are related. The visualization shows that the extinct Arawakan languages in Bolivia belong to different 

branches within the language family and are thus presumably the results of different migration routes 

and types of contact of Arawakan-speaking groups into Bolivia.  

2.2 Comparative Arawakan linguistics 

As described in §1.2, §1.3, and the preceding section §2.1, comparative linguistics and typology started 

with the comparison of words but moved on to the comparison of word structures and grammatical 

components, as well as word order. The comparison of linguistic features gives us insights into the 

structural profiles of languages, so we observe which structural characteristics occur and which other 

characteristics they possibly co-occur with. This leads to structural language types of the global 

languages (cf. §1.3). When comparing languages within one identified language family, we expect great 

structural similarities, and here the discrepancies are of relevance. The diverging linguistic features are 

those features that single out individual languages with internal innovations, and classify the languages 

into groups due to shared innovations, or they show the results of areal linguistic contact with 

languages outside the language family. The Arawakan language family has been investigated for more 

than two centuries, and various attempts have been made for its internal classification. There may be 

some tendencies as to Arawakan languages in the North showing less complexity in the verbal 

morphology than Southern Arawakan languages (Danielsen & Durand 2020, 142). However, many 

linguistic features are shared by all Arawakan languages. This can make us conclude that the spread of 

this large South American language family happened rather recently (cf. Danielsen et al. 2011*).  

In the past decade, phylogenetic trees have been produced from linguistic feature matrices in order to 

visualize the relations between languages (cf. Figure 4 above). As shown in Danielsen et al. (2011*), 

the analysis of Arawakan data on a large scale allows implications on the movement of people and 

their languages, language spread, and language contact (cf. Danielsen et al. 2011* and Eriksen & 
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Danielsen 2014).12 The comparison of the linguistic features of Arawakan languages indicates “that the 

Arawakan diaspora was in part a relatively recent phenomenon and that languages did not spread 

successively in one big migration phase, but rather in waves (cf. Hornborg 2005, 603)” (Danielsen et 

al. 2011*, 174). Language contact must have played an important role in the spread of Arawakan 

languages, in a similar manner to pidgin & creole languages. For example, Arawakan languages served 

as trade languages via the Amazonian riverine system, yet in the locations where we find Arawakan 

languages today, not all are the results of the movement of people as such, but they may also result 

from long-term language contact and the movement of an Arawakan language and local language shift 

(cf. Danielsen et al. 2011*, 186-189). These findings are not only relevant for the linguistics discipline, 

but they are picked up by other disciplines working on the Arawakan culture (cf. Hill & Santos-Granero 

2002, Hornborg & Hill 2011).  

2.3 The typology of polysynthetic languages 

In linguistic typology, as shown in §1.3, the individual linguistic features play a role, and they are 

categorized and then compared between languages. There are linguistic features that are more 

common or frequent, such as pluralization of nouns, verb conjugation with relation to time (tense), or 

compounding of nominal roots. Other features may be considered “rare” and are not frequently found 

or only once in the languages of the world (cf. Wohlgemuth & Cysouw 2011). Here, it is especially 

interesting for the field of linguistics to find descriptions of languages that show such “rare” features, 

and often, these occur in small languages. We do not know much about the small languages – in 

contrast to the dominant languages, like English or Spanish – and their characteristics therefore 

‘naturally’13 have not been integrated much in the generalizations of language in linguistics. A high 

degree of synthesis, called polysynthesis, is often considered an interesting feature to be compared. 

Haspelmath elucidates:  

the notion of polysynthesis is primarily attractive because the languages concerned seem so 

exotic to linguists with a background in European languages. (…) In many areas of social 

science, it has taken scholars a long time before they recognized that a world-wide (or cross-

species) perspective forces (or allows) us to abandon entrenched earlier views and notions 

that were strongly influenced by European or Western stereotypes. (Haspelmath 2018, 323-

324) 

 
12 cf. also Campbell (1997: 95-100) on the “Implications of Linguistic Classification for Understanding the 
Original Population of the New World”. 
 
13 The word ‘naturally’ is given in inverted commas, since the Eurocentric bias is not there by nature, but it is a 
consequence of the dynamics on the globe.  
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Some languages always appear in the examples, like Inuit or Yupik languages for the presentation of 

polysynthesis, possibly because they were first presented to the linguistic public. However, there are 

many more polysynthetic languages in the world. It seems that especially the Americas provide us with 

many examples of languages that are synthetic or polysynthetic (cf. Fortescue, Mithun & Evans 2017). 

Amazonian languages are described to provide a relatively high rate of synthesis (cf. Aikhenvald 2017):  

Most Amazonian languages are agglutinating with some fusion. There are no isolating 

languages.(…) The majority of Amazonian languages are highly synthetic.(…) A major feature 

of highly synthetic languages in Amazonia is extreme internal complexity of grammatical 

words with numerous templatic slots for bound morphemes, and several morphemes in 

each slot. The order of bound morphemes—affixes or clitics—may be variable. (Aikhenvald 

2017, 285-286) 

Thus, the composition of morphemes, the way they co-occur, how the slots are organized where 

morphemes occur, and which categories are where to find within a word template, are features that 

are worth investigating with polysynthetic languages. Arawakan languages are largely polysynthetic. 

Such is the case of Baure, an Arawakan language from the Bolivian Amazonia. Danielsen (2012*) is an 

example of a typological description of the marginalized language Baure (Arawak), taking a look at affix 

composition and the role of these lexicalized units in a polysynthetic language. While Baure only shows 

limited synthesis in nominal words – with up to four morphemes combinable, the morphology of 

predicates tends to be highly complex, with up to 10 morphemes in one word. Baure has an average 

morpheme ratio of 2.74 morphemes per word (Danielsen 2007, 83) and is thus relatively synthetic. 

Considering only the most complex part of speech, i.e. the predicate, the ratio is 4.38 morphemes per 

word. 

The verbal word in Baure can be very complex, with several morphological levels: reference 

to the arguments of the clause, aspect marking, mood and evidentiality, incorporation of 

nouns, classifiers, directionals, etc. It is generally difficult to determine the limits of 

derivation, because almost all marked categories have a tendency to function derivatively 

and result in lexicalization in many cases. Apart from the most recent research on this 

language, there are historical data from the Jesuit era. Comparing these old data with those 

of today, we note that some affix complexes were lexicalized and are presented today as 

units. These complexes could be called “composite affixes” that are processed as a single 

unit. Compound verbal suffixes do not have a nucleus, but rather a scope relationship that 

has been lexicalized. (Danielsen 2012*, 151, [translated into English here by the author]).  

Danielsen (2012*), therefore, gives insights into the nature of polysynthesis and the behaviour of 

morphemes.  



 24 

This line of investigation is also followed in Danielsen (forthcoming), where the focus lies on the change 

of the semantics of categories and the conversion in meaning of morphemes in this history of changing 

forms and converging patterns. That polysynthesis is not the end of a language development is 

illustrated in Danielsen (2015), where another strategy is illustrated that may, in the long run, lead to 

the loss of morphological complexity in this polysynthetic language. The article describes the TMA 

(tense, mood, aspect) categories in Baure, which are generally all suffixes in the complex verb 

template. The investigation of contemporary Baure, with comparison to historical descriptions of the 

Old Baure language, discovered alternative analytic strategies that started to replace the bound 

morphemes for TMA categories. A typological profile of a language is therefore never fix and always 

apt to change and adaption. 

2.4 The description and documentation of endangered Bolivian Lowland languages 

In the past 20 years, many South American, Amazonian, and Bolivian languages have been 

documented and described, last but not least due to the support of large documentation programmes, 

such as DobeS (Dokumentation bedrohter Sprachen)14 and ELDP (Endangered Languages Programme) 

with ELAR (Endangered Languages Archive)15. In these large and globally connected digital archives, 

linguists have uploaded the data of endangered languages they collected in the field. After these initial 

programmes for general data storage, other projects arose for the presentation of more specific data, 

such as grammatical features concerning certain verbal categories (TAME – tense, aspect, mood, 

evidentiality), the composition of the noun phrase, areal features, or certain language families and 

their features (cf. O’Connor & Muysken 2014 i.a.). Many of these data and the comparative Arawakan 

data mentioned in 2.2 and 2.3 have been uploaded to the database named SAILS online16, and 

additional Tupian data can be found in TuLaR17. More recently, the global scientific enterprise of 

Glottobank has gathered all available grammatical information of the world’s languages in one 

database, in the Grambank section18 (cf. Skirgård et al. 2023). Other databases present semantic 

relations between lexemes, such as in the colexification database CLICS3,19 where lexemes in the 

world’s languages are connected in graphs according to their lexical overlap, i.e., questions such as: 

Does the language have separate words for the concepts of HAND and ARM, or is it one word? All 

these databases, these large collections of information and knowledge, allow much more integration 

 
14 Dokumentation bedrohter Sprachen, at https://dobes.mpi.nl  
15 Endangered Languages Archive, at https://www.elararchive.org  
16 South American Indigenous Language Structures, at https://sails.clld.org  
17 Tupian Language Resources, at https://tular.clld.org  
18 https://glottobank.org  
19 https://clics.clld.org  

https://dobes.mpi.nl/
https://www.elararchive.org/
https://sails.clld.org/
https://tular.clld.org/
https://glottobank.org/
https://clics.clld.org/
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of the linguistic diversity in the generalization of linguistic features, typologies of languages. The 

databases offer statistical proof for statements that hold for many languages of the world.  

Among the current digitalized data are also manuscripts of endangered languages, such as the Guarayu 

dictionaries by Hoeller (1929, 1932a), made available as an online dictionary in Danielsen et al. 

(2019*). This online publication in the Dictionaria series includes a grammatical description of the 

Guarayu language, which had not been described in detail since the early manuscripts of Franciscan 

priests. The Dictionaria page supports the idea of free availability of data:  

Dictionaria is an open-access journal that publishes high-quality dictionaries of languages 

from around the world, especially languages that do not have a large number of speakers. 

The dictionaries are published not in the traditional linear form, but as electronic databases 

that can be easily searched, linked and exported. (https://dictionaria.clld.org) 

The Guarayu language description, detailed in Danielsen et al. (2019*), with the linked and searchable 

dictionary, contributes to the field of language descriptions, being the first modern grammar of the 

small language that is public and open access. This availability of information and public access also 

gives a good example for future projects of this and other small languages.  

Guarayu is particularly interesting for the study of Tupian languages and the great branch Tupi-Guarani 

within Tupian for two reasons other than individual interest in the language and the diversity 

argument: firstly, Guarayu is a comparatively old language of this family and provides evidence of a 

very close relationship to one of the oldest languages of the family, Tupinambá (Dietrich 2018); and 

secondly, Guarayu is a very good example of language perception and invisibility (in terms of Langer, 

Davies & Vanderbussche 2012, Langer & Havinga 2015) in the documents of 19th century missionaries. 

The documentation of Guarayu by Franciscan missionaries in the area stems back almost 200 years 

(Viudes 1841 in Dietrich & Danielsen 2024; Hoeller 1932a, 1932b), with the most recent 

documentation in the 21st century by the GIZAC project and ongoing research.20  

The claim that Guarayu is a rather old representative of the Tupian family is suggested by the remaining 

final consonant /r/, whereas the majority of Tupian languages have lost this consonant. Final 

consonants have also been documented for now-extinct Tupinambá (Ferraz Gerardi 2023), often taken 

as a basis for the reconstruction of proto-Tupian. The final consonant /r/ can be found in Guarayu 

suindar ‘owl’ and Tupinambá suindara (cf. Symoes & da Costa Almeida Almeida 2020[1771]), but in 

comparison, Guarani suinda has lost it. Some reconstructed examples in proto-Tupian indicate an 

original final syllable *-ɨr or *-ɨra, which demonstrates different developments in the subgroups of 

Tupian and Tupi-Guarani. An example is the ‘flower’: The word is either potɨra in Tupinambá of Belém 

 
20 GIZAC project at ELDP/ELAR: http://hdl.handle.net/2196/98dc4979-5835-4066-8067-a94a244b7459 

http://hdl.handle.net/2196/98dc4979-5835-4066-8067-a94a244b7459
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(cf. Symoes & da Costa Almeida Almeida 2020[1771]) or potɨr in other Tupinambá variants (Ferraz 

Gerardi et al. 2022)21, just like old Guarayu potɨr (cf. Danielsen et al. 2019*)22. The presence or absence 

of the final vowel -a seems to be a variation, but in some languages, it is lost. Then the final consonant 

-r got lost in Guarani potɨ and many more languages. In Guarayu, on the other hand, we observe that 

this final consonant is not lost, but it has lately been subject to metathesis, and the modern Guarayu 

form is potrɨ (already at the beginning of the 20th century, in Dictionaria, cf. Danielsen et al. 2019*). 

The retention of this final consonant in Guarayu – either in the final position or changed in metathesis 

– has further effects on the word structure and language change. The publications of old dictionaries, 

such as Danielsen et al. (2019*), and Symoes & da Costa Almeida Almeida (2020[1771]), allow for the 

observation of such language changes. 

When the first Franciscan missionaries arrived in Bolivia in the area where Guarayu is spoken at the 

beginning of the 18th century, they were equipped with the early Guarani grammars written by 

Anchieta (1595) and Montoya (1993[1640]). As in other places, they presumably also used the Guarani 

versions of the Catechism and other texts for conducting the mass. The Guarayu speakers probably 

even understood half of the words, unlike the Chiquitanos in the closest proximity, who spoke a Macro-

Jê language and could not understand any of the sermons – even though we can presume a certain 

degree of bilingualism of the Chiquitanos with Guarayu at the time of early colonization. The earliest 

Guarayu grammar was first written by the Franciscan Lacueva and then copied by the Franciscan 

Viudes in 1841 (published in Dietrich & Danielsen 2024). This grammatical description was mainly 

composed on the basis of the Guarani grammars the missionaries had at hand. This is not only obvious 

with whole copied paragraphs. On many pages, there are Guarani words in the description of what 

they argue to be Guarayu. Thus, in many examples, we cannot say with certainty if the priests referred 

to one or the other language, or were aware of the differences (cf. Dietrich & Danielsen 2024, 2, 22-

23). Guarani and Guarayu may have been more similar 200 years ago than they are today. Some words 

used in Guarani were already obsolete in Guarayu by the beginning of the 20th century (Hoeller 1932a, 

b, and Danielsen et al. 2019*); other words have never been documented for Guarayu at all. The two 

languages are indeed similar, belonging to the Tupi-Guarani language family, but they took different 

paths of development, such as the aforementioned final consonant loss in Guarani. This also concerns 

grammatical changes. Some grammatical constructions may have existed in Guarayu at the beginning 

of the 19th century, because the morphological or lexical material can be evidenced. However, due to 

the scarce documentation, it is difficult to establish whether Guarayu actually used these 

constructions, or only understood them due to mutual similarity. The missionaries’ view on the 

 
21 Compare cognate set 6486 at: https://tular.clld.org/contributions/tuled  
22 See specific entry at https://dictionaria.clld.org/units/guarayu-LX001197  

https://tular.clld.org/contributions/tuled
https://dictionaria.clld.org/units/guarayu-LX001197
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Guarayu language – like many other Tupi-Guarani languages – was likely to be blinded or distorted by 

the Guarani descriptions. The recognition of the relation of the languages was often confused with the 

idea of there being two dialects of the same language. That indigenous languages belonged to related 

old language families was probably not well understood yet. This subject needs to be studied in the 

future: How visible were the particularities of the specific Tupi-Guarani languages to the language 

describers, and how much effect might their descriptions have had on the specific languages (as a kind 

of prescriptive grammar model of Guarani)? One basis for this comparison is the grammar sketch of 

early 20th century Guarayu in Danielsen et al. 2019* (based on Hoeller 1932b), and the related 

dictionary with 3,590 entries (based on Hoeller 1932a, 1929). Today, we can compare these data to 

the earliest grammar sketch from 1841 (Dietrich & Danielsen 2024) and to contemporary Guarayu, as 

documented in the GIZAC Archive (Danielsen 2016). The open access grammatical description of 

Guarayu on Dictionaria (Danielsen et al. 2019*) is presented in English and Spanish, so that Bolivian 

linguists and non-English speakers can also benefit from it.  

 

2.5 The discussion of ethics in linguistics – difficult cases 

When working with small endangered or almost extinct languages, we cannot investigate 

independently of the people who speak these languages, or who are the descendants of the last 

speakers. For the linguistic researcher, it may be a discovery that there is yet another undescribed 

language in the world. However, the speakers or descendants of the ethnic or linguistic group will have 

their own personal relation to the language. It must be acknowledged that the loss of the language is 

related to the marginalization of the people, and this is generally entwined with negative treatment 

towards them from outsiders. This context has been discussed in Danielsen & Gasparini (2017*), 

highlighting two case studies – the Tupi-Guarani languages Jorá and Guarasu Ñe’ë. The text points out 

that the Jorá people had suffered a genocide in the 1940s, and asks: “How to collect data from the 

surviving Jorá?” (Danielsen & Gasparini 2017*, 4). The text proposes a response to this dilemma:  

The Jorá descendants do not talk about their memories, even on request. We do not know 

if they forgot or suppressed them due to the traumatic experiences, or because they were 

so young. Another Jorá descendent told us that many people have already come to ask the 

woman about her past, insisting repeatedly on Jorá vocabulary. […] We decided to break 

away from this lurid 'hunt for the last speaker' and did not insist on trying to collect data. 

We should accept these limitations of the work from an ethical point of view. Instead, we 

relied on secondary information provided by Baure people who met Jorá captives in the 
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1940s and 1950s and remembered some of the vocabulary. (Danielsen & Gasparini 

2017*, 4) 

Danielsen & Gasparini (2017*) shows that linguists can only go as far as permitted by the people whose 

intellectual and cultural property they may be interested in. If the people under study feel 

uncomfortable, fear negative consequences of visibility, or have not come to an agreement with the 

outsider-researchers, researchers may need to reconsider alternative modes of linguistic investigation, 

other than the collection of data. Also, political tensions can mean that fieldwork is not possible, and 

alternative ways forward should be investigated. There are alternative solutions, such as working with 

the available secondary data.  

 

Science and field research have evolved to include better integration of people who are the subjects 

of investigation. In recent decades, there has been a shift towards (support for) researchers conducting 

research in their own country, rather than following the colonizers’ tradition of European or Western 

outsiders collecting data from ‘exotic’ people in less developed countries. The speakers of minority 

languages can themselves manage linguistic projects (cf. Danielsen, Cuñapiri & Guayarabey 2024), and 

they have been accepted as project managers by the ELDP, a major funding programme for the 

documentation of endangered languages.23 National researchers and speakers of small languages can 

collaborate to promote a language in this manner. The publication of materials for and with the 

language communities has proven to be very well received, and this is also a supportive factor for the 

general perception and judgments about the investigation of a language (cf. Danielsen 2024). 

Nowadays, we find digital and paper dictionaries, transliterated historical data, story books, teaching 

materials, and many more text types for minority languages.  

Danielsen & Gasparini (2017*) shows one mode of data treatment that respects the people whose 

language is being investigated. The investigation by the GIZAC project, mainly based on published 

vocabulary and personal notes of other researchers, produced a dictionary of Guarasu Ñe’ë (GIZAC 

2015), which the speakers’ descendants appreciate. The GIZAC researchers’ studies supports today’s 

work of the national language institutes of the Guarasu Ñe’ë language.  

 

 
23 ELDP: https://www.eldp.net 
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3 Conclusions 

The two sections of this introduction set out this volume’s contributions to the scholarship of minority 

languages within the discipline of linguistics, as well as the remaining unresolved questions. In §1, the 

exchange of words and thoughts in linguistics presented the different fields of the discipline we cross 

in this volume, ranging from historical linguistics via typology to the ethics of linguistic investigation. 

Section §2 outlined the ways in which the collection in this volume connects to the research in these 

different fields, and emphasized the specific gain of knowledge each article contains. The findings 

present the original work and individual contributions to the field of linguistics by the author of this 

volume. 

The studies in (Danielsen 2013*), (Danielsen, Dunn & Muysken 2011*), (Danielsen 2012*), (Danielsen, 

Sell & Terhart 2019*), and (Danielsen & Gasparini 2017*) contribute to the fields of historical 

linguistics, comparative linguistics, linguistic typology, documentational and descriptive linguistics, and 

ethics of linguistics. They resolve some questions about the internal classification of Arawakan and 

Tupian languages, and contribute to our knowledge of the migration of the peoples in South America. 

The specific small languages studied in more detail in the articles gives us more access to certain 

branches of Arawakan and Tupian, including an understanding of language change over at least 200 

years of documentation. Every new language contributes to the global view on language and makes 

the typological profile of human language more precise. As more small and previously undocumented 

languages are described and included in generalizations, the more precise our picture of language 

families and areal diffusion becomes. However, the role or the weight of the dominant languages is 

less mentioned and remains unresolved in the investigation of language contact and diffusion in South 

America, as well as the issue of how to measure their impact. Dominant languages have stronger 

influence on more languages, but we still lack a scientific measurement of the values, size, and strength 

of linguistic groups that are impacted.  

While minority languages have suffered from a long tradition of ignorance and discrimination, their 

inclusion in the investigation of contemporary linguistics has certainly improved the diversity of 

information and representatives. Many issues have been discussed with relation to archiving data, 

collection of data of highly endangered languages, and the rights of the language communities and 

the individual speakers. What has not been presently resolved, is an ethically correct treatment of data 

in archives, and how to give language communities access and control over these archives and data. 

Thus, while our knowledge of linguistics advances as we change perspectives and search for solutions, 

science and linguistics do not act independently; many more perspectives, interests, and targets must 
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be considered. The vivid nature of science is the continuous search for new solutions. Just as language 

is not static and is apt to change, science is dynamic and constantly changing. 
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Summary in English of “Afijos compuestos y su lexicalización en el baure (arawak)” 
 
Compound affixes and their lexicalization in Baure (Arawak) 
 
Baure is an Arawak language of Bolivia that is critically endangered. Its documentation includes the 

early notes of Jesuit missionaries from 1749 and 1767, tagmemic grammars by SIL linguists from 1967 

and 1968, and the documentation of the DobeS project run by Danielsen since 2008.  

Like other Southern Arawakan languages, Baure is polysynthetic, especially in the verbal morphology. 

There are mainly suffixes in the language, there is a nominal classifier system, and incorporation of 

nouns and classifiers into verbs. Formerly, as the Jesuits’ notes show, the language had a reality status 

system, where realis and irrealis were obligatorily marked; however, this system was lost in 

contemporary Baure.  

 

Apart from being a polysynthetic language with particularly complex verb morphology, the Baure 

language shows numerous tendencies of compounding. There is compounding of nominal roots with 

the head being the right-most lexical root. Generally, nominal compounds consist of two nominal roots 

(1), but in some rarer cases, this compound can again have another lexical root attached to the right. 

 

(1) [N1+N2]N 

 

Nominal compounding also includes classifiers. Classifiers are relatively grammaticalized elements in 

Baure, but they originate in lexical nominal roots, at least in the proto-language. Classifiers attach to 

the right of the nominal root, which questions the headedness of these compounds. The construction 

(2) parallels nominal compounding in (1). 

 

(2) [N+CLF]N 

 

Among the many classifiers in Baure, there are simple forms, usually monosyllabic, and disyllabic forms 

that are often transparent as consisting of a more specific classifier root and a more generic one -ki 

‘boundaries’, generally referring to the contents of the element referred to by the first classifier root. 

These complex classifiers are lexicalized as units, but the at least eight composite classifiers show that 

also classifier compounding can be observed in Baure, at least diachronically, cf. (3). 

 

(3)  [CLF1+CLF2]CLF 

 

Turning to verbal morphology, the article describes how verbal suffixes attach to the root, as in (4). 
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(4) [[[[[V-x1]-x2]-x3]-x4]-x5]  

 

Even though some categories are traditionally known as inflection, the character of all the suffixes is 

rather derivational. They occur in a particular order, but not all the suffixes can co-occur. Often, one of 

the verbal suffixes has lexicalized with the verbal root as a unit, as in schematized in (5). 

 

(5) [[[[[V+x1]V -x2]-x3]-x4]-x5] 

 

Out of the 13 verbal suffixes, at least four are not only disyllabic, but also morphologically complex. 

Comparing to the earliest documented Baure data by the Jesuits from the 18th century, the diachrony 

of two of these morphemes can be detected: the complex suffixes -wapa ‘COS’ and ‑wana ‘DEP’. Both 

go back to the composition of the irrealis form of the copula suffix -wo/-wa ‘COP/COP.IRR’ and another 

suffix. The second part of -wapa is the irrealis form of the punctual/perfective suffix -po/-pa 

‘PRFV/PRFV.IRR’. The second morpheme in -wana is the irrealis form of the nominalizer -no/-na 

‘NMLZ/NMLZ.IRR’. Thus, we observe composition of grammatical morphemes here, abstractly 

represented in (6).  

 

(6) [[[[V -[y1 + y2]x1-x2]-x3]-x4]-x5] 

 

Old Baure had an obligatory distinction of realis and irrealis on predicates. All affixes had a realis and 

an irrealis form. Contemporary Baure lost this reality status system. Forms from the old system are 

maintained with different specification, including the compound suffixes that are fixed units that 

cannot be decomposed anymore today.  

In conclusion, the article demonstrates an important strategy of a polysynthetic language to reduce 

complexity of information to be processed, namely by forming units in the greater complex of 

morpheme chains. Nominal compounding and the more specific compounding of classifiers have the 

tendency to regard the right-most element as their head. Complex verbal suffixes are not headed; they 

rather reflect frequently co-occurring morpheme combinations that diachronically froze. Both types 

of compounding, nominal (incl. classifiers roots) and verbal share the proportioning of information in 

identifiable chunks rather than allowing one long row of equal (monosyllabic) morphemes. 
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