
VU Research Portal

Mamainde Grammar

Eberhard, D.

2009

document version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Link to publication in VU Research Portal

citation for published version (APA)
Eberhard, D. (2009). Mamainde Grammar: a Northern Nambikwara language and its cultural context. [PhD-
Thesis – Research external, graduation internal, Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam]. LOT.

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

            • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
            • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
            • You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal ?

Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

E-mail address:
vuresearchportal.ub@vu.nl

Download date: 23. May. 2023

https://research.vu.nl/en/publications/b72d32ba-95fe-4dfd-8f15-811ef55988ef


    

Mamaindê Grammar:Mamaindê Grammar:Mamaindê Grammar:Mamaindê Grammar:    
    

A Northern Nambikwara language 

and its cultural context 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Volume IIVolume IIVolume IIVolume II



    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Published by 

 

LOT phone: +31 30 253 6006 
Janskerkhof 13 fax: +31 30 253 6406 
3512 BL Utrecht e-mail: lot@let.uu.nl 
The Netherlands http://www.lotschool.nl 
 
 
Cover illustration:  “Beyond the Threshold” – portrait of a Mamaindê child  
by Micah Eberhard (graphite on paper). 
 
ISBN: 978-94-6093-012-6  
NUR 616 

 

 

Copyright © 2009: David M. Eberhard. All rights reserved. 



VRIJE UNIVERSITEIT 
 

 
 
 

Mamaindê Grammar: a Northern Nambikwara language 
 and its cultural context 

 
 
 
 
 

ACADEMISCH PROEFSCHRIFT 
 

ter verkrijging van de graad Doctor aan 
de Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, 
op gezag van de rector magnificus 

prof.dr. L.M. Bouter, 
in het openbaar te verdedigen 

ten overstaan van de promotiecommissie 
van de faculteit der Letteren 

op maandag 7 december 2009 om 13.45 uur 
in de forum zaal van de universiteit, 

De Boelelaan 1105 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

door 
 

David Mark Eberhard 
 

geboren te Siguatepeque, Honduras 
 



 
promotor: prof.dr. W.L.M. Wetzels 
copromotor: prof.dr. W.F.H. Adelaar 
 
 
 



 
 

Dedication 
 
 

To my son,  
 

Micah David Eberhard,  
1987-2007, 

 
whose unexpected passing during the writing of this work has enabled me to finally 
understand that linguistics is simply one of my favorite unimportant things in life.1  

Thanks Micah, for pointing out the truly important things… 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
1 Adapted from the words of a friend, Keith Lango. 





contentscontentscontentscontents    
 
 
abbreviations............................................................................................................... i 
3 Morphology...................................................................................................321 

3.1 Typology and Morphological Operations ........................................... 321 
3.2 Morphological Processes .................................................................... 324 

3.2.1 Reduplication .............................................................................325 
3.2.1.1 Prefixed Reduplication ..........................................................326 

3.2.1.1.1 Monosyllabic Forms.......................................................326 
3.2.1.1.2 Disyllabic Forms ............................................................328 
3.2.1.1.3 Prefixing Reduplication Template..................................329 

3.2.1.2 Suffixed Reduplication ..........................................................333 
3.2.1.2.1 Monosyllabic Suffixes....................................................333 
3.2.1.2.2 Disyllabic Suffixes .........................................................334 

3.2.1.3 Exceptional Cases of Reduplication ......................................336 
3.2.1.3.1 Apparent Infixed Reduplication .....................................336 
3.2.1.3.2 Multiple Reduplication...................................................338 
3.2.1.3.3 Diphthong / Coda Copying Reduplication .....................338 
3.2.1.3.4 Prosody and Reduplication.............................................339 

3.3 Head / Dependent Marking................................................................. 341 
3.4 Grammatical Categories  (Parts of Speech) ........................................ 342 

3.4.1 Nouns .........................................................................................342 
3.4.1.1 Prototypical Nouns ................................................................342 
3.4.1.2 Noun Types ...........................................................................343 

3.4.1.2.1 Proper Names .................................................................343 
3.4.1.2.2 Noun Classes ..................................................................344 

3.4.1.3 Noun Structure / Morphology................................................344 
3.4.1.3.1 Possessive Markers.........................................................346 
3.4.1.3.2 Authenticity ....................................................................347 
3.4.1.3.3 Noun Classifiers .............................................................348 

3.4.1.3.3.1 Noun Classifiers as Metaphor ................................356 
3.4.1.3.4 Gender ............................................................................358 
3.4.1.3.5 Number...........................................................................360 
3.4.1.3.6 Temporal Modifiers........................................................361 
3.4.1.3.7 Demonstrative ................................................................361 
3.4.1.3.8 Inclusive / Restrictive .....................................................362 
3.4.1.3.9 Final Nominal Suffix......................................................365 

3.4.1.4 Compound Nouns..................................................................372 
3.4.1.4.1 Genitive Connector.........................................................373 

3.4.1.5 Verbalized Nouns ..................................................................373 
3.4.1.6 Pronouns................................................................................374 

3.4.1.6.1 Person .............................................................................374 
3.4.1.6.2 Gender ............................................................................376 
3.4.1.6.3 Number...........................................................................377 
3.4.1.6.4 Demonstrative ................................................................378 



3.4.1.6.5 Inclusive .........................................................................379 
3.4.2 Verbs ..........................................................................................380 

3.4.2.1 Verb Types ............................................................................380 
3.4.2.1.1 Quantitative and Weather Verbs.....................................380 
3.4.2.1.2 Adjectival Verbs.............................................................382 
3.4.2.1.3 Impersonal Verbs ...........................................................384 

3.4.2.2 Verb Valence .........................................................................388 
3.4.2.2.1 Intransitives ....................................................................388 
3.4.2.2.2 Transitives ......................................................................389 
3.4.2.2.3 Ditransitives....................................................................389 
3.4.2.2.4 Semantically Passive Verbs............................................390 
3.4.2.2.5 Inherent Object Verbs.....................................................391 

3.4.2.3 Verb Morphology ..................................................................392 
3.4.2.3.1 Derivational Prefixes ......................................................395 

3.4.2.3.1.1 Causatives ..............................................................395 
3.4.2.3.1.2 Noun Incorporation ................................................397 
3.4.2.3.1.3 Incorporation and Metaphor...................................401 

3.4.2.3.2 The Stem ........................................................................403 
3.4.2.3.2.1 Compound Verb Roots...........................................403 
3.4.2.3.2.2 The Copula Verb....................................................406 
3.4.2.3.2.3 Statives...................................................................407 

3.4.2.3.3 Inflectional Suffixes Set A .............................................408 
3.4.2.3.3.1 Oblique Marker ......................................................408 
3.4.2.3.3.2 Object (or Non-Subject) Markers...........................411 
3.4.2.3.3.3 Directional Morpheme ...........................................417 
3.4.2.3.3.4 Endearment Terms .................................................418 

3.4.2.3.4 Derivational Suffixes......................................................421 
3.4.2.3.4.1 Manner ...................................................................421 
3.4.2.3.4.2 Potential .................................................................429 
3.4.2.3.4.3 3rd Party Referent ...................................................431 
3.4.2.3.4.4 Reported Speech ....................................................431 
3.4.2.3.4.5 Plural Subject .........................................................433 
3.4.2.3.4.6 Probability..............................................................436 
3.4.2.3.4.7 Desiderative ...........................................................437 
3.4.2.3.4.8 Embedded Verbs ....................................................439 
3.4.2.3.4.9 Emphatic ................................................................442 
3.4.2.3.4.10 Irrealis..................................................................444 

3.4.2.3.5 Inflectional Suffixes Set B..............................................445 
3.4.2.3.5.1 Tense Modifier .......................................................445 
3.4.2.3.5.2 Subject Markers .....................................................448 

3.4.2.3.5.2.1 The /-latʰa/ Morpheme...................................451 
3.4.2.3.5.3 Negation.................................................................455 
3.4.2.3.5.4 Tense/Evidentiality System....................................463 

3.4.2.3.5.4.1 Tense..............................................................463 
3.4.2.3.5.4.2 Evidentiality...................................................468 

3.4.2.3.5.5 Clause Types ..........................................................488 



3.4.2.3.5.5.1 Interrogatives .................................................488 
3.4.2.3.5.5.2 Non-Interrogatives .........................................495 

3.4.2.3.5.6 Emotives ................................................................499 
3.4.2.4 Nominalizers..........................................................................503 

3.4.2.4.1 Noun Classifiers as Nominalizers...................................504 
3.4.2.4.2 The Patient Marker as Nominalizer................................505 

3.4.2.5 Low Register .........................................................................506 
3.4.3 Interjections................................................................................513 

4 Syntax............................................................................................................515 
4.1 Phrase Level........................................................................................ 515 

4.1.1 Noun Phrase ...............................................................................515 
4.1.1.1 The Possessor within the Noun Phrase ..................................516 
4.1.1.2 The Quantifier within the Noun Phrase .................................517 

4.1.1.2.1 Numerals ........................................................................518 
4.1.1.3 Nominalization and the Noun Phrase ....................................520 
4.1.1.4 Appositional Phrases .............................................................521 

4.1.2 Verb Phrase ................................................................................523 
4.1.2.1 Adverb Phrases ......................................................................523 

4.1.2.1.1 Adverbs ..........................................................................524 
4.1.2.1.2 Quantifiers within the Adverb Phrase.............................527 
4.1.2.1.3 Locatives ........................................................................528 
4.1.2.1.4 Nominals as Adverbials..................................................530 

4.2 Beyond the Phrase .............................................................................. 532 
4.2.1 Basic Clausal Constituent Order ................................................532 
4.2.2 Limitations on Overt Arguments in a Clause .............................534 
4.2.3 The Impersonal Construction .....................................................536 

4.3 Beyond the Clause .............................................................................. 540 
4.3.1 Temporals as Sentence Initial Elements .....................................540 
4.3.2 Question Words..........................................................................543 
4.3.3 Clause Chaining .........................................................................545 

4.3.3.1 Connectives ...........................................................................545 
4.3.3.1.1 Switch Reference Connectives .......................................546 
4.3.3.1.2 Non-Switch Reference Connectives ...............................547 

4.3.3.2 Clauses in a Coordinating Relationship.................................549 
4.3.3.3 Clauses in a Dependent / Independent Relationship..............552 
4.3.3.4 Embedded Clauses.................................................................569 
4.3.3.5 Connectives as Denominalizers .............................................570 

4.4 Beyond the Sentence........................................................................... 571 
4.4.1 Cohesion.....................................................................................571 

4.4.1.1 Repetition ..............................................................................571 
4.4.1.1.1 Repetition as a Feature of Narrative ...............................572 
4.4.1.1.2 Repetition Related to Information Load .........................575 
4.4.1.1.3 Repetition as Parallelism ................................................576 

4.4.1.2 Tail-head Linkages ................................................................577 
4.4.2 Topicalization.............................................................................580 

4.4.2.1 Fronting of Elements .............................................................580 
4.4.2.2 Left Dislocation of Elements .................................................583 



5 Conclusion.....................................................................................................585 
References...............................................................................................................587 
Samenvatting (Summary in Dutch).........................................................................601 
Summary.................................................................................................................603 

 
 

 
 



                                                                                                                                              

   

abbreviationsabbreviationsabbreviationsabbreviations    
 
3REF 3rd Party Referent 
ANC Ancient 
ANIM Animate 
AUTH Authentic 
AUX Auxiliary Verb 
ADV Adverb 
ASM Assume 
ATT Attempt 
BDY Body Incorporation 
CAU Causative 
CMP Completive 
CN Connective 
CND Conditional 
CNT Continuative 
COM Comitative  
COP Copula verb 
DECL Declarative 
DEM Demonstrative 
DES Desiderative  
DIR Directional 
DNM Denominalizer 
D.PST Distant Past  
DS Different Subject 
DUB Dubative 
EMO Emotive 
EMP Emphatic 
END Endearment 
E.V. Embedded Verb 
EVD Evidential 
FEM Female gender 
FNS Final Nominal Suffix 
FUT Nominal Future Marker 
FUT1 Future 1 – Strongest 
FUT2 Future 2 – Strong 
GND Gender 
GNT Genitive 
G.KN General Knowledge Ev. 
HAB Habitual 
HUM Human 
IMP Imperative 
INC Incompletive 
INCL Inclusive  
 

INF Inferred Evidential 
INT Interrogative    
I.PST Intermediate Past 
INJ Interjection  
IRR Irrealis 
IT Iterative 
LOC Locative 
L.R Low Register 
MAN Manner 
MIR Mirative 
NCL Noun Classifier 
NEG Negative 
NOM Nominalizer 
N.INT Non-Interrogative 
NVIS Non-Visual Evidential 
O Object (direct & indirect) 
O1/O2/O3     Objects - 1st/2nd/3rd 
OCP Obligatory Contour Prin. 
OT Optimality Theory 
OBL Oblique 
PAT Patient 
PL Plural 
PL.IN Plural Inclusive 
PL.EX Plural Exclusive 
PN1/PN2/PN3    Pronouns - 1st/2nd/3rd  
POT Potential 
PRB Probability 
PRS Present 
PRM Permissive 
PS1/PS2/PS3   Possessives - 1st/2nd/3rd 
PS1.PL Possessive, 1st person plural 
PST Past (Recent Past) 
Pt Portuguese gloss 
Q Quantifier 
QW Question Word 
RCP Reciprocal 
RFL Reflexive 
RPT Repetitive 
RS Reported Speech Ev. 
RS3 Reported Speech thirdhand 
RST Restrictive 
S Subject 
 



ii 

S1/S2/S3    Subject - 1st/2nd/3rd 

SEQ Sequential 
SR Switch Reference 
SS Same Subject 
STA Stative 
TMP Temporal 
TNS Tense 
TNS.M Tense modifier 
VIS Visual Evidential  
WNT Want 

Ø null morpheme 
#  word boundary 
+ morpheme boundary 
$ or (.) syllable boundary 
 ]  root or stem boundary 
µ mora 
σ syllable 
Ω appendix 
H high tone 
L low tone



                                                                                                                          
                                                                              

  

 

 

3333    MorphologyMorphologyMorphologyMorphology    
 
 
 
In this chapter, I will begin with the broader topics of morphological typology, 
morphological operations, and morphological processes, with a brief discussion of 
how each of these are reflected in Mamaindê. A significant section will then be 
dedicated to the reduplication process, and the remainder of the chapter will deal 
with the various grammatical categories or parts of speech of the Mamaindê 
language. 
 
 
 
 

3.13.13.13.1    Typology and Morphological Operations Typology and Morphological Operations Typology and Morphological Operations Typology and Morphological Operations     
 
Synthesis and fusion are often considered the opposite ends of a scale along which 
morphological systems can be classified (Comrie 1989:47). Although not 
necessarily helpful in terms of predicting other phenomena, we will use it us a place 
to start to comparing Mamaindê morphology to that of other languages. Mamaindê 
is highly polysynthetic, with a large amount of semantic content encoded by way of 
multiple affixation to the word root. On the fusional scale, it is rather agglutinative 
in nature, in so far as morphemes tend to have a one-to-one correspondence with 
their meanings, and morpheme boundaries tend to be fairly defined. This feature of 
the language is not so tidy, however, as there are a few forms which express more 
than one morpho-syntactic function or meaning,2 and a good number of morphemes 
which suffer various degrees of allomorphy, sometimes losing some or all of their 
segmental material, thus making morpheme boundaries more difficult to determine. 
(As I cite individual morphemes in this chapter, care will be taken to list all known 
allomorphs as well). 

Examples of the highly polysynthetic nature of this language are not hard to 
find. Verbs of dependent clauses typically show the least amount of morphology 
compared to verbs in other positions in the utterance, but even they must take at the 
minimum two suffixes in order to be realized in a string of speech. This minimal 
morphology required on dependent verbs includes a subject marker (often the 3rd 
person zero morpheme), plus a connective morpheme. Main verbs, those with all the 
information necessary to fill the final verb slot in a main clause, must take at least  

                                                 
2 The switch reference system is an example of this. These forms are portmanteaus which 
serve two purposes – to mark the switch reference system, and to encode connective meanings 
or relationships between verbs. They can not be parsed into smaller constituents. See section 
4.3.3.1.1, ‘Switch Reference Connectives’. 
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three suffixes and often take many more.3  The following examples serve to 
illustrate these facts:4 
 

Dependent verbs 

(1437) tu-a-satoʔni 

get-S1-CN.IF 

if I get… 

(1438) hain-nũn-Ø-sihtaʔ 

sing-also-S3-CN.IN.ORDER.TO.DS 
so that he can sing also … 

 

Main verbs 

(1439) seit-wa-tik-latʰa-Ø-wa 
speak-HAB-RPT-S3-PRS-DECL 
He habitually speaks in various places 

(1440) ta-onka-jejeis-soʔkeuh-jeʔ-ki-ta-le-n-nãn-wa 
CAU-do-wrong-PRB-EMP-OBL-O1-I.PST-S2-PST-DECL 
I believe you certainly caused me to do wrong (in the intermediate past) 

 
Although Mamaindê nouns generally exhibit a lesser degree of affixation 

than verbs, there can still be a fair amount of morphemes present in a nominal. 
 

Nouns 

(1441) naho-janãn-ta-tu 
water-jaguar-FEM-FNS 
the female river otter 

                                                 

3 One of those is often a zero morpheme, such as the present tense /-Ø/ morpheme, or the third 
person /-Ø/ allomorph, making it appear that there are less suffixes than there really are. 
4 All data here and in the remainder of this work will be given in phonemic form, unless 
otherwise indicated. Tone however, while lexical, will not be marked unless it is critical to the 
discussion at hand (such as in the section dealing with the negative morpheme). This lack of 
marking is possible because tone has a low functional load in Mamaindê and is rarely 
responsible for minimal pairs (there is almost always some other prosody, such as creaky 
voice or nasalization, that can distinguish similar root forms). However, the reader is 
reminded that tone must be indicated in the lexicon as it is an unpredictable and individual 
feature of each morpheme. 
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(1442) wa-jainsa-kanĩn-nãʔã-leʔi-ijah-tu 
PS2-food-NCl.ROUND-PL-PST-DEM-FNS 

those your previous seeds/your previous fruit 
 

Due to the widespread polysynthetic morphology, derivational and 
inflectional operations can be found within both Mamaindê nouns and Mamaindê 
verbs. Mamaindê speakers thus have at their disposal a large number of tools for the 
addition of meaning to the basic concepts expressed in roots (derivational 
morphology) and for the grounding of meaning in the real world (inflectional 
morphology).5 Specific examples will be given under each word class. In both of 
these word classes the derivational affixes (both prefixes and suffixes) tend to 
cluster closer to the root and the inflectional affixes (only suffixes) towards the right 
edge of the word. As would be expected, the verb by far carries the majority of the 
morpho-syntactic meanings found in the language.  

This polysynthetic characteristic also makes for a very productive 
morphology, where new noun and verb roots and affixes can be combined and 
created in new ways by the speaker. This is a beautiful part of the language, and is 
responsible for one of the great joys which comes with the privilege of learning to 
speak it. An example of this creative side of the language can be seen in the way 
nominals can change their shape and content from one moment to the next. For 
example, when asked for the term they use for an airplane approaching in the sky, a 
Mamaindê speaker once gave the term below. 
 

(1443) oha-wa̰-sen-tu 
high-come-NCL.CONTAINER-FNS 
high coming container/airplane 

 
When a second speaker was asked to confirm this word, yet another form 

was given. 

(1444) oha-ʔaḭ-sen-tu 
high-go-NCL.CONTAINER-FNS 

     high going container/airplane 
 

The airplane had passed overhead and was now heading away from them, 
causing the nominal form to change in a matter of seconds. Such are the joys and 
challenges of learning and working in a highly polysynthetic language. 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
5 This distinction between derivational and inflectional morphology I owe to Payne (1997:25-
26). 
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3.23.23.23.2    Morphological ProcessesMorphological ProcessesMorphological ProcessesMorphological Processes    
 
The morphological processes employed in Mamaindê include prefixation, 
suffixation, reduplication, compounding, and suprasegmental modification.6 
Mamaindê shows the overwhelming predominance of suffixation to prefixation in 
both nouns and verbs demonstrating a tendency towards left-headed words, or words 
in which the root is most often closer to the left edge of the word than to the right.  

                                                 
6 There are some forms which might appear to involve infixation or circumfixation, but which 
can be analyzed in alternate ways. 
 
Infixation - Evidence for infixation in the language is very slim, and certainly not enough to 
warrant positing it as a major morphological process of Mamaindê.   
 

/tanãun/+/ju/ � [dajunãun]  
knock over/throw+foot  to knock over with the foot 

 
In this form, the first syllable of the root could be viewed as the causative 

morpheme /ta-/, but the second syllable, /nãun/, has never been documented with the meaning 
‘knock over/throw’ in any other context separate from /ta-/. If /nãun/ cannot be identified as a 
separate morpheme with the above meaning, this form then raises the possibility of infixation 
being employed in Mamaindê. More often than not, however, stems which at first appear to 
involve infixation can be parsed by appealing to prefixation and suffixation alone. One such 
example is /watoh/+/nu/, touch+arm, which is realized as [wanudoh]. Although the root 
‘touch’ is typically given as /watoh/, [wanudoh] can be analyzed further as having two 
prefixes before the root. 

 

/wa/+/nu/+/toh/ �  [wanudoh] 
hand+arm+touch  to touch the arm with the hand 
 
In this case, both /wa/  ‘hand’ and /toh/ ‘touch’ have been documented with these 

same meanings in other forms, thus supporting the position that this particular form does not 
involve infixation. 
 
Circumfixation - There is also one morpheme which at times appears to function as a 

circumfix. The form /suʔlan/  ‘not possible’, can occur as a root in its own right, or modify 
other roots. When it is modifying other verbs, this morpheme can occur as a discontinuous 
affix, with the first syllable before the verb root and the second syllable after the root. 
 

/wehna/    +  /suʔlan/  +  /katoʔ/ � [suʔwehnalankhadoʔ] 
become pregnant +not.possible+then 
‘not possible to become pregnant’ 
 
But like infixation above, this example of circumfixation can be explained by 

parsing /suʔlan/ into two morphemes, /suʔ-/ ’not’, and /-lan/ ‘possible’. The first is then 
prefixed to the root, while the second is a suffix. Since these two morphemes occur separately 
elsewhere and continue to carry their original meanings, we can discard circumfixation as a 
morphological process of Mamaindê. 
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Suprasegmental modification was already mentioned in the previous 
chapter under tone. An example of such modification comes from the negative 
construction, which uses tone in a grammatical function to express negation. The 
tone melody in question is a sharp falling tone on the negative morpheme, or in 
cases where the negative morpheme material does not appear on the surface, the 
falling tone shifts to the syllable preceding the slot where the negative morpheme 
would be expected. In the process, the original tone of the preceding syllable is 
modified (see Tone section, 2.4). The important thing to note here is that this is yet 
another process the language has at its disposal to encode morphological 
information. 

Before continuing on to the morphological makeup of the various parts of 
speech, we will first take a closer look at one of these processes, reduplication, as it 
inherently entails an extra level of complexity not associated with standard 
prefixation and suffixation. 
 

3.2.13.2.13.2.13.2.1    ReduplicationReduplicationReduplicationReduplication    

 
There are a variety of reduplicated forms used in the language. Reduplication can be 
found within both nominal and verbal forms, utilizing a number of templates. The 
primary semantic function of reduplication in Mamaindê, at least in regard to the 
verbs, appears to be a descriptive one, linking form and meaning in a way that is 
often iconic, such that ‘more’ form equals ‘more’ meaning. In most cases the 
repetition of segmental material serves to strengthen or emphasize an existing 
descriptive/adjectival verb root, thus intensifying its meaning (/walo/ ‘rotten’, 
/walowalo/ ‘very rotten’, /tʰã/ ‘soft’, /tʰãtʰã/ ‘very soft’, /tʰon~ tʰoʔ/ ‘black’, 
/tʰotʰon/ ‘very black‘) 7. Mamaindê reduplication comes in two different types; one 
creates prefixes, the other suffixes. In both of these systems, the base of 
reduplication is the root. We will be looking at each system in turn, followed by 
examples.  

In applying the nonlinear model of phonology to reduplication, various 
approaches have been proposed, beginning with Marantz (1980), and later modified 
by Clements (1985), McCarthy and Prince (1986), and others. The original proposal 
(Marantz, 1980) was to formulate a reduplicating template which defines the shape 
of the reduplicant employing a sequence of CV segments. Clements (1985) modified 
the original proposal with the idea of transfer, whereby the reduplicating template 
functions as an autosegment, associating to the base by way of association lines, 
thereby transferring all the information in the reduplicated portion of the base to the 
reduplicant. McCarthy and Prince (1986) further constrained the reduplication 
process by predicting that only prosodic elements could ever be reduplicated, thus  
eliminating the CV template and replacing it with a template of prosodic units such 
as words, feet, syllables and mora. 
 

                                                 
7 Regier (1998:888) recognizes intensity as an extension of plurality, which he identifies as 
one of the iconic meanings of reduplication. 
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3.2.1.13.2.1.13.2.1.13.2.1.1    Prefixed ReduplicationPrefixed ReduplicationPrefixed ReduplicationPrefixed Reduplication    
 
The majority of the reduplicated forms in Mamaindê occur as prefixes. A sample of 
these prefixed words, both nouns and verbs, is given below.8 Within the prefixed 
forms, 2 major types of reduplication are evident; one which copies a single syllable 
of the root, and another which copies two syllables. Partial syllable copies occur 
when the base syllable contains a coda segment.  
 

3.2.1.1.13.2.1.1.13.2.1.1.13.2.1.1.1    Monosyllabic FormsMonosyllabic FormsMonosyllabic FormsMonosyllabic Forms    

 
These are the most common of all reduplicated forms in Mamaindê. Notice they can 
be found on nouns or verbs. When the prefixing reduplicated piece is a single 
syllable, it copies the onset and vowel of the stressed syllable in the root, but does 
not copy any material after the stressed vowel (such as a coda or the second vowel 
of a diphthong). 9 

                                                 
8 Only the reduplicated roots are included in these lists. I will assume that the reduplication of 
roots occurs before any other morphology is added to the word, thus making other affixial 
material irrelevant. Additional affixes would, however, be required before any of these forms 
could be considered complete words. 
9 Any post-stress syllables within the root are suspect in Mamaindê. Post-stress syllables in 
the example list are actually separate morphemes in their own right, having their own 
semantic content, and function as part of the stem (ex. the /-tʰi/ morpheme in /hoˈho-tʰi/ ‘owl’ 
marks animate objects). These morphemes are different from other affixes in that they are 
obligatory to that stem (the root never occurs without them) and they are considered by native 
speakers to be inseparable from the root. A list of these post-stress root syllables which should 
be considered as separate morphemes is given below. It can even be argued that many root 
final consonants are remnants of a following morpheme that has contracted through vowel 
elision. This position has been argued extensively by Kingston, and much of the list below is 
based on his analysis (1980, p.7).   
 

Verb Root final segments/syllables as separate morphemes: 

/-n/   - descriptive or adjectival verb (This was most likely /-na/ originally, as in /jaˈjaʔna/, 
‘curly’, but eventually the vowel elided leaving /-n/.) 
/-na/, /-nha/  - internal feeling, volition 

/-h/   - a verb which causes a change of state  

/-s/, /-t/  - a transitive verb  

/-ʔ/   - stative verb 

/-ʔna/ - action resulting in a state 

Noun root final syllables: 

/-tʰi/ -  animate 

/-si/  -  people group 

/-ki/   - plant life 
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CV + CVC 

(1445) kaˈkã̰n  gummy 

(1446) tʰoˈtʰon  black 

(1447) jeˈjeis  ugly 

(1448) wiˈwin   swing 

(1449) joˈjon  shake 

(1450) juˈjuk  earthworm 

(1451) jãˈjãʔ  curly 

(1452) tʰaˈtʰãn  soft 

(1453) kʰĩˈkʰĩk  cicada 
 

CV+CVVC  

(1454) kaˈkãun  clumsy 

 

CV+CVCV 

(1455) hoˈho-tʰi10  owl 

(1456) jaˈja-tʰi  horsefly 

 

CV+CVVCV       

(1457) jaˈjai-ki  nut: type 
 
 

                                                 
10 Stems with internal morpheme breaks, such as those ending with the /-ki, /-tʰi/, or /-si/ 
morphemes, will actually undergo reduplication before the affixation of the second part of the 
stem. In effect, this makes these monosyllabic roots. 
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CV + CVVCCV 

(1458) maˈmã̰in-si  Mamaindê  

 

CCV+CCV11111111   

(1459) ʔsḭˈʔsḭn  to drag  

 

3.2.1.1.23.2.1.1.23.2.1.1.23.2.1.1.2    Disyllabic FormsDisyllabic FormsDisyllabic FormsDisyllabic Forms    

 
In these forms, the reduplicated sequence consists of two CV syllables. These 
disyllabic reduplicants are quite common within nouns as well as verbs. 
 

CVCV+CVCV    

(1460) takutaˈku  wavy 

(1461) halohaˈlo  jungle fig tree 

(1462) kalukaˈlu  ant (very small type) 

(1463) waluwaˈlu  boggy 

(1464) kalakaˈla  chicken 

(1465) kalokaˈlo  to be spotted 

 

CVCV+CVCVC   

(1466) walowaˈlon  rotten 

(1467) salisaˈlin  wrinkled 

                                                 
11 The fact that the only instance of CC sequences in reduplicated forms involves a glottal is 
strong support for viewing these as single glottalized consonants.  However, processes 
encountered in the phonology section (see Glottalized Consonants in section 2.1.1.4) which 
routinely break up these glottal+C sequences (including metathesis, syllabification and 
deletion) argue for an analysis which continues to view these sequences as two separate 
segments. 
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(1468) satesaˈten  blue/green 

(1469) wasiwaˈsin  pale/nondistinct 

(1470) wanuwaˈnũn  round 

(1471) watiwaˈtis  bright, shiny 

(1472) jawajaˈwas  iguana 

(1473) salasaˈlãn  to be confused 
 

CVCV+CVCVCV    

(1474) janujaˈnu-tʰi     porcupine (small type) 

(1475) wajawaˈja-tʰi  type of bee 
 

CVCV+CVCVVC    

(1476) watawaˈtain  sharp, fine 
 
 

3.2.1.1.33.2.1.1.33.2.1.1.33.2.1.1.3    Prefixing Reduplication TemplatePrefixing Reduplication TemplatePrefixing Reduplication TemplatePrefixing Reduplication Template    

 
To account for the three prefixing reduplication patterns shown above, CV, CCV, 
and CVCV, only a single prosodic template is necessary. 
 

PREFIXING REDUPLICATION TEMPLATE 
  σµ   σµ 

 
 

By adopting the prosodic theory of McCarthy and Prince (1986), we are 
able to arrive at this unified template for Mamaindê prefixing reduplication. The 
prefixing template consists solely of prosodic units, namely, two mono-moraic 
syllables. The mono-moraic quality of these syllables ensures that the coda is never 
copied. For prefixes, this template will be associated to the base in a left to right 
direction, observing the condition that the reduplicant and the base share an edge 
element (known as the Anchoring constraint). Furthermore, it will be satisfied in a 
maximal manner, thus abiding by the Maximality constraint (McCarthy and Prince, 
1986:336). 
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A few examples of this prefixing template at work are shown below, 
applying from Left- Right in a maximal fashion. This is a phoneme-driven process. 

 

(1477)  
             Reduplicant  Base  Output 
                 σµ    σµ 
 

   
 
   h  a  l o   +   /halo/   � [halohalo]       jungle fig tree 

 

(1478)  
             Reduplicant  Base  Output 
                σµ    σµ 
  
 
 

            ʔs  ḭ  n              +   /ˈʔsḭn/   � [ʔsḭʔsḭn]        to drag 

 

(1479)  
             Reduplicant  Base  Output 
                 σµ    σµ 
 
 
 
                 w a  l  o  n  +   /walon/  � [walowaˈlon]   very rotten 
 
 

This prosodic template bypasses a number of difficulties with the CV 
approach.12 First, it enables the template to copy mono-moraic syllables regardless 
of the number of segments in the onset, so that forms such as [ʔsiʔsin] are able to be 
copied without resorting to an alternate CCV template. It also helps us to overcome 
a problem inherent in the notion of transfer as proposed by Clements (1985:14). 
Under the transfer theory, positing a two syllable template would then require that 
both syllables be copied in their entirety, including any coda segments. This, 
however, does not occur in the Mamaindê data, for as we have seen, codas are never 
copied.  

                                                 
12 For the Mamaindê data, the prosodic template is clearly the more insightful approach. I am 
not making any claims, however, as to the appropriateness or inappropriateness of CV 
templates in other languages. A non-prosodic template may still be necessary in languages 
which only copy a single segment. 
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The following discussion provides further examples which show the 
ineffectiveness of the CV approach to the Mamaindê data. The non-prosodic 
approach would require two templates (CV and CVCV) to cover all of the prefixing 
patterns seen thus far. This can be demonstrated by attempting to account for the 
monosyllabic forms with a single CVCV template. The result of course copies the 
coda, giving us an ungrammatical form. 

(1480)  
CVCV            
 
 

tʰon    +    /tʰon/      �          [ tʰon+tʰon]*  black 

 
Notice that the coda in the base associates to what is intended to be an onset 

position in the template. The failure of the segmental approach to recognize the 
syllable associations implied by the CVCV template causes the output to fail as well. 
Thus two segmental templates would be required, CV and CVCV,  the first to 
account for monosyllabic forms and the second for disyllabic ones. Clearly, this is a 
step in the wrong direction. 

An alternative approach would be to add a syllable tier to the template, and 
then impose the transfer principle, requiring that all information and associations in 
the base be copied in the reduplicant. This would include the copying of information 
regarding syllable constituents. The end result, however, is identical to the former 
approach. 

(1481)  

tʰo n  
 
 
       CVC    
        
 
 
          σ        σ      (template) 
   
 
          σ 
 
 

 
CVC    
 

      

     /tʰon/        �          [tʰon+tʰon]*  black 
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For these reasons, both the segmental template and the transfer principle 
must be rejected when dealing with Mamaindê reduplication. The only way to avoid 
the copying of the coda is to employ a prosodic template and then allow the 
reduplicating process to count and choose smaller prosodic elements within the 
syllable, namely, mora. The prosodic template already proposed, [σµ   σµ ], with its 
single mora specifications, is thus able to account for all the data and overcome the 
problems of coda copying. 

Although the transfer principle cannot be enforced in Mamaindê, some 
reference to the syllable structure of the base is in fact required. This becomes 
apparent in forms with diphthongs. In such cases, the second vowel of the diphthong 
does not copy. The prosodic template posited earlier, consisting of two monomoraic 
syllables, will not produce the desired result unless a constraint is made on output-
input associations. Without such a restriction, the second vowel of diphthongs will 
be required to fill the single mora of the second template syllable. This is due to the 
Maximality principle of McCarthy and Prince (1986:336), which states that the 
reduplicant must be as big as it can get without exceeding the template. The result is 
another ungrammatical output. 

 

(1482)  
             Reduplicant Base  Output 
              σµ   σµ 
 

 
 
              k ã u n +   /kãun/   � [kaukãum]*  clumsy/green  
 

 
To avoid this problem presented by diphthongs, we must specify that any 

segment-to-syllable associations present in the output also be present in the input.13 
Such a constraint on the output would not allow the second vowel of the diphthong 
to associate to the second syllable in the template, as such a configuration would not 
correspond to the segment-to-syllable associations present in the input. Furthermore, 
due to the monomoraic nature of the template syllables, the second vowel of the 
diphthong would also be forbidden to associate to the first syllable. The reduplicant 
in the output would thus be limited to a single monomoraic form, which is the 
desired result in these cases. 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
13 In Optimality theory this would be equivalent to a DEP constraint. 
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(1483)   
             Reduplicant Base  Output 
              σµ   σµ 
 

 
 
k ã u n +   /kãun/   � [kakãum]14  clumsy/green 

 
 
Now we will turn our attention to the second system of reduplication in 

Mamaindê, suffixation. 
 
 

3.2.1.23.2.1.23.2.1.23.2.1.2    Suffixed ReduplicationSuffixed ReduplicationSuffixed ReduplicationSuffixed Reduplication    
 
Although prefixed reduplication is the norm in Mamaindê, suffixed reduplication 
also exists, and can be found among both nouns and verbs. The list below shows a 
sample of these suffixed forms, again only including roots.15 
 

3.2.1.2.13.2.1.2.13.2.1.2.13.2.1.2.1    Monosyllabic SuffixesMonosyllabic SuffixesMonosyllabic SuffixesMonosyllabic Suffixes    

 

CVC +  CV 

(1484) ˈtuʔtu  to nail 
 

CVCV+CV 

(1485) tuwiˈwi    bird: type 

(1486) wasaˈsa-tʰi 16  dragonfly 

                                                 
14 This brings up once again the issue of glides. It is worth noting that the problem with 
diphthongs could also be resolved by positing a Vowel-Glide approach. The glide, being a 
consonant, would not be able to form an acceptable syllable on its own, and thus would not be 
permitted to link to the second syllable of the template. This approach would eliminate the 
need for the output-input constraint. For further discussion, the reader is referred to section 
2.1.2.8.3 in the phonology which discusses the pros and cons of the VV and VG approaches. 
15 A few other reduplicated suffixed forms have been documented which do not fit the 
patterns in this list. However, they are rare and no additional consistent patterns have 
emerged. 
16 The syllable /-tʰi/ is an obligatory morpheme fused to some roots which marks animate 
objects.  



Morphology 
 

  

334

 

(1487) taluˈlu  shine 

(1488) samiˈmi  to whisper 

(1489) tʰaniˈni  to twist 
 

CVCCVC + CV 

(1490) waˈnĩʔni  clay 
 

CVCVCV + CV 

(1491) wikʰatiˈti  bird: type of  
 
 

3.2.1.2.23.2.1.2.23.2.1.2.23.2.1.2.2    Disyllabic SuffixesDisyllabic SuffixesDisyllabic SuffixesDisyllabic Suffixes    

 

CVCVC+CVCV        

(1492) taˈnuhtanu  share 

(1493) taˈnuʔtanu  snake: two-headed, blind  

(1494) kaˈluʔkalu  ant: type of 
 

CVCVC+CVCV (+/-n) 17 

(1495) taˈkoʔtako-n      to be crooked 

(1496) tapaʔtapa-n       to be flat 

(1497) talestale-n          to be indistinct, unclear (referring to speech) 
 
 

 
 

                                                 
17 These last three stems carry a final morpheme /-n/ which is attached after reduplication. 
This is an obligatory morpheme marking certain descriptive/adjectival verbs. 
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Although prefixing reduplication was easily captured by a single template, 
suffixing reduplication requires two. This difference is due to the fact that prefixed 
reduplicants in Mamaindê always mirror the syllable structure of the base (i.e., they 
always consist of the same number of syllables as the base). Suffixed reduplicants, 
on the other hand, when affixed to a disyllabic root, can either be monosyllabic or 
disyllabic. This forces us to posit both a monosyllabic and a disyllabic template for 
the suffixing forms.18 Once again, monomoraic syllables are required in these 
templates, due to the fact that codas never copy. 
 
 

SUFFIXING REDUPLICATION TEMPLATE  - MONOSYLLABIC 
  σµ    

 
 
SUFFIXING REDUPLICATION TEMPLATE  - DISYLLABIC 

  σµ   σµ 
 
 
Forms taking suffixed reduplicants must then be marked in the lexicon, 

indicating which template will be used.  When associating the suffixing templates, 
the phonemes are linked to the template in a right to left pattern, which is the 
expected direction in suffixing forms (McCarthy and Prince, 1986:336). A few 
examples show the use of these two templates. 
 
 

Monosyllabic Suffixed Reduplication 

(1498)  
 base  reduplicant  output 
 

                   σµ    
 

 
 
/sami/ + s a m i  �  [samimi]     ‘whisper’ 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
18 Two templates could be avoided if proof can be found that the initial syllables in the forms 
that take monosyllabic reduplicants are instead separate morphemes in their own right. This 
would leave us with monosyllabic roots, which would result in the expected monosyllabic 
reduplicant. However, evidence for the morpheme status of these initial syllables has not been 
found. Another alternative, which derives monosyllabic reduplicants from disyllabic ones, 
will be given at the end of this section. 
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Disyllabic Suffixed Reduplication 

(1499)  
 base  reduplicant  output 
 

   σµ   σµ    
 

 
 
/kaluʔ/ +         k a l u  ʔ  �  [kaluʔkalu]    ‘ant: type’ 

 
 

A final interesting case of suffixed reduplication is found in the word 
coined for ‘bicycle’, which can be reduplicated using either the monosyllabic or 
disyllabic template. 
 

(1500) waniwani-kʰen   ̴  wanini-kʰen19  bicycle 
 
 

This single form gives us a clue, albeit very small, that all the monosyllabic 
reduplicants above could have derived from a disyllabic template, followed by a 
further process of elision which deletes the third syllable of the new stem 
(root+reduplicant). This possibility would simplify suffixing reduplication to a 
single template, improving our overall analysis of Mamaindê reduplication. 
However, evidence for this elision process has been found only in a single form, so 
judgment must be reserved in this case until further support is found. 
 

       

3.2.1.33.2.1.33.2.1.33.2.1.3    Exceptional Cases of ReduplicationExceptional Cases of ReduplicationExceptional Cases of ReduplicationExceptional Cases of Reduplication    
 
This section covers a few exceptional types of reduplication not accounted for in the 
above discussion. These types consist of few forms each and should not be 
considered as productive. 

3.2.1.3.13.2.1.3.13.2.1.3.13.2.1.3.1    Apparent Infixed ReduplicationApparent Infixed ReduplicationApparent Infixed ReduplicationApparent Infixed Reduplication    

In Eberhard (1993), I argued for the existence of infixed reduplication in Mamaindê. 
Some of the forms cited in that work can be dismissed now after further research has 
shown that these forms simply possess a final coda morpheme which is added after 
reduplication.20 This being the case, the existence of infixation is suspect. What we 

                                                 
19 The morpheme /-kʰen/ is an allomorph of the noun classifier /-sen/ ‘container’. 
20 I repeat here the list given by Kingston (1980:7) of suspicious post-stress segments and 
syllables, which could be viewed as morphemes in their own right. 
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have in these cases is suffixing reduplication occurring before the affixation of the 
final material in the stem.  
 

Forms with typical final C morpheme 

(1501) walili-s    to lick 

(1502) walalã-n    to be light (regarding weight) 

 

Forms with atypical final segments/syllables  

(1503) wikoko-n    type of ant 

(1504) tʰalulu-s   to be shiny  

(1505) tawawa-s   to lie 

(1506) kawiwi-n   bird, type of 

(1507) katata̰-s  to tremble 

(1508) walala-nʔ    common bee: ‘europa’ 

(1509) kalalãu-nʔ     to snore 

                                                                                                                   

Verb Root final segments/syllables as separate morphemes: 

/-n/ (/-na./)   - descriptive or adjectival verb 
/-na/, /-nha/  - internal feeling, volition 

/-h/   - a verb which causes a change of state  

/-s/, /-t/  - a transitive verb  

/-ʔ/   - stative verb 

/-ʔna/ - action resulting in a state 

Noun root final syllables: 

/-tʰi/ -  animate 

/-si/  -  people group 

/-ki/   - plant life 
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(1510) talilin-tun    midnight 

(1511) tahihik-si   alligator spirit 

(1512) wijajai-n   type of bird21   

(1513) waloloʔ-si   passion fruit 
 
 
The latter list is atypical in the sense that the final segments/syllables are 

either unknown in terms of their morpheme status, or they do not carry the expected 
meaning (see the list of root-final morphemes in previous footnote). While it is 
possible that we are dealing here with morphemes which have lost their meaning 
over time, synchronically we must consider them as exceptions in the lexicon. 
Infixation should not be posited as a reduplication type in Mamaindê until the 
morphological status of these final elements is defined. 
 
 

3.2.1.3.23.2.1.3.23.2.1.3.23.2.1.3.2    Multiple ReduplicationMultiple ReduplicationMultiple ReduplicationMultiple Reduplication    

Some very rare forms exhibit multiple applications of reduplication templates. 

(1514) nakanakanaka     bald 

(1515) walalalain  sharp 
 

 
The assumption here would be that in a few words, the reduplication 

template may be affixed twice.  
 

3.2.1.3.33.2.1.3.33.2.1.3.33.2.1.3.3    Diphthong / Coda Copying ReduplicationDiphthong / Coda Copying ReduplicationDiphthong / Coda Copying ReduplicationDiphthong / Coda Copying Reduplication    

 
A few reduplicated forms have been documented which actually copy a diphthong 
or a coda, although these are quite rare. A few of these roots are offered here. 
Because they copy additional material after the vowel, they do not fit any of the 
previous templates. A possible explanation would be that we could be dealing here 
with yet another reduplication type, that of complete morpheme reduplication.22 
 

                                                 
21 This word also appears in an alternate form pronounced as /wijãijãi-tu/. 
22 The last three forms have additional obligatory morphemes, /-n/,  and /-nʔ/ added after 

reduplication.. 
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CVCVV + CVV 

(1516) wijãijãi23         type of bird 
 

CVC+CVC 

(1517) kamaʔmaʔ  butterfly 

(1518) saloʔloʔ-sa̰   waterfall 

(1519) toʔtoʔ  woodpecker, type 

 

CVCCVVC + CVCCVV   

(1520) taʔmaiʔtaʔmai-n   weak, soft 
 

CVCVVC + CVCVV 

(1521) talaiʔtalai-n     formless 

 

CVV+CVVCC   

(1522) jaijai-nʔ  tremble 
 
 

3.2.1.3.43.2.1.3.43.2.1.3.43.2.1.3.4    Prosody and ReduplicationProsody and ReduplicationProsody and ReduplicationProsody and Reduplication    

 
A quick glance at the data given so far will show that the tendency in Mamaindê is 
for suprasegmental features not to copy. Stress is not copied, but is applied later to 
the whole stem, including the root and the reduplicated piece, thus stressing the last 
heavy syllable, regardless of whether or not it is in the base or in a suffix. 
Nasalization and laryngealization (creaky voice) are typically left out of the 
reduplicant, even when they are present in the base. As these have been shown to be 
contrastive vowel features in the language24, the almost complete lack of 
nasalization and creaky voice in reduplicated sequences is unexpected, and could in 

                                                 
23 The first three forms in this listing will only fit the complete morpheme reduplication 
hypothesis if proof can be found that the first syllables in each of these forms, /wi-/, /ka-/, and 
/sa-/, are considered as separate morphemes. At present, such proof is not available. 
24 See section 2.1.2.5, ‘The Phonemic Contrasts of Vowels’. 
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fact be seen as an argument for viewing these features as non-contrastive, and 
therefore not present when reduplication occurs. 
 

(1523) tʰaˈtʰãn  soft 

(1524) wanuwaˈnũn  round 

(1525) kaˈkã̰n  gummy 

(1526) salasaˈlãn  to be confused 

(1527) maˈmã̰in-si  Mamaindê   

(1528) kaˈkãun  clumsy 

 
However, the many phonemic contrasts already established in section 2.1.2 

among oral/nasal vowels and oral/creaky voice vowels, and the very productive 
enhancement of oral vowels in the presence of nasal codas (section 2.5.2.7, 
‘Oralization of nasal codas’), strongly suggest that we must continue to consider 
both nasal vowels and creaky voice vowels as underlying.25  But in reduplication, 
the underlying nature of these vowels can only be seen in a very small number of 
forms which actually do copy suprasegmentals. 

 

                                                 
25 In the multitude of reduplicated forms where oral vowel enhancement occurs, the nasal 
coda does not spread nasality to the previous vowel in the base. 
 

/walowaˈlon/ rotten 

/salisaˈlin/ wrinkled 

/satesaˈten/ blue/green 

/wasiwaˈsin/ pale/nondistinct 

/tʰoˈtʰon/  black 

/jeˈjeis/  ugly 

/wiˈwin/   swing 

/joˈjon/  shake 
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(1529) jãˈjãʔ          curly 

(1530) wijãijãi        bird, type of 

(1531) ʔsḭˈʔsḭn  to drag  

(1532) kʰĩˈkʰĩk  cicada 

 
One option available at this point is to posit that the language has some 

nasal vowels which are underlying, and others which are derived. Those that are 
underlying would copy and appear in the reduplicant. Those that are not would only 
appear in the base, presumably being derived from a nasal coda after reduplication 
has already occurred. Although clearly not a preferred analysis, it appears plausible. 
The biggest difficulty with such an approach would be differentiating between these 
two types of nasal vowels in the data. While the difference between them could be 
shown in reduplicated forms, most nasal vowels occur in roots that never undergo 
reduplication. Thus, reduplication leaves a large question mark in the phonology, a 
question mark that at this point cannot be answered readily. I will continue to view 
nasality and creaky voice as contrastive on vowels (for reasons already outlined),  
but the Mamaindê tendency to not copy suprasegmental features in the process of 
reduplication is a puzzle that must be addressed in future studies.  
 
 
 

3.33.33.33.3    Head / Dependent MarkingHead / Dependent MarkingHead / Dependent MarkingHead / Dependent Marking    
 
Mamaindê is a head marking language, marking possession on the head of the noun 
phrase (the possessed) and not on the dependent (the possessor).  
 

(1533) Paulo-soʔka           na-sih-ã            wi-lei-a-nãn-wa. 
Paulo-NCL.HUM      PS3-house-FNS    enter-I.PST-S1-PST-DECL 

            I entered Paulo’s house. 
 

(1534) wa-walekʰan-tu 
PS2-chief-FNS 

            your chief 
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(1535) na-teiʔ-tu 
PS3-wife-FNS 

      his wife 
 

Thus, the following utterance, which marks possession on the possessor, is 
ungrammatical. 

(1536) na-Paulo-soʔka            sih-ã           wi-lei-a-nãn-wa.* 
PS3-Paulo -NCL.HUM    house-FNS    enter-I.PST-S1-PST-DECL 

            I entered Paulo’s house. 
 

 
The fact that the possessor comes before the head noun is related to the 

head-final characteristics of this language. Greenberg’s (1963) word-order 
classification holds true here, and can be shown at the morphological level (where 
nouns are marked by a possessor prefix instead of a suffix) and at the phrasal level, 
where verbs come at the end of the phrase in a head final position. 26 This head final 
characteristic then translates into a basic SOV word order at the clause level, at least 
when overt nominals are used.  Clause word order, and its variations, will be 
discussed in chapter 4, ‘Syntax’. 
 
 
 

3.43.43.43.4    Grammatical Categories  (Parts of Speech)Grammatical Categories  (Parts of Speech)Grammatical Categories  (Parts of Speech)Grammatical Categories  (Parts of Speech)    
 
The grammatical categories which function as the basic building blocks of the 
Mamaindê phrase are verbs, nouns, adverbs, conjunctions, and interjections. 
Adjectives are encoded as verbs. 
 

3.4.13.4.13.4.13.4.1    NounsNounsNounsNouns    

 

3.4.1.13.4.1.13.4.1.13.4.1.1    Prototypical NounsPrototypical NounsPrototypical NounsPrototypical Nouns    
 
The prototypical noun in Mamaindê can exist formally as the head of a noun phrase, 
and functionally as the subject or object of a clause. It can typically receive noun 
morphology such as possessive markers (marking the noun as being possessed), 
noun classifiers, plural marking, noun modifiers (which include temporal markers), 

                                                 
26 This head-final characteristic is offset, however, by the tendency already mentioned for 
Mamaindê to employ more suffixes than prefixes, particularly in verbs, causing verbal roots 
to be much closer to an initial position in the word than a final position. 
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and a final nominal suffix.27 As none of these are obligatory, it is possible for the 
noun root to appear with any number of the above or to occur alone. The point here, 
however, is that the test for nounhood in Mamaindê includes determining whether a 
given root can take these morphological markings which identify it as a noun. The 
more general criteria of course would be the function of the word in the phrase or 
sentence. 
 
 

3.4.1.23.4.1.23.4.1.23.4.1.2    Noun TypesNoun TypesNoun TypesNoun Types    
 

3.4.1.2.13.4.1.2.13.4.1.2.13.4.1.2.1    Proper NamesProper NamesProper NamesProper Names    

 
Proper names are typically accompanied by the appropriate noun classifier suffix. 
Person names are borrowed from Portuguese,28 and often the ‘human/animate’ noun 
classifier /-soʔka/ is suffixed to the name to indicate that it refers to a human being. 
Geographical names usually are followed by the appropriate noun classifier as well, 
such as /-kʰu/ ‘land’, /-tʰĩn / ‘dwelling/village’, or /-weh/ ‘river’. So one finds terms 
such as: 

 

(1537) <Paulo>-soʔkã29    
Paulo-NCL.HUM      
 

(1538)  <Brasil>-kʰu-tu/ 
                   Brazil-NCL.LAND-FNS 

 

(1539) taiʔka-kʰu-tu 
stone.column-NCL.LAND-FNS 

      proper name for the region around a sacred mountain  
 

                                                 
27 At times referred to as either definite/indefinite articles or as referential suffixes in the 
literature, these final nominal suffixes have lost much of their original meaning. See section 
3.4.1.3.9 on final nominal suffixes. 
28 Although traditionally vernacular names were used, the Mamaindê have used Portuguese 
personal names for decades. Many of the elders still have vernacular names, but these are 
seldom used. There is some secrecy associated to these vernacular names now, and it is with 
great difficulty that they can be elicited. Vernacular names were not given at birth, but are 
descriptive names related to memorable incidences in the life of the child, such as ‘broken 
arm’, and ‘black shin’. 
29 The angled brackets indicate morphemes borrowed from Portuguese. 



Morphology 
 

  

344

 

(1540) tu-kwa̰-weh-tu 
           get-bring-NCL-RIVER-FNS 
           the river that brings/Cabixi River 

 

(1541) ju-kʰoʔ-tʰĩn-tu 
           edge-hang-NCL.DWELLING-FNS   

the village that hangs on the edge (of the escarpment)/Capitão Pedro 
 

3.4.1.2.23.4.1.2.23.4.1.2.23.4.1.2.2    Noun ClassesNoun ClassesNoun ClassesNoun Classes    

 
Mamaindê noun roots are generally divided into classes according to their physical 
properties, notably shape and physical state, as well as a few more abstract 
categories. Because usually the noun classifiers are not obligatory, these root classes 
are not self-evident until the appropriate noun classifier has been affixed to the root. 
These classifiers  not only indicate the perspective the Mamaindê have of specific 
nominals, but they also shed interesting light on issues of worldview. This will be 
discussed in more detail in section 3.4.1.3.3, “Noun Classifiers”. 
 
 

3.4.1.33.4.1.33.4.1.33.4.1.3    Noun StructuNoun StructuNoun StructuNoun Structure / Morphologyre / Morphologyre / Morphologyre / Morphology    
 
The Mamaindê noun is generally composed of a root and at least one affix, although 
the root may stand alone as a free morpheme. There are a number of noun affixes, 
some functioning as prefixes, others as suffixes, although the tendency in Mamaindê 
is towards more suffixation than prefixation.30 While in the majority of cases nouns 
occur with minimal morphology, they can also be quite complex, consisting 
maximally of the following components: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
30 This holds true both in noun and verb morphology. 
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Mamaindê Noun -  Maximal Constituent Structure 

 
PS 
-1 
-2 
-3  
-1.PL 

R 

O 

O 

 T 

AUTH  NCL 
 -VARIOUS 

GND 
-Ø  
-FEM 

PL TMP 
-PST 
-FUT 

DEM INCL/RST FNS 

 
 
POSSESSIVE MARKER- PS 
 FIRST PERSON – 1 
 SECOND PERSON – 2 
 THIRD PERSON – 3 
 FIRST PERSON PLURAL – 1.PL 
AUTHENTICITY MARKER - AUTH  
NOUN CLASSIFIER – NCL 
GENDER – GND 
 FEMALE - FEM 
PLURAL MARKER - PL 
NOMINAL TEMPORAL MARKER – TMP 

PAST – PST 
 FUT URE- FUT 
DEMONSTRATIVE – DEM 
INCLUSIVE/RESTRICTIVE -  INCL/RST 
FINAL NOMINAL SUFFIX - FNS 
 
 
 

Examples demonstrating the above order  

(1542) na-teʔ-soʔka-ta-nãʔã-leʔi-ijah-ãni 
PS3-wife-NCL.HUM-FEM-PL-FUT-DEM-FNS 
Those very ones who were his wives in the past 

(1543) ta-kateik-kanĩn-tu 
PS1-mangava-NCL.ROUND-FNS 
my ball (made of mangava rubber) 
 

(1544) nũsa-jahon-nãʔã-nu-tu 
PS1.PL-old.man-PL-FUT-FNS 
our old men in the future 
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(1545) wa-hukʔ-kʰat-ãni 
PS2-bow-NCL.STICK-FNS 
your bow 
 

(1546) na-haiʔka-toʔ-sa̰-tu 
PS3-word-AUTH-NCL.LIQUID/SPEECH-FNS 
his true speech 
 

(1547) mãnʔ 
hill/mountain 
 
 

Several of these categories have default values. When there is no overt 
marking for plural the noun is assumed to be singular, or the number is not in focus 
at the time and is therefore unimportant. There are many of these cases where plural 
nouns are not marked as plurals and appear in the singular form. Likewise, when 
there is no overt marking for female, the noun is assumed to be masculine, or the 
gender is not in focus. Finally, when there is no overt temporal marking on the noun, 
it is assumed that the time frame of the noun can be derived from context. In all of 
these cases, the default unmarked forms are the most common. 
 
 

3.4.1.3.13.4.1.3.13.4.1.3.13.4.1.3.1    Possessive MarkersPossessive MarkersPossessive MarkersPossessive Markers    

 
The above forms also show examples of possession. Note that possession is marked 
on nouns by the addition of a person prefix. The prefix follows the schema outlined 
below. 
 
 
 

Possessive markers 

Person Possessive 
Marker 

Prefixed to /halo/ ‘land’ Gloss 

1ST
  SINGULAR ta- ta-halo-tu my land 

2ND
  SINGULAR wa- wa-halo-tu your land 

3RD
  SINGUALR na- na-halo-tu his land 

1ST
  PLURAL nũsa- nũsa-halo-tu our land 

 
 



Morphology 
 

  

347 

 

Note that there is no independent plural morpheme, as well as no plural 
equivalent for the second and third person possessives. These simply use the 
appropriate singular forms, plurality being shown by the use of the plural marker on 
the pronoun, if necessary. 
 

(1548) wa̰i-nãʔã   wa̰-sen-sa̰                       juʔwaʔ-hensoʔ       
PN2-PL       PS2-speak-NCL.SPEECH     lie-CN.ALWAYS        
 
na-latʰa-Ø-wa. 
COP-S3-PRS-DECL 
All of you, your speech, it is always lies. 
 

(1549) hãi-nãʔã   na-set-sa̰                        takoʔtakon-latʰa-Ø-wa. 
PN3-PL      PS3-speak-NCL.SPEECH     crooked-S3-PRS-DECL 
All of them, their speech, it is crooked. 
 

 
As in many languages, possession is inalienable in reference to body parts. 

The possessive marker for body parts in isolated speech is always the first person 
plural form /nũsa-/. This conveys the idea that this is a body part common to us all. 
Even when referring to their own body in connected speech, the Mamaindê will 
often revert to the /nũsa-/ form. 
 

3.4.1.3.23.4.1.3.23.4.1.3.23.4.1.3.2    AuthenticityAuthenticityAuthenticityAuthenticity    

 
The Mamaindê language demonstrates a concern at various levels with the idea of 
truthfulness. Like similar languages, it employs a system of evidentiality in the verb 
system. But it also has at its disposal a manner of indicating veracity within the 
noun. By adding the nominal suffix /-toʔ/ ‘authentic/true’ to a noun root, the speaker 
emphasizes the authenticity of the noun being described. While the absence of this 
morpheme on a given noun does not in any way convey doubt or lack of 
authenticity, its presence indicates that the speaker is wanting to draw attention to 
the fact that this nominal is not a counterfeit, but the true original article. This 
morpheme is used whenever the speaker feels the hearer might be doubting the 
authenticity of the noun. 

 

(1550) na-haiʔka-toʔ-sa̰-tu 
PS3-word-AUTH-NCL.LIQUID/SPEECH-FNS 
his true speech 
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(1551) tana̰i-toʔ-tu 

mahogany-AUTH-FNS 

an authentic mahogany tree 

 

(1552) mamã̰insa-toʔ-soʔki-tu 
Mamaindê-AUTH-NCL.HUM-FNS 

a true Mamaindê person 

 
 

3.4.1.3.33.4.1.3.33.4.1.3.33.4.1.3.3    Noun ClassifiersNoun ClassifiersNoun ClassifiersNoun Classifiers    

 
Noun classifiers are a distinguishing trait of the Nambikwara languages. In every 
Nambikwara language studied thus far, noun classifiers have proven to be a crucial 
component of the morphology. While the largest set of noun classifiers appears to 
belong to Mamaindê (the set of 24 listed below), Southern Nambikwara (Kroeker, 
2001: 44) has a set of 18, Lakondê a set of eight (Telles, 2002:187), and Sabanê 
(Antunes, 2004:113) a set of seven classifiers.  

In Mamaindê, nouns are typically classified according to their physical 
attributes. These include such characteristics as the shape of solid things (round, flat, 
stick-like, etc.), and the physical state of non-solid entities (powder, liquid). Some 
nominals are classified by their function (house, container), and still others by more 
abstract criteria (time, place, gender, animacy, etc.). 

While some nouns carry the classifier obligatorily (such as /linʔ-ja̰-tu/ 
‘manioc-NCL.LIQUID-FNS’, ‘chicha/sweet manioc drink’) many nouns in fact do not. 
Only when  the classifier changes the meaning of the base is it obligatory. In all 
other instances the classifier is redundant, and thus optional. It is unnatural for 
instance to say /sih-ni ̃ñ-tu/, ‘house-NCL.HOUSE-FNS’, simply because of the 
redundancy involved. Instead, this noun is used without the classifier, /sih-tu/ 
‘house-FNS’.31  

The classifiers function much like adjectives, being attached compound-
like to noun roots to describe them in a more precise manner when the root itself 
does not adequately specify the item in question. For instance, to say /kateik-kanĩn-
tu/ ‘mangava-NCL.ROUND-FNS’ enables the listener to not only determine the type 
of tree involved (mangava rubber tree), but the classifier further describes the noun 
as round, and thus identifies the object as a ball made from mangava rubber. The 
classifier is necessary in such a construction. 
 

                                                 
31 However, some redundant classifiers are still permitted. For instance, /nũsa-halo-kʰu/, 
PS1PL.land- NCL.LAND, is totally redundant but also very common. 
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The Mamaindê noun classifiers32 

classifierclassifierclassifierclassifier    meaningmeaningmeaningmeaning    exampleexampleexampleexample    

-tʰĩn 

-nĩn 

dwelling/village ta̰-tʰĩn-tu 

lay down-NCL.DWELLING-FNS 

dwelling where he/she is sleeping 

 

ten-nĩn-tu 

old- NCL.DWELLING-FNS 

old house 

 

ju-kʰoʔ-tʰĩn-tu 

edge-hang- NCL.VILLAGE-FNS 

village hanging on the edge 

(refers to Capitão Pedro village) 

-kalo   flat ih-kalo-tu 

run-NCL.FLAT-FNS 

running flat thing/vehicle 

-tʰãnʔ leaflike kaʔj̃ã̰inʔ-tʰãnʔ-tu 

write-NCL.LEAFLIKE-FNS 

writing leaf/paper 

-kanĩn round/spherical lah-kanĩn-tu 

new-NCL.ROUND-FNS 

new round thing=infant 

                                                 
32 A few of these classifiers have alternate forms which are also included in the table. It is not 
always clear after which noun root the alternate form is to be used. At times, it appears that 
the alternate forms are used to avoid clusters of homogenous consonants. Some classifiers 
have several senses as well. The first form listed is the more common form for that classifier.  
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-kʰatʔ sticklike hiuti-kʰatʔ-tu 

tree-NCL.STICKLIKE-FNS  

tree trunk/stick/piece of wood 

 

kanik-kʰat-tu 

disease-NCL.STICKLIKE-FNS 

disease 

-tʰũ 

-nũ 

powder/paste/ 

granulated 

 

ja̰k-ã-oʔ-tʰũ-tu 

peccary-GNT-pound-NCL.POWDER-FNS 

pounded meal of peccary and manioc 

 

sakĩnʔ-nũ-tu 

sand-NCL.POWDER-FNS  
sand 

-teh 

-leh 

string/road lan-teh-tu 

full of liquid-NCL.STRING-FNS 

string/road full of liquid (veins) 

 

ten-leh-tu 

old-NCL.ROAD-FNS 

old road 

 

wakinʔ   na-wasainʔ-leh-tu 

shaman  PS3-stuff-NCL.ROAD-FNS 

the shamans road stuff/spirit stuff 

-soʔka 

-soʔki 

human/animate wa̰-soʔka33 

come-NCL.ANIM-FNS  
the coming one 

                                                 
33 Here the ‘human/animate’ classifier is being used in a broader way to refer to anything that 
is ‘coming’, whether animate or inanimate. The use of this classifier gives a human or lifelike 
quality to any noun. 
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-sa̰ 

-ja̰ 

-na 

liquid/speech/gas/

sound/air 

 

lauʔnũn-sa̰-tu 

dizzy-NCL.LIQUID-FNS 

dizzy drink/alcoholic beverage 

 

toh-a-ja̰-tu 

bee-GNT-NCL.LIQUID-FNS 

honey 

 

nahon-sa̰-tu 

water-NCL.LIQUID-FNS 

chicha/sweet drink in general 

 

set-a-sa̰-tu 

speak-GNT-NCL.SPEECH.FNS 

speech 

 

kalolo-sa̰-tu 

thunder-NCL.SOUND-FNS 

thunder 

 

ʔḭk-sa̰-tu 

blow-NCL.WIND-FNS 

the wind 

-tʰã group 

place 

unspecified/ 

abstract thing 

nominalized verb 

ta-wa̰in-tʰã 

PS1-be.many-NCL.GROUP 

my group/my family 

 

na-ja̰u-tʰã-tu 

PS3-stay-NCL.PLACE-FNS 

place where he/she is staying 

 

nũsa-ʔjaih-tʰã 

PS1.PL-sad-NCL.THING-FNS 

our sadness 
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-si people group walek-si-tu 

be.unintelligible-NCL.PEOPLE-FNS 

the people who are unintelligible 

(refers to all Southern Nambikwara) 

-ki plant/animal life34 

 

mãin-ki-tu 

cashew-NCL.PLANT-FNS 

cashew 

-kʰu land nũsa-halo-kʰu 

PS1.PL-land-NCL.LAND 

our land 

-weh river tukwa̰-weh-tu 

bring-NCL.RIVER-FNS 

the river that brings/Cabixi river 

-kunʔ edge/bank naho-kunʔ-tu 

water-NCL.BANK-FNS 

riverbank 

-na area/space taʔwen-na-tu 

forest-NCL.AREA-FNS 

the area of the forest 

-hen time waʔjona-hen-tu 

menstruate-NCL.TIME-FNS 

the time of menstruation 

-sen 

-len 

-kʰen 

container ʔoha-wa̰-sen-tu 

high-come-NCL.CONTAINER-FNS 

high coming container/airplane 

 

siu-len-tu 

basket-NCL.CONTAINER.FNS 

basket 

 

wanini-kʰen-tu  

revolve-NCL.CONTAINER-FNS 

bicycle 

                                                 
34 This is a very loose category with numerous exceptions. 
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-tunni black jañan-tunni-tu 

jaguar-NCL.BLACK.FNS 

black jaguar 

-eiʔni tawny jañan-eiʔni-tu 

jaguar-NCL.TAWNY.FNS 

tawny jaguar 

-

kalokalon 

spotted jañan-kalokalon-tu 

jaguar-NCL.SPOTTED.FNS 

spotted jaguar 

-ĩu stutterer jaho-ĩu-tu 

old.man-NCL.STUTTERER-FNS 

an old man who stutters 

-hahau dwarfish 

(having dwarfish 

qualities) 

taʔlohna-hahau-ta-tu 

old.woman-NCL.DWARFISH-FEM-FNS 

the old dwarfish woman 

-kʰutʰi cripple jahon-kʰutʰi-tu35 

old.man-NCL.CRIPPLE-FNS 

the old crippled man 
 
 

Several of these classifiers can also function as noun roots in their own 
right, taking noun affixation just as any noun, without requiring any preceding 
nominal. 

(1553) teh-tu  road-FNS 

(1554) hen-tu  time-FNS 

(1555) na-sa̰-tu  his-speech-FNS 

(1556) na-tʰã-tu  his-place-FNS 

                                                 
35 These last three classifiers differ from the rest in that they define subsets of humans. These, 
combined with the three previous color classifiers, are all descriptive in nature, and would 
appear to be verbs. The color classifier /-kalokalo/ is in fact related to the verb root /kalokalo/ 
‘spotted’. In this case, however, it is functioning as a noun classifier. It could only function as 
a verb root here if it were followed by a nominalizer, which it is not. The rest of these 
descriptive type classifiers (the color forms and the human subset forms) never occur with any 
verb morphology, and thus cannot be categorized as verbs. 
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The independent nature of this smaller set of forms would suggest that they 
could alternately be viewed as noun roots which at times also function as classifiers, 
or rather, occur affixed to other nouns in a compounding fashion. This is not true, 
however, for the majority of the classifiers, which never occur without a nominal, or 
some prior nominal  referent. Thus, most classifiers cannot be given noun status.  

Noun classifiers also have an important discourse function. Once a nominal 
has been introduced, its appropriate noun classifier will often function as an 
anaphoric substitute for the head noun, taking over for the noun root in subsequent 
references to that nominal throughout the discourse.  
 

(1557) nakatos-tu       na-halo-kʰu               un-jeʔ-latʰa-Ø-wa.  
Negarotê-FNS   PS3-land-NCL.LAND   far-EMP-S3-PRS-DECL 
The land of the Negarotê is very far away. 

 
nãinʔtoh,       na-kʰu                naih    ʔaḭ-ten-aʔ-Ø-wa.  

CN.EVEN.SO    PS3-NCL.LAND   still     go-DES-1P-PRS-DECL 
Even so, I’m still intending to go to their land. 

 

(1558) kaja̰t-kʰaʔt-tu               ta-ait-tu            hat-Ø-aʔ-Ø-wa. 
corn-NCL.STICK-FNS    PS1-field-FNS   have-S3-NEG-PRS-DECL 

                   There is no corn in my field 
 

                na-hĩʔ                  hãi   kʰaʔ-ã                 haʔtĩn-sitoh-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa 

               COP-CN.THEN.DS     it     NCL.STICK-FNS   plant-WNT-O1-S3-PRS-DECL 

               So those are the sticks (plants) that I want to plant. 
 

(1559) na-ʔaḭ-sen-tu                          halaus-jeʔ-let-Ø-nãn-wa. 

PS3-go-NCL.CONTAINER-FNS   break-EMP-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 

His car broke down. 
 
halaus-hĩʔ,              na-sen-tu                              

break-CN.THEN.DS     PS3-NCL.CONTAINER-FNS    

   

nãinʔ     ãun-let-Ø-nãn-wa. 

just      leave-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 

               So after it broke, he just left it. 
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The underlined forms in each example above refer to the same nominal. 
When this nominal is first introduced in the text, it occurs with the noun root and the 
noun classifier. In the second instance, it occurs without the root, the noun classifier 
taking the place of the noun. 

Noun classifiers are important in another respect as well. They are the most 
common method of nominalizing verbs in Mamaindê. Any Mamaindê verb can be 
nominalized by suffixing an appropriate noun classifier, thus allowing for a very 
productive morphology. A few examples of this function are given below. More 
examples will follow in section 3.4.2.4.1 ‘Noun Classifiers as nominalizers’. 

 

(1560) mãn-kalo-tu 

be.hot-NCL.FLAT.THING-FNS 

flat hot thing/ cloth/cothes 

 

(1561) ta-sanĩn-sa̰ 
PS1-happy-NCL.LIQUID/SPEECH 
my happy speech 
 

(1562) kanis-kanĩn-tu 
shine-NCL.ROUND-FNS 
the round shining thing/light bulb 
 

(1563) ʔaḭ-sen-tu 
go-NCL.CONTAINER-FNS 

     the going container/car 
 

(1564) tunʔ-soʔki-tu36 
growl-NCL.HUM-FNS 
the growling one/ piranha 

 
 

To sum up the previous discussion, the three functional categories of 
Mamaindê noun classifiers have been described as: noun modifiers, anaphoric 
substitutes, and verbal nominalizers. These three very distinct functions demonstrate 
the pervasive and productive nature of this morphological class.  
 

                                                 
36 Here the human classifier, /-soʔki/, is being used to highlight a human-like characteristic in 
the non-human world.  
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3.4.1.3.3.1 Noun Classifiers as Metaphor 
 
The most useful insights regarding Mamaindê noun classifiers can be gleaned not 
from a study of their internal grammatical properties, but from a deeper 
understanding of their largely metaphorical nature. These classifiers, used in 
increasingly new ways, continue to construct the edges of meaning of Mamaindê 
nouns, edges which are obligatorily fuzzy and messy, due to the non-discrete and 
infinite nature of language context (see Givón, 1989, for a helpful treatment of the 
relationship between meaning and context). But in spite of this built-in non-
discreteness, the Mamaindê noun classifiers still allow us, perhaps more than any 
other morphological category in the language, to catch a glimpse into the worldview 
of this culture by observing the way the Mamaindê define both the physical and 
abstract world around them. Such a glimpse is reciprocal; as elements of the 
language help us to appreciate the cultural context, this context then allows us to 
better comprehend the language. After probing into the inter-relationship between 
culture and language as it relates to the Mamaindê people, I have become more 
convinced that the Mamaindê cultural worldview is most naturally demonstrated in 
the language by way of metaphorical expressions, of which noun classifiers play a 
large part.37 

For instance, Mamaindê uses the same classifier for liquid and for speech. 
This implies that they either regard speech as a liquid type phenomenon, or, which is 
more likely, that they see the connectedness between these two concepts due to the 
flowing nature of each, and thus readily view liquid as a metaphor of speech.38 

(1565) natoʔ-sa̰                            kãn-hã 
             what-NCL.LIQUID/SPEECH    descend-INT 
                  “What liquid is floating down? OR “What’s the new word?” 
 

(1566) ta-set-a-sa̰  
                      PS1-speak-GNT-NCL.LIQUID/SPEECH 
                  my words 
 

The Mamaindê term for ‘infant’, /lah-kanĩn-du/  ‘new-NCL.ROUND-FNS’, 
employs the round/spherical classifier /-kanĩn/, affixed to the adjectival verb /lah/ 
‘new’, thus creating an expression which could be rendered crudely in English as 
‘the new spherical thing’. This classifier refers to the large head of the infant, which, 
metaphorically, is a way of viewing a part as representative of the whole. 
Interestingly, babies are never referred to by the human classifier /-soʔka/. This is 

                                                 
37 Another way in which culture is expressed metaphorically in the language is through the 
use of body prefixes on verbs. See section 3.4.2.3.1.2, ‘Noun Incorporation’, for more on this 
topic. 
38 This contrasts with some of the metaphors for speech found in other languages. For 
instance, Reddy’s research (1979) documents the “conduit” metaphor prevalent in English 
when referring to speech and language (see also Lakoff, 1980:10). 
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due to the traditionally high infant mortality rate and the resulting reticence (of 
many indigenous cultures) to name infants and become more attached to them 
during the first fragile months of life. 

The side of the road can be described by two different noun classifiers, both 
of them metaphorical. The first is the classifier /-ju/ which refers to something in the 
shape of a mouth or lip, and is used for any raised edge. When the edge of the road 
is flat, then the correct usage is the noun classifier /-na̰ʔk/, which refers to the 
cheeks. So the Mamaindê speaker has at his disposal the two possible classifiers 
below to refer to the concept ‘edge’, depending on the height or protrusion of the 
edge in question, just as there is a relative difference in the height or protrusion of 
the lip in contrast to the cheek. The first example actually contains a pair of adjacent 
noun classifiers. 
 

(1567) teha-ju-ku  
     road-NCL.MOUTH-NCL.LAND 

the high bank on the edge of the road 
 

(1568) teha-na̰ʔk-a  
     road-NCL.CHEEK-FNS 

the flat shoulder on the edge of the road 
 
 

Metaphysical metaphors are found in the language as well. The shamans 
ritual objects are marked by the  “road” classifier /-teh/, a point of view which only 
makes sense in an animistic worldview where the role of the shaman is to travel to 
the spirit world in search of wisdom, healing, and other help. This journey is aided 
by the use of shamanistic ritual ‘objects’, which then become identified with this 
spirit ‘road’.  

Disease is modified by the noun classifier /-khat/, “stick-like”. When the 
shaman practices healing, he often refers to the patients disease as a stick or thorn 
which must be extracted from the body by sucking. After the ritual of sucking, he 
then spits this object from his mouth and the patient is pronounced cured. Every 
traditional indigenous disease is viewed by the Mamaindê as having spiritual origin, 
caused by the intrusion of an evil spirit into the body of the victim (diseases brought 
by the white man are not seen as being caused by spirits, and the shaman is therefore 
powerless to deal with them). The stick (or thorn, or tooth) the shaman refers to is 
said to belong to a plant or object that is the home of that particular spirit. When the 
shaman inserts these objects into his mouth and sucks on the patient, it is believed 
that the disease causing spirit is obligated to return to its home. The author has 
witnessed this shamanistic practice among the Mamaindê on many occasions. 
According to Harner (1980:16-17, 113-123), this use of a stick, thorn, plant, or other 
object as a ‘home’ for a malicious spirit is a general trait of shamanism, and similar 
sucking rituals have been documented in a variety of unrelated animistic cultures. 
What is fascinating to our discussion here is that the term for ‘disease’ in Mamaindê, 
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/nakanik-khat-tu/, ‘disease-NCL.STICK-FNS’, incorporates the noun classifier /-
khat/, ‘sticklike’, thus uniting two concepts, ‘disease’ and ‘stick’, which most 
worldviews would find quite difficult to connect in any way. However, an 
understanding of the Mamaindê cultural context shows that the classifier is simply 
verbalizing a spiritual metaphor already existent within the belief system, the belief 
that sickness can be symbolized, both physically and abstractly, as being contained 
in a ‘spirit-stick’ within the body of the patient.39 
 

3.4.1.3.43.4.1.3.43.4.1.3.43.4.1.3.4    GenderGenderGenderGender    

 
Gender is marked on the nominal by the use of a single affix, /-ta/. This affix only 
marks the female gender, the male gender being unmarked. When being used to 
refer to humans, the female marker typically follows immediately after the 
‘animate/human’ noun classifier.40 The use of the animate/human classifier on a 
noun, without the gender marker, indicates male or unspecified gender. 
 

(1569) taʔlohni-soʔka-ta-tu 
old.woman-NCL.HUM-FEM-FNS 

     an old woman 
 

(1570) hain-soʔka-ta-nãʔã 
sing-NCL.HUM-FEM-PL 

     the singing women 
 

(1571) <Maria>-soʔka-ta 
Mary-NCL.HUM.FEM 

     Mary 
 
 

When the female gender marker is not preceded by the animate noun 
classifier, it can take on various other related senses. It can be used to specify a 
nominal as being a mother, or as being large, or as being dangerous. The relation of 
large size with the female is clearly related to the notion of motherhood. That which 
begets, that which is the origin, is considered to be larger or in some way greater 

                                                 
39 There are other objects which can also be seen as symbolizing and containing sickness, 
such as thorns, snake teeth, tree wax, etc., but the stick seems to be the more generic symbol 
for sickness in this culture. 
40 Although gender is a type of noun classification, the fact that this gender marker can follow 
the noun classifier is a clue that in Mamaindê these are two separate morphological 
categories. 
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than the child or the begotten. We have a similar relation in English - ‘the mother 
load’, ‘the mother of all inventions’, ‘the mother ship’. In Mamaindê the names of 
the larger animals often incorporate the female gender affix to denote their large 
size, even when the animal in question  may be masculine. 
 

(1572) teh-ã-ta-tu 
snake-GNT-FEM-FNS 
the mother of all snakes/a large snake 
the anaconda 
 

(1573) hos-ã-ta-tu 
monkey-GNT-FEM-FNS 

     the mother of all monkeys/a large monkey 
     the spider monkey 
 

(1574) nũnʔ-ta-tu 
animal-FEM-FNS 

     the mother of all animals/a large animal 
     the tapir 
 
 

The dangerous element is related to the fact that of many species of forest 
animals, the female is the most feared, particularly when she is taking care of her 
young. The female affix can thus be understood to mark nominals as dangerous in 
general. It often occurs affixed to the names of evil or malicious spirits, who are not 
considered to be female, but who are highly feared. 
 

(1575) na-ta-tu 
unspecified-FEM-FNS 
an unspecified dangerous thing  
(can be used of a dangerous animal or spirit) 

  

(1576) wan-ta-tu 
whirlwind-FEM-FNS 
whirlwind spirit 
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(1577) walonʔ-ta-tu 
giant.armadillo-FEM-FNS 

     giant armadillo spirit     
 

(1578) mãnʔ-ta-tu 
mountain-FEM-FNS 

     mountain spirit 
 

(1579) jatan-ta-tu 
deer-FEM-FNS 

     deer spirit  
    (a mythical horned creature similar to a deer, but living in the rivers) 
 
 

3.4.1.3.53.4.1.3.53.4.1.3.53.4.1.3.5    NumberNumberNumberNumber    

 
Number can be indicated by the plural affix /-nãʔã/. It is used sparingly however, 
only being affixed to the noun when the speaker wishes to emphasize plurality. Its 
absence indicates that the noun is singular, or more typically, that number is simply 
not in focus at the moment. Number is seldom in focus in Mamaindê. 
 

(1580) jalik-nãʔã 
necklace-PL 

     necklaces   
 

(1581)  jahon-nãʔã-leʔi-tu 
 old.man-PL-TMP.PAST-FNS 

      the old men in the past 
  

(1582) wet-nãʔã 
child-PL 

     children  
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3.4.1.3.63.4.1.3.63.4.1.3.63.4.1.3.6    Temporal ModifiersTemporal ModifiersTemporal ModifiersTemporal Modifiers    

 
There are several temporal suffixes on nouns which help the hearer place the 
nominal within the realm of time. These temporal markers are strictly nominal 
modifiers, and thus are not connected in any way to the tense on the verb. 

 

Nominal Temporal Suffixes 

-siha 

-sihati 

mythological past 

ancient 

-leʔ 

-leʔi 

past 

-nu future 
 
 

(1583) nũsa-nakḭnʔ-soʔka-sihati-tu 
PS1.PL-ancestors-NCL.HUM-TMP.MYTH-FNS 
our ancestors in past mythological time 

 

(1584) hain-sa̰-nu-tu 
sing-NCL.SOUND-TMP.FUT-FNS 

     the future singing/future music  
  

(1585) ta-walekʰan-leʔi-tu  
PS1-chief-TMP.PST-FNS 

     my past chief 
 
 

3.4.1.3.73.4.1.3.73.4.1.3.73.4.1.3.7    DemonstrativeDemonstrativeDemonstrativeDemonstrative    

  
There is a demonstrative, /-ijah/, ‘that’, which can be affixed near the end of the 
nominal string to specify it or single it out among others. When used with the third 
person pronoun /hãi/, it can refer to any nominal one is indicating and simply means 
‘that one that I am referring to”. This demonstrative is used more as a specification 
device than a deictic one, since its basic function seems to be that of singling out a 
particular object from all the rest, rather than making any statement about the deictic 
situation. That having been said,  /-ijah/ does tend to refer more often to objects or 
people who are somewhat removed in time or place from the location of the speaker. 



Morphology 
 

  

362

 

So far, no corresponding demonstrative with any closer deictic implications has been 
found. 
 

(1586) hãi-ijah-ãni 
PN3-DEM-FNS 
that one over there - OR - that one that I have previously referred to. 

 

(1587) hukʔ-ijah-ãni 
bow-DEM-FNS 
that bow  
 

(1588) mãnʔ-ijah 
mountain-DEM 
that mountain 
 

3.4.1.3.83.4.1.3.83.4.1.3.83.4.1.3.8    Inclusive / RestrictiveInclusive / RestrictiveInclusive / RestrictiveInclusive / Restrictive    

 
Another type of nominal suffix are those which carry with them either additive or 
subtractive semantic properties. The additive type, which I label inclusive suffixes, 
mark nouns as being included in a group of objects or persons previously mentioned 
in a discourse. This is done by suffixing one of the three inclusive markers in the 
table below at the end of the noun string, taking the place of the final nominal suffix.  
 

Inclusive markers  

-kauʔ even 

-kiʔ also/as well 

-ĩ and 
 
 

////----kaukaukaukauʔ/    ‘even’ʔ/    ‘even’ʔ/    ‘even’ʔ/    ‘even’    

(1589) jahon-soʔkã-nãʔã-kauʔ                      
                  old.man-NCL.HUM-PL-INCL.EVEN    
 
               kajãinʔ-jeʔ-satau-le-hĩn-wa. 
                 write-EMP-RS-I.PST-EV.NVIS-DECL 
                 They said that even the old men were writing. 
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(1590) tai-kauʔ          suhna-le-a-nãn-wa.  
I-INCL.EVEN     afraid-I.PST-S1-PST-DECL 

                  Even I was afraid. 
 

 

////----kikikikiʔ/     ‘also /as well’ʔ/     ‘also /as well’ʔ/     ‘also /as well’ʔ/     ‘also /as well’    

(1591) taʔlohna-kiʔ                  tanu-tsĩn-wa.  
                  old.woman-INCL.ALSO     give-IMP-N.INT 
                  Give (some) to the old woman as well. 
 

(1592) tai-kiʔ           eu-satoh-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa.  
I-INCL.ALSO     see-WNT-O1-S3-PRS-DECL 

                   I also want to see. 
 
 

The two inclusive markers above are used to mark a nominal which is part 
of a group of objects or persons that has either already been referred to in a previous 
sentence, or is implied. The last inclusive marker, /-ĩ/, has a coordinating function, 
and is used to mark nominals that fill the same syntactic role and that are listed in an 
adjacent fashion in the same sentence. Note that this suffix does not join the 
nominals per se, but simply marks them as being in a coordinating relationship. This 
explains the presence of the /-ĩ/ on the final item of each list below. 

 
 

/-ĩ/           ‘and’   (used in listing) 

(1593)  jalikʔ-ĩ,                  jalauʔ-ĩ,               hukʔ-ĩ,             mamã̰ins-ã  
necklace-INCL.AND,  bracelet-INCL.AND, bow-INCL.AND, Mamaindê-FNS  
 

wet-hensoʔ              na-latʰa-Ø-wa. 
make-CN.ALWAYS     COP-S3-PRS-DECL 

                  The Mamaindê are always making necklaces, bracelets, and bows. 
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(1594) Davi   na-waintʰã-ĩ,               Leonel  na-waintʰã-ĩ,             Ingles   
Davi    PS3-group-INCL.AND    Leonel  PS3-group-INCL.AND   Ingles  

 
     na-waintʰã-ĩ,     

   PS3-group-INCL.AND   
 

         na-ʔaḭ-sen-tu                           ʔaḭ-kʰit-jeʔ-let-Ø-nãn-wa.  
                  PS3-go-NCL.CONTAINER-FNS    go-S1.PL-EMP-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 

   Davi and his group (family), Leonel and his group, Ingles and his group,   
   we all went in his going-container (car). 

     
The fact that these inclusive morphemes never co-occur with the final 

nominal suffixes is of interest, and may be a clue that they may have been 
considered to be of the same category at one time. 

Besides the inclusive markers, which are additive type suffixes, there is 
also one subtractive type morpheme possible on the noun. I refer to this as the 
restrictive suffix because it restricts the focus to a single nominal. When added to a 
noun, the /-soʔ/  suffix singles the nominal out as the only one under consideration. 
All others are excluded. The closest gloss would be ‘only’. This restrictive marker 
occurs in the same slot as the inclusive markers and behaves similarly by modifying 
the quantity of objects/persons being referred to. 
 

Restrictive marker   -  ////----sosososoʔ/ʔ/ʔ/ʔ/   ‘only’ 

 

(1595) itʰãnʔ-soʔ            toh-latʰa-Ø-wa 
leaf-RST.ONLY      want-S3-PRS-DECL 
he/she only wants money 
 

(1596) nakajanʔ-soʔka-ta-soʔ                    laka-lhi-latʰa-Ø-wa 
indian-NCL.HUM-FEM-RST.ONLY     know-IRR-S3-PRS-DECL 
Only an Indian woman would understand. 
 

(1597) wa̤i-ijah-soʔ               nawih-le-a-nãn-wa 
you-DEM-RST.ONLY     tell-I.Pst-S1-PST-DECL 
I only told you. 
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3.4.1.3.93.4.1.3.93.4.1.3.93.4.1.3.9    Final NominaFinal NominaFinal NominaFinal Nominal Suffixl Suffixl Suffixl Suffix    

 
The final set of nominal suffixes consists of two members, /-ãni/ and /-tu/. The /-ãni/ 
suffix may also appear in its truncated form /-ã/. Every nominal will either take one 
of these two final suffixes or remain unmarked. In earlier work done by Kingston 
(1974:38), /-ãni/ and /-tu/ were originally treated as having, at least in part, some 
article-type functions, marking definite and indefinite nouns respectively. A similar 
definite/indefinite dichotomy was also established for Southern Nambikwara 
(Kroeker, 2001:46, and Lowe, 1999:281), where /-su/ marks indefinite and /-a/ 
definite. More recent research, however, from Telles (2002) on Latundê/Lakondê 
and Antunes (2004) on Sabanê, points out that the definite/indefinite category does 
not hold for these languages. They correctly cite examples of these final suffixes 
being used in violation of the definite/indefinite paradigm, particularly cases where 
the supposedly indefinite article is used with unique, non-ambiguous nominals. This 
argument against articles is convincing in Mamaindê as well, where it is common 
usage for the supposed indefinite article /-tu/ to be used in unique forms such as the 
ones below. 

(1598) ta-mĩni-tu 
PS1-father-FNS 

     my father 
 

(1599) na-ju-tu 
PS3-mouth-FNS 
his mouth 
 

Such usage shows that a typical application of the definite/indefinite 
category does not completely fit the Mamaindê data. Due to these difficulties in 
applying the notion of article, Telles and Antunes, in their descriptions of Latundê 
and Sabanê respectively, opted to refer to these final nominal suffixes by way of the 
more generic term ‘referential suffixes’.41 Antunes (2004:92-92) mentions only one 
such suffix for Sabanê, /-mali/, with a truncated form /-ali/.  No further definition or 
role for this suffix is given. He only mentions that when nouns are spoken in 
isolation, the full /-mali/ form is used (the possible relationship between /-ali/ in 
Sabanê and /-ãni/ in Mamaindê remains to be explored). Telles (2002:214) goes 
further, describing these referential suffixes in Latundê  as discourse markers, /-te/ 
marking nominals which will not continue in the discourse, and /-tu/ marking those 
which will continue to be present.42  

But in Mamaindê, not only can one not use the standard definition of article 
for these suffixes, one also cannot assign them the same usage as in Latundê. There 

                                                 
41 This term was borrowed from Kingston (1974:38-49), who eventually switched to this more 
generic label after discovering difficulties with the ‘article’ approach. 
42 This is apparently different from the newness or givenness of discourse participants, since a 
new participant may or may not continue to be referred to in the remainder of the discourse. 
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is no connection between the continued presence of a nominal in a discourse and the 
choice of final nominal suffix. They also do not mark discourse participants in any 
other way, nor do they mark given/new information, or appear to signal any changes 
in the flow of the discourse such as change of topic or focus, etc.43 

While there is much we don’t know about these suffixes, there are a few 

things that can be observed. First, when nouns appear in isolation in their citation 
form, they invariably take the /-tu/ suffix.44 Secondly, in connected natural speech 
there tends to be a preference for the shortened form /-ã/, the /-tu/ form, or no final 
morpheme at all, as opposed to the /-ãni/ form, which is by far the least used of them 
all.45  

Further observations show that in connected speech, the use of these two 
forms seems to be influenced somewhat by the nominal categories involved. 
Although the Mamaindê will agree that either ending is theoretically possible on any 
noun, in actual usage, the /-ãni/ form seems preferred by a very small set of 
nominals.46 These nominal categories are the numerals (of which there are only 
two), the pronouns (only four), and any noun carrying the demonstrative affix /-
ijah/, ‘that’.  
 

(1600) paah-ãni 
two-FNS 
two 
 

(1601) wa̰i-ãni 
PN2- FNS 
you 
 

(1602) jainsi-ijah-ãni 
food-DEM-FNS 
that food 
 

                                                 
43 The /-ãni/ form is rarely present in most recent texts, and nominals are typically either 
unmarked or take the final /-tu/. Discourse considerations are typically handled by other 
means in Mamaindê, such as by the use of switch reference markers. 
44 This differs from Latundê, (Telles, 2002:212) where nouns spoken in isolation can use 
either of the two referential suffixes. 
45 Interestingly, this contradicts Kingston’s data from the 1960’s and 70’s, which showed a 
preponderance of /the -ãni/ form (1974:44-45). He counted a 7 to 1 ratio of /-ãni/ over /-tu/ 
when referring to primary participants in narrative texts, while in the current state of the 
language the ratio is completely inverted, with /-tu/ occurring 8 to 1 over /-ãni/ in similar 
contexts. This is an indication that any differences in our conclusions are largely due to 
drastic changes in language use over time.  
46 Even then , these nominals will often carry no final suffix at all. 
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Beyond this small handful of nominal forms, the rest are generally marked 
by /-tu/ or /-ã/ or they carry no final suffix at all. Interestingly, these minimal uses of 
the /-ãni/ form are all highly marked for specificity, perhaps more so than any other 
nominals in the language, since numbers, pronouns, and demonstratives are all very 
definite ways of referring to ‘things’.  

Thus, in light of current usage as outlined above, it would appear that there 
did exist a definite/indefinite (or theme/rheme) distinction in the language at one 
time which was marked by /-ãni/ and  /-tu/ respectively, as documented by Kingston 
(1974:38-40, 1976a: 66-67). But this distinction has apparently become ‘fuzzy’ over 
time with the diminishing use of the /-ãni/ form, leaving only a few of the highly 
specific items to carry /-ãni/, while all the rest (even those which are definite), have 
been taken over by the /-tu/ suffix, a suffix which no longer suggests indefiniteness, 
but instead is used only in an unmarked manner. This gives us a current system 
which uses /-ãni/ when the high specificity of a nominal is in focus, (mainly 
reserved for a small set of extremely definite nouns), and the /-tu/ form to mark all 
other nouns where specificity or definiteness is not in focus.47 

Besides their usage on nominals, the picture is complicated further by the 
fact that these final suffixes are also found optionally on numerous temporals, 
locatives, and verbal connectives. With some temporals and locatives, either form 
may be used, or none at all. 
 

(1603) nahanasihatija  in mythological time 

(1604) nahanasihatija-ãni in mythological time-FNS 

(1605) nahanasihatija-tu  in mythological time-FNS 

 
 

With other temporals and locatives, one suffix is consistently preferred over 
the other. 
 

(1606) wenni-ãni   now-FNS 

(1607) sen-ãni   here-FNS 

(1608) tʰuʔkija-ãni   there-FNS  (seen) 

(1609) tʰatija-ãni   there-FNS (unseen) 

                                                 
47 The third option available to nominals is to take no final suffix at all, which is obviously 
unmarked in regard to specificity as well, and is becoming the more common practice among 
younger speakers. 
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(1610) kanaha-ta-tu   night-NCL.LARGE-FNS = tomorrow 
 
  

While most verbal connectives do not take any final suffix, the few that do 
(including the conditional) take the /-ãni/ form exclusively.48 Connectives have not 
been found with the /-tu/ suffix. Since connectives occur on verbs instead of nouns, 
it is clear that the function of these final suffixes goes well beyond the marking of 
nominal categories. 

(1611) tu-satoʔ-ãni 
get-CN.IF-FNS 
if he/she gets (it), … 
 

(1612) tu-tʰoh-ãni 
get-CN.BUT-FNS 
he/she got (it), but… 
 

(1613) tu-kʰihenka-ãni 

get-CN.INSTEAD.OF-FNS 

instead of getting (it), … 

 
Looking at the locatives, temporals, and connectives, we notice that the /-

ãni/ suffix occurs more often than /-tu/ (contrary to the distribution among 
nominals). Among the connectives, /-ãni/ is the only final suffix possible. It would 
appear that we are dealing here with a separate function of these morphemes, but 
one that is not un-related to their original function on nominals. The common link 
between temporals, locatives and connectives in Mamaindê is their frequent 
occurrence in preposed adverbial clauses that are subordinate to the main clause, 
functioning as orientation material for what follows. 

Discourse grammar refers to this as the orientation function, placing it in 
opposition to assertion, which refers to material in the main clause (see Dooley, 
2007:41-43).  Chafe elaborates: 

 
"Preposed adverbial clauses appear to serve this function, orienting the 
listener or reader temporally, conditionally, causally, or otherwise, to the 
information on the main clause which is to follow. Postposed adverbial 
clauses appear to serve a quite different function, being more in the nature 
of coordinated clauses which comment on a  time, a condition, a cause, 
etc., relevant to the preceding main clause." (Chafe 1984:448) 
 

                                                 
48 See section 4.3.3.1 for the list of all the connective suffixes. 
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Thompson (1987:447) claims that this "orienting" function, then, is perhaps 
the most prominent function of preposed adverbial clauses. 

The use of /-ãni/ to mark the orientation function of preposed subordinate 
clauses can best be seen in a specific type of orientation material, the ‘tail-head 
linkage’. Dooley and Levinsohn categorize this construction as a type of orientation, 
defining the ‘tail-head linkage’ as: 

 
…the repetition in a subordinate clause, at the beginning (the “head”) of a 
new sentence, of at least the main verb of the previous sentence (the 
“tail”)… (Dooley and Levinsohn 2001:68,91) 

 
In Mamaindê this strategy is quite common, and is accomplished by 

repeating the verb from a previous sentence in a preposed subordinate clause, and 
then separating this ‘tail-head linkage’ from the main clause by way of a connective, 
to which the /-ãni/ suffix may be added.  

(1614) kajauki-tu          nusa-halo-tu          na-wasainʔ-tu     

white.man-FNS  PS1.PL-land-FNS   PS3-things-FNS    

 

tu-sitoh-latʰa-Ø-wa. 

get-WNT-S3-PRS-Decl  

 

hãi  tu-kʰihenka-ãni,              mamã̰insi-ãni      tu-Ø-tʰaʔ-wa. 

he   get-CN.INSTEAD.OF-FNS   Mamaindê-FNS  get-S3-FUT1-DECL 

   The white-man wants to get stuff from our land. But instead of him    

                getting (it), the Mamaindê will get (it). 

 
The use of /-ãni/ at the end of these ‘tail-head linkages’, and its 

predominance in locatives and temporals, suggests that it has (or at least has had) the 
discourse role of indicating orientation material.49  

It is not clear whether /-tu/ ever had the opposite ‘assertion’ role. The only 
indication of this in current usage is the consistent appearance of /-tu/ on all nouns in 
isolation, a usage which is proto-typical of an assertion. However, its occurrence on 

                                                 
49 Dooley (2007:81) goes on to outline the formal signals of orientation material as: “initial 
position, their own intonation contour, a secondary sentence accent, and a bipartite structure 

linearly”. Further support that the Mamaindê constructions marked by /-ãni/ do in fact 
function as orientation material is found in the following facts which satisfy some of the 
above requirements: 
     -adverbial clauses with /-ãni/ are sentence-initial. 
     -adverbial clauses with /-ãni/ have a distinctive rising contour that separates them from the    
       main  clause. 
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some temporals and locatives suggests it has taken over some of the space of /-ãni/ 
at the discourse level much as it has on the nominal level. 

The link that ties the usage of /-ãni/ at a discourse level with its usage at the 
nominal phrase level is its secondary discourse function of indicating marked topic. 
In his cross-linguistic study entitled “Conditionals are Topics”, Haiman (1978) 
reveals that two very distinct elements of discourse, conditionals and marked topic, 
are often indicated morphologically in the same manner in a number of languages 
(he cites Hua, Turkish, and Tagolog).50 Haiman goes on to show the surprisingly 
close relationship between these two discourse functions both semantically and 
pragmatically.51 Because of these and other findings, Dooley (2007:77) takes this 
similarity a step further and demonstrates a link between orientation information in 
general and marked topic, recognizing that they are both signaled in similar fashion. 
The interesting point in Mamaindê is that both of these types of expressions, 
orientation material and marked topics, can be marked by the same /-ãni/ suffix, 
suggesting that Haiman and Dooley are correct in their findings. This view of /-ãni/ 
as an orientation/marked topic marker is the most promising hypothesis available for 
understanding these final nominal suffixes. 

 

Examples of the dual usages of ////----ããããnininini/./././.    

(1615) na-tʰoh-ãni,           hãi-sa̰                waḭ-ijah     ikʰan̰-nu-hĩʔ, 

COP-CN.BUT-FNS   he-NCL.LIQUID   you-DEM   teach-S2-CN.THEN.DS 
 

                 ta̰i-ãni   wanũn-lhi-aʔ-Ø-wa 

   I-FNS   good-IRR-S1-PRS-DECL 
                  But, if you teach that speech/language, as for me, I’ll be okay with it. 
 
 

The first /-ãni/ suffix above is being used to mark orientation on the 
connective, which is functioning as a tail-head linkage. The second is used to 
indicate a marked topic. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
50 Crofts (1990:10) also discusses this same data. 
51 In Mamaindê, the conditional morpheme, /-satoʔ/, functions as a connective between a 
subordinate and a main clause, and is always followed by /-ãni/. The conditional thus shares a 
relationship with marked topics, which can also take the /-ãni/ suffix. 
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(1616) mamãins-ã-wek-tʰã-tu,                            hãi-ãni       
Mamaindê-GNT-CHILD-NCL.GROUP-FNS   they-FNS    
 
kaʔjãinʔ-tʰã-tu   
write-NCL.THING-FNS 
 

naka̰s-satoʔ-ãni,            wanũn-sihta̰ʔ,                    
                   understand-CN.IF-FNS   good-CN.IN.ORDER.TO.DS 
 

    toh-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa. 
                   want-O1-S3-PRS-DECL 
                   The Mamaindê children, if they were to understand writing, for it to be                  
                   good like that, I want it. 
 
 

Here the /-ãni/ is again used twice, once on the pronoun /hãi/ and once on 
the conditional connective /-satoʔ/. In the former instance it is used to signal a 
marked topic, and in the latter case to indicate the orientation function of the 
subordinate clause. 

But even these distinctions based on orientation and assertion can become 
blurred. Many of the subordinate clause connectives take no final affix at all, and 

some temporals and locatives take the /-tu/ suffix, instead of the /-ãni/ form we 

would expect. All of this points to a situation where at one time /-tu/ and /-ãni/ were 
used on nominals for one purpose, that of contrasting theme and rheme (according to 
Kingston, 1974:40-41), while they were used on adverbials (connectives, temporals, 
locatives, and other adverbial clauses) to distinguish orientation from assertion. 
Adverbial clauses (dependent or subordinate clauses) which typically provide 
orientation (or point of departure), took the /-ãni/ form while other adverbials took 
no suffix or the /-tu/ suffix to indicate assertions. Over time, these distinctions on 
adverbials have eroded, so that the /-tu/ form and the null form have begun to take 
over some of the orientation functions of /-ãni/. This can be seen on temporals such 
as /kanahata-tu/ ‘tomorrow’, or simply /kanahata/ ‘tomorrow’, where the final 
nominal suffix can be /-tu/ or nothing at all.  

Support for the gradual eroding of these forms in Mamaindê comes from 
the fact that in other Nambikwara languages, these final nominal suffix forms are 
still strictly required. In Latundê for example, nouns may never appear without one 
of the referential suffixes unless it carries a noun classifier (Telles 2002:212). Such a 
restriction does not hold in Mamaindê, where nominals in connected speech may 
occur without any final suffix or any noun classifier. Here we see a loosening of the 
morphological system in a way that suggests a loss of information encoded by part 
of that system, and a subsequent reshuffling of semantic domains. Given such a 
scenario, it is to be expected that defining the current meanings of the morphemes 
involved would be a difficult task 

To summarize this discussion, I first described the set of final nominal 
suffixes as remnants of a previous system that at one time appeared to have marked 
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the notions of definiteness/indefiniteness and theme/rheme on nominals (based on 
Kingston, 1974:38-41). This system has since eroded, and the /-tu/ form has taken 
over the space of its counterpart to the point where the system is no longer 
recognizable, except for a small set of definite nominals where /-ãni/ is still used to 
indicate specificity. Beyond this eroded system, there is a secondary usage of these 
morphemes which is somewhat clearer. This is the usage of /-ãni/ and /-tu/ to mark 
orientation and assertion respectively. It is in these discourse roles that we see a 
more consistent function for these suffixes:  /-ãni/ being called upon to mark 
subordinate material (locatives, temporals, and particularly certain connectives) and 
to indicate the presence of marked topics, and /-tu/ functioning obligatorily as a 
means of marking assertion on nouns in isolation. While these are the most 
predictable roles of these suffixes, they are still fraught with numerous 
inconsistencies, and we are left with the realization that the loss of diachronic 
distinctions has limited us to only a partial understanding of the synchronic picture. 
A full reconstruction of the grammatical function of these morphemes may be 
irrecoverable.  
 
 

3.4.1.43.4.1.43.4.1.43.4.1.4    Compound NounsCompound NounsCompound NounsCompound Nouns    
 
Most nouns contain only a single noun root morpheme. However, the poly-synthetic 
nature of this language enables speakers to create complex noun stems by 
compounding several (two or more) noun roots in sequence. These are treated as 
single words, which can be deduced from the fact that only the last noun root is able 
to be modified by further noun morphology. The head of such nominal compounds 
is typically on the right. 
 

Examples of compound nouns: 

(1617) naho-janãn-tu 
           water-jaguar-FNS 
           otter 

 

(1618) naho-aiʔkʰi-tu   
           water-bird-FNS 
           kingfisher 

 

(1619) jata-juhenʔ-tu   
           deer-tongue-NP 
           wasp, colloquially “língua de veado” 
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(1620) taʔwen-wakinʔ-tu 
forest-owner-FNS 
mythological forest creature/’caipora’/’Big Foot’ 
 

3.4.1.4.13.4.1.4.13.4.1.4.13.4.1.4.1    Genitive ConnectorGenitive ConnectorGenitive ConnectorGenitive Connector    

 
The nominal suffix /-ã/ is a derivational morpheme used to connect two nouns 
within a compound stem when they are in a genitive or possessor/possessed 
relationship.  The second nominal of the compound will always be the head or the 
possessed element in the construction, and can take the form of either a noun, a noun 
classifier, or a nominalized verb. 

(1621) toh-ã-ja̰-tu 
bee-GNT-NCL.LIQUID-FNS 
liquid of the bee/honey 
 

(1622) jaho-ã-sih-tu 
old.man-GNT-house-FNS 
the house of the old man 
 

(1623) wet-ã-ta-kʰi-tu 
child-GNT-lie.down-PAT-FNS 
that in which to lie down, belonging to the child/ a child carrying strap 
 

(1624) sṵ̃n-ã-sin-na-tu 
sun-GNT-meat-NCL.AREA-FNS 

      the meat of the sun/ the place of the sun/ the sky 
 

(1625) nakʔ-ã-wainsi-tu 
blood-GNT-medicine-FNS 
medicine of blood/ medicine for heavy bleeding during menstruation 
 
 

3.4.1.53.4.1.53.4.1.53.4.1.5    Verbalized NounsVerbalized NounsVerbalized NounsVerbalized Nouns    
 
Any nominal may be treated as a verb by adding the de-nominalizing suffix /-ta/ 
after the noun root, followed by an appropriate verbal inflection, typically the third 
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person present tense declarative. This creates a predicate nominal which functions as 
a verb, being used in the identifying, labeling or defining of objects. This is always 
the form employed when the speaker is providing the listener with the name of the 
nominal to which he is referring. Note that there is no third person pronoun 
necessary. 

(1626) tun-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa 
flute-DNM-S3-PRS-DECL 

     It is a flute 
 

(1627) siu-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa 
basket-DNM-S3-PRS-DECL 

     It is a basket 
 

(1628) waʔjona-tʰã-sih-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa 
menstruate-NCL.THING-house-DNM-S3-PRS-DECL  
It is a puberty hut 

 
 

Occasionally, it is possible for noun roots to be de-nominalized without the 
presence of the /-ta/ morpheme. 
 

(1629) na-nati-n-tʰaʔ-wa 

PS3-mother-S2-FUT1-DECL 

You will be his mother 
 

 

3.4.1.63.4.1.63.4.1.63.4.1.6     Pronouns Pronouns Pronouns Pronouns    

3.4.1.6.13.4.1.6.13.4.1.6.13.4.1.6.1    PersonPersonPersonPerson    

 
There are three person pronouns. These are free morphemes which function in place 
of the nominal they reference, which can be either subject, object, or indirect 
object/oblique. Their presence is generally non-obligatory, as the personhood of the 
subject and objects is typically carried by the inflectional morphology of the verb. 
Thus their presence indicates that a certain emphasis is being placed on the person 
involved. These are by default either singular pronouns, or unmarked forms where 
number is not in focus. If the speaker wishes to highlight plurality, the additional 
plural marker will be added (see following section on number). They may occur 
with or without the final nominal suffix /-ãni/. 
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Person Pronouns: 

ta̰i 1st person pronoun (singular/unmarked number) 

wa̰i 2nd person pronoun (singular/unmarked number) 

hãi 3rd person pronoun (singular/unmarked number) 
 
 

This same set of pronouns is used to refer to nominals in all of the basic 
grammatical relations, subject, object and indirect object/oblique. This can be 
evidenced in the examples below. 
 

As Subject: 

(1630) hãi-ãni     anka-latʰa-Ø-wa 
PN3-FNS   costly-S3-PRS-DECL 
It is costly 

 

(1631) Donaldo  to̰-satoʔni,   taḭ    ʔjaih-lhi-aʔ-Ø-wa. 
Donaldo  die-CN.IF     PN1   sad-IRR-S1-PRS-DECL 

                   If Donaldo died, I would be sad. 
 

(1632) wa̰i  mũn  naʔkan-sihtaʔ               set-aʔ-Ø-wa  
PN2  well   listen-CN.SO.THAT.DS   speak-S1-PRS-Decl 

                   For you to listen/understand well, I am speaking. 
 
 

As Object: 

(1633) ta-jahon-tu             ta̰i     toh-Ø-aʔ-wa    
PS1-old.man-FNS    PN1   like-S3-NEG-DECL 

                   My old man doesn’t like me. 
 

(1634) wa̰i   sun-Ø-tʰunna-wa 
PN2   hit-S3-FUT1-DECL 
He will hit you. 
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(1635) hãi   eu-a-satoʔni     wḭ-lhi-aʔ-Ø-wa 
PN3  see-S1-CN.IF    eat.meat-IRR-S1-PRS-DECL 
If I would have seen him, I would have eaten him (speaking of an 
armadillo). 
 

As Indirect Object/Oblique: 

(1636) ta-ʔaḭ-tãnʔ-hen-a                  wa̰i   set-ten-aʔ-wa  
PS1-go-SEQ-NCL.TIME-FNS   PN2   speak-DES-S1-PRS-DECL 
Before I go, I will speak to you. 

 

(1637) kanaha-ta           ta̰i    toh-ã-ja                      tanu-ta-Ø-tʰaʔ-wa 
night-GND.FEM   PN1   bee-GNT-NCL.LIQUID   give-O1-S3-FUT2-DECL 
Tomorrow she will give honey to me. 
 

(1638) ta-sawis-anãʔã        hiksamañ-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa.  
PS1-grandchild-PL   long.for-O1-S3-PRS-DECL.   
I miss my grandchildren. 
 

hãi    nalik-ka-hensoʔ              na-naʔ-Ø-wa. 
PN3    remember-OBL-ALWAYS  COP-S1-PRS-DECL.   

                   I remember (about) them all the time.  
 
 

Note that in the last example the pronoun is singular or unmarked for 
number, while the referent, grandchildren, is clearly plural as indicated in the 
previous sentence. This is common usage unless the speaker wishes to highlight the 
plurality of the pronoun. 

Pronouns typically stand alone, but they may also be modified by any of 
the morphology available to nominals, including noun classifier, gender, number, 
the demonstrative, and the final nominal suffix. If they carry a noun classifier, it 
must be the human/animate noun classifier /-soʔka/. If they carry the final nominal 
suffix, it will be the /-ãni/ form. 
 

3.4.1.6.23.4.1.6.23.4.1.6.23.4.1.6.2    GenderGenderGenderGender    

 
Although there does not exist a separate pronoun set to connote differences of 
gender, the female gender marker /-ta/ can be added to a pronoun when that 
characteristic is being highlighted. If a pronoun lacks the female gender marker, this 
implies that one is referring to the male gender, or that gender is simply not in focus. 
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(1639) wa̰-teʔ-tu          naih   to̰-Ø-hã.                     
PS2-wife-FNS    still    sick-S3-INT.   

Is your wife still sick? 

 

hãi-ta        enkuñ-sihtaʔ                    set-aʔ-Ø-wa. 
PN3-FEM     recover-CN.SO.THAT.DS     speak-S1-PRS-DECL 
In order for her to recover, I speak (My wish is that she would recover) 
 

(1640) kajauka-ta          wanũ-Ø-aʔ-Ø-wa.   
white.man-FEM   good-S3-Neg-PRS-Decl. 
The white woman is no good. 
 

hãi-soʔka-ta             nitset-ta̰ʔ                   
PN3-NCL.HUM-FM     angry-CN.AND.SS 
 

het-ta-let-Ø-nãn-wa.                
yell-O1-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 
She got angry and yelled at me. 

 
 
Note the added use of the noun classifier /-soʔka/ on the last example. This 

classifier is most common with the third person pronoun. When the female gender 
marker and the noun classifier are both used, the gender marker will always follow 
the classifier.  
 
 

3.4.1.6.33.4.1.6.33.4.1.6.33.4.1.6.3    NumberNumberNumberNumber    

 
As was already mentioned, the plural marker /-nãʔã/ is affixed to the pronoun only 
when plurality is in focus. 
 

(1641) wales-soʔka                     wa-̰latʰa-Ø-wa.           
unintelligible-NCL.HUM      come-S3-PRS-DECL   
 
hãĩ-nãʔã   hain-Ø-tʰunna-wa. 
PN3-PL     sing-S3-FUT1-DECL 
The Southern Nambikwara are coming. They will sing. 
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(1642) ta̰i-nãʔã   anukʰa-ta̰ʔ               
PN1-PL     gather-CN.AND.SS     
 
ju-set-joʔ-kʰit-ten-latʰa-Ø-wa 
mouth-speak-RCP-S1.PL-DES-S3-PRS-DECL 
We will gather and discuss (it) together. 
 

(1643) wa̰i-soʔka-nãʔã         nauʔkanaiʔ   hitenũn-hensoʔ          
PN2-NCL.HUM-PL     just                worry-CN.ALWAYS     
 

na-nuʔ-Ø-wa. 
COP-S2-PRS-DECL 
You people are just always worried (for no reason). 
 
 

Note that the number marker also follows the noun classifier /-soʔka/ on 
the last example. If a plural number of women are in focus, then the morpheme 
order on pronouns is: 

 
pronoun>noun.classifier>female.gender>plural. 

 

(1644) nakatosa-nãʔã   ha̰i-soʔka-ta-nãʔã            kanih-jeʔ-latʰa-Ø-wa. 
Negarotê-PL      PN3-NCL.HUM-FEM-PL    many-EMP-S3-PRS-DECL 
The Negarotê women are many. 
 
 

3.4.1.6.43.4.1.6.43.4.1.6.43.4.1.6.4    DemonstrativeDemonstrativeDemonstrativeDemonstrative    

 
Emphasizing a specific person or persons to the exclusion of others can also be 
marked on the pronoun by the addition of the demonstrative /-ijah/  ‘that/those’. 
 

(1645) hãi-soʔka-ijah-ãni             kʰakʰot-satau-Ø-nha-wa 
PN3-NCL.HUM-DEM-FNS   dangerous-RS-S3-PRS/NVIS-DECL 

     He, that very one, is said to be dangerous. 
 

(1646) hãi-ta-nãʔã-ijah       wasainʔ   joha-let-Ø-nãn-wa 
PN3-FEM-PL-DEM     stuff         trade-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 

     They, those very women, are the ones who traded stuff. 
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(1647) wa̰i-ijah     wanʔ-tu-soʔka          na-nuʔ-Ø-wa 
PN2-DEM   steal-get-NCL.HUM     COP-S2-PRS-DECL 

                   You there, you are the thief person. 
 
 

3.4.1.6.53.4.1.6.53.4.1.6.53.4.1.6.5    InclusiveInclusiveInclusiveInclusive    

 
Finally, pronouns can take the inclusive markers available to other nominals. These 
markers serve to focus on the inclusion of the indicated person in a previous list of 
people. We have already seen these morphemes, so a few examples will suffice. 
 
 

////----kaukaukaukauʔ/    ‘even’ʔ/    ‘even’ʔ/    ‘even’ʔ/    ‘even’    

(1648) ta̰i-kauʔ              suʔton-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa 

PN1-INCL.EVEN     not.know-O1-S3-PRS-DECL 

Even I don’t know. 
 

----kikikikiʔ       ‘also’ʔ       ‘also’ʔ       ‘also’ʔ       ‘also’    

(1649) wa̰i-kiʔ              tu-tsĩn-wa 

PN2-INCL.ALSO     get-IMP-N.INT 

You as well should get some. 
 

----ĩ           ĩ           ĩ           ĩ           ‘and’ ‘and’ ‘and’ ‘and’ ((((usususused in listing)ed in listing)ed in listing)ed in listing)    

(1650) nahen-leʔi-tu     hãi-ĩ,                wa̰i-ĩ,                ta̰i-ĩ,                juhak    

time-PST-FNS   PN3-INCL.AND,   PN2-INCL.AND,    PN1-INCL.AND   all 

 

sanĩn-kʰit-let-nãn-wa. 

happy-S1.PL-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 
Back then, he, and you, and I, we were all happy. 

 
 

As is the case within other nominals, inclusive markers and the final 
nominal suffixes never co-occur within the same pronoun. 
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3.4.23.4.23.4.23.4.2    VerbsVerbsVerbsVerbs    

 
At the heart of Mamaindê morphology is the Mamaindê verb. The verb can be 
modified by both inflectional and derivational morphology, and tends to carry more 
suffixes than prefixes, making verbs left-headed words (in the sense that the root is 
typically on the far left side of the word). This section will describe the structure of 
independent verbs only. Dependent verbs will be covered in the syntax chapter, 
under the heading ‘Beyond the Clause’. 
 

3.4.2.13.4.2.13.4.2.13.4.2.1    Verb TypesVerb TypesVerb TypesVerb Types    
 
The complexity of the Mamaindê verb is not necessarily in its many types, but in its 
morphological structure. Nevertheless, there are a number of verb classes which 
should be mentioned.  

Verbs can be active or stative. This distinction is not marked by form, but 
by semantics. Active verbs can be ditransitive, transitive or intransitive, while 
statives are obligatorily intransitive (see Verb Valence for examples). The stative 
verbs can also be subdivided into quantitative verbs, weather verbs, adjectival verbs, 
the copula, and the impersonal construction.  

The first two of these stative verb types behave exactly the same in 
Mamaindê and there does not seem to be any language internal reason to treat them 
differently. Thus they will be discussed as a single class from the point of view of 
their morphological structure. The adjectival verbs will only be treated separately 
here because they are often realized as adjectives in other languages and some 
explanation and proof is needed of their verb-hood. Their morphological form, 
however, is identical to the previous types. The impersonal, on the other hand, is a 
stative which is treated in a unique way by the morphology and for that reason will 
be handled separately. Finally, the semantics and function of the copula are unique 
enough to warrant a separate discussion at the end of this section. 
 

3.4.2.1.13.4.2.1.13.4.2.1.13.4.2.1.1     Quantitative and Weather Verbs Quantitative and Weather Verbs Quantitative and Weather Verbs Quantitative and Weather Verbs    

 
Quantitative and weather verbs are both stative and inherently intransitive. Although 
they differ semantically, they function similarly in that they both occur only in third 
person. This also holds true in Latundê (Telles 2002:223). 

Quantitative verbs are predicates which make reference to number or 
quantity. Some examples follow. 
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(1651) kajauka     kʰanih-jeʔ-latʰa-Ø-wa 
whiteman   many-EMP-S3-PRS-DECL 
There are many whitemen 
 

(1652) wawaikʰa-let-Ø-nãn-wa 
           very.many-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 
           There were very many (in intermediate time) 

 

(1653) jalik-tu                    paah-latʰa-Ø-wa 
bead/necklace-FNS    two -S3-PRS-DECL 
There are two necklaces 
 

(1654) nũsa-haiʔka        kanaka-jeʔ-Ø-nĩnta-wa 
     PS1.PL-speech     one-EMP-S3-G.KN-DECL 
     Our speech was one (we spoke only one language) 

 
 

 
Weather verbs are verb roots which refer to meteorological conditions 

(Payne, 1997:55). They also occur obligatorily in the third person. 
 

(1655) miha-jeʔ-latʰa-Ø-wa 
rain-EMP-S3-PRS-DECL 
It is really raining 
 

(1656) lãn-latʰa-Ø-wa 
hot-S3-PRS-DECL 
It is hot 
 

(1657) lḭ-Ø-tʰunna-wa 
cold-S3-FUT-DECL 
It will get cold 
 

(1658) kamik-latʰa-Ø-wa 
be.dry.season-S3-PRS-DECL 
It is dry season 
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3.4.2.1.23.4.2.1.23.4.2.1.23.4.2.1.2    Adjectival VerbsAdjectival VerbsAdjectival VerbsAdjectival Verbs    

 
In the place of the conventional class of adjectives, the function of modifying and 
describing nominals in Mamaindê is performed by way of the verbal system. 
Typical noun-like qualities such as physical properties, dimensions, colors, value 
judgments, location, and other characteristics are encoded by way of descriptive 
verbal roots, or ‘adjectival verbs’. These verbs function much like predicate 
adjectives (Payne, 1997:120), except that in Mamaindê there is no adjective class. 
That these are verbs in Mamaindê is quite clear. They are intransitive and take the 
intransitive verbal endings, behaving in all ways like any other intransitive verbs in 
the language. They occur in the typical sentence final verb position, and in all three 
persons. They can also be nominalized by the suffixation of a noun classifier, 
another characteristic of verbs (and in their nominalized form serve a descriptive 
purpose as well). Finally, they are never found on their own modifying a noun.52 
This language internal evidence makes it clear that we do not have an adjective class 
in Mamaindê. What we do encounter are different types of verb roots, some of 
which can function in an adjectival role. Antunes (2004:158) mentions the existence 
of what he calls ‘verbal adjectives’ in Sabanê as well and comes to the same 
conclusion that these descriptive forms with intransitive verb endings are simply a 
subset of intransitive verbs. Some examples in Mamaindê follow. 
 

(1659) walonʔ-tu                  nahohntoʔ   aat-latʰa-Ø-wa 
giant.armadillo-FNS    very             big-S3-PRS-DECL 
The giant armadillo is very big 

 

(1660) na-jalik-nãʔã   waun-sade-latʰa-Ø-wa 
PS3-bead-PL    red-yellow-S3-PRS-DECL 
The beads are orange 
 

(1661) kʰokʰi-tu              kʰakʰos-soʔki-tu          tʰotʰon-latʰa-Ø-wa 
harpy.eagle-FNS    dangerous-NCL.ANIM   black-S3-PRS-DECL 
The harpy eagle, the dangerous one, is black 
 

(1662) na-wain-tʰã                    wanũn-jeʔ-let-Ø-nãn-wa 

PS3-many-NCL.GROUP    good-EMP-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 

His people were real good/beautiful people. 

                                                 
52 A few of these also function as adverbs, such as /wanũn/ ‘good’. When in an adverbial role 
modifying another verb, they will occur in a free form without any verbal affixation. See 
section 4.1.2.1 on adverbs. 
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(1663) ja̰kʔ-tu           jejes-latʰa-Ø-wa 

peccary-FNS   ugly-S3-PRS-DECL 

The peccary are ugly 
 

(1664) nakʰanis-latʰa-Ø-wa 
be.sick-S3-PRS-Decl 
He/she is sick 
 

(1665) ʔon-latʰa-Ø-wa 
lazy-S3-PRS-Decl 
He/she is lazy 
 

(1666) teh-tu        wasu-latʰa-Ø-wa 
path-FNS   slippery-S3-PRS-DECL 
The path is slippery 
 

(1667) wa-wasainʔ   saʔte-Ø-tʰunna-wa 
PS2-stuff        heavy-S3-FUT2-DECL 

     Your stuff will be heavy 
 

(1668) kʰen-hen-ã                              nũsa-halo       
be.dry.season-NCL.TIME-FNS    PS1.PL-land     
 

jalo-jeʔ-let-Ø-nãn-wa 
dry-EMP-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 
In the dry season, our land was very dry. 
 

(1669) nũsa-haiʔka         na-kaʔjãinʔ-tʰã            kʰãn-latʰa-Ø-wa 
PS1.PL-language   PS3-write-NCL.THING   hard-S3-PRS-DECL 
The writing of our language is difficult 
 
 

A subset of adjectival verbs are the locative verbs (or predicate locatives), 
which are semantically distinct from the rest, being used to specify location and 
distance (Payne, 1997:121). 
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(1670) na-sih-tu             un-latʰa-Ø-wa 
PS3-house-FNS    far-S3-PRS-DECL 
His village/house is far away. 
 

(1671) wanaka-jeʔ-Ø-nĩnta-wa 
close-EMP-S3-G.KN-DECL 
It was close (everyone knows that) 
 

(1672) nahon   tʰãuna-soʔkeuh-latʰa-Ø-wa 
           water     other.side-PRB-S3-PRS-DECL 
           It is probably on the other side of the water/river 

 

3.4.2.1.33.4.2.1.33.4.2.1.33.4.2.1.3    Impersonal VerbsImpersonal VerbsImpersonal VerbsImpersonal Verbs    

 
Certain stative verb roots are capable of taking the impersonal construction. I am 
borrowing the term ‘impersonal construction’ from Relational Grammar (Perlmutter 
1978) where it refers to an utterance in which the speaker uses a dummy subject 
(typically the third person subject marker or pronoun) in place of the expected first 
person marker. 53 In the process, the original first person subject is demoted to the 
status of an oblique (or chomeur) and marked as an Object/Oblique.54 A more 
detailed discussion of this construction, particularly how it relates to the clause, can 
be found in section 4.2.3, ‘The Impersonal Construction’. Here I will restrict my 
comments to the verb type which is involved. 

When the intent is to refer to a first or second person as subject, this 
strategy results in a statement that is clothed in third person, giving it an 
‘impersonal’ feel.55 However, when the impersonal is intended to refer to a third 
person subject, there is no difference in form between the impersonal construction 
and any typical verb. Thus the uniqueness of these verbs can be seen only in the first 
and second persons. In Mamaindê only a small subset of verb roots are allowed to 
take the impersonal construction, and most of these are stative intransitives. Some 
common ones are included below. 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
53 See Perlmutter and Postal (1984) for more information on impersonals in Relational 
Grammar, a theory of syntax which focuses mainly on the relations between the nominals and 
the predicate.  
54 This Object marker refers to direct objects, indirect objects, obliques, and chomeurs. 
55 When the impersonal is intended to refer to a third person subject, there is no difference in 
form between the impersonal construction and a typical verb. 
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(1673) to̰-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa           
sick-O1-S3-PRS-DECL 
It is sick to me (I am sick) 
 

(1674) nḭ̃-ʔna-latʰa-Ø-wa           
hurt-O2-S3-PRS-DECL 
It hurts to you (You hurt) 
 

(1675) suhni-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa     
afraid-O1-S3-PRS-DECL 
It is frightening to me (I am afraid) 

 

(1676) ʔjaḭh-Ø-latʰa-Ø-wa 
sad-O3-S3-PRS-DECL 
It is sad to him (He is sad) 
 

(1677) heh-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa                    
hungry-O1-S3-PRS-DECL 
It is hungry to me (I am hungry) 

 

(1678) hitʰa-̰ʔna-latʰa-Ø-wa56                  
tired-O2-S3-PRS-DECL 
It is tiring to you (You are tired) 
 

(1679) suʔton-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa                
to.not.know-O1-S3-PRS-DECL 
It is unknown to me (I don’t know) 
 

(1680) hitenũn-ʔna-latʰa-Ø-wa              
worry-O2-S3-PRS-DECL 
It is worrisome to you ( You are worried) 
 
 

                                                 
56  This root is derived from two morphemes - /hik/ ‘hand’, and /tʰa/ - ‘tired’. 
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(1681) ʔo̰n-Ø-latʰa-Ø-wa               
be.lazy-O3-S3-PRS-DECL 
It is lazy to him  (He is lazy) 
 
 

While most of the impersonal roots are obligatorily intransitive, some 
(semantically) transitive verbs may also take the impersonal form. 

 

(1682) takalah-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa 
to.dislike-O1-S3-PRS-DECL 
It is not liked by me (I don’t like it) 
 

(1683) nakajaunũn-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa             
forget-O1-S3-PRS-DECL 
It is forgetting to me (I forget it) 

 

(1684) toh-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa                    
want-O1-S3-PRS-DECL 
It is wanting to me (I want it) 

 
 

The impersonal is in some ways quite similar to the absolutive case in 
ergative systems. In Mamaindê, the impersonal uses an object marker to mark the 
subject of certain (deep level) intransitives, thus establishing a formal link between 
the subject of the intransitive with the object of the transitive, a major characteristic 
of the absolutive case. As this only occurs with a small subset of verbs, however, it 
appears to be a split-ergative system. This may be a family trait. Telles (2002:227) 
reports the presence of split-ergativity in Latundê, and Kroeker (2001:4) mentions a 
similar phenomenon in Southern Nambikwara, which he attributes to all the stative 
verbs.  

Several unique aspects of the Mamaindê system need to be mentioned. 
Mamaindê impersonals are identified by markings on the verb, and not by way of 
case marking on nouns as in many ergative languages. The impersonal makes this 
link between the subject of intransitive and object of transitive by way of deep 
structure, where the same underlying subject is treated as a surface object at a 
different level. The ergative/absolutive dichotomy does not typically require such 
levels, and can be handled by simple surface marking. The Mamaindê impersonal is 
always a transitive clause on the surface, while the typical absolutive can occur in 
either a transitive or intransitive construction. Besides these differences, the 
impersonal construction also requires the insertion of a third person subject that is 
semantically empty, a dummy subject, something not necessary in an absolutive. 
Therefore, while Mamaindê does appear to possess a limited split ergative system 
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(as demonstrated in the impersonals), it is a somewhat atypical system. Givón 
perhaps gives the best description of such impersonal constructions, referring to 
them as ‘metaphorical intransitives’ (1989:63), for although they are transitive at 
face value, they are representative of intransitive meaning at some deeper level. 

Evidence of the underlying subject in these impersonals can be obtained by 
investigating the switch reference system. In the examples below, the impersonal 
clause is preceded by a dependent clause, linked by way of a connective. The 
connectives in Mamaindê not only serve to connect clauses, but they also function as 
a switch reference system, indicating if the subject of the second clause will change 
or remain the same as the subject of the previous clause. It is the choice of the 
connective that carries this crucial information. 
 

(1685) ta̰i-ãni      wa̰-ta̰ʔ                  sanĩn-ta-latha-Ø-wa. 
PnI-FNS   come-CN.AND.SS   happy-O1-S3-PRS-DECL 
I came and it is happy to me.  (I have come and am happy about it) 

 

(1686) hãi-ãni     wa̰-hĩʔ,                 sanĩn-ta-latha-Ø-wa. 
PN3-FNS  come-CN.AND.DS   happy-O1-S3-PRS-DECL 
He came, and it is happy to me. (He has come and I am happy about it) 

 
 
  In the first example above we have two clauses linked by the SS (Same 
Subject) connective /-ta̰ʔ/, indicating that the subject of the second clause will 
remain the same as the first, in this case, first person.  In the second example, we 
have the DS (Different Subject) connective /-hĩʔ/, which signals that a switch in 
subject is occurring (from third person to something else). In both these cases the 
use of the switch reference system supports our analysis that the first person Object 
marker /-ta/ is actually being used to refer to a person who is the subject at some 
non-surface level, and that, at that same underlying level, the third person Subject 
marker /-latʰa/  refers to a person who is not the subject at all. The importance of the 
switch reference system is that it predicts who the underlying subject of the second 
clause will be, and in both cases, this prediction agrees with the object marker, not 
the subject marker. Thus, the switch reference system of the language lends 
significant support to our analysis of the impersonal construction. 

Interestingly, all of these impersonals have an emotive connotation, 
involving verbs which express intense personal feelings or desires, the majority of 
them negative in nature; sad, sick, tired, want, doubt, fear, worry, hunger, hurt, 
forget, etc. This adds support to Payne’s claim (1997:145) that the split in split-
intransitive systems is often drawn along semantic lines.57 Its intriguing to wonder 
why the most emotive verbs in the language are relegated to the third person. Could 
these impersonal predicates somehow be relics of the harsh history of the Mamaindê 
people? Or is this simply a shared human trait, where unpleasant memories are 

                                                 
57 A similar semantic distinction is found in Nambikwara stative verbs (Kroeker, 2001:4). 
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communicated in the most distant manner possible? While the second option seems 
most likely, it certainly is the case that their long history of tribal wars, epidemics, 
deprivation, and other tragedies has left the Mamaindê with painful memories,58 and 
that the impersonal construction provides them with a linguistic defense mechanism 
to distance themselves from the associated feelings of grief or pain. In much the 
same way that the Mamaindê prefer not to mention the name of a deceased relative, 
they prefer to speak of their own pain in impersonal terms.59   
 
 

3.4.2.23.4.2.23.4.2.23.4.2.2    Verb ValenceVerb ValenceVerb ValenceVerb Valence    
 
The inherent relationship of a given verb to the nominals in the clause, and the 
number of constraints on these relationships indicate the valence of that verb. Such 
relationships are typically described as intransitive, transitive, and ditransitive. The 
intransitives can be active or stative, while the transitives and ditransitives are 
obligatorily active. 
 

3.4.2.2.13.4.2.2.13.4.2.2.13.4.2.2.1    IntransitivesIntransitivesIntransitivesIntransitives    

(1687) ta̰i   hiton-le-a-nãn-wa 
I      dream-I.PST-S1-PST-DECL 

     I dreamed recently (in intermediate past) 
 

(1688) na-hḭ̃ni-tu                     sei     ja̰u-latʰa-Ø-wa 
PS3-grandmother-FNS    here   to.be-S3-PRS-DECL 

     His grandmother is here. 
 

(1689) ikalaka-ten-aʔ-wa 
work-DES-S1-DECL 
I intend to work 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
58 At the peak of the smallpox epidemic in the late 1950’s, a disease brought on by the 
advancement of the white man, the Mamaindê had become so destitute and hopeless that at 
least one family gave a child away to whoever would take it and raise it (personal 
communication - Bob Crump, SAM Mission Society). 
59 The verb /sanĩn/  ‘be happy’ can also be used in an impersonal manner, but it is often used 
with the standard first person subject marker as well. 
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(1690) na-wet-tu           taʔnũs-wa-latʰa-Ø-wa 
PS3-child-FNA    cough-CNT-S3-PRS-DECL 
His child comes coughing (continues to cough from the past to the 
present) 

 
 

3.4.2.2.23.4.2.2.23.4.2.2.23.4.2.2.2    TransitivesTransitivesTransitivesTransitives    

(1691) sĩu-tu            wes-kʰit-latʰa-Ø-wa 
basket-FNS    make-S1.PL-S3-PRS-DECL 

     We are making baskets  
 

(1692) nũsa-jahon-sihatija-tu                    kajat-kanĩn   
PS1.PL-old.man-TMP.MYTH-FNS     corn-NCL.ROUND   
 

haʔtĩn-jeʔ-Ø-nĩnta-wa 
plant-EMP-S3-G.KN-DECL 

     Our ancestoral men planted corn seeds (as everyone knows) 
 

(1693) nahajauptʰi-tu   nã-aʔ-Ø-wa 
water-FNS         drink-S1-PRS-DECL 
I am drinking water 

 

(1694) wikʰai-tu              sun-jeʔ-let-Ø-nãn-wa 
bushmaster-FNS     kill-EMP-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 
He killed the bushmaster snake. 
 

(1695) nahana   hukʔ-tu             tu-a-tʰaʔ-wa 
later        bow/gun-FNS    get-S1-FUT-DECL 
I will get a bow/gun later 
 
 

3.4.2.2.33.4.2.2.33.4.2.2.33.4.2.2.3    DitransitivesDitransitivesDitransitivesDitransitives    

(1696) jainsi-tu      tanu-leʔ-soʔkeuh-Ø-tʰunna-wa 
food-FNS    give-O1.PL.IN-PRB-S3-FUT-DECL 
He will probably give food to us 
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(1697) ta-haiʔka    ta-sanĩn-sa̰-tu                         hãi    
PS1-word    PS1-happy-NCL.LIQUID-FNS    he   
 
 
set-ka-Ø-le-a-nãn-wa 
speak-OBL-O3-I.PST-S1-PST-DECL 
I spoke my words, my happy words, to him (in intermediate past time) 
 

(1698) wa-wasainʔ-tu   tanãun-ʔna-ten-aʔ-Ø-wa 
PS2-stuff-FNS   send-O2-DES-S1-PRS-DECL 
I intend to send your stuff to you. 

 
 

3.4.2.2.43.4.2.2.43.4.2.2.43.4.2.2.4    Semantically Passive VerbsSemantically Passive VerbsSemantically Passive VerbsSemantically Passive Verbs    

 
Although the typical passive construction does not occur in Nambikwara languages, 
there is one verb which appears to be semantically passive in Mamaindê. This is the 
verb /ton/, ‘to be hit’. It is used whenever a target is hit by a projectile, either bullet, 
arrow, rock, etc. Since there is no formal difference between the structure of this 
verb phrase and any other in the language, we must conclude that this is also an 
active verb. Its uniqueness is in the semantics.  
 

(1699) nũnʔta   ton-latʰa-Ø-wa 
tapir       to.be.hit-S3-PRS-DECL 
The tapir is hit! 
 
 

Because the subject of the verb functions semantically as a patient, this 
verb cannot be used with an agent in the subject slot. Any attempts to do so are 
ungrammatical, as shown below. No other verbs of this type have been found. 
 

(1700) tãi  nũnʔta   ton-aʔ-Ø-wa* 
I     tapir       hit-S1-PRS-Decl 
I hit the tapir. 
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3.4.2.2.53.4.2.2.53.4.2.2.53.4.2.2.5    Inherent Object VerbsInherent Object VerbsInherent Object VerbsInherent Object Verbs    

 
The semantic domain of a small set of active verbs includes not only the action of 
the verb, but also the specific nominal which is the object or goal of the action. In 
most languages, these types of predicates could relate to any of a number of 
nominals, such as ‘give X’, ‘approach X’, ‘eat X’. But in Mamaindê, when these 
verbal ideas are related to certain direct or indirect objects, a specific root must be 
chosen.60  The overt form of the object is then not required in these cases, as it is 
implied by the presence of the verb root itself.  

The verbal idea ‘arrive’ has two root forms – a specific form /hĩun/ which 
is used only when one has arrived at the edge of water, and a general form /lit/ 
which is used with all other types of objects. Notice that the nominal /nahon/ ‘water’ 
is not required in the first utterance as the idea is carried by the verb root. 
 

(1701) hĩun-let-Ø-nãn-wa 
arrive.at.water-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 

     He/she arrived (at the waters edge.) 
 

(1702) sih-tu           lit-let-Ø-nãn-wa 
house-FNS    approach-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 

     He/she arrived at the house 
 

 
The verbal idea ‘give’ has two forms. The specific form /teh/ is used only 

when giving someone liquid to drink. All other instances of ‘give’ use the form 
/tanu/. Again, there is no need to mention that liquid is being given in the first 
example as the root already implies this. 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
60 Interestingly, several of the verbs with inherent objects are ‘water’ verbs, verbs dealing 
with water as the goal or object. It may be possible that these special ‘water verbs’ arose from 
the scarcity of water in the original Mamaindê homeland, an area of savannah scrubland and 
escarpments with very small streams which often dry up in the dry season. These special verb 
roots thus highlight the value placed on activities which are done with or near water. A few 
other ‘water’ verbs include /tanãuntanĩun/ ‘throw into water, /eukatai/ ‘go get water’, and 
/taitu/ ‘fill with water’. Similarly, specific verbs for the act of eating meat and the state of 
being hungry for meat may also stem from a scarcity in their traditional lifestyle. The inherent 
difficulties in procuring sufficient meat in the original Mamaindê territory, a land of few game 
animals and small streams with very small fish, makes meat a prized food and the act of 
eating meat becomes valued above other acts of eating. Thus it is given its own root form. 
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(1703) wet-tu         teh-latʰa-Ø-wa 
child-FNS    give.to.drink-S3-PRS-DECL 
He/she is giving the child (some liquid) to drink. 
 

(1704) wet-tu         jun-tu          tanu-latʰa-Ø-wa 
Child-FNS   knife-FNS     give-S3-PRS-DECL 
He/she is giving the child a knife 

 
The verbal idea ‘eat’ has two forms. The specific form /wḭ/  is limited to the 

act of eating meat. All other instances of ‘eating’ use the form /jain/. Again, there is 
no need to mention that meat is being eaten in the first example as the root already 
implies this. 

(1705) wḭ-sitoh-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa 
eat.meat-WNT-O1-S3-PRS-Decl 
I want to eat (meat) 

(1706) kajat-tu       jain-sitoh-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa 
corn-FNS     eat-WNT-O1-S3-PRS-Decl 
I want to eat corn 

 
The verbal idea ‘hunger for’ has two forms depending on whether one is 

hungering for meat, /eun/, or for food in general, /hehsadoh/. When considering the 
forms above as well as those below, it becomes clear that eating meat among the 
Mamaindê is a highly prized activity. 
 

(1707) hehsatoh-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa 
hungry-O1-S3-PRS-Decl 
I am hungry 
 

(1708) eun-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa 
hungry.for.meat-O1-S3-PRS-Decl 
I am hungry (for meat) 

 
 

3.4.2.33.4.2.33.4.2.33.4.2.3    Verb MorphologyVerb MorphologyVerb MorphologyVerb Morphology    
 
The linear order of elements within the main verb may be represented tentatively by 
the table on the following page. 
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Although we have already seen in a previous section that nouns may take a 
large number of affixes, the above table clearly indicates that the verb is by far the 
most polysynthetic component in the language. Verbal affixation is mostly suffixial, 
counting with only two verbal prefix categories in contrast to a total of twenty 
different verbal suffix categories. This demonstrates the left-headed tendency of the 
Mamaindê verb, where the root typically occurs near the far left edge of the inflected 
verbal string.  

Not all of these morphological categories are obligatory. The only slots 
besides the root which are obligatory on the main verb are the last four; Subject, 
Tense/Evidentiality, Clause Type, and Emotives.61 However, in spite of the fact that 
words have not been found which carry all of the above morphology, it is not 
uncommon for a large portion of these morphological categories to modify a single 
verb root. Two examples will suffice to show the extremes of morphology on the 
main verb; minimal affixation, and maximal affixation.62  

(1709) ããããnnnn-Ø-nãn-wa 
hunt-S3-PST-DECL 

     He went hunting today (in recent past time) 

(1710) ta-i-onkaonkaonkaonka-ki-ta-soʔkeuh-juh-jeʔ-le-n-nãn-wa 
CAU-BDY.EYE-do-OBL-O1-PRB-3REF-EMP-I.PST-S2-PST-DECL 

                  You probably caused my eye to function in intermediate past time 
    (You probably caused me to wake up in intermediate past time) 
 
 
Specific support for the order of constituents in the above table will be 

provided when possible, as we discuss each morpheme category in turn. The table 
shown here fits the general structure of the Mamaindê verb: with causatives and 
body incorporation occurring as derivational prefixes, followed by the root within 
the larger stem, then followed by inflectional suffixes which indicate the presence of 
non-subject nominals, which are in turn followed by numerous derivational midfixes 
such as manner, etc, which add to the verb various semantic nuances, and lastly the 
final inflectional suffixes which ground the verb in broader concepts of time and 
participants and truth. Within the derivational prefixes, and within both inflectional 

                                                 
61 One must keep in mind that the set of person and tense markers each includes a zero 
morpheme which can occur as one of these obligatory morphemes. The zero person 
morpheme is the third person, while the zero tense morpheme is the present tense. Although 
these two zero morphemes are very common, they never co-occur. When both of these 
semantic categories are called for, i.e., a third person verb in the present tense, the third 
person subject marker takes on the overt form /-latʰa/, and the tense remains unmarked. 

ʔaḭ-latʰa-Ø-wa 

go-S3-PRS-DECL 

he is going 
62 The root morphemes are bolded to aid the reader in separating the prefixes from the 
suffixes. 
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groupings of suffixes, the constituent order shown above is tightly maintained. 
However, between many of the derivational midfixes, it must be understood from 
the start that any specific order holding between them is quite flexible, subject to 
being altered in various ways. Such variance shows that defining an exact ordering 
between every constituent may not be the most insightful way to approach the 
Mamaindê verb, if it is even possible. This conclusion follows from what linguists 
have discovered in many polysynthetic languages, that “relatively free pragmatic 
constituent order” and “possibilities of variable morpheme ordering” are 
“concomitant properties of polysynthetic languages” (Aikhenvald, 2007:6). The 
broader view, then, of derivational prefixes, stem, inflectional suffixes A, 
derivational midfixes, and inflectional suffixes B is probably a more appropriate 
way to conceive of the structure of Mamaindê  verbal morphology. 

The structure of the dependent verb is identical to that of the main verb 
above, but it obligatorily takes a connective marker in place of the final three 
inflectional affixes; the Tense/Evidentiality, Clause Type, and Emotive. Besides 
these last three inflectional morphemes, all morphological categories are possible on 
the dependent verb, including other inflectional markers such as subject. However, 
the dependent verb will typically avoid employing affixes which are true of the 
whole sentence and thus more appropriately modify the main verb. This means that 
the notion of subject will only be realized overtly on the dependent verb if there is a 
change of subject between the dependent and the independent clauses. The lack of 
the last three inflectional markers, as well as the tendency to avoid repetitive 
morphology, makes the dependent verb in Mamaindê much shorter and concise than 
the independent verb. The only obligatory morphology on a dependent verb is the 
connective suffix. The morphology of dependent verbs will be discussed further in 
section 4.3.3.1, ‘Connectives’. 

The remainder of this section on verb morphology will describe each of the 
possible affix categories found on the main verb. 
 
 

3.4.2.3.13.4.2.3.13.4.2.3.13.4.2.3.1    Derivational PrefixesDerivational PrefixesDerivational PrefixesDerivational Prefixes    

 
3.4.2.3.1.1 Causatives 
 
There are two possible morphemes which can occur in the initial verb prefix slot - 
the causative morpheme /ta-/ or /tal-/ and the involuntary morpheme /ã-/ or /ãl-/. The 
causative /ta-/ is employed to indicate that the subject of the verb is a third party 
which voluntarily caused the action to occur. The involuntary morpheme /ã-/ (and its 
allomorph /ãl-/) prefixes verbs when the action was involuntary, or reflexive, or 
caused by some unspecified/unknown source. The allomorphs /ãl-/ and /tal-/ are 
used when the root begins with a vowel. 
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Third party cause 

(1711) tawatewatewatewatelatʰawa 

ta-watewatewatewate-Ø-latʰa-Ø-wa 
CAU-disappear-O3-S3-PRS-DECL 

    He caused (it) to disappear/be gone 

(1712) ta-sanĩsanĩsanĩsanĩnnnnʔʔʔʔ----ta-nuʔ-Ø-wa 
CAU- happy-O1-S2-PRS-DECL 
You cause me to be happy 
 

(1713) tãlenkũenkũenkũenkũnnnnʔnatʰunnawa 

          tãl-enkũenkũenkũenkũnnnn-ʔna-Ø-tʰunna-wa  
           CAU-heal-O2-S3-FUT2-DECL 

     He will cause you to be healed 
 

Reflexive or unspecified cause 

(1714) ãsanisanisanisanĩ̃ ̃̃nnnnʔʔʔʔkanaʔwa 

ã-sanĩsanĩsanĩsanĩnnnnʔʔʔʔ----ka-naʔ-Ø-wa 

CAU-happy-OBL-S1-PRS-DECL 

I am happy (unknown cause) 

(1715) ãlenkũenkũenkũenkũnnnnteʔwa 

         ãl-enkũn-ten-aʔ-Ø-wa  
           CAU-heal-DES-S1-PRS-DECL 

     I intend to heal by myself 
 

(1716) ãilonlonlonlonteʔãun 

ã-i-lon-teʔ-Ø-ãun 
CAU-BDY.EYE-burst-DES.S1-PRS-DECL.HUMOR 

     I will (involuntarily) cause my forehead to burst 
 

(1717) ãionkaonkaonkaonkatah 

ã-i-onka-tah 

    CAU-BDY.EYE-do-IMP 

    Wake yourself upǃ 
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3.4.2.3.1.2 Noun Incorporation 
 
One of the more productive characteristics of Mamaindê morphology is the use of 
noun incorporation. Noun incorporation in this language involves verbal prefixes to 
refer to body parts. Since these prefixes refer to a restricted semantic domain (only 
body parts), and since they have a function which combines nominal elements with 
the verb, I will refer to the morphological process as Body-Part Incorporation, and to 
the class of prefixes as Body Prefixes. Body-Part Incorporation is clearly a type of 
noun-incorporation, a typical process found in polysynthetic morphologies 
(Aikhenvald 2007:6, 20). Not only are body-parts the only nominals to be 
incorporated in Mamaindê, they are also obligatorily possessed, adding support to 
Aikhenvald’s claim that most Amazonian languages limit incorporation to 
obligatorily possessed nouns (2007:20). The noun incorporation process found in 
Mamaindê is mostly of the more standard object/oblique type, although a few found 
in this section are of the subject type. 

Proof that these are bound verbal prefixes, not just free noun forms 
occurring before the verb, comes from forms where the free nominal and the body 
prefix are found together. 
 

(1718) nanukʰitu         nukaupnãnwa 

na-nukʰi-tu       nu-kaup-Ø-nãn-wa 
     PS3-arm-FNS     BDY.ARM-break-S3-PST-DECL 
     He broke his arm (in recent past) 
 

(1719) nukaupnãnwa 

nu-kaup-Ø-nãn-wa 
     BDY.ARM-break-S3-PST-DECL 
     He broke his arm (in recent past) 

(1720) nanukʰitu        kaupnãnwa * 

na-nukʰi-tu      kaup-Ø-nãn-wa 
     PS3-arm-FNS    break-S3-PST-DECL 
     He broke his arm (in recent past) 
 
 

The above examples show that body-part incorporation may occur with or 
without an overt nominal.63 The body prefix thus enjoys a closer connection to the 
verb than the nominal does, as it is required in this sentence while the overt nominal 
is not. Note that when an appropriate body prefix exists, the use of the overt nominal 
without the body prefix is not acceptable.  

                                                 
63 The body prefix may or may not be realized as a shortened form of the noun. 
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Even stronger proof that these body prefixes are part of the verbal element 
comes from those verbs where noun incorporation is preceded by other verbal 
prefixes, such as the causative marker. The fact that they occur between the 
causative prefix and the root of the verb shows that they must be treated as verbal 
prefixes as well.64 
 

(1721) ta-jṵ-nitus-kʰatoʔ 

CAU-BDY.FOOT-hurt-CN.THEN.SS 

It caused his foot to hurt, then…  

 
Although not every body part has its corresponding prefix, a number of 

body parts can be referred to in this way. Some of these prefixes are identical to 
their free nominal form, others are shortened versions of the free form, while a few 
are altogether different. 
 

                                                 
64 See also the last two examples in section 3.4.2.3.1.1 on ‘Causatives’. 
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Noun Incorporation Prefixes (Body Prefixes) 

 

    

 
Although most of the above verb roots can also occur without the body 

prefix, a few verbs require the presence of a body prefix at all times. The root form 
/kʰãn/, learn, for instance, is never found without an accompanying body prefix.  

It is interesting to note the change in meaning when the same verb takes on 
a variety of different body prefixes. The verb root /kʰakut/, ‘teach’ for example, can 
be modified in a number of helpful ways by employing the appropriate body part 
prefix in a given situation. 
 

Body 

Prefix 

Gloss Example Example gloss Free gloss 

i- eye/ 

forehead 

i-nãn 

i-onka 

i-toh 

eye-cry 

eye-do 

forehead-touch 

to be drowsy 

to awake 

to touch with the forehead 

nu/nuk arm nu-kʰãn arm-hard to be strong 

na- head na-lit 

na-hawas 

na-kalo 

head-arrive 

head-put in 

head-grow 

to remember, think 

to understand, learn 

to grow on the top 

na̰/naʔ̰- ear na̰-kʰakut ear-teach to teach verbally 

ju- mouth ju-kʰoʔ 

ju-ten 

ju-tʰãn 

ju-set 

mouth-hang 

mouth-shut 

mouth-open 

mouth-speak 

to hang on an edge 

to shut 

to open 

to speak, converse 

jṵ/jṵkʔ- foot jṵ-nĩ foot-hurt to hurt in the foot 

tʰa-̰ stomach tʰa-̰ʔaukʰa stomach-pierce to pop something swollen 

ta- buttocks da-kʰakʰan buttocks-messy to have scarred buttocks 

wa-/hik- hand hik-kʰãn 

wa-kʰai 

wa-toh 

hand-learn 

hand-rip 

hand-want 

to learn with the hand 

to rip with hand  

to touch with the hand 

tu- shin tu-tʰotʰon shin-black to have black shins 

halas- back halas-set 

halas-aup 

halas-kʰãn 

halas-eu 

back-speak 

back-break 

back-hard 

back-see 

to speak gossip 

to break in the middle 

to be courageous 

to spy  



      Morphology 

  

400

 

(1722) ju-kʰakut 

BDY.MOUTH-teach = teach the mouth = teach to speak 

(1723) i-kʰakut 

BDY.EYE-teach = teach the eye = teach to learn by visual example  

(1724) na̰-kʰakut 

BDY.EAR-teach = teach the ear = teach to learn by listening 

(1725) hik-kʰakut 

BDY.HAND-teach = teach the hand = teach to do with the hand 

 
 
A similar variety of forms can be found on the verb /kakãun/, 

‘clumsy/inexperienced/green’. 
 

(1726) i-kakãun 
BDY.EYE-clumsy 
To have poor vision 
 

(1727) na̰-kakãun 
BDY.EAR-clumsy 
To not be able to learn/listen well 
 

(1728) hik-kakãun 
BDY.HAND-clumsy 
To be inept with ones hands 

 

(1729) ju-kakãun  
BDY.MOUTH-clumsy 
To be a poor speaker 
 
 

Although typically only one body prefix will occur on a given verb root, it 
is occasionally possible to find two such prefixes on the same verb. This is 
demonstrated in the form below.  
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(1730) wa-na̰-ten-latʰa-Ø-wa 
BDY.HAND-BDY.EAR-cover-S3-PRS-DECL 
to cover the ear with the hand 

 

 
The closer the relationship with the verb, the closer the Body prefix will be 

to the root. Thus in the form above the prefix which indicates the object of the verb, 
/na-/ ‘ear’. is closer to the root than /wa-/ ‘hand’, which functions as an oblique. 
 

 
3.4.2.3.1.3 Incorporation and Metaphor 

 
Many of the Mamaindê body prefixes used in noun incorporation are metaphorical 
in nature. They are often used to refer to things or concepts which are not body parts 
at all, but which display some resemblance or similarity to a specific body part, 
either in form, in spatial area, in condition/quality, or in function.65 Similar 
metaphorical usage of body part terms has been documented in other languages as 
well, such as in Mixtec (Lakoff, 1987:314-317). Consider the two Mamaindê 
prefixes below, /ju-/ ‘mouth’ and /halas-/ ‘back’. 
 

Noun Incorporation used as Metaphor 

 

ju- mouth ju-kʰoʔ 

ju-ten 

ju-tʰãn 

mouth-hang 

mouth-shut 

mouth-open 

to hang on an edge 

to shut 

to open 

halas- back halas-set 

halas-aup 

halas-kʰãn 

halas-eu 

back-speak 

back-break 

back-hard 

back-see 

to speak behind/gossip 

to break in the middle 

to be courageous 

to look behind/spy  

 

 
In each one of the above examples we have the metaphorical use of body 

prefixes. The concept ‘mouth’, when alluding to its form, can refer to an ‘edge’, as 
found in the word /ju-kʰoʔ/ ‘mouth-hang=hang on an edge’, or, when its function is 
in focus, it can refer to a ‘door’, as in /ju-ten/ ‘mouth-shut=shut the door’, and /ju-
tʰãn/ ‘mouth-open=open the door’. The ‘back’ as part of the body can simply refer 
to a similar spatial area shared by other objects, such as the ‘middle’ of something, 
in /halas-aup/ ‘back-break=break in the middle’, or ‘behind’ something, in /halas-

                                                 
65 This relation of morphology to geometrical shape can also be observed in the use of noun 
classifiers in Mamaindê. 
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set/ ‘back-speak=gossip’ or /halas-eu/ ‘back-see=spy’. It can even refer to a quality 
such as rigidity/strength, alluded to in the form /halas-kʰãn/, ‘back-hard=to be 
courageous’. 

Another example of a body prefix often used to refer to a spatial area is the 
prefix /na-/ ‘head’. In the phrase below it is used metaphorically to refer to the top of 
the tree, where the leaves begin to grow at the beginning of the rainy season. 

 

(1731) wasanĩnʔ-teʔntaʔ                             watais-hĩʔ               itʰãnʔ    

be.rainy.season-CN.IN.ORDER.TO.SS    close-CN.THEN.DS   leaf       

 

haʔwen     na-kalo-ka-lhi-latʰa-Ø-wa 

begin        BDY.HEAD-grow-OBL-IRR-S3-PRS-DECL 

Closer to rainy season, leaves would begin to grow on the heads  

(of the trees) 

 

 
Instead of appealing to spatial area, the following body prefix makes a 

comparison based on the condition of the body part mentioned. 
 

(1732) tʰa-̰ʔaukʰa  

stomach-pierce  (to puncture) 

 
 

This is of course metaphorical in nature as well, linking the swollen nature 
of a belly to anything that is swollen and can be pierced, such as a balloon. 

A rather complex use of body part as metaphor is highlighted by the form 
below. Here we find two body prefixes, and two metaphors, within a single form. 

 

(1733) na̰-i-to-nũn-soʔka 

BDY.EAR-BDY.EYE-die-ALSO-NCL.HUM 

deaf person 

 
The verb ‘die’ itself, when prefixed by the body part /i-/ ‘eye’, is of course 

metaphorical, highlighting the likeness of the general condition of death of the body 
to the specific condition of death of the eye, or blindness. Then the addition of the 
body prefix /na-/ ‘ear’ compares the condition of one body part, blindness, to the 
condition of another, deafness. The rough semantics seem to develop in the 
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following progression: with /to/ being ‘die’, /i-to/  becomes ‘to die in the eye’, or ‘to 
be blind’. Then with /i-to-nũn/ established as ‘to be blind’, /na-i-to-nũn/  becomes 
‘to be blind in the ear’, implying that in the same way the eye is blind, the ear can 
also be ‘blind’. The extension of meaning found above, where one metaphor is built 
upon another, is a beautiful example of the rich productivity and symbolism possible 
within Mamaindê morphology. 
 

3.4.2.3.23.4.2.3.23.4.2.3.23.4.2.3.2    The StemThe StemThe StemThe Stem    

 
The verb stem is at the heart of the verb. The most common stem is the single verb 
root. But due to the polysynthetic nature of the language, compound roots are also 
possible in Mamaindê. 
 
 
3.4.2.3.2.1 Compound Verb Roots 

 
Several verbs are allowed to occur adjacent within the stem to form a compound 
verb root. When the two verbs are active verbs, such compounds typically refer to 
actions that occur in rapid succession. There is a progressive element involved, as 
the order of roots reflects the order of events as they are played out in real life. The 
list below includes some of the more common verb compounds, ignoring for the 
moment any irrelevant affixation. 
 

(1734) tu-we 
get-place  get and place = put 
 

(1735) tu-ʔnĩu 
get-return  get and return = bring 
 

(1736) ih-wi 
run-enter  run and enter = run in 
 

(1737) sun-tanãun 
hit-throw  hit and throw = kill 

 
 

(1738) nakʔat-tu 
hear-grab  hear and grab = believe 
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(1739) mãn-to 
burn-die  to die with heat 
 

(1740) wḭ-tanãun  
eat.meat-throw  eat (meat) and throw = to eat meat very fast 
 

(1741) ãun-wate 
leave-disappear leave and disappear = be gone 
 

(1742) hale-tanãun 
step-throw  step and throw = kick 

 

(1743) eu-tai 
see-take out  see and take out = take a picture 

(1744) eu-tanãun 
see-throw  see and throw = gaze, stare 
 

(1745) luka-tu 
separate-get  separate and get = choose 
 

 
A few compound verb sequences require additional material to be inserted 

between the two verbs in the stem. This additional material will take one of three 
forms, either /-ta-/, /-t-/, or /-k-/. All of these forms appear to be derived from the 
serial verb connector, /-taʔ/ ‘and’, which is used as a connective on dependent verbs 
when they occur in the ‘and’ relationship  in a serial verb string (see Connectives). 

When one of these shortened forms of the connective /-taʔ/ is inserted 
between two verb roots, the two become fused together and are treated as a single 
compound verb form. A few of these are listed here. 
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(1746) tuta̰i 

          tu-t-ʔaḭ 
get-and-go  get and go = take 

 

(1747) tukwa̰ 

            tu-k-wa̰ 
get-and-come  get and come = bring 
 

(1748) eutatu 
eu-ta-tu   
see-and-get  see and get = choose 
 

(1749) ʔjaihtajaṵ 

ʔjaih-ta-ja̰u   

sad-and-stay  sad and stay = remain sad 

(1750) anukʰatatau 

anukʰa-ta-tau  
gather-and-chop gather and chop 
 
 

Compound verb connectives (like /–ta-/ , /-t-/, /-k-/) are differentiated from 
the serial verb connector /-taʔ/ in that the former appears within the stem, between 
two verb roots, and before any inflectional suffixes. The latter only occurs at the end 
of a dependent verb in a serial construction (for further information see section 
4.3.3.1, ‘Connectives’). 

Although rare, it is possible to have up to three verb roots in a compound 
stem. 
 

(1751) tukwa̰we 

tu-k-wa̰-we 
get-and-come-put  get, come and put = bring and put 
 

(1752) eutalukatai 
eu-ta-luka-tai 

     see-and-separate-take.out see, separate, take out = see and choose 
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Compound verb stems can also be composed of an adjectival type verb root 
plus an active verb root, where the adjectival verb modifies the active verb. The 
order seems to be arbitrary as these can be found in either order; as adjectival/verb 
or as verb/adjectival.66 
 

(1753) onka-jejes 

do-bad 

to mess up 

(1754) wanũn-set 

good-speak 

to speak well  

(or ‘to be trustworthy’) 

 
We know these are functioning here as compound roots and not separate 

verbs because any prefixes will occur before the stem as a whole and never between 
them, and they share a single set of derivational and inflectional suffixes. 

(1755) ta-onka-jejes-ki-ta-let-Ø-nãn-wa 

CAU-do-bad-OBL-O1-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 

he caused me to mess up yesterday 

 
 
3.4.2.3.2.2 The Copula Verb 

 
At times, the Mamaindê speaker may wish to fill in certain details during the speech 
act which are not found in any verbal root, elements of meaning which are only 
encoded by way of the affixial system. This often gives one the feeling of an 
afterthought. In such situations, they will either repeat the previous verb using new 
affixes, or employ a more generic root, the copula /na/, as a place filler, and add the 
desired affixes.67 This root has very little independent meaning (see Payne 
1997:115), although it can best be translated as ‘to be’ or ‘it is’ in most cases. 
 
 

                                                 
66 In such cases, the adjectival type verb roots function as adverbials and modify the other 
verb within the stem. (See Kingston, 1976a:46, for a similar treatment of these forms). 
67 Kingston referred to this verb as the Mamaindê ‘universal verb’. This copula, which has a 
low tone, is not to be confused with other similar verb roots such as /na/ ‘speak’ (high tone), 
and /nã/ ‘drink’ (rising tone). 
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(1756) na-jeʔ-latʰa-Ø-wa 
COP-EMP-S3-PRS-DECL 
And that’s just the way it is. 

 

(1757) ʔjaih-latʰa-Ø-wa.     na-hensoʔ-latʰa-Ø-wa. 
sad-S3-PRS-DECL     COP-always-S3-PRS-DECL 
He/she is sad. Always is.  
 
  

This verb can also be used to construct predicate nominal clauses, such as 
the one below (see Payne 1997;115). 

 

(1758) hãi     ta-wa̰inta-tʰã-tu                      na-latʰa-Ø-wa. 
PN-3   PS1-group-NCL.GROUP-FNS     COP-S3-PRS-DECL 
Those right there, they are my group. 
 
 

The copula is also required after certain connectives, such as at the end of 
any string of serial verbs using the connector /-ĩ/ ‘list’. In these verb strings, the last 
verb is the copula, which communicates the least semantic content, but is necessary 
to carry the inflectional affixes. 

(1759) wa̰-ta̰ʔ,             set-ĩ,                hain-ĩ,           sanĩn-ĩ 
            come-CN.AND   speak-CN.LIST  sing-CN.LIST   happy-CN.LIST 
      

          na-kʰit-ten-soʔkeuh-latʰa-Ø-wa 
            COP-S1.PL.IN-DES-PRB-S3-PRS-DECL 

      We will probably come and speak, and sing, and be content. 
  
 
 
3.4.2.3.2.3 Statives 
This form of the verb is used to express a generic state, as opposed to simply a 
single or repeated action. The morpheme which marks the stative is part of the stem, 
and thus must occur immediately after the root, prior to any other morphology.  
 

////----ʔna/ʔna/ʔna/ʔna/    stativestativestativestative    

(1760) sanĩn-ʔna-latha-Ø-wa 

happy-STA-S3-PRS-DECL 

He is happy (in the state of being happy) 
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(1761) ta-ʔna-naʔ-Ø-wa 

lie.down-STA-S1-PRS-DECL 

I am laying down (in the state of laying down) 

(1762) nalit-ʔna-wa-let-Ø-nãn-wa 

think-STA-HAB-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 
He thought habitually (in the state of thinking) 

 
 

Although earlier data records many instances of this suffix, in more recent 
years, the stative is heard less and less, presumably due to the similarity of this 
morpheme with the second person object marker /-ʔna/, and the desire to 
disambiguate such constructions. In the place of the stative, the verb root /ja̰u/ ‘to 
be/to stay’ is often used to convey the same semantic information.  
 

(1763) sanĩn-ja̰u-latha-Ø-wa 

happy-stay/be-S3-PRS-DECL 

He is happy (in the state of being happy) 
 
 

3.4.2.3.33.4.2.3.33.4.2.3.33.4.2.3.3    Inflectional Suffixes Set AInflectional Suffixes Set AInflectional Suffixes Set AInflectional Suffixes Set A    

 
3.4.2.3.3.1 Oblique Marker 

 
In the position immediately following the verb stem is the optional oblique marker 
/ka/. We could also view this as a type of adposition marker – indicating the 
presence of an adposition type construction within the verb itself (adpositions often 
mark obliques in many languages). The /-ka/ has a very broad function, and is used 
to indicate a number of oblique relationships as benefactive, source, goal and 
referent. At other times it is even more generic, referencing any other nominal 
besides the nuclear terms of the phrase. In such cases the most appropriate gloss is 
often ‘in reference to’. Kingston (1974) uses the term ‘referential/ benefactive 
suffix’, while Telles (2000:241) expands this to the ‘benefactive/goal/source 
morpheme’ in her treatment of Latundê. 

The /-ka/ takes on these various meanings with different verbs and in 
different contexts. 
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referent 

(1764) set-ka-na-latʰa-wa 
speak-OBL-O2-S3-PRS-DECL 
He/she is speaking about you 

 

(1765) saninʔ-ka-Ø-Ø-nãn-wa 
happy-OBL-O3-S3-PST-DECL 

     He/she is happy about it. 
 

goal 

(1766) nũnʔki-soʔ   nãn-ka-Ø-nuʔ-Ø-wa 
breast-only   cry-OBL-O3-S2-PRS-DECL 

You cry only for the breast. 

 

benefactive 

(1767) nãn-ka-na-hensoʔ              na-latʰa-Ø-wa 
cry-OBL-O2-CN.ALWAYS    Cop-S3-PRS-Decl 
He/she always cries for you 

 
 

 source 

(1768) tu-ka-na-taku 
get-OBL-O2-CN.AND.SS 
He/she got (it) from you, and… 

 

(1769) wate-ka-na-taku 
disappear-OBL-O2-CN.AND.SS 
It has disappeared from you 
 

(1770) <cocacola>-sa̰-tu                 tanu-ta-jeʔ-let-Ø-nãn-wa.  
            CocaCola-NCL.LIQUID-FNS     give-O1-EMP-I.PST-S3-PST-Decl. 

He gave me some Coca-Cola. 
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(1771) na-ka-Ø-jeʔ-le-a-nãn-wa. 
drink-OBL-O3-EMP-I.PST-S1-PST.DECL 

     So I drank from him (at his expense) 
 

(1772) wãnʔ-ka-na-taku 

beg-OBL-O2-CN.AND.SS 

He/she begs it from you, and… 

 
As /-ka/ marks a relationship between a nominal and the verb, it is 

obligatorily followed by an object marker that indicates the personhood of that 
nominal.68 These person markers will be discussed in the next section. Interestingly, 
the verb /tanu/ ‘give’ never carries the oblique marker /-ka/, employing only the 
appropriate object person marker. Thus when the object marker occurs in the 
absence of the oblique marker, the dative role is assumed. 
 

(1773) tanu-ka-ʔna-latʰa-Ø-wa* 
give-OBL-O2-S3-PRS-DECL 
He/she gives (it) to you 
 

(1774) tanu-ʔna-latʰa-Ø-wa 
Give-O2-S3-PRS-DECL 
He/she gives (it) to you 

 
 

An alternate form /-ki/ is used in place of /-ka/ when the oblique marker 
occurs with the first person object marker /-ta/.69 
 

(1775) tu-ki-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa 
get-OBL-O1-S3-PRS-DECL 

     He is getting (it) from me. 
 

(1776) set-ki-ta-ten-hã 
speak-OBL-O1-DES-INT 
Will he speak to me? 

                                                 
68 This Object person marker is not always overt, as in the third person when it takes the form 
of a zero morpheme. 
69 An idiosyncratic feature of the form /-ki/ is that is lengthened, and thus takes stress, while 
the form /-ka/ does not. 
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3.4.2.3.3.2 Object (or Non-Subject) Markers   

 
The personhood of the accusative, the dative, and the oblique is all handled by a 
single set of verbal affixes. These morphemes agree with the person of the object, 
regardless of its type. This means that the basic Mamaindê noun-verb relations are 
marked on the verb as either subjects or non-subjects. No other noun-verb relation is 
recognized by the Mamaindê grammar. 
 

Object (or Non-Subject) Person markers - singular 

 
/-ta/     1st  person 

/-ʔna/, /-ʔn/, /-na/, /-nũn/  2nd person 

/-Ø/                    3rd person 
 
For singular objects (non-subjects), the above markers will appear alone. 

They do not specifically mark the singular, however, for each of them can also be 
found in conjunction with a separate plural morpheme. The singular is therefore 
only indicated by the absence of one of the plural morphemes found below. In 
reality, the default forms are the non-plural forms above, even when referring to 
plural objects. It is only when the plurality of the object is in question or at issue that 
the Mamaindê speaker will employ the more marked plural object forms. 

 

Object (Non-subject) Person markers - plural 

 

/-leʔ/  ~  /-loʔ/  Object - 1st person plural – inclusive 

/-tahlik/ ~̴ /-tahloʔ/ Object - 1st person plural – exclusive 

/-ʔai/    Object - 2nd and 3rd person plurals 
 

The first person object plurals actually mark both person and number. A 
separate person marker is not needed, although the /-tahlik/ form is often 
accompanied by the first person marker /-ta/ to construct the composite /-tahlik-ta/ 
form which emphasizes the first personhood of the plural. The second and third 
person plural objects, on the other hand, are marked with the same plural morpheme, 
/-ʔai/. Therefore they need the addition of the appropriate object person markers in 
order to distinguish them apart. Here we see the combination of these two 
morphemes to mark plural objects in the second and third persons. 70 

                                                 
70 Notice the plural form for second and third person objects is the same as the 3rd person 
plural for subjects. In cases where there might be a problem in differentiating a third person 

plural subject from a third person plural object, they will add the morpheme /-jeʔ/ to the 
subject form, as in /-ʔaijeʔ/, and not in the object form, which will remain /-ʔai/. 
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Combined Object and Person markers  

 

/-ʔai-ʔn/   object plural - 2nd person  

/-ʔai-Ø/   object plural - 3rd person  

 
We must keep in mind that all these ‘object’ forms are used for any non-

subject relation. Thus these forms can function as either direct or indirect object 
forms, or objects of oblique constructions. In contexts where more than one of these 
relations could apply, the direct object is taken as the default meaning. However, for 
utterances which could include an indirect object, two clauses are usually employed. 
Notice below that the possibility of both direct and indirect objects in the same 
clause ambiguates grammatical roles. To clarify such cases, two clauses may be 
used, as per the examples below.  
 

(1777) tanãun-ʔna-ten-aʔ-Ø-wa 
PS2-stuff-FNS  send-O2-DES-S1-PRS-DECL 
I will send you  – OR -  I will send (something) to you. 

 

(1778) wa-wasainʔ   tanãun-ʔna-ten-aʔ-Ø-wa 
PS2-stuff        send-O2-DES-S1-PRS-DECL 
I will send you and your stuff - OR - I will send your stuff to you 
 

clarified as… 

(1779) wa-wasainʔ   tu-n-sihtaʔ,                    tanãun-Ø-ten-aʔ-Ø-wa 
PS2-stuff        get-S2-CN.PURPOSE.DS    send-O2-DES-S1-PRS-DECL 
For you to get your stuff, I will send (it). 

 
 

The object person markers occur immediately after the root when they refer 
to either the direct or indirect objects. The oblique morpheme /-ka/ is not used in 
these cases. This is illustrated below. 
 
 

Object markers used to mark Direct Objects 

(1780) sun-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa  
hit-O1-S3-PRS-DECL 
He/she hit me. 
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(1781) kanaha-leʔi-tu     eu-ʔna-le-a-nãn-wa 
night-PST-FNS     see-O2-I.PST-S1-PST-DECL 

     I saw you yesterday 
 

(1782) hãi    toh-Ø-aʔ-Ø-wa 
PN3   want/like-O3-S1-PRS-DECL 

     I want that. 
 
 

Object markers used for Indirect Objects 

 

(1783) tanu-ta-nũn-nãn-wa   

give-O1-S2-PST-DECL 

You gave (it) to me (recent past) 

(1784) tanu-ʔna-latʰa-Ø-wa 

give-O2-S3-PRS-DECL 

He/she is giving (it) to you.  

 

(1785) tanu-Ø-a-tʰaʔ-wa 
give-O3-S1-FUT1-DECL 
I will give (it) to him/her. 
 

(1786) jalik-tu         wanũn-kʰanĩn-tu            tanu-leʔ-Ø-tʰaʔ-wa 
beads-FNS     pretty-NCl.ROUND-FNS    give-O1.PL.IN-S3-FUT1-DECL 

He/she will give us (inclusive) beads, pretty beads. 
 

(1787) tanu-tahlikta-Ø-tʰaʔ-wa 
give-O1.PL.EX-S3-FUT1-DECL 
He/she will give (it) to us (exclusive) 
 

(1788) ʔḛh-tu       tanu-ʔaiʔn-let-Ø-nãn-wa 

axe-FNS   give-O2.PL-I.PST-S3-PST-Decl 
He/she gave the axe to you all. 
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(1789) ʔḛh-tu      tanu-ʔai-let-Ø-nãn-wa 

axe-FNS   give-O3.PL-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 
He/she gave the axe to them. 

  
  

 
When referring to the oblique, the object marker occurs immediately after 

the oblique marker /–ka/ (or /-ki/).  
 

(1790) anukʰa-ki-ta-let-Ø-nãn-wa 
gather-OBL-O1-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 
They gathered together with me (in intermediate past) 

 

(1791) tu-ka-na-taku 
get-OBL-O2-CN.AND 
He/she got (it) from you, and… 

 
 

Note that the Mamaindê grammar will use the oblique marker to mark 
certain noun-verb relations as obliques which would otherwise be categorized as 
direct or indirect objects in some languages. This occurs most noticeably with the 
verbs ‘speak’ and ‘hear/listen’. For instance, the verb /naʔkas/, ‘to 
hear/listen/understand’, is never followed by the object marker unless there is an 
intervening oblique marker to accompany it, thus showing the oblique status of the 
nominal. Although only a slight shift in semantics is involved here, a form such as ‘I 
hear you’ in English becomes something more akin to ‘I am listening to you’ in 
Mamaindê.71 The verb /set/, ‘to speak’ also requires the oblique marker to be present 
whenever a typical object relation is in focus. These are small instances where the 
grammar is expressing its uniqueness and making its own categories in ways that 
differ from those in many other languages. 
 

(1792) naʔkas-ka-na-aʔ-Ø-wa 

hear-OBL-O2-S1-PRS-DECL 
I am listening to you 

 
 

                                                 
71 This comparison is not altogether insightful, since English is able to make a distinction 
between these two phrases semantically while Mamaindê cannot. 
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(1793) naʔkas-ki-ta-nu-hã 

hear-OBL-O1-S2-INT 

Are you listening to me? 

 

(1794) hãi   naʔkas̰-ka-tahlikta-kʰatoʔ               het-let-Ø-nãn-wa. 
he     hear-OBL-O1.PL.EX-CN.THEN.SS   angry-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 
He heard us (exclusive) then he got angry. 
  

(1795) hãi   naʔkas̰-ka-leʔ-kʰatoʔ,                      het-let-Ø-nãn-wa. 
he     hear-OBL-O1.PL.IN-CN.THEN.SS      angry-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 
He heard us (inclusive) then he got angry. 
 

(1796) set-ka-na-Ø-we-hã 

speak-OBL-O2-S3-PST-INT 

     Was he talking about you?  

    Was he talking to you? (alternate meaning) 72 
 

 
While the use of a single set of affixes to mark the person of the direct 

object, indirect object and oblique is not at all uncommon, in Mamaindê there are 
often no other language internal clues to differentiate between such syntactic 
categories. For instance, there are no adpositions, or change in word order, or any 
other overt means by which the indirect object may be shown to be unique from the 
direct object. Here we see two forms with the very same word order and the same 
affix set. In the first the object marker is referring to the direct object relation, and in 
the second to the indirect object relation. 
 

(1797) sun-ʔna-latʰa-Ø-wa  
hit-O2-S3-PRS-DECL 
He/she is hitting you. 

 
 

                                                 
72 To differentiate between the two alternate meanings possible in the first clause 
above. the speaker will commonly add a reference identifying the hearers of the 
speech act. 
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(1798) tanu-ʔna-latʰa-Ø-wa 
give-O2-S3-PRS-DECL 
He/she gives (it) to you 
 
 

Obviously, the simple cases above are easily interpretable according to the 
verb being used, the valence of the verb, and the social context of the utterance. 
While this economical use of grammatical categories simplifies production in many 
cases, in other cases misunderstandings may arise. Take for instance when the 
speaker wishes to communicate an idea which involves both an accusative and a 
dative, such as ‘he sent me to you’. The lack of surface differentiation between these 
two categories in Mamaindê prohibits the speaker from constructing a single verb 
with both accusative and dative markings. In such a case the speaker would be 
obliged to employ two different clauses, one where the object marker references the 
accusative, and the second where the idea of the ‘benefactive’ is inserted by way of 
another verb altogether. By using two verbs, the speaker is able to clarify the 
participants. (Kroeker mentions similar difficulties in Southern Nambikwara 
(2001:55).) 
 

(1799) ta̰i     tasih-ta-let-Ø-nãn-wa.  

PN1   send-O1-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 

He sent me 

 

(1800) wa̰i    eu-ta-nu-sihtaʔ,             tasih-ta-let-Ø-nãn-wa.  

PN1   see-O1-S2-CN.PURPOSE   send-O1-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 

So you could see me, he sent me. 
 
 

As the forms above show, object markers are typically used only once in a 
given verb, marking only one type of object at a time. However, it is possible for 
both functions to be present if the impersonal construction is used (see section 
3.4.2.1.3, ‘Impersonal Verbs’, for further information on this topic). 

(1801) tu-ki-ta-sitoh-latʰa-Ø-wa 
           get-OBL-O1-DES-S3-PRS-DECL 
           He wants to get it from me 

 

(1802) tu-ka-na-sitoh-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa 
           get-OBL-O2-WNT-O1-S3-PRS-DECL 
           I want to get it from you (lit: It wants me to get it from you) 
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(1803) tanu-ʔna-sitoh-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa 
Give-O2-WNT-O1-S3-PRS-DECL 
I want to give it to you (lit: it wants me to give it to you) 
 

 
Emphasizing what was stated in the beginning of this section, one of the 

major implications of the manner in which object markers are used in the data is that 
the Mamaindê grammar makes no distinction between the different types of objects. 
In terms of verb relationships, nominals are essentially either subjects or non-
subjects (apart from such things as locatives, etc, which have no direct relation to the 
verb.). This economical division of the noun/verb relationship in Mamaindê has 
already been documented by Eberhard (1993:1), where I used the Relational 
Grammar terms ‘1’ and ‘Non-1’ to refer to these two relations.73 It has also been 
found to be true for the Latundê language (Telles 2002:225) and apparently for 
Southern Nambikwara as well (Kroeker 2001:54-55). As such, this manner of fusing 
certain grammatical categories constitutes a distinctive part of Nambikwara 
morphology.  

The lumping together of all objects into a single class may suggest 
something more – it may give us clues as to the way in which the Mamaindê culture 
views reality. There is a certain economy of categorization, such that the relationship 
between object and verb in constructions such as ‘giving to X’ and ‘doing something 
to X’ are seen as the same. This is in line with the simplification of the obliques, 
where such concepts as benefactive, source, goal, etc. are treated identically in the 
grammar, and instead of employing a number of adpositions, the single morpheme /-
ka/ is all that is needed to mark all of these obliques. The idea of dividing 
nominal/verb relations along the binary subject/non-subject line, instead of using a 
ternary or greater subject/object/direct object/oblique criteria, means that the focus 
on the subject in Mamaindê is such that any attention to the divisions between other 
nominal/verb relations is unimportant.74 We can only surmise as to the origins of 
such fusion. It could be that cultures going thru survival mode could have developed 
a practical way of thinking that focused primarily on the topic at hand, and 
minimized all other distinctions. 
 
 
 
3.4.2.3.3.3 Directional Morpheme 

 
Mamaindê also makes use of a directional morpheme on the verb when the action of 
the verb is moving in the direction of the speaker. The best gloss in English would 
be the locative ‘here’. 
 

                                                 
73 This terminology was based on the Relation Grammar idea of nuclear terms as ‘1’ 
(nominative) and ‘2’ (accusative), with ‘3’ being the dative. 
74 The impersonal constructions present interesting cases where the focus on the dummy 
subject allows the speaker to mask his personal emotions. 
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(1804) miha   wa̰-ha-tʰunna-Ø-wa 
           rain      come-DIR.HERE-FUT2-S3-DECL 
           The rain will be coming this way 

 

(1805) ja̰ka-nãʔã    ih-ha-let-Ø-nãn-wa 
           peccary-PL   run-DIR.HERE-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 
           Wild peccary (queixada) ran thru here 

 
 

The directional morpheme is also frequently used in place of the first 
person object marker when one wishes to indicate that the speaker is the benefactive 
of the verb in question. This is an indirect way of speaking common in the language.  
 

(1806) tanu-ta-tahĩnwa 
           give-O1-IMP 
           Give (it) to me! 

 

(1807) tanu-ha-tahĩnwa 
           give-DIR.HERE-IMP 
           Give (it) here! 

 
 

The directional, /-ha/, also has an alternate form /-hi/ when used with the 
imperative form /-sĩnwa/. 

(1808) wi-hi-sĩnwa 
enter-DIR.HERE-IMP 
Come in here (to me).   
[said when inviting someone in when the speaker is inside and the 
listener is outside] 
 
 
 

3.4.2.3.3.4 Endearment Terms  

 
One of the more beautiful traits of the grammar is the ability to express relational 
affection by way of verb morphology. Besides the basic set of object person markers 
outlined above, there is also a more specialized and intimate set of object markers 
available to the Mamaindê speaker. These I refer to as endearment terms, suffixes 
used to show a bond of affection between the speaker and the object (direct or 
indirect) of the verb. This does not appear to be a case of honorifics, for social status 
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or respect are not the issue. These morphemes may only be used when the object of 
affection is human, for they have never been found in any other context. The most 
common usage of these terms is found at the birth or death of a loved one. They are 
not used lightly, and outside of such significant occasions, are typically considered 
to be inappropriate. For this reason they are quite rare, and are now falling out of use 
(many young people are not aware of their existence). At this point, it is not clear 
how many of the other Nambikwara languages employ endearment terms.75  
 

The two endearment morphemes in Mamaindê: 

/-ja̰ʔ/ ‘endearment term for child (when object of verb is a beloved child) 

/-joʔ/ ‘endearment term for adult (when object of verb is a beloved adult) 

 
The first morpheme, /-ja̰ʔ/,  is an endearment term referring specifically to 

children. The use of /-ja̰ʔ/ indicates that the object of the verb is a child that is 
considered dear to the speaker, another indication that we are not dealing with 
honorifics here. This endearment term typically functions either as direct object,  
indirect object, or object of an oblique, depending on the relation of the endeared 
person to the verb. 
 

(1809) tanuja̰ʔteʔwa 

tanu-ja̰ʔ-ten-aʔ-Ø-wa 

give-END.CHILD-DES-S1-PRS-DECL 

    I will give it to the child (who is dear to me) 

(1810) tãlenkunja̰ʔtʰunnawa 

tãl-enkun-ja̰ʔ-Ø-tʰunna-wa 

CAU-heal-END.CHILD-S3-FUT2-DECL 

He/she will cause the dear child to be healed. 

 
Interestingly, the data shows that this morpheme in rare occasions can also 

function as subject, pointing to the possibility that this may not be an object marker 
at all, but an endearment term without any specific reference to noun-verb relations. 

 

 

 

                                                 
75 Fiorini (2007:233) does mention, however, a related phenomenon in Southern Nambikwara, 
where vowel changes in the aspectual suffixes of verbs can indicate the degree of intimacy 
between the speaker and addressee. 
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(1811) jainsi   jainja̰ʔtʰaʔwa 

jainsi   jain-ja̰ʔ-Ø-tʰaʔ-wa 

food    eat-END.CHILD-S3-FUT1-DECL 

    They (my precious children) will eat the food. 

 
The adult endearment term, /-joʔ/, is even less common than the 

endearment term for children.76 It has only been found in one text in the data corpus, 
and only in a special situation where a hero of the culture, an old man, is killed and 
buried in a field. This is the most celebrated of all the Mamaindê myths, the myth of 
the sacred flute, and retells a point in their history when the community was starving 
for food, and the flute spirit speaks to an old man, telling him he must die for his 
people. The old man assumes his sacrificial role and finally convinces his people to 
kill him and bury him in the empty field, whereupon his various body parts turn into 
numerous crops and become food and sustenance for the people.77 The myth 
contains various references to the death and burial of this cultural hero. In each of 
these instances, the verb ‘to kill’, ‘to bury’, or ‘to leave’ is suffixed by the adult 
endearment term /-joʔ/. 
 

(1812) ʔjã̰uhna-joʔ-tʰoh-ãni                 tu-ta̰i-taku  

love-END.ADULT-CN.BUT-FNS   get-go-CN.THEN.SS  

 

sun-joʔ-jeʔ-Ø-ĩnda-wa. 

kill-END.ADULT- EMPH-S3-G.KN-DECL  

Although they loved him, they took him (the dear one) and killed him. 

 

 

(1813) ʔaita-nu                kakain-tu         

field-NCL.PLACE   middle-FNS   

 

tanika-na-joʔ-jeʔ-Ø-ĩnda-wa. 

bury-COP-END.ADULT-EMP-S3-G.KN-DECL 

    They buried him, the dear one, in the middle of the field. 

                                                 
76 This morpheme could easily be mistaken for the reciprocal morpheme /-joʔ/, except that 
context will normally distinguish the two. 
77 This is a classic ‘demas’ myth, where a mythical hero or villain dies and from the dead 
body new life is born (Eliade, 1959:101).   
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(1814) najuhak    nãn-katoʔ             ãun-bih-joʔ-jeʔ-Ø-sihna-wa. 

everyone  cry-CN.THEN.DS    leave-run-END.ADULT-EMP-S3-DED-DECL 

    Everyone cried and ran away, leaving the dear one. (deduced info) 

 

 
Once again we see Mamaindê culture and social life implicated in its 

language, where the relationships that are most important to the speaker are able to 
be expressed by way of ‘relational’ morphology encoded on the verb. 

 

 

3.4.2.3.43.4.2.3.43.4.2.3.43.4.2.3.4    Derivational SuffixesDerivational SuffixesDerivational SuffixesDerivational Suffixes    

 
The derivational affixes which follow have also been labeled ‘midfixes’ by 
Kingston, a term which seems apropos as they obligatorily occur sandwiched 
between the two sets of inflectional morphemes. 
 
 
3.4.2.3.4.1 Manner 
 
The most productive of the derivational suffixes are those which deal with Manner. 
The Manner position on the verb can be filled by any of a large number of 
derivational morphemes. These are listed below. They influence in some way the 
manner in which the verb is executed, or variations on the actual “doing” of the 
verb.  
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Manner Suffixes 

 
Manner Abbrev Morphemes Additional meaning 

Continuative CNT -ja 

-ʔai 

-jaʔna 

 

Repetitive RPT -nũn 

-kanah 

-aʔsoʔ 

-kinaʔso? 

repeat 

repeat 

to/for each 

to/for each one 
Reciprocal RCP -joʔ  
Reflexive RFL -ninaʔ  
Directional DIR -waun  

-wain   

-ha   

round 

straight 

here 
Iterative IT -tik  
Habitual HAB -jaʔ  

-wa  

-ʔai   

-jau  

 

Comitative COM -nũn  

-kuh 

-hũnʔ 

 

Sequencial SEQ -tãn 

-tanʔ  

first, before 

Incompletive INC -taun 

-waʔna 

almost (incompleted) 

try 
Completive CMP -hãn 

-talona 

completed 

completed 
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Repetitive (RPT) 

-nũn ‘again’ 

(1815) jain-nũn-sitoh-nu-hã 
eat-MAN.AGAIN-WNT-S2-INT 
Do you want to eat again? 

 

 

-kʰinaʔsoʔ / -aʔsoʔ ‘each’ 

(1816) tanu-kʰinaʔsoʔ-nisĩnwa 
give-MAN.EACH-IMP 
Give to each one. 

 

 
The ‘each’ morpheme is a special type of repetitive marker, indicating that 

the verbal action was repeated in relation to the different objects or recipients 
available. 
 

 

Reciprical (RCP) 

-joʔ ‘reciprocal’ 

(1817) sun-joʔ-let-Ø-nãn-wa 
hit–MAN.RCP-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 
They hit each other 

 

 

Reflexive (RFL) 

-ninaʔ ‘reflexive’ 

(1818) tais-ninaʔ-nisĩnwa 
tie-MAN.RFL-IMP 
Tie yourself (referring to buckling ones seat-belt) 
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Directional  (DIR) 

-wain ‘straight’ 

(1819) ʔaḭ-wain-latʰa-Ø-wa 
go-MAN.STRAIGHT-S3-PRS-DCL 
He is going straight 

 

 

-waun ‘around’ 

(1820) hain-waun-khit-lhi-latʰa-Ø-wa 
sing-MAN.AROUND-S1.PL-IRR-S3-DECL 
We would sing around (dancing in a circle) 

 

Iterative (IT) 

-tik  ‘successive, iterative/to repeat the same action in different places’ 

(1821) halo   ja̰u-waun-tik-jḛʔ-le-a-nãn-wa 
land    live-MAN.AROUND-MAN.IT-EMP-I.PST-S1-PST-DECL 
I lived in successive places all around this land. 
 
 

 
Note that the above form includes both the directional manner suffix /-

waun/  ‘around’ as well as the iterative suffix /-tik/. In this case, the directional must 
precede the iterative. An opposite ordering is unacceptable as demonstrated below. 
 

(1822) halo   ja̰u-tik-waun-jḛʔ-le-a-nãn-wa* 
           land    live-MAN.IT-MAN.AROUND-EMP-I.PST-S1-PST-DECL 

I lived in successive places all around this land. 
 
 

Habitual (HAB) 

-wa   ‘habitually/ constantly/literallyː ‘come doing’ 

(1823) na-wet-tu          taʔnũs-wa-latʰa-Ø-wa 
PS3-child-FNS   cough-MAN.HAB-S3-PRS-DECL 

     His child habitually coughs (continues to cough from past to present) 
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(1824) sei      wa̰-wa-jḛʔ-let-Ø-nãn-wa 
           here     come-MAN.HAB-EMP-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 

     He was constantly coming here. 
 

 

 

Continuative  (CNT) 

-jãʔ   ‘continue’ 

(1825) set-jãʔ-let-Ø-nãn-wa 
speak-MAN.CNT-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 

    He/she continued to speak (refers to a specific instance) 
 

(1826) nũnʔta   ihnaih-jãʔ-tʰahtawa 
tapir       follow-MAN.CNT-IMP.PL.IN 
Let’s continue to follow the tapir 
 

 

Comitative (COM) 

-hũnʔ  ‘with’ 

(1827) ja̰u-hũnʔ-ʔna-Ø-tʰunna-wa78 
live-MAN.COM-O2-S3-FUT2-DECL 
He will live/be with you 
 
 

-nũn  ‘also’ 

(1828) ikalaka-nũn-sitoh-nu-hã 
work-MAN.COM-WNT-S2-INT 

    Do you also want to work? 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
78 This is a case where the order of constituents is reversed, with the Manner suffix preceding 
the Object marker. Such fluidity in morphological ordering is a feature common to the set of 
Manner suffixes. 
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Sequencial (SEQ) 

-tãn  ‘`rst/before’ 

(1829) nataika-naʔ-tãn-ten-a-nha-wa  
ask-O2-MAN.SEQ-DES-S1-PRS/NVIS-DECL 

     I intend to ask you first 

 

(1830) nalik-ka-na-tãn-ten-a-hna-wa   
remember-OBL-O2-MAN.SEQ-DES-S1-AUD-DECL 

     I will remember you first 
 
 

Incompletive  (INC) 

 
This set of suffixes is employed when the action of the verb was not fully 
accomplished. 
 
 
-taun ‘almost’ 

(1831) ãn-taun-let-Ø-nãn-wa 
shoot-MAN.ALMOST-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 

      he almost shot (it) 
 

(1832) wateʔi-tu         leu-taʔ                       hikkʰãn-taʔ            
                   anteater-FNS   approach-CN.AND.SS    stand-CN.AND.SS     
 

   jalakwatun          ʔit-taun-jeʔ-let-Ø-nãn-wa 
                  howler.monkey    grab-MAN.ALMOST-EMP-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 

   The anteater approached, stood up, and almost grabbed the howler  
   monkey. 

 
 
 

-waʔna    ‘try/experiment’ 

(1833) kaʔj̃ainʔ-waʔna-ten-aʔ-Ø-wa 
write-MAN.TRY-DES-S1-PRS-DECL 
I want to try writing  



      Morphology 

  

427 

 

Completive  (CMP) 

-hãʔ/-hãn  ‘all’ 

(1834) jain-hãʔ-ten-aʔ-Ø-wa 
eat-MAN.ALL-DES-S1-PRS-DECL 
I will eat it all 

 

(1835) tu-hãn-soʔgeuh-latʰa-Ø-wa 
get-MAN.ALL-PRB-S3-PRS-DECL 

     He probably got it all 
 
 
 
-talona  ‘finish/complete’ 

(1836) jalik         haʔt̃in     wek-talona-Ø-tʰunna-wa 

necklace   quickly   make-MAN.FINISH-S3-FUT2-DECL 

She will finish the necklace quickly 

 

 
These last two suffixes can both be used in a single form. In such a case, /-

talona/ usually precedes /-hãʔ/. 
 

(1837) jalik-nãʔã      haʔt̃in    wek-talona-hãʔ-Ø-tʰunna-wa 

necklace-PL   quickly  make-MAN.FINISH-ALL-S3-FUT2-DECL 

She will finish all the necklaces quickly 

 

 
Typically, only one of these manner suffixes will be used on a given verb. 

At times however, more than one is needed. When this is the case, they will occur 
adjacent to each other, as we saw above, and in the form below (the stem here is a 
compound stem). 
 

(1838) set-tanãun-hũnʔ-tik-ten-a-nha-wa 
speak-throw-MAN.WITH-MAN.IT-DES-S1-PRS/NVIS-DECL 
I, in various places, intend to throw my speech (invoke the spirit world) 
along with others. 
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Up to three manner suffixes are possible in a given verb string. More than 
that is  unattested in the data. 
 

(1839) ʔai-jãʔ-tik-nũn-soʔkeuh-latʰ-Ø-wa   
go-MAN.CNT-MAN.IT-MAN.ALSO-PRB-S3-PRS-DECL 
He also probably continued to go (in an iterative fashion.) 

 

(1840) set-ka-jãʔ-tik-ta-nũn-soʔkeuh-jeʔ-satau-le-n-nãn-wa    
speak-OBL-MAN.CNT-MAN.IT-O1-MAN.COM-PRB-EMP-RS-I.PST-S2-
PST-DECL 
It is reported that you also continually and iteratively spoke (in 
intermediate past) about me/ to me. 

 
 

Some variation is apparently allowed in the ordering of the object marker 
and the manner affixes. While typically the second person object marker precedes all 
manner affixes, the first person object marker tends to follow after some manner 
affixes and precede others. This variation can be demonstrated in the last form above 
where the Object marker occurs between the iterative affix and the comitative affix, 

and either after or before the completive morpheme /-hãʔ/ (or /-hãn/) in the two 
examples below, depending on the person of the object. 

 

(1841) tanu-hãʔ-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa 

give-MAN.ALL-O1-S3-PRS-DECL 

He/she gave me it all 

 

(1842) tanu-ʔna-hãʔ-sitoh-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa 

give-O2-MAN.ALL-WNT-O1-S3-PRS-DECL 

I want to give it all to you. 

 

(1843) tanu-ta-hãʔ-latʰa-Ø-wa* 

give- O1-MAN.ALL-S3-PRS-DECL 

He/she gave me it all 
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We will see later that variant morpheme orderings (although limited) are 
also possible between other suffixes in the verbal string. This reminds us of the fact 
that we are dealing with a polysynthetic language here, where some variation is to 
be expected (Aikhenvald 2007:6). 

 
 

3.4.2.3.4.2 Potential  

 
The set of  ‘potential’ morphemes indicate the ability or inability to be able to 
perform a specific action. These can be used when the speaker is emphasizing that 
permission has or has not been granted for that particular action, or when the verb is 
actually considered possible or impossible. This set of morphemes includes the 
following suffixes: 
 

-la/lan     ‘can/allowed/possible’ 

-ʔlan     ‘cannot/impossible’ (a fusion of /-aʔ/ ‘negative’ and /-lan/ ‘can’.) 

-sihluʔ/sihluʔna   ‘cannot/impossible’ 

-lata/-la  ‘possibility questioned’ 

 

 
These potentials are not as productive as one might expect, and are used 

sparingly.  

(1844) ʔaḭ-lan-kʰit-latʰ-Ø-wa 
go-POT-S1.PL-S3-PRS-DECL 
We are allowed to go79 
 

(1845) ʔaḭ-ʔlan-kʰit-latʰ-Ø-wa 
go-POT.NEG-S1.PL-S3-PRS-DECL 

     We are not allowed to go 
 

(1846) wi-ʔlan-juh-hĩʔ 
enter-POT.NEG-3REF-CN.BECAUSE.DS 

     Since he was not allowed to go... 
 

                                                 
79 The use of the third person subject marker in conjunction with the first person plural will be 
discussed shortly. 
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(1847) ʔaḭ-sihluʔna-le-aʔ-Ø-nãn-wa 
come-POT-I.PST-NEG-S3-PST-DECL 

                   He didn’t allow him to go 

(1848) wa̰-nũn-lhi-ʔlan-Ø-la 
come-MAN.COM-IRR-POT.NEG-S3-POT.INT 
Would he not be allowed to come with (unspecified person)? / Could he 
not come with? 

 
 

In the last example above the irrealis morpheme /-lhi/ is also used. When it 
appears, it must precede the potential. 
    The potentials are very useful when verbs become nominalized, allowing 
the speaker to construct nominals out of verbal ideas which already include a 
reference as to whether the action is possible or not. 
 

(1849) nusa   jain-la-kʰi-tu 
our      eat-POT-NCL.PAT-FNS 
that which we can eat 

(1850) nusa   jain-ʔlan-kʰi-tu 
our      eat-POT.NEG-NCL.PAT-FNS  
that which we cannot eat 
 
 

In the following quote, we find a Mamaindê father, speaking of his 
daughter who has come of age, commenting on the lack of potential marriage 
candidates. In a matrilocal society, this is a culturally revealing statement, for it 
shows the disappointment of not being able to acquire the many benefits of a son-in-
law thru the marriage of his daughter. 
 

(1851) na-hĩʔ,     ta-wet-tu,           Iracema    na-ta-leʔi-tu,  
           COP-CN,   PS1-child-FNS,    Iracema    COP-NCL.FEM-PST-FNS  
         

         na-enʔni     tu-la-kʰi                                   
           PS3-man     get/marry-POT-NCL.PAT     
 

         hat-ju-aʔ-hĩʔ,                                  jaṵ-latʰa-Ø-wa. 
             have.none-3REF-NEG-CN.THEN.DS     stay-S3-PRS-DECL 

                  So then, our daughter Iracema, since there is no man that she can marry,            
                  she just stays here. 
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3.4.2.3.4.3 3rd Party Referent  

 
The suffix /-juh/ is one of the more difficult morphemes in the language to pin down 
semantically, as its range of meaning is quite extensive. The best understanding at 
this point is that /-juh/ refers to the fact that there is a third party involved who is not 
an active participant (not any of the nuclear terms) in the verb but whose 
involvement is important in the mind of the speaker. This could range from an 
observer of the action, one who commanded the action to be done, one who 
influenced the action, a beneficiary of the action, one who is aware of the action, etc. 
This third party may or may not even be present at the time of the verb. It is 
typically accompanied by the emphatic morpheme /-jeʔ/, which will follow it if 
present. Interestingly, /-juh/ is one of the more mobile of all the affixes, moving 
freely between the manner suffixes and the emphatic. 
 
 

/-juh/  ‘3rd party referent’ 

 

(1852) set-juh-jeʔ-latʰa-Ø-wa 
speak-3REF-EMP-S3-PRS-DECL 
He is speaking (in reference to a third party) 

 

(1853) wi-ʔ-lan-juh-hĩʔ 
enter-NEG-POT-3REF-CN.THEN.DS 

     since he was not allowed to go (by a third party) 
 
 
 
3.4.2.3.4.4 Reported Speech 

 
The reported morpheme /–satau/  indicates that the speaker obtained his information 
from a third party and was not an eye-witness to the action. This is the most 
common way of reporting information that was passed on by someone else, without 
divulging the name of the source.  
 
/-satau/  ‘reported’ 
 

This morpheme, although non-adjacent to the main evidential system of the 
language, is nevertheless an integral part of that system.80 Since it refers to 
information acquired by the sense of audition, the reported morpheme must co-occur 

                                                 
80 The complete evidentiality paradigm is listed under section 3.4.2.3.5.4, 
‘Tense/Evidentiality’. Note that evidentials and tense are intertwined in Mamaindê. 
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obligatorily with the set of evidential markers that indicate non-visual information. 
As such, it provides a double encoding of the information source, making it extra 
clear that the utterance was not based on a witnessed event, but instead on 
information acquired through hearing, and specifically through the testimony of 
another speaker.  
 

The non-visual evidential markers: 

 
/-nha/    non-visual information in the present 

/-hĩn/     non-visual information in the past 

/-le-hĩn /  non-visual information in intermediate and distant past 
 
 
The reported markers precede the non-visual evidentials in every case, with 

the possibility of the intermediate past tense marker occurring between them. 
 

(1854) nikset-satau-le-Ø-hĩn-wa 
angry-RS-I.PST-S3-PST/NVIS-DECL 
It was said that he was angry. 
 

(1855) nikset-satau-Ø-nha-wa 
angry-RS-S3-PRS/NVIS-DECL 
It’s said that he is angry now. 

 
 

Direct quotations, where the source of the information is cited, typically do 
not use the reported morpheme. In such cases, the Mamaindê will repeat the entire 
quote and then close it by adding the verb ‘to say’. When, however, the speaker 
wishes to emphasize the fact that these are not his own words, he may use the 
reported morpheme with the appropriate evidential. 
 

(1856) ………….”  na-jeʔ-satau-le-Ø-hĩn-wa 
           say-EMP-RS-I.PST-S3-PST/NVIS-DECL  

..……….. ”   he/she said. 
 
 

Such a pre-occupation with truth is already built into languages with a 
highly developed evidentiality system, and in Mamaindê it is reinforced with the 
addition of the reported morpheme. Further examples of the reported morpheme are 
given in section 3.4.2.3.5.4, dealing with Evidentiality. 
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3.4.2.3.4.5 Plural Subject 

 
Typically, the notion of number is not in focus in Mamaindê utterances. Singular 
and plural subjects are equally referenced with the same default subject marking 
(this was also the case with plural object marking - see section 3.4.2.3.3.2, ‘Object 
markers’). However, whenever the notion of number becomes an issue, the plurality 
of subjects is marked on the verb by way of the following set of plural suffixes: 81 
 

Plural subject markers 

 
/-kʰit/       Subject - 1st person plural inclusive  

/-tahlek/-tʰahta/ 82      Subject - 1st person plural exclusive  

/-ʔai/ ~ /ʔau/  Subject - 2nd/3rd person plural  

 

 
These plural suffixes are used sparingly in Mamaindê speech, and function 

in conjunction with the standard set of person subject markers. For instance, when /-
ʔai/ is followed by /-n/ (second person subject marker) it forms the composite /-ʔai-
n/ second person plural subject suffix. If it precedes /-ʔna/ (second person object), it 
forms /-ʔai-ʔna/, which marks second person plural object (as we have seen 
previously).  In the absence of any overt subject marker, it can either reference a 
subject or a third person plural object (distinguished by context). Probably a more 
emic way of thinking of the /-ʔai/ marker is as a non-first person plural. 
 

(1857) tu-ʔai-n-tʰunna-wa 
get-S2/3.PL-S2-FUT2-DECL 
You (plural) will get. 

 

 

                                                 
81 The Mamaindê plural system is simpler than others in the language family, as it does not 
formalize the notion of duality, as seen in Southern Nambikwara (Kroeker, 2001:55-59) and 
Lakondê (Telles, 2005:274-285). 
82 These two forms are both used for 1st person plural exclusive subjects. A third form, /-
tahlik/, is typically used for 1st person plural objects. Although many speakers make a 
distinction between the /-tahlek/ and the /-tahlik/ forms, using the former for the 1st person 
exclusive plural subjects and the latter for the 1st person exclusive plural objects, others do 
not, using a single form for both functions, or using both forms for a single function. Such 
variation is presumably the result of the dialectical variations of the different bands which 
have come together and formed the Mamaindê community, although most speakers will not 
identify their lect as anything other than “pure” Mamaindê, 
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(1858) tu-ʔai-le-n-nãn-wa 
get-S2/3.PL-I.PST-S2-PST-DECL 
You (plural) got. 

 

(1859) eu-ʔai-ʔna-Ø-tʰaʔ-wa 
see-S2/3.PL-O2-S3-FUT1-DECL 
He/she will (certainly) see you (plural). 

    

(1860) eu-ʔai-Ø-tʰaʔ-wa 
see-S2/3.PL-S3-FUT1-DECL 
They will (certainly) see (it). 
 

(1861) eu-ʔai-Ø-tʰaʔ-wa 
see-O2/3.PL-S3-FUT1-DECL 
He/she will certainly see them.83 

 
 

When the verb root itself is /ʔai/ ‘go’, the 2nd/3rd person subject plural 
marker changes to a variant form /-ʔau/ in order to differentiate it from the root and 
to facilitate comprehension.  
 

(1862) hajaʔ     set-ta̰ʔ                    ʔa̴̰i-ʔau-tsĩnwa 
enough   speak-CN.AND.SS     go-S2/3.PL-IMP 
Enough speaking – get out of here! 

 
 

While the /-ʔai/ plural co-occurs with the expected second or third person 
subject marker, the other plural markers listed above behave differently. 
Interestingly, when they mark the first person plural subject, they often co-occur 
with third person subject referents. The /-kʰit/ first person plural inclusive marker is 
obligatorily followed by the third person subject marker /-latʰa/ in the present tense, 
without exception, and unmarked as to subject in all other tenses (which is typically 
the case of the third person as well). The /-tahlek/-tʰahta/ exclusive forms are less 
predictable, and are optionally followed either by the third person marker, the first 
person marker, or by no subject marking at all. Such lack of concordance is 
disturbing. It is worth noting that the third person subject marker /-latʰa/ has on 
occasion been used to refer to first person singular subjects as well. There is clearly 
more to these subject markers than has been proposed up to this point. We will deal 

                                                 
83 The difference between these last two is only indicated by context. 
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more with this issue when we address subject markers, proposing a hypothesis for 
their seemingly unpredictable behavior in conjunction with the plurals.  
 
 

Examples of the first person plural subjects and their usage. 

 

(1863) hain-waun-tik-kʰit-lhi-latʰa-Ø-wa 

sing-MAN.AROUND-MAN.IT-S1.PL.IN-IRR-S3-PRS-DECL 

We (inclusive) would go around from place to place singing 

 

(1864) nahohntoʔ   jain-kʰit-jeʔ-latʰa-Ø-wa 

much          eat-S1.PL.IN-EMP-S3-PRS-DECL 

We (inclusive) are certainly eating alot 
 

(1865) teuna-kʰit-jeʔ-let-Ø-nãn-wa 

lost-S1.PL.IN-EMP-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 

We (inclusive) were certainly lost (in intermediate time)ǃ 

 

(1866) nahana-hen-nu           hehsatoh-kʰit-Ø-tʰaʔ-wa 

later-NCL.TIME-FUT    hungry-S1.PL.IN-S3-FUT1-DECL 

We (inclusive) will get hungry later. 

 

(1867) tu-ka-na-hãʔ-tahlek-soʔkeuh-juh-jeʔ-le-a-nãn-wa   
get-OBL-O2-MAN.ALL-S1.PL.EX-PRB-3REF-EMP-I.PST-S1-PST-DECL 

     We (exclusive) probably got (it) all from you. 
 

(1868) teh-a-ta      na-sakẽunʔ-teh-tu suhna-tahlek-Ø-nãn-wa 
snake-GNT-mother   PS3-urine-road-FNS  afraid-S.PL1.EX-S3-PST-DECL 

We (exclusive) were afraid of the anaconda’s urine road (the 

rainbow).84 

                                                 
84 In Mamaindê mythology, the rainbow is caused by the dangerous anaconda spirit, and thus 
is feared.  
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(1869) to̰-soʔki-tu                       tu-ta̰ʔ                 
die/sick-NCL.HUM-FNS     get-CN.AND.SS    
 
 

ʔnĩu-ha-tʰahta-let-Ø-nãn-wa 
return-DIR.HERE-S1.PL.EX-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 

We (exclusive) got the sick person and returned here. 
 
 

Interestingly, such a mismatch of person markers is not without precedent 
within the wider language family. The use of the first person plural form in 
conjunction with 3rd person singular forms can also be seen in Lakondê (Telles, 
2005:274-285). In this Northern Nambikwara language, the tone and duration of the 
final vowel in the verbal tense marker indicates the person of the singular, while the 
plural and dual markers are separate morphemes. The Lakondê system of singular 
subjects can be summarized as follows: the first person singular is encoded on the 
tense marker by a lengthened vowel and a final high tone, the second person has a 
shortened vowel and a final high tone, while the third person is encoded by way of a 
shortened vowel and a final low tone. Although not addressed by Telles, it is this 
last form of the tense marker, with its shortened vowel and low tone, that 
consistently shows up following the separate first person plural marker. This could 
be partially explained by considering these third singular forms as the default, 
unmarked forms of the tense markers. But that does not explain why such unmarked 
forms, typically used with third person singular, should be the forms used with the 
first person plural, instead of the expected first person forms.85 Once again, we are 
faced with a seemingly inconsistent plural marking system. 

One thing that should be considered when looking at the Mamaindê plurals 
is that the most non-conforming of the plurals are the inclusives, which combine 
both first and second person elements. It may be that this intrinsic duality within the 
inclusives causes the Mamaindê language, and perhaps the Lakondê language as 
well, to view them as neither strictly first nor second person, and therefore prefers 
the default third person marker when referencing them. 
 
 
3.4.2.3.4.6 Probability 

 
The notion of probability is encoded by way of the verbal suffix /-soʔkeuh/, which 
implies that the speaker believes that the action of the verb is probable. A functional 
English gloss would be,  ‘I think that …’. It is thus neither certain nor especially 
doubtful. If it is followed, however, by the emphatic /-jeʔ/,  more certainty is added 
to the claim, as in the gloss, ‘I think it is certain that….’ In conversation, these two 
suffixes occur quite regularly together. 

                                                 
85 It could also be that because the first plural morpheme already encodes person-hood, a 
further person marker is not necessary and so the default, unmarked tense form is used. 
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(1870) na-soʔkeuh-latʰa-Ø-wa 
COP-PRB-S3-PRS-DECL 

Probably / Its probably so. 

 

(1871) ã-nitus-soʔkeuh-let-Ø-nãn-wa 
CAUSE-hurt-PRB-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 
I think he probably hurt himself 

 

(1872) wenni-ijah   waʔjona-tʰã              sih-tu           
now-DEM     puberty-NCL.THING   house-FNS   
 
 

talona-soʔkeuh-jeʔ-Ø-tʰunna-wa 
finish-PRB-EMP-S3-FUT2-DECL 

The puberty hut will certainly be finished soon – at least that’s what I 

think. 
 

(1873) na-wet-tu             nakah   nakanik-soʔkeuh-jeʔ-latʰa-Ø-wa 
PS3-child-FNS       again    sick-PRB-EMP-S3-PRS-DECL 

I think their child is sick again for sure. 
 

 
3.4.2.3.4.7 Desiderative 

 
The desiderative is marked on the verb by the suffix /-ten/.  

(1874) ʔĩun-ten-aʔ-Ø-wa 

sleep-DES-S1-PRS-DECL 

I intend to sleep 
 

(1875) ʔaḭ-ten-latʰa-Ø-wa 

go-DES-S3-PRS-DECL 

He intends to go. 
 
 



      Morphology 

  

438

 

(1876) ʔenʔ-kʰanĩn              kanaka-kʰañin      wate-hĩʔ,    

moon-NCL.ROUND    one-NCL.ROUND   disappear-CN.THEN.DS 
 

    eu-ʔna-ten-aʔ-Ø-wa 

see-O2-DES-S1-PRS-DECL 

When the moon, one moon, disappears, I intend to see you.86 

(I intend to see you a month from now) 

 
Although this morpheme can behave as a typical desiderative, its usage is 

broader than simply expressing desires and wants in present time. It has the added 
implication of future tense, the sense that present intentions will actually take place 
in the near future. This future perspective of /-ten/ typically gives the entire verb a 
forward-looking orientation, even though the verb per se may be past or present. In 
current usage, this future aspect has become grammaticalized, and thus it can be 
used as an alternative future tense marker, without any reference to intention 
whatsoever. According to Payne (1997:237), such grammaticalization of 
desiderative type morphemes87 is quite common in many languages. The form below 
shows this grammaticalized usage of /-ten/. 

(1877) wa-mãin-tu      to̰-ten-latʰa-Ø-wa 

PS2-pet-FNS    die-DES-S3-PRS-DECL 

Your pet will die. 

 
In the example above, /-ten/  is clearly not being used in any way to refer to 

intention or desire. It is simply a grammaticalized usage of the suffix to indicate 
something which will occur in the imminent future (somewhat like the English 
construction ‘It’s wanting to rain’). Interestingly, even in such cases, it is still found 
only in past or present tense verbs, never co-occurring with either of the two future 
tense markers of the language. 

Although most commonly found in present tense verb constructions, /-ten/ 
can also occur in a past tense construction with an embedded verb, meaning that the 
initial verb will occur in a future time in reference to the time of the embedded verb. 

(1878) to̰-ten-kʰoʔna-let-Ø-nãn-wa 

die-DES-E.V.ASSUME-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 

He thought he was going to die. 

 

                                                 
86 Like many traditional cultures, the Mamaindê have intricate ways of telling time by the 
phases of the moon. 
87 Payne was referring to free desiderative verb forms as opposed to affixes, but the same 
desiderative semantics are at work here in the case of the /-ten/ morpheme. 
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When /-ten/ is followed by the first person subject marker /-aʔ/, in natural 
speech these two morphemes tend to fuse into a single syllable,  /-teʔ/. The fusion of 
these two morphemes is demonstrated in the examples below, which are identical 
utterances, except that the first is typical of more careful speech while the second is 
found in more natural speech.  
 

(1879) na-kʰijãnʔ          onka-ten-aʔ-Ø-wa 

COP-CN.SAME    do-DES-S1-PRS-DECL 

I intend to do the same (as she). 
 ‘ 

(1880) na-kʰijãnʔ          onka-teʔ-Ø-wa 

COP-CN.SAME    do-DES/S1-PRS-DECL 

I intend to do the same (as she). 
 
 
 
3.4.2.3.4.8 Embedded Verbs 
 
A small set of verb roots are allowed to appear outside the stem and within the 
derivational system of other verbs. These are verbs which can function as stand-
alone verb roots in their own right, but which can also be embedded within another 
verbal string, adding a second verbal idea to the initial verb, much like auxiliary 
verbs.88 They differ from compound or serial verb strings in that they do not behave 
as part of the stem. Embedded verbs are less ‘attached’ to the root and can be 
separated from it by other derivational morphology, something that never occurs 
with compound verbs. Although both the root verb and its embedded verb may each 
take derivational affixes, the resulting verbal string will have only one set of 
inflectional morphology (i.e., subject, tense/evidentiality, mode, and mood markers), 
which obligatorily occurs at the end. Semantically, the initial verb root appears to be 
subordinate to the embedded verb, and in this sense, these constructions share some 
of the properties of complement clauses in other non-poly-synthetic languages.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
88 These were originally termed ‘auxiliary verbs’ by Kingston (1976b:52), although not all of 
the suffixes he considered auxiliaries actually function as independent verbal roots. For this 
reason many of Kingston’s auxiliaries do not fit the description of embedded verbs found in 
the present analysis. 
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Embedded verbs 

/-kʰoʔna/ ‘to assume wrongly that…’  

/-sitoh/    ‘to desire/want to…’89 

/-waʔna/  ‘to attempt to…’ 

 
It is interesting to note that two of the three morphemes used as embedded 

verbs in Mamaindê correspond roughly to two of the often cited domains of matrix 
verbs which can take complement clauses in many languages, the cognitive and 
volitional domains, which are represented by verbs such as ‘want’ and ‘know’.  

The embedded verb /-kʰoʔna/ is used when the speaker wants to express the 
idea that the initial verb in question is actually part of a mistaken assumption. 
Although I am glossing these as simply ‘E.V.ASSUME’, the central idea here is that 
the assumption is incorrect.  


(1881) ta-weit-ã            to̰-ki-ta-kʰoʔna-le-tʰoh,  
PS1-child-FNS    die-OBL-O1-E.V.ASSUME-I.PST-CN.BUT 

 

wenni-ijah        enkũn-jeʔ-latʰa-Ø-wa 

now-DEM           heal-EMP-S3-PRS-DECL 

I thought my child had died (to me), but right now she is getting better. 
 

 

(1882) mamãinsi-tu       ta-ten-khoʔna-ta̰ʔ    
Mamaindê-FNS   fall-DES-E.V.ASSUME-CN.AND.SS  
 

kʰawais-jeʔ-let-Ø-nãn-wa 
shout-EMP-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 
The Mamaindê thought they were going to fall (off) and shouted out. 

(said after the tire blew on the flat-bed truck they were riding on.) 

 
The examples above show that the embedded verb /-kʰoʔna/ is not part of 

the stem, but instead occurs after derivational morphology, in these cases after the 
oblique marker, object marker and the desiderative morpheme /-ten/. However, 
below we see that it differs from other verb suffixes in that it can also be used as a 
root in its own right. 

                                                 
89 In its stand alone verbal root form, /-sitoh/ is realized as /toh/, as in /toh-ta-latha-wa/ ‘it is 
wanting to me’. 
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(1883) natoʔ-sa̰                 kʰoʔna-nu-we-hã  
what-NCL.LIQUID    assume-S2-PST-INT 

What (speech) were you assuming? 

 
The embedded verb /-sitoh/ is extremely common, particularly in the 

speech of the younger generation. It can be used to modify any verbal action for 
which the subject has a strong desire or want, often taking the place of the 
desiderative. 
 

(1884) kanahata     kajauka-tʰĩn                          
tomorrow    white man-NCL.DWELLING      
 
eu-sitoh-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa 
see-E.V.WANT-O1-S3-PRS-DECL 
I want to see the town tomorrow. 

 

(1885) janãn-ã-wḭ-tu                nũsa-wḭ            ta-hawas-juh-hĩʔ   
jaguar-GNT-tooth-FNS    PS1.PL-tooth     CAU-put.in-3REF-CN.THEN.DS 

 

mamãinsã    nũnʔ-nã-sin-tu                 
Mamaindê    animal-GNT-meat-FNS     
 
wḭ-sitoh-wa-latʰa-Ø-wa 
eat.meat-E.V.WANT-HAB-S3-PRS-DECL 
Since the jaguar has put his tooth in our teeth, the Mamaindê habitually 
want to eat animal meat.90 
 

(1886) natoʔ-sa̰                 set-sitoh-nu-hã 
what-NCL.LIQUID     speak-E.V.WANT-S2-INT 
What do you want to say? 
 

(1887) ta-ʔḛh-tu          tu-ka-na-sitoh-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa 
PS1-axe-FNS    get-OBL-O2-E.V.WANT-O1-S3-PRS-DECL 
I want to get my axe (back) from you 
(It is wanting to me to get my axe (back) from you) 

                                                 
90 The tooth of the jaguar spirit is one of several sacred ‘objects’ which all Mamaindê are said 
to possess within their bodies. It is this sacred jaguar tooth which they believe is responsible 
for the hunger for meat. 



      Morphology 

  

442

 

This last example not only demonstrates that the embedded verb may occur 
after other derivational suffixes, but it also shows that it can take its own object 
marker which is separate from the object of the main verb. The only examples of 
this in the data, however, are when the embedded verb takes an impersonal subject, 
as in the case above, where the first person object is being used to express, in an 
impersonal way, the semantic subject of the verb. The third person marker here 
simply reflects a dummy subject. 

Finally, some examples of the embedded verb /-waʔna/, ‘to attempt/try’.91  

(1888) hain-waʔna-ten-aʔ-wa 
sing-E.V.ATTEMPT-DES-S1-DECL 
I will attempt to sing 
 

(1889) aikʰawekʰi-tu   ãn-waʔna-tʰoh                         
bird-FNS           shoot-E.V.ATTEMPT-CN.BUT     
 
aun-let-Ø-nãnwa 
escape-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 
He attempted to shoot the bird, but it escaped. 
 
 
 

3.4.2.3.4.9 Emphatic 

 
A very common verbal suffix is the ‘emphatic’ marker, used by the speaker to 
emphasize the utterance in question. Such emphasis is also accompanied by greater 
intensity and a higher tone on the emphatic marker. This marker is also used to 
highlight the truth of the statement. 
 

Emphatic markers 

/-jeʔ/      emphatic marker 

/-loʔ/  emphatic marker92 
 

(1890) kanahaleʔi-tu       li-jeʔ-let-Ø-nãn-wa                      
yesterday-FNS      cold-EMP-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 
Yesterday it was really cold. 

                                                 
91 When functioning as an independent verb root, /waʔna/ may also mean ‘to feel’ or ‘to 
internally process’. 
92 These two forms appear to be dialectical variants of the same morpheme, each used by 
descendents of different bands within the Mamaindê village. 
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(1891) samãnʔ-tu                    kajauhna-loʔ-latʰa-Ø-wa                      
leaf.cutter.ant-FNS         delicious-EMP-S3-PRS-DECL 
The leaf-cutter ants are really delicious.93 
 

(1892) kamis-hen-leʔi-tu                      nahohntoʔ    
dry.season-NCL.TIME-PST-FNS   much             
 
nakʰanis-jeʔ-le-a-nãn-wa 
sick-EMP-I.PST-S1-PST-DECL 
I was extremely sick last dry season. 

 

(1893) wanũn-jeʔ-latʰa-Ø-wa                      
good-EMP-S3-PRS-DECL 
That’s very good. 

 

 
The emphatic is also used to indicate agreement in conversation. When 

speaker A makes a statement that speaker B wants to agree with, he will invariably 
use the emphatic marker to show this agreement. 
 

Speaker A 

(1894) wennia   lãn-latʰa-Ø-wa                      
now         hot-S3-PRS-DECL 
It’s hot right now. 
 
 

Speaker B 

(1895) hajo.       lãn-jeʔ-latʰa-Ø-wa                      
INJ.yes     hot-EMP-S3-PRS-DECL 
Right. Really hot. 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
93 The queen ants of leaf-cutter colonies are considered delicacies among all Nambikwara 
groups, and among many other Amazonian groups as well. 
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3.4.2.3.4.10 Irrealis 
 
The attitude of Mamaindê speakers towards the reality of a situation may also be 
encoded in the verb. Although verbs are unmarked for realis, irrealis is encoded by 
way of the irrealis marker /-lhi/. This marker is the last of the many derivational 
affixes, and occurs between the Emphatic marker and the Tense Modifier. It could 
also be termed a conditional marker. 
 
 

/-lhi/   Irrealis marker 

(1896) ikate-lhi-nnaʔ-Ø-wa       
like-IRR-S2-PRS-DECL 
You would like it. 

 

(1897) hahka-lhi-latʰa-Ø-wa       
be.same-IRR-S3-PRS-DECL 
It would be the same. 

 

(1898) na-ʔnĩu-tʰa                   wanũn-lhi-latʰa-Ø-wa       
PS3-return-NCL.THING   good-IRR-S3-PRS-DECL 
His return would be a good thing. 

 

(1899) nusa-walekan-tu      nakas-khit-jeʔ-lhi-latʰa-Ø-wa       
PS1.PL-chief-FNS     listen-S.PL1-EMP-IRR-S3-PRS-DECL 
We would certainly listen to our chief. 

 
 

Since irrealis speaks of the unfulfilled aspect of a verb, it is often found in 
conjunction with the conditional connective ‘if’. When the conditional connective is 
employed at the end of a subordinate clause, the presence of the /-lhi/ is expected on 
the verb of the following main clause, highlighting the fact that the truth conditions 
of the main verb are dependent on the fulfillment of the condition set out in the 
subordinate clause. 
 

(1900) hain-nu-satoʔni       hain-nũn-lhi-aʔ-Ø-wa       
sing-S2-CN.CND      sing-COM-IRR-S1-PRS-DECL 
If you sing, I would sing with (you). 
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(1901) huk   wes-Ø-satoʔni     joha-lhi-aʔ-Ø-wa       
gun    fix-S3-CN.CND    pay-IRR-S1-PRS-DECL 
If he fixes the gun, I would pay. 

 
 

Although this morpheme occurs commonly on present tense verbs, implied 
is the idea that the irrealis situation has not yet happened, but if the conditions are 
met, it will occur in the future. Interestingly, it is seldom found on future tense 
verbs. Used in past tense, the irrealis marker serves to describe an event which 
would have happened had things transpired differently. 
 

(1902) eu-ʔna-na-satoʔni      tanu-ʔna-lhi-le-a-nãn-wa       
see-O2-S1-CN.CND     give-O2-IRR-I.PST-S1-PST-DECL 
If I had seen you, I would have given (it) to you. 

 

(1903) nawih-Ø-nu-satoʔni     laka-jeʔ-lhi-let-Ø-nãn-wa       
tell-O3-S2-CN.CND        know-EMP-IRR-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 
If you had told him, he would have known 

 
 

3.4.2.3.53.4.2.3.53.4.2.3.53.4.2.3.5    Inflectional Suffixes Set BInflectional Suffixes Set BInflectional Suffixes Set BInflectional Suffixes Set B    

 
These last morphological categories are those which ground the utterance in time 
and participants, giving it a broader context. These inflectionals are also the 
obligatory categories found on every main verb (except for the negative, which is 
somewhat of a misfit in this group).  
 
3.4.2.3.5.1 Tense Modifier 
 
Mamaindê employs two different suffix slots on the verb to indicate time. The first 
of these slots (from left to right) is reserved for what I will label here the tense 
modifier. The second slot indicating time is the general tense marker of the 
language, which will be described shortly. Although they are not found strictly 
adjacent to each other within the verb, being separated by the person marker, both of 
these temporal suffixes are part of the tense system of the language, the first being a 
modifier of the second. The tense modifier, /-let/, obligatorily co-occurs with the 
general tense marker /-nãn/, ‘non-distant past’, narrowing down the scope of the 
non-distant past to an intermediate past time frame. For this reason, it is glossed as 
‘I.Pst’. In Mamaindê non-distant past time extends from past events of today, to the 
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beginnings of distant time.94 The requirement that the intermediate morpheme must 
co-occur with the non-distant past marker suggests that it has an additive or 
modifying function with the semantic content of ‘further removed’, thus limiting the 
boundaries of ‘non-distant’ past time to the realm of  ‘intermediate past’. This 
morpheme, then, effectively subdivides non-distant past time into intermediate and 
recent past. When the non-distant marker /-nãn/ occurs with the tense modifier /-let/, 
it signifies intermediate past. When the non-distant marker appears alone, without 
the tense modifier, recent past is assumed. 
 

Tense Modifier (only in declaratives) 

 
/-let/  ̴ /-le/ 95   ‘further removed’ = intermediate past 
 
 

Interaction between Mamaindê past tenses and the Tense Modifier /-let/ 

(showing only the visual evidential past forms) 
 

Tense Modifier       + Tense Marker = Time frame being signified 
/-Ø/ /-Ø-nãn/ 

recent past,   
same day 
 

/-let/  
‘further removed’ 
 

 
 
/-nãn/  
‘non-distant/VIS’ 
 /-let-nàn/ 

intermediate past, 
yesterday to several decades ago 
 

N/A /-hĩnʔ/   ‘distant/VIS’ 
 

/-hĩnʔ/ 
distant past, 
very distant past  
(in mind of speaker) 

 
 
This table shows the two major divisions in past time found in the 

language, that of distant and non-distant past. The non-distant past may be further 
sub-divided into intermediate past and a recent past, according to the use or non-use 
of the tense modifier /-let/. 
 

                                                 
94 Typically many decades ago or more, but the boundary between distant and non-distant is 
relative to the temporal frame of other verbs in the speech context, as well as the speakers 
personal opinion as to the remoteness of the event. 
95 The /-let/ form is used with third person subjects, while /-le/ is used with 1st and 2nd person 
subjects. 
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The time period being referred to in intermediate past is quite relative in 
Mamaindê, extending anytime from yesterday to decades ago. The boundary 
between recent past and intermediate past, however, is quite rigid. The past events of 
today are the only ones that can be considered recent past, while yesterday is the 
beginning of intermediate past time. The boundary between intermediate past and 

distant past, however, is much more subjective, and the speaker may choose to use 
one over the other depending on the emphasis he wishes to place on how distant the 
particular event was in relation to other events  The intermediate past is never used, 
however, for past events within the same day, a function reserved for the recent past, 
nor for events in mythological time, which take a different type of marking 
altogether (see Tense and Evidentiality). 
 

(1904) nahana-leʔi-tu            ta-let-Ø-nãn-wa                      
long.time-PST-FNS      be.born-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 
He/she was born long time ago (in intermediate past time) 

 
 

(1905) kanaha-leʔi-tu     talona-le-a-nãn-wa                      
night-PST-FNS     finish-I.PST-S1-PST-DECL 
I finished yesterday. 

 
 

(1906) jalakwatun-tu             ãn-let-Ø-nãn-wa                      
howler.monkey-FNS    shoot-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 
He shot a howler monkey (in intermediate past time). 

 
 

Although not indicated in the above table for the sake of clarity, 
evidentiality is also being marked by the tense system. All the tense forms in the 
table are from the visual evidential paradigm. Other paradigms also exist, and the 
tense modifier /-let/ may be employed with any of the evidentials which also mark 
non-distant past, always bringing with it the more specific idea of intermediate past. 
See section 3.4.2.3.5.4 on Tense/Evidentials for a complete chart of all 
tense/evidential marking. 

The crucial thing to note about the /-let/ morpheme is that it cannot perform 
its function alone. It works obligatorily in conjunction with the non-distant past 
tense marker /-nãn/, but occurs non-adjacent to it (being separated by the subject 
marker). In this sense these two past tense morphemes could be termed ‘extended 
exponents’ – both referring to a single grammatical property that receives more than 
one marking. In this case, one is simply more general and the other more specific. 
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The intermediate past tense modifier for interrogatives is a variation of the 
above, and appears alone before the subject marker, without the additional general 
tense marking. 
 

Tense Modifier  (in interrogatives) 

/-wale/                ‘intermediate past’ 
 

(1907) naniʔ-hena         wanka-wale-nna-hã                      
what-time            return-I.PST-S2-INT 
What time did you return (in intermediate time)? 

 
 
 
3.4.2.3.5.2 Subject Markers 

 
The morphology used to mark subjects in Mamaindê is the following: 
 

Subject markers 

/-a/  ̴ /-aʔ/  ̴/-naʔ/   1st person 

/-n/  ̴/-nuʔ/  ̴/-nnaʔ/  ̴/-nanuʔ/  2nd person 

/-Ø/  ̴ /-latʰa/96     3rd person 
 
 

As already discussed in section 3.4.2.3.4.5, ‘Plurals’, all subject markers 
can be used for either singular or plural, only requiring the use of the additional set 
of plural markers when plurality is in focus.  

There is considerable allomorphy in the subject markers. The choice of the 
correct marker first of all depends on the tense of the verb. If the verb is any tense 
other than present, the reduced forms listed above will be used, /-a/ for first person, 
/-n/ for second person, and /-Ø/ for third person.   

(1908) ja̰u-a-nãn-wa                      
be/stay-S1-PST-DECL 
I was here (in recent past time) 


                                                 
96 The phonetic form of the 3rd person present tense subject always reduces to /-lat/, unless it 

occurs in deliberate speech, in which case the full /-latʰa/ form may be found. 
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(1909) ja̰u-n-nãn-wa                      
be/stay-S2-PST-DECL 
You were here (in recent past time) 


(1910) ja̰u-Ø-nãn-wa                      
be/stay-S3-PST-DECL 
He was here (in recent past time) 
 

In present tense, the choice of the first and second person forms depends 
mostly on the weight of the previous syllable, or more specifically, whether the 
previous syllable is stressed. When the previous syllable has a coda and receives 
stress, the first person will employ the /-aʔ/ form, while the second person will be 
realized with the variant /-nnaʔ/.97 If the previous syllable lacks stress, the first 
person takes the /-naʔ/ form and the second person the /-nuʔ/ form.98 This last /-nuʔ/ 
form is a truncated version of the fuller /-nanuʔ/ second person form which may also 
appear after light unstressed syllables. The fuller /-nanuʔ/ form, however, is seldom 
heard, the speakers preferring the more economical second person allomorph /-nuʔ/. 

 
  

0rsodqrnm  1mcodqrnm

Subject markers after stressed syllable 

(1911) /ˈseit/ ‘speak’  ˈseit-aʔ-wa  ˈseit-nnaʔ-wa99 

 

 

Subject markers after unstressed syllable 

(1912) /ˈsuhna/ ‘afraid’   ˈsuhna-naʔ-wa   ˈsuhna-nuʔ-wa 





                                                 
97 Whenever two nasal consonants are adjacent, the first will always be realized as a 
denasalized stop, either [bm], [dn], or [gŋ] depending on the features of the previous vowel. 
See ‘Oralization of Nasal Codas’,  section 2.5.2.7. 
98 Although generally useful, these generalizations do not always apply. For instance, take the 
present tense forms with the conditional suffix /-lhi/. Although /-lhi/ is a light syllable and 
never stressed, the 1st person subject marker following it is invariably the /-aʔ/ form, never the 
/-naʔ/ variant. 
99 This root loses its final consonant, [t], before the affixation of the 2nd person, becoming 

‘sei-nnaʔ-wa’. Then due to the denasalized stop rule, the final output is [sei-gŋnaʔ-wa]. 
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As already laid out in section 2.3 on stress, if a root has no heavy syllables, 
the last vowel of the root will be stressed and will then undergo compensatory 
lengthening, being syllabified as a coda. Thus, when forms with lengthened vowels 
are followed by the first or second person subject markers, they will employ the 
forms which follow stressed syllables. Here is an example with the verb /wa̰/ 
‘come’. 

 

Some subject markers after lengthened syllable: 

 1st person 2nd person                     

(1913) root /wa/ � /ˈwaː/  � ˈwaː̰-aʔ-wa  ˈwaː̰-nnaʔ-wa  

    
The third person subject marker has less variant forms than first and second 

person. The /-latʰa/ form is obligatory in all present tense positive constructions, 
while the unmarked form appears in all other tenses.  

Some examples follow of each of the subject markers in present tense, 
using the verbs /ja̰u/ ‘to be/stay (in a vertical position)’ 100, and /onka/ ‘to do’. 

(1914) ˈjaṵː-aʔ-Ø-wa                      
be/stay-S1-PRS-DECL 
I am here 
 

(1915) ˈonka-naʔ-Ø-wa                      
do-S1-PRS-DECL 
I am doing (something) 


(1916) ˈjaṵː-nnaʔ-Ø-wa                      
be/stay-S2-PRS-DECL 
You are here 
 

(1917) ˈonka-nuʔ-Ø-wa                      
do-S2-PRS-DECL 
You are doing (something) 

                                                 
100 This verb implies that the subject is in a vertical position, either standing or sitting. Its 
counterpart, /ta̰/ ‘to lie down’ is used when referring to something that is in a horizontal 
position. These are the two verbs most commonly used in greetings and their responses. When 
the Mamaindê approach someone’s house during the day, they will yell out /ja̰u-n-hã/ ’are 
you there (vertically)?’. But if they approach at night, the greeting will be /ta̰-n-hã/ ‘are you 
there (horizontally)?’. 
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(1918) ˈjaṵː-latʰa-Ø-wa          �   [ˈjaṵːlatʰwa]             
be/stay-S3-PRS-DECL 
He is here 

 

(1919) ˈonka-latʰa-Ø-wa               �  [ˈogŋgalatʰwa]101       
do-S3-PRS-DECL 
He is doing (something) 
 
 

3.4.2.3.5.2.1 The /-latʰa/ Morpheme 

The third person subject construction deserves closer consideration, as it stands apart 
from the other subject markers in numerous and even disturbing ways. While there 
is a clear phonetic connection between all the variants of the first person subject, and 
a similar connection between the variants of the second person forms, the third 
person shows no such connection between its allomorphs, alternating between /-
latʰa/ and the unmarked form (parsed as /-Ø/).102 This indicates that while there is a 
consistent way of marking of first and second person across the language, (by use of 
their variant but related forms) there is no such consistency in third person. Two 
completely distinct forms are used. 

The third person also differs from the other person markers in that it 
appears to be more general. Although consistently marking all third person subjects 
in present positive constructions throughout the language, under certain conditions it 
can be used for first person subjects as well. We have already seen in our discussion 
of plurals how the third person /-latʰa/ co-occurs with the first person plural marker 
in present tense, creating a first  person plural subject.  
 

(1920) ikalaka-latʰa-Ø-wa                      
be/stay-S3-PRS-DECL 
He is working 

 

(1921) ikalaka-kʰit-latʰa-Ø-wa                      
be/stay-S1.PL-S3-PRS-DECL 
We are working 

                                                 
101 Note the reduction of /latha/ to /-lat/ whenever it is found in natural non-deliberate speech. 
102  In all tenses other than present, it seems more insightful, and certainly less abstract, to talk 
about the 3rd person as an unmarked form, or simply being indicated by the absence of a 
marker, than it does to talk about null morphemes. But due to the limitations of glossing, we 
will continue to gloss the 3rd person as /-Ø/ wherever the overt marker is absent. 
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The third person /-latʰa / form may even be used as an alternative way of 
making a statement in the first person that is visibly obvious, such as  ‘Here I am’.103 
 

(1922) ta̰i    jaṵ-latʰa-Ø-wa                      
I        be/stay-S3-PRS-DECL 
Here I am. 

 
 

It becomes clear that in the last two examples, both in first person, /-latʰa/ 
cannot be functioning as a third person subject. The odd distribution of this 
morpheme, and its uniqueness when compared to the other person markers, calls 
into question whether at times the notion of person is even in focus at all.  

Two alternatives present themselves. The first is the possibility that /-latʰa/ 
simply marks the idea of ‘generic’ or default personhood, which is typically 
understood as third person in most utterances, but can be used to express other 
persons when that usage is obvious either by way of additional morphology, such as 
that used in the first person plural constructions, or by way of the speech context, as 
in the “Here I am” example. 

A second alternative is more convincing. While describing the usage of the 
subject markers, Kingston (1991b:8,79) mentions that this full set of ‘verb forms’ 
(which he does not define but appears to refer to the complete set of subject markers 
laid out above) has a dual function. Not only do they mark the subjects of verbs, but 
they are also used to convey visual verification within what he called the 
‘verification’ system of the language, or, to use a more accepted term, the evidential 
system.  His statement is a bit misleading, since not all of the person markers have 
this function. But I do believe that evidentiality, which we will discuss shortly, is the 
clue to understanding the strange behavior of the /-latʰa/ morpheme. 

Although Kingston considered the full set of subject markers as being part 
of the evidential system, it is clear that the majority of those markers do nothing 
more than mark personhood. When we discuss evidentiality, we will see that most 
subject markers (or some variant of them) co-occur with the whole of the evidential 
system, consistently marking subject throughout, and nothing more. They are thus 
present, but not part of the evidential system. However, the form /-latʰa/ is unique. It 
does not co-occur with any of the other evidentials. It does not consistently mark 
person. Instead, it occurs in the place of other evidentials. These facts lead me to 
hypothesize that this morpheme was originally not a person marker at all, but the 
basic marker of visual information within the evidential system. Since then, it has 
become grammaticalized as a portmanteau, now marking the third person subject 
along with the idea of visual information.  

The current fusion of third person with the visual evidential is not hard to 
understand, as we would expect visual evidentials to be much more useful and 

                                                 
103 Although possible, such forms are quite rare. They are also quite different from the 
impersonal construction, which employs the 1st person object marker to mark 1st person 
subject. See section 3.4.2.1.3 on impersonal verbs. 
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productive in third person. While it would be natural for a speaker to convey that he 
actually saw ‘a third party do thus and so’, it would be less natural or certainly less 
common for him to say that he saw himself or his listener do thus and so. This 
natural association of third person with the visual evidential could have easily led to 
the fusion of these two categories and the grammaticalization of /-latʰa/.   

Such grammaticalization of evidentials into markers of personhood is not 
uncommon, particularly in cases where languages are in the process of language 
shift. In Wintu, an endangered language of North America (Aikhenvald, 2004:301), 
diachronic data shows a similar change where a visual evidential evolved into a 
person marker, presumably due to the influence of English. 

Synchronically, I believe /-latʰa/ is best treated as a portmanteau, a 
morpheme which is now clearly part of the system which marks person on the verb, 
but which may also still be used to express visual evidence for an utterance. This 
continuing function as an evidential helps us to understand the presence of /-latʰa/ in 
the ‘obvious’ first person forms. I repeat the previous example here for convenience 
sake. 
 

(1923) ta̰i   jaṵ-latʰa-Ø-wa                      
I       be/stay-S3-PRS-DECL 
Here I am. 

 
 

By understanding the history of this morpheme, we can see that /-latʰa/ is 
functioning in this case not as a person marker but as an evidential,104 indicating that 
the speaker is an eyewitness to the truth of the statement, further emphasizing the 
obviousness of the remark - “Here I am, I can see myself, I’m obviously here”. 

This leaves unexplained the most problematic data, the first person plural 
forms, both inclusive and exclusive, which consistently co-occur with the /-latʰa/ 
morpheme in present tense, as well as with third person forms in all other tenses.  
Evidentiality does not help in these cases, but the link between /-latʰa/ and present 
tense is insightful.  

If it was originally part of the evidential system, /-latʰa/ was presumably 
used to mark tense as well, since all of the current evidentials have the dual function 
of marking tense and information source (see section 3.4.2.3.5.4 on Evidentiality for 
supporting data). If this dual nature was originally true of /-latʰa/ as well, it would 
most likely have marked visual information and present tense, for that is the only 
tense in which it occurs today. Third person would then have presumably been 
unmarked in all tenses, which is currently the case in all but the present tense. The 
possibility that third person was originally unmarked in all tenses would have then 
allowed /-latʰa/ to easily take over the domain of third person without the loss of any 

                                                 
104 Although /-latʰa/ is functioning as an evidential here, it is glossed as a person marker for 
the sake of consistency. 



      Morphology 

  

454

 

overt morphology.105 This little bit of diachronic surmising sheds some possible 
light on why /-latʰa/ currently marks third person only in present tense – the 
morpheme may have historically already had a link to the present. 

The idea that /-latʰa/ may have lost an original association to present tense 
does not preclude the possibility that in certain contexts, the notion of present tense 
may still be part of the semantics of this morpheme, at least in some fossilized form. 
I believe this is what has occurred with the first person plurals, which use the /-latʰa/ 
not as a third person marker nor as an evidential, but simply as a vestige of a 
previous present tense that has become fossilized in these forms.  
 

(1924) ʔjaih-kʰit-latʰa-Ø-wa                      
sad-S1.PL.IN-S3-PRS-DECL 

     We (inclusive) are sad. 
 

(1925) hehsatoh-tʰahta-latʰa-Ø-wa                      
hungry-S1.PL.EX-S3-PRS-DECL 

     We (exclusive) are hungry. 
 
 

After /-latʰa/  became grammaticalized as a third person marker, this 
association of the first person plural with third person /-latʰa/ became generalized 
into an association with all the other third person forms of the verb.  

To sum up this section on person subject markers, what we now have in the 
language is a complete set of person markers, including the unmarked case for third 
person, plus one grammaticalized evidential, /-latʰa/, that has become ‘fossilized’ as 
a third person subject marker in present tense. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
105 This re-constructed scenario of some previous state of the Mamaindê language, which 
includes the marking of present tense and lack of marking of all 3rd person subjects, generally 
finds support in the wider language family. In Southern Nambikwara, according to Kroeker 
(2001:57, 61-65), present tense is always marked overtly (as part of the evidentiality system), 
and the 3rd person subject is never marked. Sabanê (Antunes, 2004:144) does not mark any 
subjects on the verb while present tense is always accompanied by overt morphology. The 
Latundê/Lakondê group (Telles, 2002:274,293) is the minimalist in this regard, employing no 
marking whatsoever for either 3rd person subject or for present tense. Language internal 
support for the position that Mamaindê originally lacked any marking of 3rd person subject 
can also be found in the present tense negative construction, which although present tense, 
never uses an overt 3rd person marker (see section 3.4.2.3.5.3, ‘Negation’). The lack of /-latha/ 
in these present tense negatives is insightful. 
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3.4.2.3.5.3 Negation  
 

Being a tone language, all morphemes in the language consist of both a 
segmental and a prosodic element. The negative, however, sets itself apart from all 
other verbal morphology in that the prosodic element is the major constituent. 
Evidence of this will be seen shortly. The negative construction is created by 
affixing a composite negative morpheme immediately after the subject marker of the 
verb.106 The two elements that form this composite negative morpheme are listed 
below:  
 
 

segmental level: 

/-naʔ/  ̴ /-aʔ/  ̴ /-ʔ/    ‘negative’ 

 

tonal level: 

/L/                  ‘negative’   
 
 

The abrupt low tone,107 however, is the more characteristic of the two 
elements of the negative, as it may at times appear alone, while the segmental affix 
will never appear without the addition of the low tone. Nevertheless, it is possible 
and even common for both of these negative elements to be present, as a sort of 
composite morpheme, in a given negative construction. When they are both present, 
the mora(s) of the segmental morpheme is pre-associated to the low tone of the tonal 
morpheme, resulting in a negative marker with an abrupt low tone.108  
 
 

Positive 

                   LH-L  L    -H 

(1926) ja̰u-latʰa-Ø-wa                      
to.stay-S3-PRS-DECL 
He/she is here 

                                                 
106 Negatives may also require other morphology within the verb to change, such as 
tense/evidential markers. When the third person general knowledge evidential occurs in the 
negative, it obligatorily changes from the /-nĩnta/ form to /-nãnta/. See section 3.4.2.3.5.4, 
‘Tense/Evidentiality’. 
107 The low tone of the negative is noticeably of lower frequency than other low tones around 
it. I don’t believe this is a reason to posit a 3rd level of tone in the language for this could be 
treated as a simple phonetic feature to enhance the contrast of this grammatical tone. 
108 Although vowel length is not contrastive but added by rule, I am including it here to better 
show the details of tone associations. 
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Negative 

HL    -L      -H 

(1927) ja̰u-Ø-aaaaʔʔʔʔ----Ø-wa                      
to.stay-S3-NEG-PRS-DECL 
He/she is not here 
 
 
 

Positive 

                    L  H    -H      -H 

(1928) nakas-nnaʔ-Ø-wa109                      
hear-S2-PRS-DECL 
You understand/hear (it) 
 
 
 

Negative 

                    L  H   -H  -L      -H 

(1929) nakas-nna-nanananaʔʔʔʔ----Ø-wa                      
hear-S2-NEG-PRS-DECL 
You don’t understand/hear 

 
 
 

Positive 

                    L  H -H     -H 

(1930) nakas-aʔ-Ø-wa                      
hear-S1-PRS-DECL 
I understand/hear 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
109 In these forms with the verb /nakas/ ‘hear’ followed by a suffix with an initial /n/, the final 
/s/ of the root is deleted in speech. 
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Negative 

                    L HL    -L       -H 

(1931) nakas-n-nanananaʔʔʔʔ----Ø-wa                      
hear-S1-NEG-PRS-DECL 
I don’t understand/hear 

 
 
 

Positive 

                   HL-L L      -H 

(1932) set-latʰa-Ø-wa                      
speak-S3-PRS-DECL 
He/she is speaking 
 
 
 

Negative 

                   HL    -L     -H 

(1933) set-Ø-aaaaʔʔʔʔ----Ø-wa                      
speak-S3-NEG-PRS-DECL 
He/she is not speaking 
 
 
 

Positive 

                   HL-H- L  L    -H 

(1934) tuː-ten-latʰa-Ø-wa                      
get-DES-S3-PRS-DECL 
He/she will get (some) 
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Negative 

                  HL-HL   -L       -H 

(1935) tuː-ten-Ø-aaaaʔʔʔʔ----Ø-wa110                      
get-DES-S3-NEG-PRS-DECL 
He/she will not get any. 
 

Three things should be noticeable from the data above. The first is that in 
the negative construction some of the subject markers require the use of reduced 
forms. The third person subject marker changes in the negative construction from 
the /-latʰa/ morpheme to an unmarked subject, and the first person is marked only by 
/-n/.111 A second feature of the negative is that there is a similarity between the first 
person subject /-aʔ/, and the negative morpheme /-aʔ/, the only difference being that 
the former carries a high tone, while the latter is pre-associated to a L tone. 

The third and most striking feature of the negative construction is not just 
its low tone, but the fact that this low tone often causes tone sandhi in the tonal 
environment in which it is inserted, demonstrating a tendency to spread its low tone 
to a neighboring mora. When the negative morpheme includes any segmental 
material at all, the moras (nucleus and coda) of the segmental negative are pre-
associated to the L tone. This L tone will then attempt to spread regressively, 
docking on the nearest mora to the left, resulting in a falling tone on the preceding 
syllable. Such spreading is limited, however, to contexts where the preceding 
syllable is bimoraic and carries a H tone that is adjacent to the L of the negative. 
 

NEGATIVE L SPREAD RULE 
 
 H L 
 
 
         
            .µµ.         µ 
 
       negative 
 
 

While a similar discussion of this phenomenon is found in the tone section 
of this paper, section 2.4, I will expand on it here and give a number of examples to 
demonstrate how the negative morpheme affects some of the more typical 
environments it may find itself in. 

                                                 
110 These last two forms of the verb /tu/, ‘get’, will then suffer tone plateauing due to the 
NoTrough Rule, changing the HL on the root to a level H. See section 2.4 on ‘Tone’. 
111 This gives support to the hypothesis that the /-latʰa/ affix was originally not a person 
marker at all. More of that in section 3.4.2.3.5.2 on subject markers. 
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Here the L of the negative spreads to the H tone on its left just as the rule 
would predict, creating the characteristic falling tone that often precedes the 
negative. (This falling tone is encircled in the examples below). 
 

Positive 

                   HL-H-  L  L-   H 

(1936) tuː-ten-latʰa-Ø-wa112                      
get-DES-S3-PRS-DECL 
He/she will get (some) 
 
 

Negative 

                  H L-H     -L       -H  �         HL-H      -L      -H  
 

(1937) tuː-ten-Ø-aaaaʔʔʔʔ----Ø-wa                tu:-ten-Ø-aaaaʔʔʔʔ----Ø-wa                                          
get-DES-S3-NEG-PRS-DECL    
He/she will not get any 

 
 
In other situations, such as in the form /set-Ø-aʔ-Ø-wa/ ‘he didn’t speak’, 

the tone preceding the negative is already L, and the Negative L Spreading Rule 
does not apply.  The OCP will then simplify the LL tonal sequence to a single L, and 
the L will be shared by both syllables.  
 
 

Negative 

                   HL    -L      -H �              H     L            H 
 
 
 

(1938) set-Ø-aaaaʔʔʔʔ----Ø-wa      set-Ø-aaaaʔʔʔʔ----Ø-wa                   
speak-S3-NEG-PRS-DECL 
He/she is not speaking 
 
 

                                                 
112 This form of the /tu/ verb (and the subsequent example as well) would then undergo 
plateauing according to constraints spelled out in section 2.4 on tone. 
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A similar situation is found in the form below. Here the negative morpheme 
consists simply of the glottal with a L tone, which is then resyllabified as part of the 
complex coda of the first syllable. Once again, the rule does not apply, and the OCP 
again joins the two L tones into one. 
 
 
                   HLL L  H     H 
 

(1939) tuː-n-ʔʔʔʔ----nãn-wa                      
get-S2-NEG-PST-DECL 
You did not get (any) 

 
 

In other cases, the leftward spreading of the negative L tone is not possible 
simply due to the lack of sufficient moras or tone bearing units in the preceding 
syllable to support two tones. This is the case of the form below, where the second 
person morpheme has only a single mora, and thus cannot support a dual association 
to tone. 
 
 

Negative 

                     L H    -H -L        -H 
 

(1940) nakas-nna-nanananaʔʔʔʔ----Ø-wa                      
speak-S2-NEG-PRS-DECL 
You don’t understand/hear 

 
 

If the preceding syllable has a rising tone (two moras with a L and H 
already associated to them) then the spreading of the L leftward from the negative 
will occur, as predicted by our Negative L Spread 1 Rule. 
 

Negative 

LH    -L       -H 
 
 

(1941) ja̰u-Ø-aaaaʔʔʔʔ----Ø-wa                      
to.stay-S3-NEG-PRS-DECL 
He/she is not here 
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But this introduces another difficulty. For we now have 3 tones attempting 
to associate to 2 mora, and according to the Association Convention (one tone per 
mora), one of the tones must be deleted. Given that (as we have already seen in 
section 2.4 on Tone) Low tones are less faithful in Mamaindê than High tones, and 
given that the L of the negative will always take precedence over any other tones 
and will thus not suffer elision (another constraint in the tone section), the only 
option left to the language is to delete the initial L tone of the root. This then 
requires the H to shift leftward and accommodate the first mora which has become 
orphaned.  
 

Loss of initial L due to theLoss of initial L due to theLoss of initial L due to theLoss of initial L due to the Association Convention Association Convention Association Convention Association Convention 

LH     -L       -H 
 
 

(1942) ja̰u-Ø-aaaaʔʔʔʔ----Ø-wa                      
to.stay-S3-NEG-PRS-DECL 
He/she is not here 

 
 

The end result is that a root with a rising tone is realized with a falling tone 
when followed by the negative morpheme. Such fascinating tonal behavior is 
consistent throughout the language whenever the negative is present. 

The negative will also spread its L tone leftward to stressed vowels which 
are originally mono-moraic but which later become lengthened. This demonstrates 
that the Negative L Spread Rule must apply after the Vowel Lengthening Rule (see 
section 2.3 on Stress) has lengthened the vowels of stressed light syllables, giving 
them the added mora that is required for the L tone to spread. For instance, here the 
vowel of the root /wa/ must be lengthened before the Negative L Spread Rule 
spreads the L. 
 
 

     LH-L        H       LH-L      -H             LH-L       -H 
 

(1943)  wa̰-aʔ-Ø-wa �      ˈwa̰ː -aʔ-Ø-wa �      ˈwa̰ː -aʔ-Ø-wa 
come-NEG-PRS-DECL 
He is not coming 
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But once again we have two tones attempting to associate to a single mora. 
The Association Convention and the constraints of the tonal system then combine to 
adjust the tone-to-mora ratio of the output form by deleting the initial L tone on the 
root and shifting the H. 
 

     LH- L        -H      LH-L        -H     H -L        -H 
 
 

(1944) ˈwa̰ː -aʔ-Ø-wa     �     ˈwa̰ː -aʔ-Ø-wa      �       ˈwa̰ː -aʔ-Ø-wa 
come-NEG-PRS-DECL 
He is not coming 

 
In certain contexts, the negative has no segmental material and 

underlyingly consists only of a floating L tone. This is the case of all negative 
imperatives. In these situations, the floating L tone will consistently spread to the 
right as opposed to the left (this is also discussed in the tone section of this paper, 
section 2.4, where I outline the Floating Tone Rule). If in such cases the following 
syllable is mono-moraic, and thus not capable of handling a dual association to tone, 
the negative will cause the disassociation of the original tone to its right and 
effectively replace it. The reason for this is that the floating tone must ‘spread or 
die’, and when the semantics calls for the negative to be realized on the surface, it 
will cause the deletion of other tones before it loses the tone of the negative. 

 
                   HL-L- H H H 

(1945) set-Ø-tahĩnwa                     
speak-NEG-IMP 
Don’t speak 

 
 
 
 
 

H L  L    H     H      H 
 

(1946) set        ta    hĩn   wa113                      

                                                 
113 This last H tone may at times be realized as a L when the speaker wishes to show strong 
disapproval. See section  3.4.2.3.5.6 on Emotives. The positive form of this command 
involves a plateauing of HLH to HHH (see section 2.4 on Tone for details of this process): 
 
HL-H H  H                   HH-H H   H 
set-tahinwa �  set-tahinwa 
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As we have seen in the above data, at times the negative spreads its L tone 
and at other times it does not. At times it spreads to the left, at other times to the 
right. Sometimes it is responsible for the deletion of other tones, at other times it 
will allow for dual association of tones. Such behavior warrants a study of its own, 
as I am convinced there is still much to be learned about the Mamaindê negative, 
particularly the effects of the negative morpheme in every possible environment. 
What is appropriate here to note is that a spreading L tone is the major characteristic 
of the Mamaindê negative, potentially provoking a number of changes in the 
prosodic shape of neighboring morphemes. That this is unique in the language 
underscores the fact that while the rest of the language employs tone in a lexical 
manner, the tone of the negative acquires a grammatical function.  

 
 

3.4.2.3.5.4 Tense/Evidentiality System 
 
Mamaindê tense is inexorably intertwined with evidentiality. In fact, they combine 
to form a single complex tense/evidentiality system. A single morphological 
paradigm of portmanteau suffixes marks them both (with some exceptions). 
Although clearly a unified system, I will first attempt to tease tense and evidentiality 
apart, in order to comment on them individually, later weaving them back together 
to give the reader the bigger picture at the end of this section. 
 

3.4.2.3.5.4.1 Tense 

To allow us to focus on the temporal qualities of this system apart from 
evidentiality, I will describe each of the tenses found in the language by making use 
of the tense/evidential morphemes reserved for indicating visual information. These 
visual evidentials have become a sort of default form in the language, and will serve 
well for the purpose of introducing the tense categories. The reader is reminded, 
however, that there are numerous forms for each of these tenses, depending on the 
evidential one wishes to employ. The only tenses that do not carry evidential 
overtones are the two future tenses. The full set of evidential markers will be 
described in the next section.  

The notion of time in Mamaindê is encoded on the verb by way of 5 tenses: 
a present, two futures, and 3 past tenses. Present tense is always the unmarked tense, 
employing no overt morphology. The two future tenses are marked by /-tʰaʔ/ and /-
tʰunna/, the former indicating complete certainty on the part of the speaker, and the 
latter communicating  slightly less conviction, while still giving a strong impression 
that the speaker believes the event will probably occur. The weakest form of talking 
about the future, the desiderative /-ten/,  has already been described in section 
3.4.2.3.4.7, and will not be mentioned further here as it is not specifically a true 
tense or evidentiality marker. 
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We saw in a previous table (under Tense Modifier) the two major divisions 
in past time found in the language, that of distant and non-distant past. These are 

marked with /-hĩnʔ/ and /-nãn/ respectively.114 The non-distant past may be further 
sub-divided into an intermediate past and a recent past, according to the presence or 
absence of the tense modifier /-let/.115 This modifier carries with it the semantic 
notion of ‘further removed’, and when it co-occurs with the non-distant past 
morpheme /-nãn/, it refers to that part of non-distant past which is furthest removed 
from the present, the intermediate past. When /-nãn/ appears alone, without the tense 
modifier, the recent past is implied. 

As was also mentioned under the Tense Modifier heading, the past events 
of today (including the events of the previous night) are the only ones which can be 
considered recent past. The time period being referred to in intermediate past 
extends anytime from yesterday to decades ago. Distant past time belongs to the 
frame of reference reserved for events in ones early childhood and before. This 
intermediate/distant past boundary, however, is quite subjective, and depends on the 
emphasis the speaker is placing on the remoteness of a particular event, using either 
intermediate or distant past time to make his point about how distant he feels it was. 

Below is a display of the markers used in the different tenses of the visual 
evidential paradigm, followed by examples of each. 

 

Tense Markers and the Visual Evidential 

 
          Visual Evidentials   
Present               Non-distant  

                    Past 
Distant 
Past 

Future1 
(most 
certain) 

Future2 
(certain) 

/-Ø/                 /-nãn/ /-hĩnʔ/ /-tʰaʔ/ /-tʰunna/ 

 Recent  

Past 

Intermediate 

Past 

   

 /-Ø/+/-nãn/ /let/ + /-nãn/    
 
 

Present Tense 

(1947) wa̰-aʔ-Ø-wa                      
come-S1-PRS-DECL 
I am coming 

                                                 
114 In a negative construction, the non-distant past tense form /-nãn/ may use the variant  
/-nĩn/. 
115 The non-distant past tense forms /-nãn/ ‘recent past’ and /-let-nãn/ ‘intermediate past’ have 
variant forms in the interrogative: /-we/ and /-wale/ respectively. In the negative, /-nãn/ 
‘recent past’ occurs as /-nĩn/. 
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(1948) tunʔ-tu       wanũn    hain-nanuʔ-Ø-wa                      
flute-FNS    good       sing-S2-PRS-DECL 
You are playing the puberty flute well. 

 

(1949) wenna-toʔ-jah       lit-latʰa-Ø-wa116                      
now-AUTH-DEM     leave/arrive-S3-PRS-DECL 
He is leaving right now (this very minute.) 
 
 

Non-Distant Recent Past 

(1950) lani-teʔnata̰ʔ                       watais-ta̰ʔ         <3 horas da madrugada> 
              be.day-CN.IN.ORDER.TO.SS    close-CN.AND       3 oclock in the morning    
       

   ta-sisata-tu 
              PS1-niece-FNS    
 

   lah-soʔki-tu                 na-wet-tu           ta-jeʔ-Ø-nãn-wa 
    new-NCL.HUM-FNS     PS3-child-FNS     born-EMP-S3-PST-DECL  

                  Close to dawn, at 3am this morning, my niece’s baby was born. 
 
 

(1951) kajauka      nakat-sihtaʔ                       set-Ø-nãn-wa                      
white.man   listen-CN.IN.ORDER.TO.DS   speak-S3-PRS-DECL 
For the white man to listen, he spoke (earlier today) 

 
 

(1952) wa-taʔlohni         nahohntoʔ    het-Ø-nãn-wa                      
PS2-old.woman    much             angry-S3-PRS-DECL 
Your mother was extremely angry (earlier today). 

. 
 
 

                                                 
116 Interestingly, the verb /lit/ carries with it the fundamental concept of ‘crossing the 
boundary of here’, which could be crossed in either direction, and thus includes the semantic 
domains of both ‘arrive’ and ‘leave’. This can cause confusion at times, and it is often 
followed by another verb to disambiguate the utterance, such as /lit-taʔ jaṵ/ ‘arrive-and stay’ 
or /lit-taʔ ʔaḭ/ ‘leave-and go’. Another method of clarifying matters is to use the variation /lita/ 
which signifies only ‘arrive’. 
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Non-Distant Intermediate Past 

(1953) kanahaleʔi-tu    <escola>-tʰĩn         kaʔjainʔ-jeʔ-le-a-nãn-wa            
yesteday-FNS    school-NCL.HOUSE    write-EMP-I.PST-S1-PST-DECL 
I wrote/studied in school yesterday. 
 

(1954) taʔwen-na-tu                  ʔĩun-khit-jeʔ-let-Ø-nãn-wa                      
jungle-NCL.AREA-FNS     sleep-S1.PL-EMP-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 
We slept in the jungle (speaking of a hunting trip a month previously). 
 

(1955) nahana-leʔ-jah    ja̰u-tu               nahensoʔ  amamat-let-Ø-nãn-wa                      
time-PST-DEM     dolphins-FNS    suddenly    appear-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 

                  Awhile back, dolphins suddenly appeared (a year ago). 
 
 
 

Distant Past 

(1956) nahana-sihati-ijah-tu    nũsa-jahon-nãʔã         suʔton-Ø-hĩnʔ-wa                      
time-ANC-DEM-FNS     PS1.PL-old.man-PL     not.know-S3-D.PST-DECL 

                   In ancient time, our ancestors didn’t know (that). 
 
 

(1957) ta-hĩni-tu                      na-ta-hen-leʔ-ijah                                          
PS1-grandmother-FNS    PS3-born-NCL.TIME-PST-DEM     
 
<Rondon>-soʔka 
Rondon-NCL.HUM   

 

    tukwa̰-weh-tu                 littes-Ø-hĩnʔ-wa 
bring-NCL.RIVER-FNS     go.up-S3-D.PST-DECL 

                  At the time of my grandmother’s birth, Rondon came up the Cabixi    
                  river.117 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
117 /dukwa̰wehtu/ (the river that brings) is the proper name of the Cabixi River. 
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(1958) ʔun-kʰu            wales-soʔka                    na-kʰu                                     
far-NCL.LAND    Nambikwara-NCL.HUM   PS3-NCL.LAND   
 
ja̰u-a-hĩnʔ-wa 
live-S1-D.PST-DECL 

                   I lived in a far away land, in the land of the Southern Nambikwaras 
 
 

Future 1 – Most Certain 

(1959) wa-wasainʔ-tu    tu-a-tʰaʔ-wa                       
PS2-stuff-FNS     get-S1-FUT1-DECL 

                   I will get your stuff (you can count on it). 
 

(1960) na-ʔnĩu-hen-ã                     sanĩn-khit-Ø-tʰaʔ-wa                       
PS3-return-NCL.TIME-FNS    happy-S1.PL-S3-FUT1-DECL 

                   At the time of his return, we will be happy (it’s certain). 
 

(1961) hãi-kʰanĩn            ʔenʔ-kʰanĩn            wate-Ø-tʰaʔ-wa                       
PR3-NCL.ROUND   moon-NCL.ROUND   disappear-S3-FUT1-DECL 

                   That round thing, the moon, it will disappear (it’s certain). 
 
 

Future 2 – Certain 

(1962) tu-leʔ-hĩʔ                       na-siha       ʔaḭ-ta̰ʔ                                    
                   get-O1.PL-CN.THEN.DS   PS3-house   go-CN.AND   
 

    ja̰u-khit-Ø-tʰunna-wa 
                  go-S1.PL-S3-FUT2-DECL 
                  After he picks us up, we will all go and stay at his house. 
 

(1963) mamãinsa-nãʔã   ta-kʰanih-ta̰ʔ                 nuk-kʰãn-Ø-tʰunna-wa                       
Mamaindê-PL     CAU-be.many-CN.AND     arm-strong-S3-FUT2-DECL 

                   The Mamaindê will become many and be strong 
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(1964) ʔaḭ-kʰatoʔ           jain     haʔtĩn   talona-kʰatoʔ                                   
go-CN.THEN.SS    food     plant     finish-CN.THEN.SS 
 
ʔnĩu-khit-Ø-tʰunna-wa 
return-S1.PL-S3-FUT2-DECL 

                   We will go, plant food, and when we are finished, we will return. 
 

 
As we noted earlier, the Mamaindê tense system cannot operate alone, for it 

comes packaged along with the evidentiality system. This is the topic of our next 
section. 
 
 

3.4.2.3.5.4.2 Evidentiality 

Evidentiality is a means of grammaticalizing the source of a speakers information. 
This provides the listener with clues as to the informational basis for each utterance. 
If inflection is the grounding of an utterance in the real world, then inflectional 
tense/evidential systems are those which ground an utterance in the chronological 
experience of time as well as in the practical realm of supporting evidence. 

Evidentials are a characteristic of a number of Amazonian languages118, 
including the Nambikwara language family, where they have been attested to in five 
languages: Southern Nambikwara (Kroeker, 2001:62-65; Lowe, 1999: 274-276 ), 
Lakondê (Telles and Wetzels, 2006), Latundê (Telles, 2002:288-290), Sabanê 
(Antunes, 2004:138-140) and now Mamaindê.  

Southern Nambikwara exhibits the most complex system of the five, 
although knowing exactly how to evaluate it is challenging since the available 
research does not wholly agree. According to Kroeker, Southern Nambikwara 
employs two separate paradigms of four evidentials each (visual, inferred, reported, 
general knowledge), the choice of paradigms being dependent on whether the 
information is available just to the speaker or to the speaker and to the addressee. 
Lowe’s (1999: 274-276) analysis of Southern Nambikwara, somewhat different 
from Kroeker’s, involves 4 evidentials (visual, inferred, reported, and internal 
support), 119 as well as two subcategories of inferred (inferred from actions or from 
circumstances), and an interaction between evidentiality and a sub-system which  

                                                 
118 See Aikhenvald (2004) for a thorough treatment of evidentiality in a broad range of 
languages, including a number of Amazonian examples such as Tariana, Desano, Tuyuca, 
Jarawara, Yanomami, Kamayura, Hupda, and others. 
119 Kroeker uses the terms observation, deduction, customary, and narration, while Lowe 
employs the categories observational, inferential, quotative, and internal support. I have 
represented them above in terms which are more consistent with the current literature, 
facilitating cross-comparisons with the other languages of the family. 



      Morphology 

  

469 

 

marks given and new information. Further verification of these interesting properties 
is needed before we can truly understand the Nambikwara evidential system as a 
whole. 

In a recent study by Telles and Wetzels (2006), Lakondê has been 
described as having a dual system of seven evidential morpheme categories. The 
basic system consists of visual, non-visual, sensory (inferred), reliability, and 
supposition, while a secondary co-occurring system consists of the reported and 
quotative evidentials. The non-visual has an extension that may be used to express 
‘possibility’. There is some question as to whether the reliability and supposition 
morphemes should be classified as true evidentials, since they refer more to 
traditional modal roles reflecting certainty/uncertainty rather than a source of 
information per se. They do, however, occur in the same position morphologically 
as the remainder of the evidentials, and therefore are treated by Telles and Wetzels 
as a single paradigm.  

Sabanê (Antunes, 2004:138-140) has three evidential categories, sensory 
(information coming from all the senses, comparable to a firsthand evidential in 
many languages), inferred, and reported, the last of these involving a separate 
morphological choice that does not compete with the first two evidentials and can 
co-occur with either. The Sabanê  system also contrasts evidential from non-
evidential events, each of these choices having its own truth value.  

Latundê (Telles, 2002:288-290) is the simplest of the five, with only an 
auditory (non-visual) and a reported evidential.  

Mamaindê fits somewhere in the middle of this group, employing a rather 
elaborate set of six evidentials in a dual paradigm system.120 The basic evidential 
paradigm consists of the following: visual, non-visual, inferred, and general 
knowledge, while a supplementary co-occurring system is used for two reported 
evidentials, being divided into reported second-hand and reported third-hand. Of the 
other systems within the family, Mamaindê is noticeably closest to Lakondê. It also 
has parallels with systems of five evidentials, such as those found in Tariana, an 
Arawak language, (Aikhenvald, 2004:60) and Tuyuca, East Tucanoan (Payne, 

                                                 
120 The reader should be made aware of some corrections to Aikhenvald’s (2004) comments 
regarding Mamaindê evidentials. Her volume provides an important and comprehensive 
panorama of the typology of evidentiality, and has been of inestimable help to this author. 
However, it unfortunately makes a few misinformed references to the Mamaindê evidential 
system (Aikhenvald, 2004:56-57, 61, 123, 234). All examples labeled in her work as 
Mamaindê are actually from Kroeker’s (2001) Southern Nambikwara data. Her book cites 
Kroeker as the source of the Mamaindê data and Lowe as the source for Southern 
Nambikwara, while in fact, both of these writers were describing the same language, Southern 
Nambikwara. It goes on to use Mamaindê as an example of a 4 evidential system, visual, 
inferred, general, reported, when in fact, Mamaindê has 6 evidentials, and what is being 
described is Kroeker’s analysis of Southern Nambikwara. Aikhenvald (2004:234) also 
mentions that the Nambikwara family is unique in possessing 2 evidential systems, one for 
things the speaker himself vouches for, and another system for things which the speaker and 
the addressee both can vouch for. She mentions Mamaindê as possessing this quality as well. 
But in fact, Mamaindê only has a single collective or general knowledge evidential, 
information which everyone knows, not a separate system as is present in Southern 
Nambikwara (see section on General Knowledge evidentials). 
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1997:256-257). The main difference between these systems of five evidentials and 
the six found in Mamaindê is the further subdivision required in Mamaindê of the 
‘reported’ evidential into ‘reported second-hand’ and ‘reported third-hand’.  

As we have already mentioned, this morphological system has a dual 
function in Mamaindê, that of marking tense as well as indicating information 
source. This fusion of tense and evidentiality is a characteristic also shared by 
Southern Nambikwara (Kroeker: 61-61) Sabanê (Antunes, 2004:138), and Lakondê 
(Telles and Wetzels, 2006), but apparently not Latundê (Telles, 2002:288-290), 
where tense is not mentioned in relation to evidentials. While the evidential function 
is not part of future tense in Mamaindê, Southern Nambikwara, or Lakondê, the 
evidentials occur in all tenses in Sabanê, including future.    

Provided below is a table of comparisons between the evidentiality systems 
of the five Nambikwara languages studied to date.121 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
121Many lects within the family are of course missing. These are the five which have been 
researched to date. A [�] indicates that researchers have identified the item as a property of a 
given system. The lack of a [�] does not necessarily mean that it doesn’t occur in that system, 
but simply that this property was not included in that languages description. If a language has 
only a single reported evidential, this is indicated in the reported 2nd hand row, with the 
implication that it combines both 2nd and 3rd hand. A (�)  in parentheses shows items in 
dispute among researchers. 
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Comparing Evidential Systems within the Nambikwara Language Family 

 
 S. Nambikwara  Mamaindê  Sabanê  Lakondê  Latundê  

Evidentials      
visual � �  �  
non-visual  �  � � 
inferred � � � �  
general knowledge (�) �    

� � � � � reported 2nd hand 
              3rd hand  �    
quotative    �  
sensory (firsthand)   �   
internal support (�)     

Modals as Evidentials      
reliability    �  
supposition    �  

Evidential Extensions       
visual used as  
‘certainty’ 

 �    

non-visual used as  
‘internal state’ 

 �    

non-visual used as 
‘possibilitive’ 

   �  

inferred used  
as ‘mirative’ 

 �    

Other Properties      
fusion of tense 
& evidentiality 

� � � �  

evidentials used  
w/future tense 

  �   

evidential sub-systems: 
individual vs. 
collective verification 

(�)     

evidential sub-systems:  
given vs. new info 

(�)     

contrasting systems:  
evidential system vs. 
non-evidential system 

  �   

co-occurring systems: 
reported co-occurring  
with other evidentials 

 � 
 

� �  
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While the majority of the Tense/Evidential morphemes in Mamaindê carry 
these dual functions, there is not a perfect one-to-one fit between the tense and 
evidential systems. Some morphemes within the system only mark tense (the two 
future tenses), without any reference to evidentiality, while others mark the source 
of information (reported and general knowledge) and lack a specific tense. Although 
never used with future tenses, evidentials in Mamaindê can be used with the 
desiderative.  

Theoretically, all of the Mamaindê evidentials can be used with all persons 
(except for the present tense visual, which is limited to third person). However, in 
practice, the evidentials are used more frequently with third person than with any 
other. This coincides partially with Aikhenvalds findings (2004:231-2) that there are 
more restrictions in first person, since it is in first person that evidential systems 
show gaps in their paradigms. The Mamaindê preference for evidentials in third 
person (other than the non-visual use as ‘internal state’) appears to follow from a 
logical need to provide the source of ones information when it is most suspect. One 
is expected to know the source of information about ones own actions, but it is our 
statements about others that we most need to back up with evidence.  

Besides those evidentials listed above, other possible evidentials are still 
being researched for Mamaindê. Two further categories mentioned by Kingston 
(1991b:101), are: ‘reported visual’ (things which others have reported as having 
seen), and ‘obvious’. However, as he offers very little supporting data, and as I have 
not been able to verify these forms in my own corpus, these categories have been 
left out of the current study.122 Even so, with the six tense/evidentials substantiated 
thus far, Mamaindê already fits into the category of a ‘larger system’ (Aikhenvald 
2004:60), thus providing its speakers with a number of elaborate ways to express not 
only the temporal background for what they want to say, but exactly how they have 
come to know what they are saying.  

The following chart attempts to bring together all the Mamaindê evidentials 
and tenses into one comprehensive overview. Examples of each evidential category 
will follow. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
122 It is not clear how ‘reported visual’ would differ from ‘reported secondhand’. 
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Mamaindê Tense/Evidential System123 

 
EEEEVVVVIDENTIALIDENTIALIDENTIALIDENTIAL    PresentPresentPresentPresent    Recent PastRecent PastRecent PastRecent Past    Interm. PastInterm. PastInterm. PastInterm. Past    Distant PastDistant PastDistant PastDistant Past    

1. Visual (-latha –  

only 3rd pers)124 

-nãn let-nãn -hĩnʔ 

2. Non-Visual 

  (also Internal state) 

-nha / nhaʔ 

 

-hĩn 

 

-le-hĩn 

 

-le-hĩn  

3. Inferred 

   (also Mirative) 

-sihna -ntĩn  -le-ntĩn -sihĩnʔ 

4. Reported 2nd hand  -satau-nha -satau-hĩn -satau-le-hĩn -satau-le-hĩn 

5. Reported 3rd hand -sĩn-nha 

6. General Knowledge                                  -nĩnta / -ĩnta /-nta 

 
 
 

The examples of these forms below will use a single set of verb roots for all 
the evidentials. These identical utterances, however, occur in differing hypothetical 
contexts, showing how the choice of evidentials is not linked to the morphological 
environment, but to the broader background of informational sources. 
 
 

Visual 

 

present      /-latʰa/ 

recent past      /-nãn/ 

intermediate past    /-let/ + /-nãn/ 

distant past    /-hĩnʔ/ 

 

 
The visual evidential indicates that the speaker witnessed the event 

firsthand.125 

                                                 
123 The 2 future tenses are not included here as they do not participate in evidentiality. The 
last 2 evidentials, reported 3rd hand and general knowledge, do not distinguish between the 
available tenses. 
124 This evidential has become grammaticalized as a part of the person system, and has taken 
on the additional meaning of 3rd person subject. It is thus limited to marking visual/firsthand 
information on present tense 3rd person subjects only, except for the exceptional case where  
/-latʰa/ is used as the visual evidential on 1st person to emphasis an obvious statement about 
oneself. 
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(1965) ta-tukwinʔni-tu             na-ʔaik-tu          tau-latʰa-Ø-wa                       
PS1-father.in.law-FNS    PS3-field-FNS    chop-S3/VIS-PRS-DECL 

                   My father-in-law is clearing his field 
    (and I know this because I just came from his field and I saw him    
     working) 

 
 

(1966) wetwainʔ-tu     na-waʔjona-tʰã                     siha                                                   
girl-FNS           PS3-menstruate-NCL.THING     house  
 

tai-hĩʔ                         hain-Ø-nãn-wa 
take.out-CN.THEN.DS     sing-S3-PST/VIS-DECL 

    After taking the girl out of her puberty hut, they sang (earlier today) 
    (and I know this because I was there early this morning and witnessed it) 

 
 

(1967) waʔnĩn-soʔka          janãn-tu         sun-let-Ø-nãn-wa                       
shaman-NCL.HUM    jaguar-FNS     kill-I.PST-S3-PST/VIS-DECL 

                   The shaman killed a jaguar (yesterday) 
    (and I know this because I saw him do it) 

 
 

(1968) jahon      ʔaik-tu       tanik-taʔ                nãn-Ø-hĩnʔ-wa  
old.man   field-FNS   bury-CN.AND.SS      cry-S3-D.PST/VIS-DECL 

                   They buried the old man in the field and cried (many years ago) 
    (and I know this because I was there as a youngster and witnessed it.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                                                                                   
125 In this section /-latʰa/ is glossed as ‘S3/VIS’ to show its secondary usage as an evidential. 

As we have already observed, this present tense visual evidential has undergone 
grammaticalization, such that its primary function now is to mark 3rd person (presumably due 
to extensive use in that person). Throughout this work it has been glossed simply as ‘S3’. But 
here we see it being used in its secondary function as a visual evidential and therefore it is 
being glossed accordingly.  
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Non-Visual 

 

present      /-nha/ 

recent past     /-hĩn/ 

intermediate/distant past    /-le/+/-hĩn/ 

   
The non-visual indicates that the speaker got his information through the 

non-visual senses, such as hearing. The non-visual does not have a distinct form for 
distant past. In such cases, it employs the same form as intermediate past, /-le-Ø-
hĩn/. 
 

(1969) ta-tukwinʔni-tu              ʔaik-tu       tau-Ø-nha-wa                       
PS1-father.in.law-FNS     field-FNS   chop-S3-PRES/NVIS-DECL 

                   My father-in-law is clearing his field 
    (and I know this because I just passed near his field and heard him      
     chopping) 

 

(1970) wetwainʔ-tu     na-waʔjona-tʰã                     siha                                                   
girl-FNS           PS3-menstruate-NCL.THING     house  
 
tai-hĩʔ                         hain-Ø-hĩn-wa 
take.out-CN.THEN.DS    sing-S3-PST/NVIS-DECL 

    After taking the girl out of her puberty hut, they sang (earlier today) 
    (and I know this because I heard the puberty music begin) 
 

(1971) waʔnĩn-soʔka          janãn-tu        sun-le-Ø-hĩn-wa                       
shaman-NCL.HUM   jaguar-FNS    kill-I.PST-S3-PST/NVIS-DECL 

                   The shaman killed a jaguar (yesterday) 
    (and I know this because I heard the commotion and the gunshot) 

 

(1972) jahon-tu         ʔaik-tu       tanik-taʔ                 
old.man-FNS   field-FNS   bury-CN.AND.SS      
 

nãn-le-Ø-hĩn-wa 
cry-I.PST-S3-PST/NVIS-DECL 

                   They buried the old man in the field and cried (many years ago) 
    (and I know this because I was there as a youngster and heard it.) 
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A few extra forms will be given here which are perhaps the clearest 
examples of this evidential. The first comes from a narrative where the speaker was 
riding on the back of a flatbed truck when the tire blew. He uses the non-visual to 
indicate that he heard it happen, but did not actually witness it. 
 

(1973) <pneu>-kʰanĩn      ãn-ju-kʰaukʰa-kʰatoʔ  
tire-NCL.ROUND        CAU-foot-explode-CN.THEN.SS 
 
na-hen-sa̰-tu                          wikhãn   
PS3-noise-NCL.SOUND-FNS     loud        
 

hen-le-Ø-hĩn-wa 
make.noise-I.PST-S3-PST/NVIS-DECL 

                  The tire blew (its foot) and made a loud noise. 
                  (and I know this because I heard it) 
 
 

This last example of the non-visual is found in the famous myth of the flute 
spirit, where an elderly man speaks of hearing the flute spirits playing music, but no 
one believes him because they can not hear anything. 
 

(1974) jamaʔk-ã            naʔtun-juh-hĩʔ                             
flute.spirit-FNS   satisfied-3REF-CN.THEN.DS 
 
hain-Ø-nha-wa     
sing/play-S3-PRS/NVIS-DECL      
The flute spirits are full/satisfied and are playing music. 
 (and I know because I can hear them, even though I can’t see them) 

 
 
 

Inferred 

 

present     /-sihna/ 

recent past  /-ntĩn/ 

intermediate past  /-le/+ /-ntĩn/ 

distant past  /-sihĩnʔ/ 

 
The inferred evidential indicates that the speaker deduced the information 

through circumstantial evidence. 
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(1975) ta-tukwinʔni-tu             ʔaik-tu       tau-Ø-sihna-wa                       
PS1-father.in.law-FNS    field-FNS   chop-S3-PRS/INF-DECL 

                   My father-in-law is clearing his field 
    (and I know this because both he and his axe are gone) 

 
 

(1976) wetwainʔ-tu     na-waʔjona-tʰã                    siha                                                   
girl-FNS           PS3-menstruate-NCL.THING    house  
 
tai-hĩʔ                         hain-Ø-ntĩn-wa 
take.out-CN.THEN.DS     sing-S3-PST/INF-DECL 

    After taking the girl out of her puberty hut, they sang (earlier today) 
    (and I know this because the door to her hut was open and flutes lay   
     about) 

 
 

(1977) waʔnĩn-soʔka          janãn-tu        sun-le-Ø-ntĩn-wa                       
shaman-NCL.HUM    jaguar-FNS    kill-I.PST-S3-PST/INF-DECL 

                   The shaman killed a jaguar (yesterday) 
    (and I know this because he was dressing a jaguar skin today) 

 
 

(1978) jahon      ʔaik-tu      tanik-taʔ                nãn-Ø-sihĩnʔ-wa  
old.man   field-FN     bury-CN.AND.SS    cry-S3-D.PST/INF-DECL 

                   They buried the old man in the field and cried (many years ago) 
    (and I knew this because of a mound of freshly dug earth in the field) 

 
 
 

Reported 

 
The reported markers constitute a supplementary paradigm within the evidential 
system,  occurring in a separate slot on the verb, prior to the tense modifier 
(intermediate past) and thus non-adjacent to the remainder of the evidentials. These 
reported evidentials obligatorily co-occur with the non-visual evidential. This link 
between reported and non-visual is of course only natural since both of these are 
auditory sources of information. Unlike the rest of the evidential system, however, 
the reported evidentials are not portmanteau forms and, as such, do not indicate 
tense in and of themselves. In reported constructions, the tense of the verb is carried 
by the non-visual. There are two reported evidentials, second-hand and third-hand, 
each marked by separate morphemes.  
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       2nd hand  

 

present    /-satau/  +  /-nha/ 

recent past   /-satau/ +/-hĩn/ 

intermediate/distant past  /-satau/ + /-le/+/-hĩn/ 
 
 
The reported second hand evidential /-satau/  is used to report what one has learned 
from others, typically without citing the original source. It is always followed by a 
form of the non-visual evidential. 
 

(1979) ta-tukwinʔni-tu             ʔaik-tu         tau-satau-Ø-nha-wa                       
PS1-father.in.law-FNS    field-FNS     chop-RS-S3-PRS/NVIS-DECL 

                   My father-in-law is clearing his field 
    (and I know this because someone told me) 

 
 

(1980) wetwainʔ-tu     na-waʔjona-tʰã                     siha                                                   
girl-FNS           PS3-menstruate-NCL.THING     house  
 

tai-hĩʔ                          hain-satau-Ø-hĩn-wa 
take.out-CN.THEN.DS      sing-RS-S3-PST/NVIS-DECL 

    After taking the girl out of her puberty hut, they sang (earlier today) 
    (and I know this because someone told me) 

 
 

(1981) waʔnĩn-soʔka           janãn-tu        sun-satau-le-Ø-hĩn-wa                       
shaman-NCL.HUM     jaguar-FNS    kill-RS-I.PST-S3-PST/NVIS-DECL 

                   The shaman killed a jaguar (yesterday) 
    (and I know this because someone told me) 

 
 

(1982) jahon       ʔaik-tu      tanik-taʔ                 
old.man    field-FN     bury-CN.AND.SS 
 

nãn-satau-le-Ø-hĩn-wa 
cry-RS-I.PST-S3-PST/NVIS-DECL  

                   They buried the old man in the field and cried (many years ago) 
    (and I know this because someone told me) 
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To report what someone said in the past about an event still in the future, 

the Mamaindê employ the desiderative marker to indicate the future orientation of 
the verb, while using the reported evidential followed by the past tense non-visual to 
indicate that the source of information is in the past. 

 
 

(1983) kanahata-tu         ih-kalo-tu         
tomorrow-FNS     run-NCL.FLAT.THING-FNS  
 

wa̰-ten-satau-Ø-hĩn-wa                       
come-Des-RS-S3-PST/NVIS-DECL 

                   They say the truck is coming tomorrow 
                   (and I know because I heard them say that) 
 
 

Direct quotes which cite a specific second hand source typically do not use 
the reported evidential. In these cases the speaker will generally add the ‘to say’ verb 
construction at the end of the quote without the reported morpheme.  
 
 

(1984) taʔwen   wainsi-tu          kamat-ten-a-nha-wa.             
jungle     medicine-FNS   bathe-DES-S1-PRS/NVIS-DECL

126     
 

na-jeʔ-le-a-nãn-wa. 
say-EMP-I.PST-S1-PST-DECL 

                   ‘I want to bathe her with jungle medicine’, I said. 
 
 

(1985) jainsi  haʔtĩn-ten-aʔ-Ø-wa           na-jeʔ-let-Ø-nãn-wa.             
food    plant-DES-S1-PRS-DECL     say-EMP-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 
‘I want to plant food’, she said.   

 
 

However, the lack of evidentials on quotes is not a strict rule. There are 
occasions when direct quotes can occur with the reported morpheme, and in these 
situations the reported evidential appears to be adding emphasis to the fact that the 
quote did not come from the speaker. 

                                                 
126 The non-visual is used here as an extension meaning ‘internal state’, and refers to an 
internal desire. 
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(1986) <doutor>-soʔki-tu,    tu-kai-tanãun-kʰatoʔ              <borracha> 
   doctor-NCL.HUM         shin-cut-throw-CN.THEN.DS     rubber 
 

     tahawas-ten-a-nha-wa,                na-jeʔ-satau-le-hĩn-wa 
                  put.in-DES-S1-PRS/NVIS-DECL     say-EMP-RS-I.PST-PST/NVIS-DECL 

   The doctor said, “I want to cut and throw away her shin and put in a   
    rubber one”. 
     

 
 

        3rd hand  

 
/-sĩn/  +  /-nha/127 

 
 
The reported third hand evidential /-sìn/ is used when the speaker reports what 
others say they have heard from a third source. It is only used in conjunction with 
the present tense non-visual evidential /-nha/. 
 

(1987) ta-tukwinʔni-tu             ʔaik-tu        tau-sĩn-Ø-nha-wa                       
PS1-father.in.law-FNS    field-FNS    chop-RS3-S3-PRS/NVIS-DECL 

                   My father-in-law is clearing his field 
    (and I know this because someone said they were told that it was so) 

 

(1988) wetwainʔ-tu     na-waʔjona-tʰã                     siha                                                   
girl-FNS            PS3-menstruate-NCL.THING    house  
 

tai-hĩʔ                         hain-sĩn-Ø-nha-wa 
take.out-CN.THEN.DS     sing-RS3-S3-PRS/NVIS-DECL 

    After taking the girl out of her puberty hut, they sang (earlier today) 
    (and I know this because someone said they were told that it was so) 

 

(1989) waʔnĩn-soʔka            janãn-tu        sun-sĩn-Ø-nha-wa                       
shaman-NCL.HUM      jaguar-FNS    kill-RS3-S3-PRS/NVIS-DECL 

                  The shaman killed a jaguar (yesterday) 
    (and I know this because someone said they were told that it was so) 

                                                 
127 This form is very similar to the inferred evidential and is often very difficult for the non-
native speaker to differentiate between the two. 
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(1990) jahon       ʔaik-tu       tanik-taʔ                 
old.man     field-FN     bury-CN.AND.SS 
 
nãn-sĩn-Ø-nha-wa 
cry-RS3-S3-PRS/NVIS-DECL  

                   They buried the old man in the field and cried (many years ago) 
    (and I know this because someone said they were told that it was so) 
 

 
 

General Knowledge 

 

 /-nĩnta/   ̴ /-ĩnta/  ̴ /-nta/   
 
The general knowledge evidential /-nĩnta/ is used for information that any adult 
native member of the community would know. This includes such things as habitual 
events they are all aware of, or statements that they all believe. For this reason, it is 
especially characteristic of myths. When used in myths, it is typically preceded by 
the emphatic /-jeʔ/. It does not indicate tense, but because of its predominate use in 
myths and history, it is most frequently found referring to events in distant past or 
mythological time. 
 

(1991) ta-tukwinʔni-tu             ʔaik-tu        tau-Ø-nta-wa                       
PS1-father.in.law-FNS    field-FNS    chop-S3-G.KN-DECL 

                   My father-in-law is clearing a field 
    (everyone knows this because he’s been doing this every day now for a   
     month) 

 

(1992) wetwainʔ-tu     na-waʔjona-tʰã                     siha                                                   
girl-FNS           PS3-menstruate-NCL.THING      house  
 

tai-hĩʔ                         hain-Ø-nta-wa 
take.out-CN.THEN.DS     sing-S3-G.KN-DECL 

    After taking the girl out of her puberty hut, they sang  
(everyone knows this because that is what we always do) 

 

(1993) waʔnĩn-soʔka           janãn-tu         sun-jeʔ-Ø-ĩnta-wa                       
shaman-NCL.HUM     jaguar-FNS     kill-EMP-S3-G.KN-DECL 

                  The shaman killed the jaguar  
    (everyone knows this because it’s a famous story)  
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(1994) jahon      ʔaik-tu       tanik-taʔ                 
old.man    field-FN     bury-CN.AND.SS 
 
nãn-jeʔ-Ø-nĩnta-wa 
cry-EMP-S3-G.KN-DECL  

                   They buried the old man in the field and cried (many years ago) 
    (everyone knows this because its part of our mythology) 

 
 

This evidential has a variant form, /-nãnta/,  which occurs obligatorily in all 
general knowledge negative constructions. To negate the previous statement about 
the shaman, we use this negative variant of the general knowledge evidential, and 
associate the abrupt low negative tone to its first syllable /-nãn/. 
 

(1995) waʔnĩn-soʔka           janãn-tu         sun-jeʔ-nãnta-wa                       
shaman-NCL.HUM     jaguar-FNS     kill-EMP-S3-NEG/G.KN-DECL 

                   The shaman did not kill the jaguar  
     (and everyone knows it) 
 
 
 

 

Extensions of EvidentialsExtensions of EvidentialsExtensions of EvidentialsExtensions of Evidentials    
 
Evidentials may also have secondary semantic properties, termed extensions 
(Aikhenvald, 2004:153). These secondary meanings are discussed below. 
 

Visual – Extension as ‘Certainty’ 

We have mentioned that the visual evidential is also used as a default for factual 
statements. This function of ‘certainty’ constitutes an extension to the visual and can 
be employed to emphasize something that is obviously true. In the form below, the 
third person marker (which we have defined as most likely a grammaticalized visual 
evidential) is clearly not being used as third person, but as an extension of the visual 
instead, emphasizing the obviousness of the statement. 
 

(1996) tai     ja̰u-latha-wa                       
I         be-S3/VIS-DECL 

                   I’m obviously here (I can see myself – I’m here).128 

                                                 
128 This relates to Aikhenvalds ‘first person effect’ (2004: 220) , where evidentials take on 
secondary meanings when used with 1st person. 
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(1997) wa̰-sen-na-sa̰                        nakas̰-le-a-nãn-wa  
PS2-speak-S2-NCL.LIQUID       listen-I.PST-S1-PST/VIS-DECL 

                   I heard your speech (in intermediate past time) 
 
 

The last phrase above was uttered after listening to someone’s voice on a 
recording the day before. Such a situation would typically call for a non-visual 
evidential since he never witnessed the speech; however, the speaker is insisting on 
the truth of his statement and therefore uses the visual evidential. 

This extension fits cross-linguistic usage. Aikhenvald gives examples of 
this visual extension in a number of languages, where ‘the visual may have an 
additional epistemic extension of certainty’ (Aikhenvald,2004:162,170). This means 
that in Mamaindê and other languages, many utterances which otherwise might take 
a non-visual or inferred evidential, can be simplified and take the visual as a 
statement of fact.  
 
 

Non-Visual – Extension as ‘Internal State’ 

As we have seen, the non-visual is typically used for situations where the speaker 
heard but did not see the event occur. However, this evidential can also be used in a 
secondary fashion as an extension which refers to ones emotions, thoughts, or 
general internal state. This secondary usage is mentioned by Aikhenvald as well 
(2004:163, 168, 219). 

After hearing a funny joke, a young Mamaindê man said the following: 
 

(1998) tai-ãni          nahohntoʔ    kãun-ta-le-Ø-hĩn-wa  
PN1-FNS       much            laugh-O1-I.PST-S3-PST/NVIS-DECL 

                   To me, it was really laughable. 
 
 

When the Mamaindê teacher was happy about receiving things that 
someone had been sending to him, he mentioned his emotions using the internal 
extension of the non-visual. 
 

(1999) tu-hensoʔ            na-hĩʔ                    aat         sanĩn-taku,    
get-CN.ALWAYS    COP-CN.THEN.DS     much       happy-CN.THEN.SS 
 

ja̰u-a-nha-wa. 
be-S1-PRS/NVIS-DECL 

                   I always get them, and so I am happy inside. 
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A husband, who had just taken a second wife, expresses his doubts as to the 
rightness of his decision, and uses the non-visual extension twice to highlight his 
internal struggle. 
 

(2000) na-tʰoh,            wenni-ijah-ãni,      tehni-tu,          baah-ãni,  
COP-CN.BUT       now-DEM-FNS      woman-FNS     two-FNS   
 

tu-a-nha-wa.                        tu-a-tʰoh,            wanũ̴n  
                  get-S1-PRS/NVIS-DECL        get-S1-CN.BUT       good  
                

               ja̰u-la-a-ka.          wanũn      ja̰u-soʔkeuh-na-nha-wa 
                  be-POT-S1-INT      good         be-MAN.PROB-S1-PRS/NVIS-DECL 
                  But right now, I have gotten two wives. I got them, but, am I doing well?   
                  I guess I am okay. 
 
 

The extension of the non-visual gives the Mamaindê speaker several 
choices when speaking of his own feelings. He can use the standard impersonal (see 
section 3.4.2.1.3 on impersonal verbs) which distances himself from his feelings, or 
he can own his feelings and employ the non-visual extension of internal state, which 
highlights the fact that he is going through some internal experience. The second is 
the least common of the two. 
 
 

Inferred – Extension as ‘Mirative’ 

The inferred evidential has a mirative extension, or the additional function of 
expressing surprise. It appears that this is not uncommon in languages that employ 
this evidential (Aikhenvald, 2004:200-201). Inferred itself implies the process of 
discovery, where one infers things from circumstances. This element of discovery is 
closely related to the notion of ‘the unexpected’, which in turn is the basis for any 
surprise, thus giving the extension a semantic connection. 

In the following example, the shaman’s wife was bitten by a snake, and the 
shaman, who witnessed the event, relates the story using the inferred evidential 
instead of the visual. This usage, while clearly not the typical understanding of 
inferred, highlights the element of surprise in the storyline, as the snake was 
expected to run away, but instead held its ground. 
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(2001) na-kʰatoʔ,              tḛʔ-tu           ih-aʔsiʔ,     na-sei-ijah-ãni  
COP-CN.THEN.SS     snake-FNS    run-NEG     PS1-NCL.PLACE-DEM-FNS   

              

               ja̰u-jeʔ-le-Ø-ntĩn-wa  
                  be-EMP-I.PST-S3-PST/INF-DECL 
                  Then, the snake, without running, stayed in its place. 

 

 
The elderly men often sing humorous songs about nature which sometimes 

take surprising twists, such as this little song about baby toucans, which, unlike the 
young of most other bird species, have exceptionally soft beaks. The humor here is 
found precisely in this unexpected feature. 
 
 

(2002) jalãn-a-wet-a                sa-tʰã        sa-tʰãtʰã            
toucan-GNT-child-FNS   beak-soft    beak-very.soft    
 
ja̰u-le-Ø-ntĩn-kãun 
be-I.PST-S3-PST/INF-HUMOR 

                   The toucan baby has a soft beak, a very soft beak (surprise!) 
                 
 

Similar surprise is expressed when an outsider returns, after many years of 
absence, to visit the village and arrives still speaking their language. This was not 
expected and the inferred evidential is used in its mirative function. 

 

(2003) wa-sen-na-sa̰-leʔi-tu                            mamãinsa-a-haiʔki  
PS2-speak-S2-NCL.SOUND-PST-FNS       Mamaindê-GNT-language   
 
set-tʰahta-nu-sa̰-leʔi-tu                              
speak-O1.PL-S2-NCL.SOUND-PST-FNS   

 

nakajaunũn-ʔna-jeʔ-le-Ø-nʔ-sihĩn-wa 
forget-O2-EMP-I.PST-S3-NEG-PST/INF-DECL 

                  Your old speech, the Mamaindê language with which you used to speak   
                   to us, you clearly have not forgotten it. 
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Evidentiality and CultureEvidentiality and CultureEvidentiality and CultureEvidentiality and Culture    

    
Some linguists have mused whether evidentiality systems imply a greater regard for 
truth within the speech community. Dixon (1997:120) brings up the following 
questions: ‘Why do non-industrialized peoples have evidentiality systems, while 
industrialized peoples don’t? Are they more concerned about the truth? Do they lie 
less?’ 

After living in the Mamaindê culture off and on for over 18 years, I do not 
see any basis for the supposition that they have a stronger than normal concern for 
truth. The evidential system, in fact, can be taken advantage of and exploited quite 
ingeniously for the express purpose of lying, not only about content, but also about 
one’s degree of involvement in a given situation. My best hypothesis is that the 
Mamaindê evidentiality system has more to do with a desire to save face, or to safe 
guard ones own reputation. I offer below a few preliminary observations to support 
this hypothesis. 

The typical way for a Mamaindê to refer to a ‘good, trustworthy person’ is 
to call her ‘one who speaks well’ – showing a strong connection between ones 
speech and ones reputation.  
 

(2004) hãi-ta                  wanũn    
PN3-NCL.FEM       well       
 
set-soʔki-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa 
speak-NCL.HUM-DNM-S3-PRS-DECL     
She is one who speaks well (she is a trustworthy person = good person) 
 
 

The opposite is also the case, where one who is untrustworthy or of a 
questionable moral reputation will be labeled as one who does not speak well. This 
creates a need to be perceived as one who speaks well, or keeps his word. 
 

(2005) wanũ-aʔ      set-soʔki-tu 
well-NEG      speak-NCL.HUM -FNS  
a person who does not speak well (an untrustworthy person = a bad 
person) 
 
 

Mamaindê speakers tend to protect their reputations by the way they 
answer certain questions. A typical response to a question soliciting information is 
initially often met by a disclaimer. 
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(2006) suʔton-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa 
not.know-O1-S3-PRS-DECL  
It is not known to me (I don’t know) 
 

 
If the speaker does actually know the answer, this initial disclaimer is then 

promptly followed by the information the questioner solicited, using the appropriate 
evidential. The disclaimer has the effect of further softening the statement that 
follows, giving the hearer the impression that the speaker is not an authority on the 
information given. This general avoidance of claiming responsibility for unproven 
information is a trait that appears to be shared by other South American indigenous 
groups as well, such as the Quechua, who, according to Weber, are careful to ‘avoid 
unnecessary risk, as by assuming responsibility for information of which one is not 
absolutely certain’ (Weber 1986:138). 

While Mamaindê evidentials are mostly limited to the third person (in 
terms of their relation to the verb), this does not contradict the 'face' hypothesis. In 
fact, it strengthens it. It is in reference to information about a  third party that the 
speaker may have reason to try to 'save face' - to distance himself from the event in 
such a way that if he is wrong it is understandable and he doesn’t lost respect. Such 
distancing from first or second person is not nearly as successful for obvious 
reasons. 

The above discussion may provide us with some initial clues as to the 
function of the evidentiality system within the broader culture. The avoidance of 
being wrong is intrinsically related to the avoidance of losing face. The entire 
Mamaindê evidentiality system, then, may have the larger social function of 
providing the speaker with a way to avoid losing face within a society where one’s 
words are connected to one’s character.129 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
129 This possible link between losing face and evidentiality has not been proven in Mamaindê, 
but it is still a helpful working hypothesis. Although the relationship between language and 
culture has been discussed since the writings of Whorf, the tendency in descriptive linguistics 
has been to avoid this connection. Yet if such a connection exists, and I believe it does, it is 
specifically in descriptive linguistics that it should become significant, and it should be the 
responsibility of the field worker to bring such possible connections to light. Alongside the 
notion of linguistic relativity, which views culture as being influenced by one’s language, I 
believe it is also insightful to think of language as being influenced in many ways by culture. 
A recent discussion of this position, including additional examples from another Amazonian 
culture, can be found in the writings of Everett (2005). 
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3.4.2.3.5.5 Clause Types 
 

Finally, each main verb must be marked as to the type of clause in which in 
functions. In Mamaindê the main distinction here is between interrogative and non-
interrogative.130 The class of non-interrogatives can be established by the fact that 
the clause types of declarative (assertions) and imperative are marked with the same 
final morpheme /-wa/, whereas the interrogatives lack the /-wa/ and are marked with 
a separate set of final morphemes. Declarative and imperative are then treated as 
subsets of the non-interrogatives, differing only by the addition of an imperative 
marker to further distinguish imperatives from the declaratives.  

This type of clause categorization, interrogative versus non-interrogative, is 
not the norm cross-linguistically. It is certainly unattested within the greater 
Nambikwara language family. Sabanê (Antunes, 2004:146) separately marks 
assertives (declaratives) and interrogatives, while the imperatives are unmarked. 
Southern Nambikwara (Kroeker,2001:14) differentiates imperatives from non-
imperatives, which include the sub-types of declarative and interrogative. According 
to Telles (2002:303), Latundê exhibits a formal opposition between declaratives and 
the other two clause types, interrogatives and imperatives.131 Looking at this from a 
broader context, Payne (1997:294) makes the observation that typologically the 
norm is to leave the declarative unmarked. Thus, the opposition found in Mamaindê 
between interrogative and non-interrogatives may be quite rare, and calls for further 
investigation, not only of the extent of this categorization, but also of any clues as to 
the reasons for this unique dichotomy. 

We will look now at these two major Mamaindê clause types, interrogative 
and non-interrogative, in that order, further dividing the non-interrogatives into 
declaratives and imperatives. 
 
 

3.4.2.3.5.5.1 Interrogatives 

The interrogative is marked by a set of interrogative suffixes appearing at the very 
end of the main verb. Each of them carries a high tone.132 The choice of 
interrogative suffix is somewhat dependent on realis/irrealis conditions.  

                                                 
130 I am using the term non-interrogative simply as a general way of referring to clauses that 
are not interrogative, i.e., the declaratives and imperatives. This does not imply that the 
Mamaindê non-interrogatives are being used to ask questions, which is often the way linguists 
use this term. 
131 While all three major clause types have distinct verbal morphology, it appears that the 
declarative in Sabanê is differentiated by being the only one that can be unmarked. 
132 Except for rare exceptions, all of the clause type markers end in a high tone. This includes 
the /-wa/ of the non-interrogatives, as well as each of the different interrogative suffixes. The 
intonational pattern of interrogatives, however, tends to end on an even higher tone than the 
non-interrogatives. These high tones are not lexical, but are due to intonational patterns that 
apply to the whole clause. This can be shown by the fact that whenever interrogatives omit the 
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The Interrogative Suffixes: 

 

/-hã/  realis questions - default 

/-ka/  irrealis questions – rhetorical/internal/polite  

/-sãʔã/  realis questions – abrupt 

 
 

/-hã/ 

 
The default interrogative marker is /-hã/.133 This is the most realis type of 
interrogative in the sense that it is a real question asked of a real listener by a 
speaker who is expecting a real response, and who is neutral as to the response that 
will be given. /-hã/ can be used for both yes/no questions and for content questions. 
Mamaindê distinguishes content questions from yes/no questions by the presence or 
absence of a question word at or near the beginning of the sentence. When the 
question word is absent, a yes/no response is expected. When it is present, and the 
information being asked for is omitted, a more elaborate reply will be expected.  

Note that recent past and intermediate past are obligatorily marked by the 
variants /-we/ and /-wale/ respectively in all interrogatives. These interrogative past 
tense forms occur, not in the tense/evidential slot, but in the tense modifier slot 
occupied by /-let/ in the declarative. Person markers thus follow them, instead of 
preceding them. 
 

yes/no questions 

(2007) <motorista>     nakan-na-Ø-hã 
driver                    listen-S2-PRS-INT 
Driver – are you listening? 

 

(2008) iu-jeʔ-na-Ø-hã 
bite-EMP-S2-PRS-INT 
Did you get bit? 

 

                                                                                                                   
final interrogative marker, the high tone then shifts to the last syllable of the verb. The 
following forms demonstrate this tone change when the final morpheme is omitted: 
 
   LH-LL-H                                     LH-H 

 /ʔai-lata-ka/ ‘go-Pot-INT’   �   /ʔai-la/ ‘go-POT-INT’    
 
133 This interrogative is reduced to /-ã/ when following the distant past morpheme /-hĩnʔ/. 
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content questions 

(2009) natoʔ    jainsi-tu      tu-ta̰ʔ                   wa-̰we-n-hã 
what      food-FNS    get-CN.AND.SS      come-PST-S2-INT 

                   What food did you bring (earlier today)? 

 

(2010) kajauki-tu    naniʔ   set-wale-Ø-hã  
white.man    what     speak-I.PST-S3-INT 

                   What did the white man say (in intermediate past)? 
 

(2011) naniʔ-hena     wa̰-ten-nu-hã ̃
what-time        come-DES-S2-INT 

                   When are you coming? 
 
 

(2012) na-wet-tu         wenni   ta-tʰoh            naniʔ-teʔntaʔ          naih        
PS3-child-FNS   now      born-CN.BUT   what-CN.PURPOSE   still    
 
ikalaka-Ø-ha 
work-S3-INT     

                   His child was just born, so why is he still working?134 
 
 
 

/-ka/ 

This question marker implies that an answer is not expected, as in a rhetorical 
question, or that the speaker fears the answer is probably other than what he is 
hoping for. It is obligatorily accompanied by one of the variants of the ‘potential’ 
morpheme /-la/ (which was discussed under the derivational suffixes). The presence 
of the ‘potential’ morpheme adds a further sense of irrealis to the clause,135 either in 
speaker/listener expectations, or in the actual content of the question.  

In regards to the speaker/listener context, this combination of /-la + ka/ is 
used when there is no real addressee, as in internal questions where the speaker is 

                                                 
134 This statement shows the traditional taboo against a father working too hard in the first 
year after his child’s birth. That taboo is more relaxed among the younger generation, but the 
elders remain concerned. 
135 Interrogatives are intrinsically irrealis in mode,  and thus will often carry irrealis type 
morphology. (Payne, 1997:294). 
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asking something of himself, or in rhetorical questions, where there is a listener but 
the speaker does not expect the listener to respond. 

On the other hand, the /-ka/ question type can also be used when there is an 
actual addressee from whom the speaker desires a response, but the speaker wishes 
to express doubt in some way. This dubitative function can be employed when one 
fears the worst, and wishes to express doubt as to a positive outcome of the 
circumstances, or it can be exploited in polite speak, when a speaker wishes to 
soften a petition or favor by politely doubting the desired outcome, a ploy often used 
in English with constructions such as, “could it be possible that you might…”. 

The forms of the ‘potential’ morpheme /-la/ used in conjunction with the 
interrogative imply a sense of doubt. The actual form used depends upon the person 
of the verb. 
 
 

Potential morpheme with Interrogative 

 
/-la-a-ka/   POTENTIAL-1ST  PERSON-INT 
/-la-nna-ka/  ̴ /-la-nuna-ka/ POTENTIAL-2ND PERSON-INT 
/-lata-Ø-ka/   POTENTIAL-3RD PERSON-INT 

 
 
 

The first example is from a narrative where the speaker muses to herself 
when she is surprised by a Brazilian nurse who asked to eat peccary meat. 
 

(2013) naniʔ-teʔntaʔ          kajauka-ta-tʰoh                         jak̰-a        
what-CN.PURPOSE   white.man-NCL.FEM-CN.BUT      peccary-FNS         
 

wḭ-teʔntaʔ                   set-lata-Ø-ka 
eat.meat-CN.PURPOSE    speak-POT-S3-INT  
But she is a white woman!  Why is she talking to eat (wanting to eat)136 
peccary? 

 
 

(2014) <medico>   na-soʔka            na-ju-tu                wet-ten-lata-Ø-ka 
doctor             COP-NCL.HUM    PS3-mouth-FNS     fix-DES-POT-S3-INT 

                   Will the doctor be able to fix her mouth? 
 

 

                                                 
136 The verb /set/ ‘speak/talk’ also has the secondary sense of expressing desires or wants. 
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(2015) ʔnĩu-na-hen-nu-tu                     tu-taʔ                  
return-S2-NCL.TIME-FUT-FNS    get-CN.AND.SS 
 
ʔniu-juh-ten-la-nna-ka 
return-3REF-DES-POT-S2-INT 

                   When you return, could you possibly get and bring him (with you)? 
 
 
The following is an interrogative we have already seen, but it is a good 

example of a rhetorical question, where an answer from another speaker is not 
expected. 
 

(2016) na-tʰoh,           wenni-ijah-ãni,   tehni-tu,        baah-ãni,  

COP-CN.BUT    now-DEM-FNS   woman-FNS  two-FNS 

 

tu-a-nha-wa.                   tu-a-tʰoh,          wanũ̴n    ja̰u-la-a-ka 

get-S1-PRS/NVIS-DECL    get-S1-CN.BUT   good      be-POT-S1-INT 
                   But right now I have taken a second wife. I took her, but am I okay?  
 
 

Interrogatives may also be used in conjunction with evidentials. Here the 
speaker employs the /-ka/ question form because he is fearing the worst, but he also 
chooses to use the inferred evidential in a mirative mode to express his surprise at 
the situation. 

 

(2017) Antonio   na-soʔki-tu                 naniʔ-teʔnataku        ʔniu-aʔsiʔ  
Antonoi    COP-NCL.HUM-FNS    what-CN.PURPOSE     return-NEG  

         

               ʔaḭ-taʔ                 wate-la-Ø-sihna-ka 
                  go-CN.AND.SS      disappear-POT-S3-PRS/INF-INT 
                  Why did Antonio, without returning, surprisingly go and disappear? 
 
 

It is also possible to leave off the interrogative marker /-ka/ entirely and 
conclude the question with either the potential marker, person marker, or the 
evidential. These reduced question forms are typically of the internal variety, where 
the speaker is addressing himself. If the person marker is omitted, the person is 
deduced from the context. 

Each of the questions below end with the potential morpheme, thereby 
lacking any subject or interrogative markers. Personhood and mood are assumed. 
This assumption is aided in part by the interrogative intonational pattern, which 
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signals the clause type by the extra high tone on the final syllable.137 Note that the 
person changes in each, again, deduced from the context. 
 

(2018) ta-jahon-tu             kajauka       na-sihnã-tu                        wenni-ijah  

  PS1-old.man-FNS   white.man   PS3-house-NCL.AREA-FNS   now-DEM 
 

            ʔnĩu-ten-la.            suʔton-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa 
return-DES-POT       not.know-O1-S3-PRS-DECL 

                   Is my old man (father) returning at this moment from town? I don’t  
                   know. 
 
 

(2019) naheh-aʔsiʔ              to̰-ta-ten-la 
satisfy.hunger-NEG    die-O1-DES-POT 

                   Without satisfying my hunger (for sugar), will I die (to me)?138  
 
 

(2020) naniʔ-teʔnata?        naʔka    nĩ-ta-la  
what-CN.PURPOSE    head      hurt-O1-POT 

                   Why is it that my head is hurting (to me)? 
 
 

(2021) <poti>-tu     to̰-hiʔ,                 waḭ-ijah-tu        sih-tu           
cow-FNS         die-CN.THEN.DS   you-DEM-FNS   house-FNS    
 
to̰-ten-la 
die-DES-POT 

                   Since the cows died, I wonder if you will also die in your house? 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
137 The intonational patterns on questions are related to polite and impolite speech. Polite 
questions all conclude with the extra high tone. Impolite, or very informal questions, on the 
other hand, will often end with a low tone. This is also used when expressing irritation. 
138 This example comes from a text where the speaker was expecting to receive a large 
amount of sugar but it never came. Comments such as these give us a glimpse at the current 
status of the culture, with its high level of dependency upon the outside world. 
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(2022) naniʔ-hena    nawih-talon-ten-la   
what-time      teach-finish-DES-POT 

                   I wonder at what time I will be finished teaching? 
 
 
If the speaker, instead of addressing himself, is speaking to another person 

in a polite fashion, he may include the potential morpheme and then end the 
question with the person marker, still omitting the assumed interrogative marker. 
 

(2023) wa̰i   at-nũn-lhi-la-nuna  
you   fish-COM-IRR-POT-S2 

                   Would you also go fishing (with us)? 
 

 

////----sãsãsãsãʔaʔaʔaʔã̃ ̃̃////    

 
This last interrogative form is used with less frequency, and appears to be a more 
abrupt way to solicit information. It is less polite that the /-ka/ form. 
 

(2024) wa̯i-nã    naniʔ-nataʔ      ʔaḭ-ten-sãʔã 
you-PL    what-purpose    go-DES-INT  

                   Why are you guys going? 
 
 

(2025) naniʔ   na-lãn-taʔ                       ʔoha-ʔaḭ-sen-tu  
what     COP-bright-CN.AND.SS     high-go-NCL.CONTAINER-FNS 

                 

    walalãn-sen-tu                      wa̰-ten-sãʔãʔ 
                  light-NCL.CONTAINER-FNS     come-DES-INT 
                  What day is the high going container, the light-weight container (the   
                  plane) coming? 
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3.4.2.3.5.5.2 Non-Interrogatives  

The non-interrogatives are a Mamaindê clause type that is marked by a verb final  
/-wa/, and includes both the declaratives and the imperatives. 139   
 
 

Declaratives 

Utterances which end with the non-interrogative morpheme /-wa/ and do not in 
addition carry the imperative marker, are considered declarative by default. For this 
reason, up to this point I have glossed the non-interrogative morpheme /-wa/ as 
‘DECL’ in all declarative clauses. 
 

/-wa/   non-interrogative (default as declarative)140 
 
 
As we have seen hundreds of declaratives in this text already, a few here will 
suffice. 
 

(2026) isun-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa 
cold-O1-S3-PRS-DECL  

                   It is cold to me (I am cold) 
 

(2027) hãi     wanaka-let-Ø-nãn-wa 
he       close-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL  

                   He was close by. 
 

(2028) kalakala     wḭ-kʰit-Ø-tʰunna-wa 
chicken       eat.meat-S1.PL-S3-FUT2-DECL  

                   We will eat chicken 
 
 
 

                                                 
139 The term ‘declarative’ must be used instead of ‘indicative’ since the latter combines both 
declarative and interrogative into the same category. We have already seen that in the 
Mamaindê language it is the declarative and imperative that are grouped together, and the 
interrogative that stands alone.  
140 A similar verb final /-wa/ in Southern Nambikwara is glossed by Kroeker (2001:65) as 
imperfective aspect, being used only on future and other non-perfected events. This analysis is 
not appropriate in Mamaindê, were the /-wa/ is used on all declarative and imperative verbs, 
whether past, present, or future, perfect or imperfect. 
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Imperatives 

The imperative also carries the non-interrogative /-wa/, but differs from the 
declarative by the addition of one of the imperative morphemes immediately 
preceding the non-interrogative marker.141 As in most languages, the second person 
is the implied person of the default imperative forms, although these forms can be 
used for either singular or plural second person. The difference between the various 
imperative forms has to do with the relative politeness or lack of politeness they 
express, as well as the social context in which they are used.142 
 
 

Forms of the Imperative: 

/-tsĩn/   imperative – polite form 

/-tahĩn/    imperative – standard (less polite) form143  

/-tah/   imperative – informal form 

/-tʰahta/    imperative – inclusive, 1st and 2nd person 

/-soʔkuta/  ̴ /-soʔu/     implied imperative – warning 

 

 
First some examples of the two basic imperative forms, /-tsĩn/ and /-tahĩn/. 

(2029) wi-hi-tsĩn-wa 
enter-here-IMP-N.INT  

                   You may come in!  
(the polite way to invite someone in - spoken from inside a house) 

 

(2030) ʔaḭ-tsĩn-wa 
go-IMP-N.INT 

                   You may go!  
                   (the polite form of leave-taking by the party that is staying) 
               

(2031) wa-waintʰã-tu       ja̰u-ta̰ʔ                 ikalaki-tsĩn-wa 
PS2-group-FNS     stay-CN.AND.SS     work-IMP-N.INT  

                   Your group - stay and work with us! 

                                                 
141 Kingston mentions a few other imperative forms which I have not been able to verify. 
142 See section 3.4.2.3.5.3 on Negation for a discussion of the negative forms of the 
imperative. 
143 The 3rd party morpheme, /-juh/, can at times be found inserted within this imperative 
marker, forming the composite form /-tajuhhĩnwa/. It is used when the command includes the 
involvement of a 3rd party in some way. 
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(2032) wainsi-ijah         teh-tahĩn-wa 
medicine-DEM     give.to.drink-IMP-N.INT  

                   Give me the medicine! 
 

(2033) ʔain-ã        sun-tahĩn-wa     
fish-FNS     kill-IMP-N.INT  

                   Kill the fish! 
 

(2034) ãun-ta-nu-khatoʔ                  nũsa-sih-na                        
leave-O1-S2-CN.THEN.SS       PS1.PL-house-NCL.AREA    
 

    ʔaḭ-tahĩn-wa 
go-IMP-N.INT  

                   Leave me and go to our village! 
 
 

The more colloquial form, /-tah/, which is associated with the ‘low’ register 
of the language, is the most demanding imperative of all. This form always omits the 
non-interrogative marker. 

 

(2035) haʔtĩn     anaʔ-tah 
quickly    stop-IMP  

                   Stop quickly! 
 
 
The inclusive first and second person imperative form, /-tʰahta/, also has an 

optional allomorph, /-hatahta/, and is best glossed as  ‘let us’. 
 

(2036) nũsa-wet-tu             ʔaḭ-ta̰ʔ                eu-tʰahta-wa,  
PS1.PL-child-FNS      go-CN.AND.SS     see-IMP-N.INT 

 
    ta-teʔ-tu            na-jeʔ-let-Ø-nãn-wa 
                  PS1-wife-FNS     say-EMP-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 

               ‘Let’s go see our child’, my wife said. 
 

(2037) tʰehati-ijah-tu      ʔaḭ-hatahta-wa 
there-DEM-FNS    go-IMP-N.INT  

                   Let’s go over there! 
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(2038) julãn-kʰatoʔ                  nakah    sun-tʰahta-wi 
persuade-CN.THEN.SS     again      kill-IMP-N.INT/EMO.SUDDEN 

                   He persuaded him, ‘Let’s kill again’!144 
               
 

A borderline case, more like an implied imperative, is the warning 
construction, used to warn someone of some hidden peril or the consequences of 
their actions. This form has the unspoken meaning of ‘be careful or else …’. It has 
two variants, /-soʔkuta/ and /-soʔu/, neither of which occur with the non-
interrogative morpheme. 
 

(2039) ta-soʔkuta  
fall-IMP.WARN 

                   Be careful or you might fall! 
 

(2040) samãnʔ              ʔiu-ʔna-soʔu 
leaf.cutter.ant       bite-O2-IMP.WARN 

                   Be careful or the leaf-cutters might bite you! 
 
     

This last example is an interjection used as an imperative, but without any 
imperative morphology. Instead, the interjection itself is a command. This is a 
special word used only with children, and is frequently employed by mothers when 
calling their small children to come to them. 
 

(2041) jah 
come.INJ 

                   Come, child! 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
144 Taken from another well-known Mamaindê myth, where two children are blamed for 
letting loose all the animals, thereby causing a need to hunt for ones food, and ultimately 
bringing night to the world. This quote is from the climax of the story, when one child 
persuades the other to open the cave that holds all the animals so they can kill and eat once 
more. It is at this juncture that the animals escape. 
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3.4.2.3.5.6 Emotives 

 
Emotives are the very last suffixes on the main verb. These morphemes are used to 
express something of the emotion of the speaker at the time of the utterance, thereby 
coloring the content of what is being communicated. By grammaticalizing emotions, 
this aspect of the language gives the speakers greater capacity for creativity within 
the verb itself, without having to resort to periphrastic strategies in order to express 
the full extent of their feelings. In Mamaindê, these emotives may also connote 
deictic information, a sense of space between the speaker and addressee.  

Emotives occur in at least one other language in the Nambikwara language 
family. Fiorini offers an in-depth description of this aspect of Southern Nambikwara 
in his study of emotive vowel color (Fiorini. 2007). Neither Telles (2002) nor 
Antunes (2004) mention emotives in their descriptions of Latundê/Lakondê or 
Sabanê respectively. 

In Mamaindê, emotives constitute a morpheme class which is super-
imposed upon the clause type morphemes, occurring in the same slot in the verb. 
Emotives can take one of two forms: a single vowel, or a complete syllable. When a 
single vowel emotive is employed, it replaces the final vowel of the clause type 
marker, which is obligatorily the final vowel of the verb. When the full syllable 
emotive is used, it replaces the final clause type marker altogether. Emotives are 
only used in non-interrogative clauses. 

The following is the set of Mamaindê emotives. Note that the two which 
are used for the purpose of yelling across long distances are realized as lengthened 
vowels. 

 

Single vowel Emotives (with tones): 

 
 H 

-a    unmarked emotion, unmarked distance 

  

H 

-eː yelling, somewhat distant (or to express anger) 

  

H 

-uː yelling, very long distance  

  

H 

-o: regret, sadness 
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HL 

-i: sudden exclamations, surprise 

 

L 

-a strong negation (used with negative imperatives) 
 
 

Whole syllable Emotives: 

              L           L 

 -kãun / -ãun humor 

 

               L        L 

-tẽin / - ẽin humor/surprise 
 
 

Note that all of the single vowel emotives are realized with a high tone, 
except for the last two. The whole syllable emotives are both uttered with low tones, 
or at times falling tones. Here are examples of each. 
 

////----eeeeː/   ‘yelling, somewhat distant (also may express anger)’ː/   ‘yelling, somewhat distant (also may express anger)’ː/   ‘yelling, somewhat distant (also may express anger)’ː/   ‘yelling, somewhat distant (also may express anger)’    

(2042) <motorista>  naka-n-hã.       haʔtĩn     anaʔ-tahĩn-w-eː 
driver                listen-S2-INT    quickly   stop-IMP-N.INT-EMO.YELL 
Driver, are you listening? Stop quickly! 

                   (used to yell at the driver from the back of the truck) 
 

(2043) auweka-naʔ-ten-Ø-nha-w-eː 
collide-O2-DES-S3-PRS/NVIS-N.INT-EMO.YELL 

                   He is going to collide with you! 
                   (used to yell a warning to the rider of a bicycle) 
 
 

////----uuuuː/ː/ː/ː/    ‘yelling, long distance’‘yelling, long distance’‘yelling, long distance’‘yelling, long distance’    

(2044) wet-tu          haʔta-latʰa-Ø-w-uː 
child-FNS     encounter-S3-PRS-N.INT-EMO.YELL 

                   They found the child! 
(used to yell to others further in the jungle who are still searching) 
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////----o:/o:/o:/o:/    ‘regret’‘regret’‘regret’‘regret’    

(2045) ni-ta̰ʔ                             onka-toh-tʰoh,  
be.like.this-CN.AND.SS     do-WNT-CN.BUT   
 

onka-le-a-nʔ-nĩn-w-o: 
do-I.PST-S1-NEG-PST-N.INT-EMO.REGRET 

                   I wanted to do it like this, but I didn’t. 
                (when a Mamaindê had expessed regret at the way he had done a task) 

 

 

////----i:/i:/i:/i:/    ‘sudden exclamations’‘sudden exclamations’‘sudden exclamations’‘sudden exclamations’    

(2046) na-tʰoh-ãni,             nukãn-tahloʔ-naʔ-satoʔni   
COP-CN.BUT-FNS     strong-O1.PL-NEG-CN.IF      
 
kanaha-loʔ-Ø-tʰunna-w-i: 
night-EMP-S3-FUT2-N.INT-EMO.SUDDEN 

                   But, if he doesn’t help us, it will become night! 
                   (used in a myth to express sudden concern) 
 
 

(2047) julãn       sek-kʰatoʔ                nakah    sun-tʰahta-w-i: 
persuade  speak-CN.THEN.SS     again      kill-IMP-N.INT-EMO.SUDDEN 

                  He persuaded him, “Lets kill again!” 
                  (used to express sudden anticipation) 
 
 

(2048) mãin-tu   tanãun   ta-i-loʔ-latʰa-Ø-w-i: 
pet-FNS   throw    CAU-BDY.EYE-burst-S3-PRS-N.INT-EMO.SUDDEN 

                   He threw it and caused the pet’s eye (or forehead) to burst! 
(used when someone threw a soft drink can and hit an elderly Mamaindê 
man in the forehead. Everyone laughed at the sudden event, and the 
speaker immediately made up this joke, calling the old man a humorous 
term, ‘pet’.) 
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////----a/a/a/a/       ‘strong negation’ (marked with L tone)   ‘strong negation’ (marked with L tone)   ‘strong negation’ (marked with L tone)   ‘strong negation’ (marked with L tone)145145145145    

 
      L  H  L     H       L                    

(2049) onka-Ø-tahĩn-w-a  
   do-NEG-IMP-N.INT-EMO.NEG 
   Don’t mess with it! 

             

////----kãkãkãkãunununun////     ~  ~  ~  ~ ////ããããunununun////    ‘humor’‘humor’‘humor’‘humor’    

(2050) jalãn-a-wet-a                 sa-thã       sa-thã-thã         

toucan-GNT-child-FNS   beak-soft   beak-soft-soft   

 

ja̰u-le-ntĩn-kãun 

be-I.PST-INF-EMO.HUMOR 

   The toucans beak is soft, very soft. 

   (sung in a humorous way) 

 

 
Much of the humor of the young adults, who are the most bi-lingual, is now 

based on Portuguese idioms which are then translated literally into Mamaindê, 
followed by the humor emotive. 

 

(2051) han-teʔ-Ø-ãun 

empty-DES/S1-PRS-EMO.HUMOR 

   I want to be spent/emptied (humor) 
(taken from the Portuguese idiom ‘vou vazar’, meaning ‘I will be leaving 
now’, which could be approximated by the more idiomatic phrase ‘I’m 
out of here’.) 

  

 

 

 

                                                 
145 For more specifics on how tone and the negative interact, see section 2.5.2.4 ‘Tone sandhi 
and the negative construction’. 
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(2052) ta-tʰeʔkatoʔki-tu   nahon   tai-teʔ-Ø-ãun 

PS1-knee-FNS      water    take.out-DES/S1-PRS-EMO.HUMOR 

    I want to take water out of my knee 
(taken from the Portuguese idiom ‘vou tirar agua do joelho’, meaning 
literally ‘I will take water out of my knee’ or ‘I need to urinate’, which 
could be approximated by the  idiomatic phrase ‘I need to take a leak’.) 

 

 

////----tẽtẽtẽtẽinininin////        ‘humor/surprise’‘humor/surprise’‘humor/surprise’‘humor/surprise’    

(2053) jatan-a       ʔeit-tu             kʰun-ta̰ʔ                  kʰasuh    tanãun-jeʔ     
deer-FNS    tobacco-FNS    smoke-CN.AND.SS    spit          throw-EMP    
 

ih-sen-tẽin 
run-?-EMO.HUMOR 

    The deer smoked tobacco, spit it out, and ran away (humor). 
    (a colorful description of the snorting of a deer) 

 
 

The previous example of humor is taken from the lyrics to a song 
composed by the shaman. These humorous songs differ from other genres of 
Mamaindê music in that they are spontaneous creations whose only social function 
is to provide entertainment.146 As the example above suggests, many of these humor 
songs involve lyrics which poke fun at the animal kingdom. 
 
 
 

3.4.2.43.4.2.43.4.2.43.4.2.4    NominalizersNominalizersNominalizersNominalizers    
 
 
Nominalization is quite common in Mamaindê, where special affixes on the verb 
root create nouns from verbs. The affixes most employed for this purpose are the 
noun classifiers already discussed under noun morphology. While the basic function 
of noun classifiers is to further modify the noun root, perhaps their most important 
function in terms of the overall grammar is their ability to nominalize verb roots.  
 
 

                                                 
146 Mamaindê music comes in a number of musical genre. Most of these have very specific 
social functions, such as the war songs, the healings songs, the puberty songs, the ‘Flute 
Spirit’ songs, etc. For a detailed account of traditional Mamaindê music styles, see Avery  
(1977). 
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3.4.2.4.13.4.2.4.13.4.2.4.13.4.2.4.1    Noun Classifiers as NominalizersNoun Classifiers as NominalizersNoun Classifiers as NominalizersNoun Classifiers as Nominalizers    

 
When noun classifiers are suffixed to a verb root, a noun is created with the 
semantic content of the verb. The verb can then take on further noun morphology. 
Many of the examples in the table of noun classifiers under noun morphology are 
nominalized verbs. Below are a few more. 
 

(2054) mãn-kalo-tu 

be.hot-NCL.FLAT.THING-FNS 

flat hot thing/ cloth/cothes 
 

(2055) ta-sanĩn-sa̰ 
PS1-happy-NCL.LIQUID/SPEECH 
my happy speech 
 

(2056) kanis-kanĩn-tu 
shine-NCL.ROUND-FNS 
the round shining thing/ light bulb 

 

(2057) ʔaḭ-sen-tu 
go-NCL.CONTAINER-FNS 

      the going container/car 
 

(2058) tunʔ-soʔki-tu 
growl-NCL.ANIM-FNS 
the growling one/ piranha 

 

(2059) na-tu-t-wa̰-sa̰-sihaleʔi-tu  
PS3-get-CN-come-NCL.SOUND-ANC-FNS 
The speech that he brought a long time ago 

 
 

The generic form /-tʰã/ ‘thing’ is another noun classifier extremely useful 
as a nominalizer. This is due to its ability to nominalize any verb. The process here 
is one of action nominalization, whereby a noun is derived that refers to the action of 
the original verb, similar to the /-ing/ morphological strategy in English. A verb like 
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/kateunta/ ‘to be alive’, for instance, becomes the nominal ‘life’ when this classifier 
is added. 
 

(2060) kateunta-tʰã-tu 
be.alive-NCL.THING-FNS 
life 
 

(2061) wa-onka-tʰã 
PS3-do-NCL.THING-FNS 
your doings 

 

(2062) na-eu-tʰã 
PS3-see- NCL.THING-FNS 

      his seeing/ his point of view 
 
 
 

3.4.2.4.23.4.2.4.23.4.2.4.23.4.2.4.2    The Patient Marker as NominalizerThe Patient Marker as NominalizerThe Patient Marker as NominalizerThe Patient Marker as Nominalizer    

 
The second way of nominalizing a verb in Mamaindê is to attach the patient marker 
affix, /-kʰi/, to the verb root. This process appears to be similar to the noun classifier 
approach, but is quite different grammatically. When the noun classifier nominalizes 
a verb, it will typically create a nominal without specifying its role in the clause, or, 
if the classifier /-soʔka/ ‘animate’ is used, it will assume that the noun created is the 
subject of the verb. The patient marker, on the other hand, nominalizes a verb by 
creating a noun which is a patient or undergoer of the verb to which it is affixed. So 
instead of subject nouns such as /tanu-soʔki-tu/, ‘the one who gives’, the patient 
marker produces forms such as the following. 
 
 

(2063) tanu-kʰi-tu 
give-NCL.PAT-FNS 
that which was given 

 
 

(2064) wet-a-ta-kʰi-tu 
child-GNT-lie.down-NCL.PAT-FNS 

      that in which the child lies/ a child carrier 
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(2065) jain-kʰi-tu 
eat-NCL.PAT-FNS 

               that which was eaten 
 

(2066) tu-la-kʰi-tu 
get-Pot-NCL.PAT-FNS 

      that which could be gotten 
 
 

It is even possible to have an overt subject marker on the verb along with 
the patient marker. 
 

(2067) eu-n-kʰi-tu 
see-S2-NCL.PAT-FNS 

      that which you saw 
 
 

 

3.4.2.53.4.2.53.4.2.53.4.2.5    Low RegisterLow RegisterLow RegisterLow Register    
 
 
A low or informal register is very active, particularly among the younger speakers. 
The Mamaindê refer to it as /lahjatu/, ‘new speech’, although this appears to refer 
more to those who use it than to the history of this speech variety. The only 
difference between the formal register of Mamaindê and the informal register is in 
the verb endings, specifically the inflectional morphology marking person, 
tense/evidentiality, and clause type. The formal or high register is used for all 
serious topics, for situations where one adult is speaking to a group of adults 
(including all speeches by the chief or the shaman), between the elderly, for the 
telling of stories and legends, and in ceremonies.  Because of its prestige, the high 
register is almost always the default for any Mamaindê adult speaker when he is 
aware that his speech is being evaluated or recorded. The formal register is 
considered by the Mamaindê adults to be the only true form of the language, and 
thus the only form valid for study, causing them to look down on the informal 
speech as a less than perfect variety. Similarly, the young people, who often do not 
begin to acquire the high register until their teens, are reticent to have their speech 
recorded since they do not yet dominate the formal variety. For this reason, although 
this speech variety is quite common, very few recordings of the informal register 
exist. 

 
 



      Morphology 

 

507 

The informal or low register is used extensively, but only in informal 
conversation, particularly between younger speakers. It is also used by adults when 
speaking to the youth, although when asked about it, the adults will usually deny 
that they speak in such an ‘improper’ manner.147 

The existence of two registers within the same language is often treated as a 
type of diglossia. How many other Amazonian languages exhibit forms of diglossia 
is yet unknown. Interestingly, Ferguson (1972:245) mentions that the only 
documented cases of diglossia involve literate societies. A study of this aspect of 
Amerindian languages, which are mostly illiterate, may be revealing. 

A curious aspect of the low register in Mamaindê is that it is characterized 
by a system of verb inflections that has some strong similarities to the inflectional 
paradigm found in the Latundê language (Telles, 2002:276). Both of these systems 
are centered around the verbal suffix /-tãn/, /-tãnã/ (or a variant thereof).148 In the 
low register of Mamaindê a form of this suffix is found in all tenses and persons, 
while in Latundê it is also widespread, marking all imperfectives and being used in 
most past and future constructions. The two systems are particularly similar in their 
past tense forms, where both the recent and intermediate past constructions are 
almost identical. This similarity is even further highlighted by the fact that both 
systems employ vowel and consonant length as a contrastive feature. As Telles does 
not mention diglossia in Latundê, we must assume that the Latundê system contains 
a single register, and that this single register in Latundê is extremely close to the 
informal register of Mamaindê. When we realize these two groups have had very 
limited contact in recent history (since recorded contact), we must conclude that this 
speech variety is not new but in fact probably quite old. At this point, we can only 
conjecture as to the origin of this speech variety.  

At least three scenarios are theoretically possible when considering the 
history of these two registers: 1) the Northern Nambikwara proto form originally 
contained two registers, and after splitting off from the larger language, the Latundê 
have only preserved the informal one;  2) after splitting from the original proto-
Nambikwara, these two speech communities then had contact at some point still in 
the distant past, when the Mamaindê were able to learn the speech variety of the 
Latundê, and keep it alive through the years as an informal register; 3) the informal 
register is a result of contact the Latundê and Mamaindê had with a different 
language, possibly the Cinta Larga to the north, or one of the many languages of the 
region which have since died out. 

Option two, although not entirely impossible, doesn’t seem plausible since 
it would require the more prestigious Mamaindê to learn and retain the speech 
variety of the less prestigious Latundê. The third option may be possible, but we 
have no data in that regard. 

                                                 
147 Ferguson (1972:237) mentions this denial aspect of diglossia. 
148 A similar form, /-dana/, is found in Sabanê as well, where it functions as a present tense 
sensory evidential (Antunes, 2004:138). Any connection with the /-tãnã/ of Mamaindê is 
unknown. It is not improbable, however, that this form, which is used as a person and tense 
marker in the Mamaindê low register, could have been grammaticalized in Sabanê as a 
present tense evidential. 
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Of these three options, the first is the most convincing. This is because 
speech communities which are highly endangered generally end up losing much of 
their culture and language along the way. We see other evidences of this among the 
Latundê, who only have a handful of active speakers left, speakers who cannot 
remember their ethnic music or ethnic ceremonies, and who have lost much of their 
traditional material culture.149 It is not improbable that in this process they could 
have lost significant portions of their language as well. The loss of a high or formal 
register implies that there may have been a huge loss of adult members of the 
community at some point in the past, with only the younger generation left to carry 
on the language and culture, a generation which had not yet learned the formal 
register sufficiently enough to pass it on to their children.150 Such mass decimation 
of the adult population is in fact what has been documented in the sad history of the 
Latundê (as well as all of the Nambikwara bands), largely through inter-tribal 
warfare and disease, in particular the measles epidemics which came after the 
official contact with the outside world (Telles, 2002:4-20). 

The low register replaces the person, tense/evidentiality and clause type 
markings found in the high register with the paradigm of verb final suffixes found 
below. The suffix /-tãn/, while not having any substantial semantic content, can be 
seen as the prototype morpheme marking the low register. Evidentials have not been 
found in this system.151 
 

Low Register verbal person/tense suffixes: 

 

 

 

1st person 2nd person 3rd person 

present -jeʔtãːnu/-jeʔtaː̃nã -tãnu -jeʔtãh/-jeʔtã 

recent past -tãːnã                  -tãnːã -tãnã   

interm. past -taleːna -talenna152 -talettʰa 

distant past -tãːhḭ̃ʔ -tãnːhḭ̃ʔ -tãhḭ̃ʔ 

future -jeʔtãhtu/-jeʔtãhtã/ 

-jeʔtãːtʰu 

-tãnːtʰu -jeʔtãntʰu 

                                                 
149 During a socio-linguistic survey of the Latundê in 2004, the author was surprised to find 
that the Latundê could not remember when they had performed the last puberty ceremony, a 
ceremony which is distinctive and crucial to the cohesiveness of Nambikwara cultures. They 
also mentioned they had lost the knowledge to make their traditional instruments, such as the 
sacred bamboo flutes and the gourd nose flutes. 
150 I owe this idea to a conversation with Stan Anonby, a socio-linguist with extensive survey 
experience in Amazonian speech communities. 
151 This supports Ferguson (1972:241-2) who states that low register forms are typically less 
complex than their high register counterparts. 
152 The sequences /nn/ and /nː/ differ in that the first undergoes the oralized nasal rule, being 
realized here as /gŋ/, while the second is simply lengthened. 
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Note that in this system both vowel and consonant length is contrastive. In 
both recent and intermediate past, the first and second person forms can only be 
differentiated by the use of lengthened segments, the first person form lengthening 
the vowel, the second person form lengthening the nasal consonant.153 

While it is possible to parse out some of the tense markers in these forms, 
such as the future form /-tʰu/ and the distant past form /hḭ̃ʔ/, the person markers are 
not consistent across the tenses. For this reason, I will be treating all of these forms 
as fused person/tense morphemes, using the gloss L.R. to signify Low Register. 

I will now use the verb /seit/ ‘speak’ to demonstrate the above forms. 
 
 

Low Register – Present Tense 

(2068) seit-jeʔtãːnu   

speak-L.R/S1/PRS 

I am speaking. 
 

(2069) seit-tãnu   

speak-L.R/S2/PRS 

You are speaking. 
 

(2070) seit-jeʔtãh   

speak-L.R/S3/PRS 

He is speaking. 
 
 
 
 

Low Register – Recent Past 

(2071) seit-taː̃na ̃  

speak-L.R/S1/PST 

I spoke (earlier today) 
 
 

                                                 
153 Latundê (Telles, 2002:279) also uses vowel length in its /-tãːn/ morpheme to differentiate 
first person from other persons. 
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(2072) seit-tãnːã 

speak-L.R/S2/PST 

You spoke (earlier today). 
 

(2073) seit-tãnã   

speak-L.R/S3/PST 

He spoke (earlier today). 

 

 

Low Register – Intermediate Past 

(2074) seit-taleːna 

speak-L.R/S1/I.PST 

I spoke (yesterday). 

 

(2075) seit-talenna   

speak-L.R/S2/I.PST 

You spoke (yesterday). 

 

(2076) seit-talettʰa   

speak-L.R/S3/I.PST 

He spoke (yesterday). 

 

 

Low Register  - Distant Past 

(2077) seit-tãːhḭ̃ʔ  

speak-L.R/S1/D.PST 

I spoke (in the distant past). 
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(2078) seit-tãnːhḭ̃ʔ    

speak-L.R/S2/D.PST 

You spoke (in the distant past). 
 

(2079) seit-tãhḭ̃ʔ    

speak-L.R/S3/D.PST 

He spoke (in the distant past). 
 
 

Unlike the high/formal speech, there is only one form of future in the low 
register. 
 
 

Low Register – Future 

(2080) seit-jeʔtãːtʰu   

speak-L.R/S1/FUT 

I will speak. 
 

(2081) seit-tãnːtʰu    

speak-L.R/S2/FUT 

You will speak. 
 

(2082) seit-jeʔtañtʰu    

speak-L.R/S3/FUT 

He will speak. 

 

 
The plural forms for first person behave similarly to their counterparts in 

the high register, where the /-kʰit/ plural morpheme is added to third person singular 
forms. 
 

(2083) seit-kʰit-jeʔtãh   

speak-S1.PL-L.R/S3/PRS 

We are speaking. 
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The form /-jeʔ/, which we have described previously as an emphatic in the 
high register, continues to be used in the low register, albeit in another capacity. In 
the lower register, it becomes grammaticalized, taking on a new inflectional function 
instead of a derivational function. This new function is to mark non-second person 
subjects, since it occurs obligatorily in all first and third person verbs which are non-
past. It also changes its position and moves further away from the root. While the 
low register /-jeʔ/ suffix is obligatory on non-second person, non-past forms, it may 
or may not occur adjacent to the /-tãn/ suffix, as is evidenced by the example below. 

 

(2084) at-jeʔ-lhi-tãnu   

to.fish-L.R.-IRR-L.R/S1/PRS 

I would go fishing. 

 
Other forms of the low register include an impersonal construction and an 

imperative. 

 

 

Other Low Register morphemes: 

 

Low Register 

Impersonal /-tatahna/  ̴/-tatah/ 

Imperative   /-tah/            

  

 

 

Low Register - Impersonal  

(2085) suʔton-tatah   

to.not.know-L.R/IMPERSONAL/PRS 

I don’t know. 

 

(2086) hitenũn-tatahna   

worry-L.R/IMPERSONAL/PRS 

I am worried. 
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Low Register – Imperative  

(2087) ta-haiʔk-ã    aʔmuka-tah   

PS1-word    trust-L.R/IMP 

Trust meǃ 
 

(2088) kalah-tah   

climb-L.R/IMP 

Climb upǃ 
 
 
 
 

3.4.33.4.33.4.33.4.3     Interjections Interjections Interjections Interjections    

 
 
The following interjections have been found in the language. These are employed as 
free morphemes, spoken either alone, or accompanied by a separate utterance. 
 
 

Interjection: Expressesː 

paah perturbation 

kʰuuh excitement 

hoʔtʰi surprise, humor 

hãʔã agreement 

hajo affirmation, agreement 

tuup discomfort 

haʔwa command - take this! 

jah command - come here! 

(only used with children) 
 
 



 

 

 

    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 

4444    SyntaxSyntaxSyntaxSyntax    
 
 
 
The syntactic model adopted here will follow what has been referred to as BLT, or 
Basic Linguistic Theory, in keeping with the non-theoretical goals of this work.154 
Mamaindê syntax is fairly straightforward and any description of it should also be 
appropriately straightforward.  
 
 

4.14.14.14.1    Phrase LevelPhrase LevelPhrase LevelPhrase Level    
 

4.1.14.1.14.1.14.1.1    Noun PhraseNoun PhraseNoun PhraseNoun Phrase    

 
 
The Mamaindê noun phrase is head–final. It is composed of an optional possessor 
followed by either a noun or a quantifier, or both. The noun may be a pronoun, 
lexical noun, proper noun, or a nominalized verb. If a quantifier is used, it becomes 
the head of the phrase. 
 
 
 

Noun Phrase constituent order 

 
NP �         (Poss) 
                                 
    
   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
154 I will however, be adopting a few basic notions from the Core-Periphery model of Role 
and Reference Grammar (Valin, 1997:26-27) where applicable, particularly the notions of 
‘core’ and ‘periphery’.  

N 

Q { N  Q         } 
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4.1.1.14.1.1.14.1.1.14.1.1.1    The Possessor within the Noun PhraseThe Possessor within the Noun PhraseThe Possessor within the Noun PhraseThe Possessor within the Noun Phrase    
 
 
Possession is marked on the head noun, which is optionally preceded by the 
possessor.  
 

(2089) Joaquim-soʔka            na-wet-tʰã                      juhak  
    ’Joaquim’-NCL.HUM    PS3-child-NCL.GROUP       all    

 
               nakʰanik-let-Ø-nãn-wa 
                 sick-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 
                 All of Joaquim’s children were sick. 
 
 

(2090) na-sih-ã              nakah    siha-Ø-tʰunna-wa 
 PS3-house-FNS    again      build-S3-FUT2-DECL 

    He will build his house again. 
 
 

(2091) ta-tukwinʔni-tu              na-ja̰u-tʰĩn-tu                 
    PS1-father.in.law-FNS     PS3-live-NCL.HOUSE-FNS    

     
        ja̰u-wa-aʔ-Ø-wa        
                  live-HAB-S1-PRS-DECL          
                  I habitually live at my father-in-law’s house. 
 
 

(2092) ’Antonio’-soʔkã       na-ʔaik-tu         nahohntoʔ   aat-latʰa-Ø-wa. 
    Antonio-NCL.HUM    PS3-field-FNS   very              big-S3-PRS-DECL 

                  Antonio’s field is very big. 
 
 

(2093) mamãinsa-ãni    na-haiʔka     anka-latʰa-Ø-wa 
 Mamaindê          PS3-word      costly-S3-PRS-DECL 

    The language of the Mamaindê is valuable/dear. 
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(2094) ta̰i-nãʔã   watanʔni-tu     na-wek-tʰã            
I-PL         clay.pot-FNS   PS3-make-NCL.THING    
 
nakajaunũn-kʰit-latʰa-Ø-wa. 
forget-S1.PL-S3-PRS-DECL 

     We have forgotten the making of clay pots. 
 
 

4.1.1.24.1.1.24.1.1.24.1.1.2    The Quantifier within the Noun PhraseThe Quantifier within the Noun PhraseThe Quantifier within the Noun PhraseThe Quantifier within the Noun Phrase    
 
 
When a quantifier is used, it will follow the noun, becoming the head of the noun 
phrase. There are three non-numeric quantifiers used in noun phrases. 

 

Non-numeric quantifiers 

/juhak/  all 

/kanih/  many, large amount 

/aat-siʔ/  few, some, small amount (literallyː ‘big-NEG’) 155 
 
 

(2095) nakajanʔ-tu             juhak     lḭnʔ-nu-tu       
       people/Indian-FNS    all          manioc-NCL.POWDER-FNS   

 
   jain-soʔkeuh-latʰa-Ø-wa  

                  eat-MAN.PROB-S3-PRS-DECL 

                      All Indians/people eat beijo (tortilla shaped bread from manioc flour). 
 
 

(2096) kajauka      kanih   ja̰u-latʰa-Ø-wa 
   white.man   many    to.be-S3-PRS-DECL 

    There are many white men (non-Indians). 
 
 

                                                 
155 The quantifier /aat-siʔ/ ‘small, little’ can also be used to modify verbs.  Interestingly, /aat/ 
‘big, much’ is never part of a noun phrase, but can be employed as a descriptive verb ‘to be 
big’ or as a verb modifier ‘very much’. 
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(2097) wais-tu              aat-siʔ        tanãun-ten-aʔ-Ø-wa 
                   acai.palm-FNS    big-NEG     sell-DES-S1-PRS-DECL 
                   I will sell a few palm hearts. 
 
 

(2098) kajauka      na-nunʔ-tu           kanih   sun-khit-let-Ø-nãn-wa 
                  white.man    PS3-animal-FNS   many    kill-I.PST-S3-Pst-Decl 
                  We killed many of the white man’s animals. 
 
 

 
Quantifiers may also occur alone, without the presence of the nominal. This 

is an indication of their head status within the phrase. 
 
 

(2099) juhak  lḭnʔ-nu-tu                           jain-soʔkeuh-latʰa-Ø-wa   
all       manioc-NCL.POWDER-FNS   eat-MAN.PROB-S3-PRS-DECL 
All (Indians) eat beijo. 
(the nominal referent of ‘all’ is clear thru context) 
 

(2100) kanih    ja̰u-latʰa-Ø-wa 
                   many     to.be-S3-PRS-DECL 
                   There are many (the referent indicated by context). 
 

(2101) aat-siʔ        tanãun-ten-aʔ-Ø-wa 
     big-NEG    sell-DES-S1-PRS-DECL 
     I will sell a small amount. 

 
 
 

4.1.1.2.14.1.1.2.14.1.1.2.14.1.1.2.1    NumeralsNumeralsNumeralsNumerals    

 
The quantifiers in the noun phrase may also include the small set of Mamaindê 
numerals. There are only three numerals in the language, two of them being primary 
forms and the third being a composite form. 
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Mamaindê numerals156 

/kanaka/   ‘one’ 

/paah/~ /paa/ 157   ‘two’  

            /paa-kanaka/    ‘two-one’ (three) 

 

 
Any reference to numerals above the numeral ‘three’ becomes difficult, 

requiring either a juxtaposition of two numerals, /paah-ãni, paah-ãni/ ‘four’, or a 
metaphorical phrase such as /hikʔ-hãn/ ‘hand-full/five’. Typically, the Mamaindê 
avoid such mathematical precision in their language and use generic quantifiers such 
as /kanih/ ‘many’, or switch to Portuguese when counting matters.  

 

(2102) ʔain-tu     paah   at-satau-le-Ø-hĩn-wa      

  fish-FNS   two    catch.fish-RS-I.PST-S3-PST/NVIS-DECL 

  He/she caught two fish, someone said. 
 
 

(2103) hoʔkʰi-tu           kanaka-ãni     hajaʔ-latʰa-Ø-wa 

  kindling/match   one               be.enough-S3-PRS-DECL 

  One match is enough. 
 
 

(2104) jun-tu         paah-kanaka-ãni   tu-sitoh-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa 

  knife-FNS   two-one-FNS       get-WNT-O1-S3-PRS-Decl 
I want to get three knives. 

 

 
Numerals may also function alone within the noun phrase, optionally taking 

nominal suffixes such as the noun classifier and the Final Nominal Suffix. If a final 
nominal suffix is used, it must be the /-ãni/  form. 

                                                 
156 The numerals may optionally take the /-ãni/ final nominal suffix, which signals marked 
topic in this case, but never /-tu/. That the topic is marked is evidenced by the fact that the 
speaker has chosen to count the nominal, which is not required. 
157 The two vowels in /paah/ indicate a lexically lengthened vowel. The initial stop is 
traditionally realized as an imploded voiced stop [ɓaah]. The final /h/ is sometimes not 
articulated at all, hence the allomorph /paa/, which is most obvious in the form /paa-kanaka/ 
‘three’. 
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(2105) paah    at-satau-le-Ø-hĩn-wa      

  two      catch.fish-RS-I.PST-S3-PST/NVIS-DECL 

  He/she caught two, someone said. 
 

(2106) kanaka-ãni    hajaʔ-latʰa-Ø-wa 

  one               be.enough-S3-PRS-DECL 

   One is enough. 
 

(2107) kanaka-kʰat          hajaʔ-latʰa-Ø-wa 

  one-NCL.STICK     be.enough-S3-PRS-DECL 

   One stick is enough. 
 

(2108) paah-kanaka-ãni   tu-sitoh-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa 

  two-one-FNS        get-WNT-O1-S3-PRS-DECL 

                I want to get three. 

 

 
Not all numerals, however, are part of the noun phrase. A common practice 

is to employ the numerals as verbs, suffixed with inflectional verb morphology. 

 

(2109) ta-sawis-tu                  paah-latʰa-Ø-wa  
PS1-grandchild-FNS     two-S3-PRS-DECL 
My grandchildren are two (I have two grandchildren). 

 

 

 

4.1.1.34.1.1.34.1.1.34.1.1.3    Nominalization and the Noun PhraseNominalization and the Noun PhraseNominalization and the Noun PhraseNominalization and the Noun Phrase    
 
 
Besides possessors and quantifiers, the third strategy for modifying nouns is to use 
noun classifiers. As we saw in the previous chapter on morphology, such noun 
classifiers may be used to either classify a noun or nominalize a verb by suffixing 
the appropriate noun classifier to a verbal root. This second function, the 
nominalization of verbs, plays a crucial role in the noun phrase, for it is these 
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nominalized verbs that have the most descriptive power in the language, giving the 
Mamaindê speaker a very productive tool for modifying nominals, and creating new 
ones at will. The root verb involved may be virtually any verb, descriptive or active.  
 

(2110) lah-kanĩn-tu             ta-satau-le-Ø-hĩn-wa   

 new-NCL.ROUND-FNS        born-RS-I.PST-S3-PST/NVIS-DECL 
The new spherical one (the baby) was born (so they say). 
 

 
The example above shows a single nominalized verb in a single noun 

phrase. For more extensive descriptions using nominalizations, appositional noun 
phrases are employed. See below. 
 
 

4.1.1.44.1.1.44.1.1.44.1.1.4    Appositional PhrasesAppositional PhrasesAppositional PhrasesAppositional Phrases    
 
Noun phrases are often juxtaposed to other noun phrases, forming a noun phrase 
string. This concatenation of nominal forms results in a series of descriptive 
appositional noun phrases. This is another productive process, permitting the 
speaker to easily join noun phrases together for the purpose of further describing a 
particular object, person, or thing.  
Appositional phrases in Mamaindê fulfill the same syntactic function (subject, 
object, or oblique) as the nominal they are modifying. As each appositional phrase 
typically brings a new descriptive idea into play, the longer the series of such noun 
phrases, the more descriptive power being employed. There does not seem to be any 
limit on the number of appositional noun phrases used in a single sentence. 

Note the frequent and important role of noun classifiers in the construction 
of appositional phrases. When a noun classifier is affixed to a verbal root, the verb is 
nominalized and functions as another noun within the appositional phrase.  
 

(2111) hukʔ-tu           watiwatis-kʰatʔ-tu,          ãn-kʰatʔ-tu             

bow/gun-FNS   shiny-NCL.STICK-FNS    hunt-NCL.STICK-FNS        

 

anka-kʰatʔ-tu                  toh-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa 

costly-NCL.STICK-FNS    want-O1-S3-PRS-DECL 
                   The gun, the shiny stick, the hunting stick, the costly stick, I want it. 
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(2112) waun-teh-tu                paah-kanaka-teh-tu               

                red-NCL.STRING-FNS    two-one-NCL.STRING-FNS  

 
    joha-le-n-nãn-wa             

                trade-I.PST-S2-PST-DECL     
                       Red strings, three strings, you traded (You traded three red necklaces.)158         
      
 

Due to the nominalized verbs embedded in these forms, the use of 
appositional noun phrases in this language can perform the same function as relative 
clauses do in other languages, that is, as a means of modifying nominals with a 
whole clausal idea. 
 

(2113) Paulo-soʔka          wanih-soʔka        kajauka       haiʔka       
Paulo-NCL.HUM     tell-NCL.HUM      white.man    language    

 

wanũn   set-soʔka              kaʔjãinʔ-Ø-tʰunna-wa 
                   good      speak-NCL.HUM    write-S3-FUT2-DECL               
                   Paulo, the teacher, the one who speaks the white man’s language well,      
                   he will write.                            

 

(2114) nakajanʔ-tu              na-ʔau-tu                     
person/indian-FNS     PS3-other/partner-FNS  

 

kʰakʰot-soʔkeuh-latʰa-Ø-wa           
dangerous-PRB-S3-PRS-Decl 
That person, their other/their partner, is probably dangerous. 

 
                     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
158 See the work of Miller (2007) for the importance of the necklace in the Mamaindê 
worldview. 
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4.1.24.1.24.1.24.1.2    Verb PhraseVerb PhraseVerb PhraseVerb Phrase    

 
 
The verb phrase is head-final.159 Besides the obligatory verb, other constituents 
within the verb phrase are optional, and may include adverbs, quantifiers, locatives 
and nominals. I will be describing all nominal arguments, including the direct and 
indirect objects, as inside the core but separate from the verb phrase.160 
 
 

Verb Phrase Constituent Order 

 
VP �  (AdvP)  V 
 
 
 

4.1.2.14.1.2.14.1.2.14.1.2.1    Adverb PhrasesAdverb PhrasesAdverb PhrasesAdverb Phrases    
 
 
The adverb phrase always precedes the verb and may optionally be composed of 
adverbs, locatives, quantifiers, or nouns. 
 
 

Adverb Phrase Constituent Order: 

 
  Locative Adverb 
AdvP � ( { N 

 
} )       (  Quantifier } ) 

             
 
      

                                                 
159 The relationship between verb and adposition (pre- and postpositions), another criteria 
often used to define headedness, is not applicable here because typical adpositions do not 
exist in the language (the closest to an adposition function is the oblique marker embedded in 
the verb morphology). Even so, Mamaindê clearly follows the general behavior of head final 
languages.  
160 The term ‘core’ comes from the Core-Periphery model of the clause found in Role and 
Reference Grammar (Valin, 1997:26-27), where the Core consists of the nucleus and its 
arguments (subject and objects), and the Periphery consists of all other constituents which are 
not arguments of V. I am, however, retaining the use of the more traditional notion ‘verb 
phrase’, common to Basic Linguistic Theory, which is not a part of Van Valin’s model (Valin, 
1997:31). 
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4.1.2.1.14.1.2.1.14.1.2.1.14.1.2.1.1    AdverbsAdverbsAdverbsAdverbs    

 
The set of true adverbs is rather limited. This is due to the fact that verbal 
morphology supplies much of the modifiers for the verb. Below is the set of the 
basic adverbs discovered to date. 
 

Mamaindê Adverbs: 

 

haʔtĩn  quickly 

wiʔ slowly/softly 

nakah  again/more 

naih  still 

nauʔkanaiʔ/naiʔ/ just/only/even so 

haiʔ just 

ʔnuh alone 

mũn well 

haʔwen begin to 

naha/nah already 

wein now 
 

 
 
These particular forms belong only to the adverb class, never being 

employed as verb roots. They occur immediately before the main verb of the clause, 
and after any subject or object nominals. 
 

(2115) un-tʰoh          naih   ʔaḭ-ten-aʔ-Ø-wa 
   far-CN.BUT     still     go-DES-S1-PRS-DECL 
   It’s far, but I’m still going. 

 
 

(2116) ta-waintʰã     wiʔ         nakaʔ-Ø-tʰunna-wa 
   PS1-group      slowly     understand-S3-FUT2-DECL 
   My group/family will slowly understand. 
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(2117) wa̰i     nakah   jain-sitoh-nu-hã 
   you     again     eat-E.V.WANT-S2-INT 
   Do you want to eat again? 

 
 

(2118) aik-tu        ʔnuh    ikalaka-latʰa-Ø-wa    
   field-FNS   alone   work-S3-PRS-DECL  
   He/She is working in the field alone. 

 
 

(2119) kajauka      mũn    eu-ʔna-sihtaʔ                        set-aʔ-Ø-wa    
   white.man   well     see-O2-CN.IN.ORDER.TO.DS    speak-S1-PRS-DECL  
   I speak so that the white man will look well on you. 

(I hope the white man thinks well of you.) 
 
 

(2120) laka-naʔsiʔ   nauʔkanaiʔ   set-latʰa-Ø-wa         
   know-NEG    just                speak-S3-PRS-DECL  
   Without knowing, he is just talking. 

 
 

(2121) haʔtĩn     wanki-tsĩnwa         
   quickly    return-IMP     
   Return quickly! 

 
 

(2122) wein   eu-khit-ten-latʰa-Ø-wa         
   now    see-S1.PL-Des-S3-PRS-Decl     
   Now we will see! 

 
 

More than one adverb may also be used in succession immediately before 
the verb. 
 
 

(2123) na-hḭ̃ʔ                 taḭ-ãni   haiʔ  wḭʔ    set-ten-a-nha-wa.             
                  COP-CN.REASON    I-FNS   just   slow   speak-DES-S1-PRS/NVIS-DECL 
                  So, I'll just speak slowly. 
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A number of verbs may also be employed in an adverbial function, 
occurring in the same pre-verbal position as the adverbs above. In these cases, the 
adverbial verb root is used without any additional morphology. 
 

(2124) hihektĩn    nakʰai-jeʔ-let-Ø-nãn-wa 
   easy           cut-EMP-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 

It cut easily. 
 
 

(2125) kʰãn    ikalaka-tsĩnwa161 
   hard     work-IMP   

Work hard! 
 
 

(2126) hãi   wanũn   set-latʰa-Ø-wa 
   he    good       speak-S3-PRS-DECL   

He speaks well. 
 
 

(2127) hajaʔ       set-tah    
   enough     speak-IMP  
   Enough said! 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
161 Unstressed vowels (such as the last vowel of the verb /ikalaka/) are realized as /i/ before 
the /-tsĩnwa/ form of the imperative, in this case resulting in [igaˈlagitsĩŋwa]. 
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4.1.2.1.24.1.2.1.24.1.2.1.24.1.2.1.2    QuantifiQuantifiQuantifiQuantifiers within the Adverb Phraseers within the Adverb Phraseers within the Adverb Phraseers within the Adverb Phrase    

 
 
Quantifiers may also occur within the adverb phrase. 
 
 

Mamaindê Quantifiers in the Adverb Phrase: 

 

wawaikʰa much (also used as a noun quantifier ‘more’) 

halakʰãn much (also used as a noun quantifier ‘more’) 

nahohntoʔ much 

aat much (also used as a verb ‘big’) 

aatsiʔ  a little bit (also used as a noun modifier for ‘few’) 

analot too much 
 
 

(2128) nahohntoʔ    toh-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa          
   much            want-O1-S3-PRS-DECL 
   I want it very much (It is wanting to me very much) 

 
 

(2129) aat-siʔ    ʔjaih-soʔkeuh-let-Ø-nãn-wa          
   a little     sad-PRB-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 
   He was probably a little sad. 

 
 

(2130) aat       sanĩn-latʰa-Ø-wa          
   much    happy-S3-PRS-DECL 
   He/She is very happy. 

 
 

(2131) wa̰i    analot        set-hensoʔ               na-nuʔ-Ø-wa          
   you    too.much    speak-CN.ALWAYS    COP-S2-PRS-DECL 
   You always speak too much! 
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4.1.2.1.34.1.2.1.34.1.2.1.34.1.2.1.3    LocativesLocativesLocativesLocatives    

 
 
Locatives will typically occur in the adverb position, between the subject and the 
verb, and consist of the specialized forms below. They may co-occur with other 
adverbs or quantifiers. 
 

Mamaindê Locatives: 

sein/sei here 

tʰukatijah/tʰukajah/tʰuka there (close - visible) 

tʰatijah/tʰati/tʰa there (far - not visible) 

nahektʰã in front 

naʔhek beside 

nalenna on the other side, opposite side 

najãnã beyond 

nanuʔkanũn/nanuʔkakain/nanuʔka in the center (in the chest area) 

kaliwen in the center  

taʔjonna/ jonna behind 

tektalehkana behind 

hekta/hek/hei on top 

nakalahna outside (the outside surface of) 

nawenna inside 

taʔta̰hna/taʔtah̰ inside, underneath 

jahenna underneath 

ʔoha above, up high  

(also used as a verb root) 

joha below, down low  

(also used as a verb root) 

wanaka close  

(also used as a verb root) 

jãn far 

un far  

(also used as a verb root) 
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(2132) sein    ja̰u-aʔ-Ø-wa.   
   here    to.be-S1-PRS-DECL 
   I am here. 

 

(2133) siha     tektalehkana    ja̰u-latʰa-Ø-wa.   
   house   behind              to.be-S3-PRS-DECL 
   It is behind the house. 

 

(2134) tʰuka    jaṵ-latʰa-Ø-wa.   
   there     to.be-S3-PRS-DECL 
   It is right there. 

 

(2135) hãi-ãni    kanat-sen-tu                 kaliwen-tu     ja̰u-jeʔ-Ø-nĩnta-wa    

  he-FNS   night-NCL.PLACE-FNS   middle-FNS  be-EMP-S3-G.KN-DECL 
He sat there in the middle of the darkness. 
 

(2136) juhak   ju-kʰoʔ-tʰĩn-tu                         ja̰u-latʰa-Ø-wa.   

  all       mouth-hang-NCL.HOUSE-FNS    to.be-S3-PRS-DECL 

   Everyone is at the village that hangs on the cliff 
(Everyone is at Capitão Pedro village) 
 

(2137) ta-hĩni-tu                      tʰatijah     to̰-let-Ø-nãn-wa   

  PS1-grandmother-FNS    there.far   die-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 

  My grandmother died way over there. 
 

(2138) kanaha-leʔi-tu    Jaci-soʔki-tu              na-ʔaik-tu            
   night-PST-FNS    Jaci-NCL.HUM-FNS   PS3-field-FNS   

 

                ikalaka-soʔkeuh-jeʔ-le-Ø-ntĩn-wa   
                  work-PRB-EMP-I.PST-S3-INF-DECL 
                  Yesterday, Jaci was probably working in his field (based on deductions) 
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(2139) najanã        ʔnuh    ikalaka-latʰa-Ø-wa    

  over.there   alone   work-S3-PRS-DECL  

  He/She is working over there alone. 
 
 

Locatives may also be fronted to a clause initial position when location is in 
focus (see Discourse section 4.4.2 for more on fronting). 

 

(2140) sei-ijah       juhak   nah         ja̰u-latʰa-Ø-wa.   

  here-DEM    all       already    to.be-S3-PRS-DECL 

  Everyone is already here. 
 

(2141) tʰatijah    ta-hĩni-tu                        to̰-let-Ø-nãn-wa   

  there.far   PS1-grandmother-FNS     die-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 

  Way over there is where my grandmother died. 
 
 

Certain verb roots (such as the adjectival verb ‘far’, and the related verbs 
‘close’, ‘above’, ‘below’) may also function as free locatives/adverbs within the 
clause, modifying the main verb. 

 

(2142) un    ja̰u-latʰa-Ø-wa.   

  far    be-S3-PRS-DECL 

   It is far away. 
 

(2143) ʔoha-ʔaḭ-sen-tu                        ʔoha    ʔaḭ-le-a-nãn-wa.   

  high-go-NCL.CONTAINER-FNS   high    go-I.PST-S1-PST-DECL 

  I went up high in a high-going-container (airplane). 
 
 

4.1.2.1.44.1.2.1.44.1.2.1.44.1.2.1.4    Nominals as AdverbialsNominals as AdverbialsNominals as AdverbialsNominals as Adverbials    

 
Nouns may also be used to modify the verb in a way that is similar to the use of 
adpositional (prepositional or postpositional) phrases in many languages. In 
Mamaindê however, there are no adpositions, and therefore, no adpositional phrases. 
The function typically attributed to adpositional phrases cross-linguistically is 
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realized in Mamaindê as a simple noun or noun phrase occurring in the adverbial 
slot, which comes directly before the verb. The appropriate semantic relationship 
holding between the verb and its adverbial nominal, such as “for”, “to”, “from”, 
“through”, “by”, “in”, and so on, must be inferred by context. This includes the 
ditransitive construction, where the nominal functioning as the indirect object also 
occurs in the adverb slot, without any adposition or marking of any kind.162 Here we 
see a number of examples of nominals functioning as adverbials. 
 

(2144) walonʔ-tu                 na-wenna    sawawe-let-Ø-nãn-wa.   

  armadillo.giant-FNS   PS3-hole     growl-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 

  The giant armadillo was growling in his hole. 
 

(2145) hãi  nahon-kʰãn-kalo-tu                   ʔa̴̰i-let-Ø-nãn-wa    

  he   water-descend-NCL.FLAT-FNS   go-I.PST-S3-PST-DEC 

  He went downriver by boat.  
 

(2146) nakatoʔ-tu        na-halo-tu        ʔaḭ-satau-le-Ø-hĩn-wa.   

  Negarotê-FNS  PS3-land-FNS   go-RS-I.PST-S3-PST/NVIS-DECL 

  They say the Negarotê fellow went back to his land. 
\ 

(2147) wasainʔ-tu   na-jais-tu                  tanu-Ø-tʰunna-wa.   

  stuff-FNS     PS3-son.in.law-FNS   give-S3-FUT2-DECL 
           He will give the stuff to his son-in-law. 

 

(2148) <Vilhena>-tʰĩn         ʔnĩu-a-nãn-wa    

  Vilhena-NCL.HOUSE     return-S1-PST-DECL 

  I returned from Vilhena. 
 
 

The nominal adverbials can also co-occur with other adverbs. In such cases, 
the nominal typically precedes the adverb. 
 

                                                 
162 Except for the notions ‘about’,  ‘with’, and ‘for the benefit of’, which are marked on the 
verb by the morpheme /-ka/. This morpheme, however, is not an adposition. See verbal 
morphology for more on /-ka/. 
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(2149) <Vilhena>-tʰĩn        nah         ʔnĩu-a-nãn-wa    

  Vilhena-NCL.HOUSE   already    return-S1-PST-DECL 

   I have already returned from Vilhena. 
 

(2150) hãi   nahon-kʰãn-kalo-tu                   wiʔ       ʔa̴̰i-let-Ø-nãn-wa    

  he    water-descend-NCL.FLAT-FNS   slowly   go-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 

  He went slowly by boat.  
 
 
 

4.24.24.24.2    Beyond the Phrase Beyond the Phrase Beyond the Phrase Beyond the Phrase     
 
 

4.2.14.2.14.2.14.2.1    Basic Clausal ConstitBasic Clausal ConstitBasic Clausal ConstitBasic Clausal Constituent Orderuent Orderuent Orderuent Order    

 
 
As we have seen, Mamaindê morphology encodes the personhood of subjects and 
objects within the verbal string, consequently making overt nominals optional, and 
allowing complete sentences to be composed of a single verb. Thus, the order of 
basic constituents within the clause is only pertinent when overt nominals are 
present. In cases where overt nominals are used, the basic constituent order of the 
clause is SV in intransitive clauses and SOV in transitive clauses. In the latter, the 
OV order is a constant, while the order of Subject and Object may vary depending 
on discourse functions. These variations will be discussed shortly. Temporals come 
before the subject in a pre-clause position. The verb obligatorily occurs in the clause 
final position, a common trait of prototypical head-final languages. Mamaindê also 
satisfies the majority of the phrase level universals proposed for head-final 
languages (Payne 1997:72. See also Greenberg 1963). 
 
 

Intransitive Basic Constituent Order  

                   S V 

 

(2151) waʔñin-soʔka           hain-le-Ø-hĩn-wa 

  shaman-NCL.HUM    sing-I.PST-S3-PST/NVIS-DECL 

  The shaman sang (and I heard him). 
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(2152)  ʔenʔ-kanĩn-tu                  wate-latʰa-Ø-wa.   

   moon-NCL.ROUND-FNS    disappear-S3-PRS-DECL 

   The moon has disappeared. 

 

(2153) ta̰i   jaṵ-aʔ-Ø-wa.   

  I     to.be-S1-PRS-DECL 

  I am (here). 
 

(2154) mih-tu   alai-Ø-tʰaʔ-wa.   

  rain       pass.by-S3-FUT1-DECL 

  The rain will pass. 
 

(2155) ta-ta-tʰã-tu                           un-latʰa-Ø-wa                    

  PS1-born-NCL.PLACE-FNS     far-S3-PRS-DECL  
The place I was born is far away. 
 

(2156) jalakwatun-tu       aun-let-Ø-nãn-wa  

  howler.monkey    escape-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 
The howler monkey escaped. 
 
 
 

Transitive basic constituent order - SOV 

(2157) tehn-ãʔã      jalik-tu             toh-jeʔ-latʰa-Ø-wa 

  woman-PL   necklace-FNS   want/like-EMP-S3-PRS-DECL 

  Women really like necklaces. 
 

(2158) ʔenʔni-tu   tun-tu         wet-Ø-tʰunna-wa  

  man-FNS   flute-FNS    make-S3-FUT2-DECL 
The men will make the flutes. 
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(2159) hãi   na-sawis-tu                hiksamãn-soʔkeuh-latʰa-Ø-wa  

  he    PS3-grandchild-FNS    miss-PRB-S3-PRS-DECL 
He is probably missing his grandchild. 
 

(2160) ta̰i  ta-ʔau-tu            ʔaʔmuka-ten-aʔ-Ø-wa  

  I     PS1-other-FNS    trust-DES-S1-PRS-DECL 
I will trust my partner/my other/my friend. 
 
 
 

Below is an example with an overt subject, locative, and object, preceded 
by a temporal.163 The locative is part of the verb phrase as we have already 
observed. 
 
 

(2161) nahanasihati-ijah        ta-jahon-naʔa       sei-ijah-ãni    

  in.ancient.time-DEM   PS1-old.man-PL    here-DEM-FNS   
 

                na-siha         siha-jeʔ-Ø-nĩnta-wa  
                      PS3-house       build-EMP-S3-G.KN/PST-DECL 
                   In ancient time, my forefathers built their homes right here. 
 
 
 

4.2.24.2.24.2.24.2.2    Limitations on Overt ArgumentsLimitations on Overt ArgumentsLimitations on Overt ArgumentsLimitations on Overt Arguments in a Clause in a Clause in a Clause in a Clause    

 
 
In ditransitive clauses, both the direct and the indirect object will theoretically occur 
immediately before the verb, in the O slot. There is no implicit order holding 
between them. However, Mamaindê speakers prefer to avoid employing three overt 
arguments in the same clause. This means that while ditransitive clauses are 
possible, one or more of the arguments will typically be encoded by verbal 
morphology. If an overt mention of all three arguments is necessary, however, then 
two clauses will usually be created, using either a main clause /subordinate clause 

                                                 
163 Such sentences, with a direct object and locative in the same clause, are quite rare. 
However, examples like this, where the locative precedes the direct object, point to the 
possibility that the direct object should be considered part of the verb phrase. However, this 
same sentence is still considered grammatical if the locative occurs after the direct object. 
This shows that the locatives have a relatively free distribution. 
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structure, or two completely separate sentences. The first example below is marked 
as ungrammatical or unnatural due to the excessive weight of arguments. 
 

(2162) ta-tukwinʔni-tu              na-jun-tu           wanũn-kʰat-tu  

  PS1-father.in.law-FNS    PS3-knife-FNS   good-NCL.STICK-FNS   
 

               na-sawis-tu                   tanu-let-Ø-nãn-wa. *        
                 PS3-grandchild-FNS        give-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL     
                 My father-in-law gave his knife, the good one, to his grandchild. 
 
 
 

  The above would be reworded in one of the two following fashions. 
 
 

(2163) ta-tukwinʔni-tu             na-jun-tu           wanũn-kʰat-tu  

  PS1-father.in.law-FNS   PS3-knife-FNS   good-NCL.STICK-FNS   
 

               tanu-let-Ø-nãn-wa.              na-sawis-tu                   
                  give-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL        PS3-grandchild-FNS   
 
                  tanu-let-Ø-nãn-wa 
                  give-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL  
                  My father-in-law gave his knife, the good one. He gave it to his  
                  grandchild. 
 

(2164) ta-tukwinʔni-tu              na-sawis-tu               tu-sihta̰ʔ                            
                   PS1-father.in.law-FNS    PS3-grandchild-FNS    get-CN.IN.ORDER.TO.DS 
 
                na-jun-tu            wanũn-kʰat-tu 
                   PS3-knife-FNS    good-NCL.STICK-FNS  
 

                tanu-let-Ø-nãn-wa 
                       give-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 
                   My father-in-law gave his knife, the good one, so his grandchild could  
                   get it. 
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Kingston (n.d.:14) also mentions this limitation in respect to the number of 
nominals in the Mamaindê clause, and Kroeker (2001:4) does the same for Southern 
Nambikwara. Latundê (Telles, 2002:350), on the other hand, appears to have no 
such restriction. 

Exceptions to this tendency do exist however. Below is a single clause with 
three nominals before the verb; a subject, an oblique, and a direct object. Note that 
while such clauses are rare, they show that the unmarked position of the oblique in 
relation to the other nominals is between the subject and the direct object.  

This sentence comes from a text about an elderly woman who peeled her 
skin off, and the children subsequently shot it full of holes with their play arrows. 
  

(2165) na-tʰoh          wek-tu         kaliʔkʰinʔ-tu           na-ʔmĩn-tu  
COP-CN.BUT    child- FNS    child’s.arrow-FNS   PS3-skin-FNS   

 

     ãn-Ø-nta-wa. 
shoot-S3-G.KN/PST-DECL 
But then, the children shot her skin with their children’s arrows. 

 
 
 

4.2.34.2.34.2.34.2.3     The Imperso The Imperso The Imperso The Impersonal Constructionnal Constructionnal Constructionnal Construction    

 
 
The impersonal construction, which introduces a dummy third person subject into 
the clause, and relegates the first person subject to an oblique status, has already 
been dealt with under a discussion of verb types in section 3.4.2.1.3. The reader is 
referred back to that section for the discussion of the type of verb that appears in 
these forms. It is important to note, however, that this construction causes significant 
changes in verb-argument relations, thus affecting the clause as a whole. Givón 
perhaps gives the best description of such impersonal constructions, referring to 
them as ‘metaphorical intransitives’ (1989:63), for although they are transitive at 
face value, they are representative of intransitive meaning at some deeper semantic 
level.164  

The examples from the morphology section 3.4.2.1.3 will be repeated here 
for the benefit of the reader. 

 
 

                                                 
164 I have for the most part adopted a single level syntax for this grammar description. There 
is, however, a need for a further level of grammar when analyzing the impersonal 
construction. It could be argued that such underlying structure is simply equivalent to the 
semantic domain 
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(2166) to̰-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa           
sick-O1-S3-PRS-DECL 
It is sick to me (I am sick) 
 

(2167) nḭ̃-ʔna-latʰa-Ø-wa           
hurt-O2-S3-PRS-DECL 
It hurts to you (You hurt) 
 

(2168) suhni-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa     
afraid-O1-S3-PRS-DECL 
It is frightening to me (I am afraid) 
 

(2169) ʔjaḭh-Ø-latʰa-Ø-wa 
sad-O3-S3-PRS-DECL 
It is sad to him (He is sad) 
 

(2170) heh-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa                    
hungry-O1-S3-PRS-DECL 
It is hungry to me (I am hungry) 
 

(2171) hitʰa-̰ʔna-latʰa-Ø-wa165                  
tired-O2-S3-PRS-DECL 
It is tiring to you (You are tired) 
 

(2172) suʔton-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa                
to.not.know-sick-O1-S3-PRS-DECL 
It is unknown to me (I don’t know) 
 

(2173) hitenũn-ʔna-latʰa-Ø-wa              
worry-O2-S3-PRS-DECL 
It is worrisome to you ( You are worried) 
 
 

                                                 
165  This root is derived from two morphemes - /hik/ ‘hand’, and /tʰa/ - ‘tired’. 
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(2174) ʔo̰n-Ø-latʰa-Ø-wa               
be.lazy-O3-S3-PRS-DECL 
It is lazy to him  (He is lazy) 
 

 
While most impersonal clauses are underlyingly intransitive, there are a 

handful, like the following, which are transitive on a semantic level. 
 

(2175) takalah-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa 
to.dislike-O1-S3-PRS-DECL 
It is not liked by me (I don’t like it) 
 

(2176) nakajaunũn-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa             
forget-O1-S3-PRS-DECL 
It is forgetting to me (I forget it) 

 

(2177) toh-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa                    
want-O1-S3-PRS-DECL 
It is wanting to me ( I want it) 

 
 

The impersonal construction may even be used with an overt object, as 
exemplified in the two forms below. 
 

(2178) ta-set-a-sa̰                               nakajaunũn-ʔna-latʰa-Ø-wa             
PS1-speech-GNT-NCL.LIQUID     forget-O2-S3-PRS-DECL 
My speech is forgetting to you (You forgot my speech). 
 

(2179) lḭn-nu-tu                           juhak    toh-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa                    
manioc-NCL.PASTE-FNS     all          want-O1-S3-PRS-DECL 
All the manioc dough is wanting to me ( I want all the manioc ‘beijo’). 
 
 

Notice that the impersonal is in some ways quite similar to the absolutive 
case in ergative systems. The impersonal in Mamaindê basically uses an object 
marker to mark the subject of certain (deep level) intransitives, thus establishing a 
formal link between the subject of the intransitive with the object or patient of the 
transitive, a major characteristic of the absolutive case. As this only occurs with a 
small subset of intransitives, the emotive verbs, it would be viewed as a split-
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intransitive system. In such systems, the subjects of single argument clauses can be 
grouped with either the agents or the patients of multi-argument clauses depending 
on the semantics of the verb involved. When the subject of the single argument 
clause is grouped with the patient, as is the case of the Mamaindê impersonal, these 
constructions are also referred to as unaccusatives (for more information on split-
intransitivity, see Payne, 1997:144-145).  

Split-intransitivity, or something similar to it, may actually be a family 
trait. Telles (2002:227) reports the presence of split-intransitivity in Latundê, and 
Kroeker, although not using the label split-intransitive, mentions a similar 
phenomenon in Southern Nambikwara, which he attributes to all the stative verbs 
(2001:4).  

In spite of these similarities with split-ergativity, several unique aspects of 
the Mamaindê system need to be mentioned. Mamaindê impersonals are identified 
by markings on the verb, and not by way of case marking on nouns as in many 
ergative languages. The impersonal makes this link between the subject of 
intransitive and object of transitive by way of morphology, where the underlying 
subject is marked as an object on the surface. The ergative/absolutive dichotomy 
does not typically require such levels, and can be handled by simple surface 
marking. The Mamaindê impersonal is a clause which always encodes the indirect 
object (at least the surface object) on the verb, while the typical absolutive does not 
have such a requirement. Besides these differences, the impersonal construction also 
requires the insertion of a third person subject that is semantically empty, a dummy 
subject, something not necessary in an absolutive. Finally, the last distinction 
between absolutives and impersonals is that absolutives can be used with any person 
of the verb as agent, while impersonals are only distinguishable from any other verb 
when employing non-third person agents.166 Thus, while Mamaindê may appear to 
possess a limited split-intransitive system, these constructions are best treated as 
impersonals.  

Evidence of the underlying subject in these impersonals can be obtained by 
investigating the switch reference system. In the examples below, the impersonal 
clause is preceded by a dependent clause, linked by way of a connective. The 
connectives in Mamaindê not only serve to connect clauses, but they also function as 
a switch reference system, indicating if the subject of the second clause will change 
or remain the same as the subject of the previous clause. It is the choice of the 
connective that signals this crucial information. 
 

(2180) ta̰i-ãni        wa̰-ta̰ʔ                   sanĩn-ta-latha-Ø-wa. 
PNI-FNS     come-CN.AND.SS    happy-O1-S3-PRS-DECL 
I came and it is happy to me (I have come and am happy about it) 
 
 
 

                                                 
166 This would necessarily be the case of any language where 3rd person objects are unmarked. 
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(2181) hãi-ãni       wa̰-hĩʔ,                  sanĩn-ta-latha-Ø-wa. 
PN3-FNS    come-CN.AND.DS    happy-O1-S3-PRS-DECL 
He came, and it is happy to me  (He has come and I am happy about it) 
 

 
 In the first example above, we have two clauses linked by the SS (Same 

Subject) connective /-taʔ/, indicating that the subject of the second clause will 
remain the same as the first, in this case, 1st person.  In the second example, we have 
the DS (Different Subject) connective /-hĩʔ/, which signals that a switch in subject is 
occurring (from 3rd person to something else). In both these cases the use of the 
switch reference system supports our analysis that the 1st person Object marker /-ta/ 
is actually being used to refer to a person who is the subject at some non-surface 
level, and that, at that same underlying level, the 3rd person Subject marker /-latʰa/ 
refers to a person who is not the subject at all. The importance of the switch 
reference system is that it predicts who the underlying subject of the second clause 
will be, and in both cases, this prediction agrees with the object marker, not the 
subject marker. Thus, the switch reference system of the language lends significant 
support to our analysis of the impersonal construction. 
 
 
 
 

4.34.34.34.3    Beyond the ClauseBeyond the ClauseBeyond the ClauseBeyond the Clause    
 

4.3.14.3.14.3.14.3.1    Temporals as Sentence Initial ElementsTemporals as Sentence Initial ElementsTemporals as Sentence Initial ElementsTemporals as Sentence Initial Elements    

 
 
While temporals can occur along with the other adverbs in the adverb position 
immediately preceding the verb, their unmarked position is the pre-clausal sentence 
initial slot. All of the temporals can occur in this position, while only a few ever 
occur in the adverb slot before the verb. In the sentence initial slot, they are typically 
followed by a short pause, indicating some sort of separation between these 
temporals and whatever follows. Thus, in this position, they must be considered as 
occurring outside of any verb or noun phrase, indeed outside of the clause itself, 
serving instead to modify the sentence as a whole. Van Valin (1997:36) refers to this 
position as the left-detached position, which is outside of the clause but part of the 
sentence. 
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Temporal in left-detached position 

 
                                                            Sentence 
 
 
 
                                                               Clause 
 
 
 
                                                                 Core 
 
 
 
 
 
                 Temp    NP[sub]            NP[obj]           VP  
 
 
 
 

Mamaindê Temporals: 

 

wein now 

nahana  later/earlier/after some time 

kanahata tomorrow 

kanahaleʔitu yesterday 

nahanaleʔitu a while ago 

nahanasihatijatu in ancient times  

   

    

(2182) wein-ijah     ʔaḭ-sitoh-ta-latʰa-Ø-wa.   

  now-DEM    go-WNT-O1-S3-PRS-DECL    

  I want to go right now. 
 

(2183) nahana     ta-kamãn-kʰĩ-tu                   lit-Ø-tʰunna-wa   

  later         PS1-order-NCL.PAT-FNS     arrive-S3-FUT2-DECL    

  The stuff I requested will arrive later. 
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(2184) kanahata    taʔwen   ʔaḭ-taʔ               jaṵ-taʔ                 

  tomorrow   jungle    go-CN.AND.SS   stay-CN.AND.SS  
 

     ikalaka-ten-aʔ-Ø-wa 
    work-DES-S1-PRS-DECL    

               Tomorrow I will go to the jungle and stay and work. 
            

 

(2185) nahanasihati-ijah        nusa-jahon-nãʔã       kajauka       

  in.ancient.time-DEM   PS1.PL-old.man-PL   white.man   

  nakʰanik-kʰatʔ-tu               suʔton-jeʔ-Ø-nĩnta-wa. 
                  sickness-NCL.STICK-FNS     not.know-EMP-S3-G.KN-DECL 

           In ancient times, our ancestors did not know about white man’s diseases. 
 
 

Other temporals are also possible, due to the productive nature of the 
morphology. By affixing /-hen/  ‘N.Cls.time’ to most any verb, a new temporal 
clause can be created. 
 

(2186) anuʔka-hen-ã                  eu-khit-ten-latʰa-Ø-wa                          

  gather-NCL.TIME-FNS      see-S1.PL-DES-S3-PRS-DECL  
            When we gather together, we will see (about that)  

 
 
A large number of verbs relating to time are found in the language, such as 

‘to be day/light’, ‘to be night/dark’. These will not be treated as temporals for they 
behave as verb roots in their own right. Below is a list of a few of these time related 
verbs. 
 

Some time related verbs: 

nakʰakʰaʔ to be noon 

nakʰakʰasadis to be noon stretched (a little after noon) 

lãn to be day/light 

kanaha to be night/dark 

johũn to be afternoon 

sũna lit to be sunrise (sun arriving) 

sũna wade/ sũna tahawat to be sunset (sun disappearing/entering) 
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4.3.24.3.24.3.24.3.2    Question Words Question Words Question Words Question Words     

 
 
All interrogative sentences are formed by the affixation of the interrogative suffix at 
the end of the verb. This process has already been dealt with under verbal 
morphology. However, questions differ in whether there is an additional question 
word added to the sentence or not. The interrogatives that do not employ a question 
word are the yes/no questions167, and those that do are the content questions. Here 
we will deal with the content questions and the placement of the question word. 
Notice that all the interrogative examples in this section use a question word as well 
as the additional interrogative morpheme on the final verb. 
 
 

Mamaindê Question Words: 

natokʔ what 

nanĩʔ what 

natokʔ-wet what-child  = who 

nahãitoʔ which  

nahãitʰã where 

nanita? how 

nanĩʔ-heina what-time = when 

naniʔ-teiʔnataʔ what-purpose = why 

naniʔ-kʰijãn what-purpose = why 
 
 

In the case of nouns, the position of the question word within the sentence 
is determined by the element that it intends to replace. 168 ̃ 

(2187) natokʔ-wet          juʔwaʔ-sa̯           set-wa-le-Ø-ha   

  QW.what-child    lie-NCL.LIQUID   speak-PST-I.PST-S3-INT 
Who told the lie? 
 
 

                                                 
167 Examples of yes/no questions have been provided under the discussion of the interrogative 
morpheme in section 3.4.2.3.5.5, ‘Clause Types’. 
168 The examples that follow show that the ordering of morphemes within the verb is switched 
in the interrogative, such that the intermediate past marker follows the unmarked past. See 
section 3.4.2.3.5.5.1 for more details. 
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(2188) hãi   natokʔ-sa̰                      set-wa-le-Ø-hã   

  he    QW.what-NCL.LIQUID    speak-PST-I.PST-S3-INT 
What words did he speak? 
 

 
Notice in the last form above that a noun classifier may be suffixed to the 

question word  /natokʔ/ to specify what class of nominal is being called into 
question.  

When questioning adverbials, the question word is the first element in the 
sentence. 

 

(2189) naniʔteiʔnataʔ    juʔwaʔ-sa̯            set-wa-le-Ø-hã   

  QW.why           lie-NCL.LIQUID    speak-PST-I.PST-S3-INT 
Why did he tell the lie? 
 

(2190) naniʔ-heina        juʔwaʔ-sa̯            set-wa-le-Ø-hã   

  QW.what-time    lie-NCL.LIQUID    speak-PST-I.PST-S3-INT 
When did he tell the lie? 
 

(2191) nanitaʔ      juʔwaʔ-sa̯            set-wa-le-Ø-hã   

  QW.how    lie-NCL.LIQUID    speak-PST-I.PST-S3-INT 
How did he lie? 
 

(2192) nahaitʰã       juʔwaʔ-sa̯           set-wa-le-Ø-hã   

  QW.where   lie-NCL.LIQUID    speak-PST-I.PST-S3-INT 
Where did he lie? 
 

 
In questioning the verbal event itself, the speaker will make use of the 

question word / natokʔ/  ‘what’, placing it after any overt subject, and then adding 
the verb  /onka/ ‘do’ inflected with the interrogative marker. 
 

(2193) hãi   natokʔ        onka-wa-le-Ø-hã   

  he    QW.what    do-PST-I.PST-S3-INT 
What was he doing? 
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4.3.34.3.34.3.34.3.3    Clause ChainingClause ChainingClause ChainingClause Chaining    

 
 
As Payne (1997:307) points out, there are multiple ways for languages to join verbs, 
each of them somewhere on the continuum from a single clause to two distinct 
separate clauses. We have already described the use of serial verbs in Mamaindê 
(under verb morphology), and how they encode various elements of a single event 
by juxtaposing multiple verb roots within a single clause, even a single word. No 
linking material (connectives/conjunctions) is needed between the verb roots in such 
serial constructions. A single example will suffice here, with the two verb roots 
italicized. 

(2194) tu-ʔnĩu-ten-latʰa-Ø-wa                          

  get-return-DES-S3-PRS-DECL  
           He will bring it. 

 
 

Beyond the use of serial verbs, Mamaindê employs another strategy to link 
verbs which is often referred to as clause chaining. In Mamaindê these clause chains 
can have numerous functions. Some are used in a coordinating relationship, while 
others are found in a subordinate or dependent relationship. The dependent clauses 
can further be broken down into various adverbial types, such as time, purpose, 
negative-purpose, conditional, negative-conditional, manner, consequential, 
substitutive, additive, etc. 

The most prominent proto-typical element of clause chains, according to a 
summary by Payne (1997:321), is a clear distinction between final and non-final 
verbs, where the verb in the final clause is inflected for person, tense, aspect, etc, 
while non-final or medial verbs are not. Medial verbs, on the other hand, besides 
carrying less inflection, typically make reference to the subject only in terms of the 
subject of the final verb, and will often indicate the temporal element that holds 
between the clauses (Longacre, 1985:263). All of these proto-typical elements are 
present to some degree in Mamaindê clause chains. These elements will be referred 
to in more detail as we look at the connective system. 
 
 

4.3.3.14.3.3.14.3.3.14.3.3.1    ConnectivesConnectivesConnectivesConnectives    
 
 
The glue that holds chains of clauses together in Mamaindê is the set of connectives. 
Connectives occur between clauses within the same sentence, suffixed to the very 
end of each medial verb, and taking the place of most of the inflected morphology. 
Tense, evidentiality, mood and emotives are only indicated on the final verb. 
Although the medial verb is capable of carrying any of the derivational morphology 
found on the main verb, it customarily will exhibit minimal suffixing beyond the 
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connective. The subject may or may not be marked on the medial verb, depending 
on the connective being used and the type clause chain employed. The use of a 
connective is typically followed by a short pause during speech. The connective 
system, however, is not created equal – it is divided into two paradigms depending 
on how much information is conveyed.  .  
 

4.3.3.1.14.3.3.1.14.3.3.1.14.3.3.1.1    Switch Reference ConnectivesSwitch Reference ConnectivesSwitch Reference ConnectivesSwitch Reference Connectives    

 
The first set of connectives actually forms a small switch reference system. This 
system tells us three things: 1) whether the clauses on either side of the connective 
are in a coordinating or dependent relationship, 2) what temporal/logical relationship 
holds between the clauses, and 3) whether the subject of the following clause is the 
same or different than the preceding clause. 
 
 

Switch Reference System 

    Coordinating Coordinating Coordinating Coordinating     

RelationshipRelationshipRelationshipRelationship    

Dependent/Independent Dependent/Independent Dependent/Independent Dependent/Independent     

RelationshipRelationshipRelationshipRelationship    

Logical functionLogical functionLogical functionLogical function    Same Subj.Same Subj.Same Subj.Same Subj.    Different Subj.Different Subj.Different Subj.Different Subj.    Same Subj.Same Subj.Same Subj.Same Subj.    Different Subj.Different Subj.Different Subj.Different Subj.    

Simultaneous/ 

Incorporating    

-taku  

-ta̰ʔ,     

            

Sequential -kʰatoʔ -hḭ̃ʔ, -sḭ̃ʔ,    

Purposive   -teʔnataʔ̰ 

-teʔntaʔ̰ 

-teʔ 

-sihta̰ʔ 

 
 

When ‘same subject’ connectives are used, no inflection for subject is 
necessary on the medial verbs of the chain, since the marking of subject is 
obligatory on the final verb. With ‘Different subject’ connectives, however, subject 
must be indicated on both medial and final clauses. 

A word should be said about the first connective shown in the table above. I 
am using the term “incorporating function” to refer to the connecting of different 
verbs that are seen as simply smaller events within a larger one, or if you will, parts 
of a whole. When an incorporating suffix such as /-ta̰ʔ/ is used, ‘same subject’ is 
always implied, due to the intrinsic nature of such events – which are one person 
events capable of being broken down into intermediary but closely related steps. For 
that reason, this connective type does not have a counterpart in the ‘different 
subject’ column. 
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When the dependent/independent relationship exists between two clauses, 
the dependent clause always precedes the independent one, with the connective 
occurring between the two. 

 

4.3.3.1.24.3.3.1.24.3.3.1.24.3.3.1.2    NonNonNonNon----Switch Reference ConnectivesSwitch Reference ConnectivesSwitch Reference ConnectivesSwitch Reference Connectives    

 
The second set of connectives, which is the larger of the two sets, marks the 
presence of an adverbial clause, and thus is intrinsically found linking clauses that 
are in a dependent/independent relationship. The purpose of these forms is to signal 
the type of temporal/logical relationship holding between the clauses. These 
connectives, however, have nothing at all to say about the subject of either verb. 

Because of this lack of information regarding subject, these connectives 
will often be preceded by a standard subject person marker, thus identifying the 
subject of the first verb.169 The second verb, or main verb, will always carry its own 
subject marking. The table below lists the connectives used in this second system. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
169 Inflection in these instances is limited to subject marking. No tense or evidentiality is 
found on medial verbs of a clause chain. Such notions are carried only by the final verb of the 
chain. 
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Non-Switch Reference Connectives 

 
Logical FunctionLogical FunctionLogical FunctionLogical Function    Dependent/Independent Dependent/Independent Dependent/Independent Dependent/Independent 

RelationshipRelationshipRelationshipRelationship    

Negative purpose -kʰijãn 

Reason -hḭ̃ʔ 

Conditional -satoʔni 

Substitutive -kʰihenkãni 

Comparative -kʰijãnʔ 

Negative -aʔsiʔ 

Perpetual -hensoʔ 

Mirative -soʔkẽin 

Disjunctive   -taʔnã 

Additive -ĩ 

Counter-factual -thoh 

 
 
 

Examples of each of the connective types described thus far, including the 
clause chains they join, will be given in the following two sections, starting with 
examples of coordinating clauses, and followed by instances of 
dependent/independent clause chains.  

Connectives, like all Mamaindê morphemes, carry their own lexical tone. 
Their obligatory position at the end of the verb makes their tones particularly 
prominent, as well as subject at times to some final verb intonational patterns. I will 
use tone abbreviations H, L, HL, and LH to indicate the lexical tones of each form 
according to the number of syllables per form. 
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4.3.3.24.3.3.24.3.3.24.3.3.2    Clauses in a Coordinating RelationshipClauses in a Coordinating RelationshipClauses in a Coordinating RelationshipClauses in a Coordinating Relationship    
 
Extensive repetition of clauses in a coordinating relationship is a popular strategy in 
Mamaindê discourse. Such recursion accounts for the longest clause chains in the 
language, particularly when the coordinating clauses share the same subject. Below 
are some examples of this strategy. 
 
 

Simultaneous/Incorporating with Same Subject  -  ‘and…’ 

////----tatatata̰̰ ̰̰ʔʔʔʔ/ / / /  ̴  ̴  ̴  ̴ ////----tatatata̰̰ ̰̰kukukuku////         tones: /L/        tones: /L/        tones: /L/        tones: /L/   ̴  ̴  ̴  ̴  ////LLLL....HHHH/ / / /             
 
 
The connective /-ta̰ʔ/ is used to connect verbs with the same subject which are 
related by either being simultaneous, or by being considered as a series of events 
which make up a greater whole. Thus, the events in these verbs may be sequential or 
may overlap in time. The single syllable variant is accompanied by a low tone. The 
two syllable /-ta̰ku/ has a low tone associated to the first vowel and a high tone to 
the second. 

 

(2195) kajauka-siha        ãun-ta̰ʔ                ʔnĩu-khit-let-Ø-nãn-wa 

white.man-house  leave-CN.AND.SS  return-S1.PL-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 

   We left the white man’s house (city) and returned. 

 
Below is a good example of the use of /-ta̰ʔ/ within the switch reference 

system.  

 

(2196) wateʔi-tu         leu-ta̰ʔ                       hikkʰãn-ta̰ʔ            
                   anteater-FNS    approach-CN.AND.SS   stand-CN.AND.SS    
 

                jalakwatun          ʔit-taun-jeʔ-let-Ø-nãn-wa 
     howler.monkey    grab-INC.ALMOST-EMP-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 

                   The anteater approached, stood up, and almost grabbed the howler   
                   monkey. 

 
If the speaker had changed the connective on /hikkʰãn-ta̰ʔ/ to /hikkʰãn-hḭ̃ʔ/, 

then a different subject would have been signaled and it would have meant that it 
was the monkey who almost grabbed the anteater. When there is more than one 
possible agent in a clause, the connectives provide the information necessary. 
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(2197) wa̰-ta̰ʔ,                    eu-ta̰ʔ                    set-ta̰ʔ,  
come-CN.AND.SS      see- CN.AND.SS        speak-CN.AND.SS   

 
    hain-ta̰ʔ,                 jain-ta̰ʔ                 ta-ta̰ʔ, 

sing-CN.AND.SS        eat-CN.AND.SS       lie.down-CN.AND.SS 
 

sanĩn-jeʔ-Ø-ninta-wa  

                happy-EMP-S3-G.KN-DECL 
She came, and saw, and spoke, and sang, and ate, and laid down, and 
was very  happy. 

 
 
 

Sequential w/Same Subject  - ‘then…’ 

////----kkkkʰatoʔ/ʰatoʔ/ʰatoʔ/ʰatoʔ/        tones: /L.H/ tones: /L.H/ tones: /L.H/ tones: /L.H/         

    
The connective /-kʰatoʔ/ is used to connect verbs with the same subject which are 
related by the logical operator ‘then’. Thus it tends to be used for sequential events, 
or utterances where the sequence of events is in focus.  

 

(2198) <motorista>   anaʔ-kʰatoʔ            eu-kʰatoʔ  

driver              stop-CN.THEN.SS    see-CN.THEN.SS  
 

set-jeʔ-let-Ø-nãn-wa 

speak-EMP-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 

   The driver stopped, looked and then spoke. 
 
 

(2199) ʔḛh-tu      tu-kʰatoʔ            wais-kʰatoʔ           tau-kʰatoʔ  

axe-FNS  get-CN.THEN.SS  clear-CN.THEN.SS  chop-CN.THEN.SS 
 

talona-jeʔ-Ø-nĩnta-wa. 
finish-EMP-S3-PST/G.KN-DECL 

   He got his axe, cleared (brush), chopped (trees), and then finished. 
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(2200)  tãn-kʰat-tu                    wes-kʰatoʔ              hosata-tu  
             thing-NCL.STICK-FNS    make-CN.THEN.SS    spider.monkey-FNS   
 
          ãn-kʰatoʔ                 maʔ-kʰatoʔ                
            shoot-CN.THEN.SS     cook-CN.THEN.SS  
 

     wḭ-jeʔ-Ø-nĩnta-wa. 
            eat.meat-EMP-S3-G.KN-DECL 

 He made a stick thing [arrow], then shot a spider monkey, then cooked     
 it, then ate it. 

 
 
 

Sequential w/Different Subject - ‘then…’ 

////----hĩhĩhĩhḭ̰̃ ̰̰ʔʔʔʔ/ / / /  ̴   ̴   ̴   ̴  ////----hĩhĩhĩhḭ̰̃ ̰̰nʔkalunʔkalunʔkalunʔkalu/  /  /  /  ~ ~ ~ ~ ////----sĩsĩsĩsĩʔʔʔʔ/      //      //      //      /HHHH/ / / /  ̴  ̴  ̴  ̴ ////LLLL....LLLL....HHHH////            

    
The connective /-hḭ̃ʔ/ has two functions. The one being described here is to connect 
verbs with different subjects that are related by the logical operator ‘then’. The 
second function will be dealt with under the connective category entitled ‘Reason’. 

These first examples illustrate the use of /-hḭ̃ʔ/ as a switch referent 
connective, where it marks a change in subject as well as signaling a sequential 
order to the events. It is being glossed as CN.THEN.DS.   

 

(2201) hãi   lit-Ø-hḭ̃ʔ                       ʔaḭ-a-tʰunna-wa  
he     arrive-S3-CN.THEN.DS    go-S1-FUT2-DECL 

   When he arrives, then I will go. 

 

(2202) nũnʔta-tu  nahon   eu-a-hḭ̃ʔ,                  nauʔkanaiʔ   jaṵ-Ø-nãn-wa 
tapir-FNS  water    see-S1-CN.THEN.DS   just               stay-S3-PST-DECL 

   I saw the tapir in the water, and then it just stayed there. 
 
 
The next two examples show that a ‘different subject’ connective does not 

necessarily imply a change in personhood, but rather requires a change in the actor. 
It is when the subjects of both clauses are 3rd person (and thus unmarked) that the 
switch reference connectives become essential. 
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(2203) sũna   ju-ten-ka-Ø-hḭ̃nʔkalu                  
sun     mouth-shut-OBL-S3-CN.THEN.DS   
 

    kanaha-loʔ-latʰa-Ø-w-i 
 be.dark-EMP-S3-PRS-DECL-EMO.SUDDEN 

    They shut up the sun and then it became dark!     

 

(2204)  lani-ten-watais-Ø-hḭ̃ʔ                                 kalakala   
        be.bright-DES-E.V.CLOSE-S3-CN.THEN.DS   chicken 
   
     ʔaḭ-Ø-hḭ̃ʔ                  weit-tu        ta-jeʔ-let-Ø-nãn-wa         
                   go-S3-CN.THEN.DS     child-FNS    born-EMP-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 
                   It was close to daylight, then the rooster crowed, and then the baby was   
                   born. 

 
 
 
 

4.3.3.34.3.3.34.3.3.34.3.3.3    Clauses in a Dependent / Independent RelationshipClauses in a Dependent / Independent RelationshipClauses in a Dependent / Independent RelationshipClauses in a Dependent / Independent Relationship    
 

 

Purpose w/Same Subject  – ‘in order to’ 

////----teteteteʔʔʔʔ/ / / /  ̴  ̴  ̴  ̴ ////----teteteteʔntaʔʔntaʔʔntaʔʔntaʔ/ / / /  ̴  ̴  ̴  ̴ ////----teteteteʔnataʔ/ʔnataʔ/ʔnataʔ/ʔnataʔ/170170170170       tones: /L/     tones: /L/     tones: /L/     tones: /L/  ̴ ̴ ̴ ̴ ////LLLL....HHHH....LLLL////        ̴ ̴ ̴ ̴ ////LLLL....HHHH....LLLL/     /     /     /         

    

    
This morpheme connects two clauses with the same subject that are linked by the 
concept of purpose. The second clause event occurs for the purpose of bringing 
about the first. It can be roughly glossed in English either as ‘in order to’ or simply 
‘to’. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
170 The truncated form /-teʔntaʔ/  has suffered vowel elision and is realized with a syllabic 
nasal as  
[-deʔn̩daʔ]. 
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(2205) jalik-tu            waun-kʰanĩn-tu            tu-teʔntaʔ     

necklace-FNS   red-NCL.ROUND-FNS   get-CN.PURPOSE.SS    

 

joha-ten-aʔ-wa       

trade-DES-S1-PRS-DECL  

   I want to trade in order to get red necklace beads. 

 

 

(2206) hohothi-tu   set-hḭ̃ʔ,                    kopait-tu  

owl-FNS     speak-CN.THEN.DS   armadillo-FNS 

 

ãn-teʔntaʔ                       ʔaḭ-ten-a-nha-wa171 

hunt/shoot-CN.PURP.SS    go-DES-S1-PRS/NVIS-DECL 

The owl hooted, so now I want to go to hunt armadillo. 

 

 

(2207) nũnʔ-tu         ãn-teʔntaʔ              ʔaḭ-Ø-tʰoh,       

animal-FNS   hunt-CN.PURP.SS    go-S3-CN.BUT   

 

eu-Ø-aʔ-wa 

encounter- S3-NEG-DECL    

                He went to hunt some game, but didn’t see any. 
       
 

(2208) wanũn  eu-ʔna-teʔntaʔ̰           hikʰãn-let-Ø-nãn-wa 

good    see-O2-CN.PURP.SS   stand-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 

   He stood up to see you better. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
171 The combination of the desiderative marker /-ten/, the first person subject marker /-a/, and 
the non-visual present tense evidential /-nha/ are realized phonetically as a fused form [-den̥a]. 
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Purpose w/Different Subject – ‘in order to’ 

////----sisisisiʔʔʔʔ/ / / /  ̴  ̴  ̴  ̴ ////----sihtasihtasihtasihta̰̰ ̰̰ʔʔʔʔ/ / / /  ̴  ̴  ̴  ̴ ////----sihtasihtasihtasihta̰̰ ̰̰kukukuku/ / / /         /HL/  /HL/  /HL/  /HL/  ̴ ̴ ̴ ̴ ////HLHLHLHL....LLLL/ / / /  ̴  ̴  ̴  ̴ ////HLHLHLHL....LLLL....HHHH////    
 
This morpheme connects two clauses with different subjects that are linked by the 
concept of purpose. The second clause event occurs for the purpose of bringing 
about the first. It can be glossed in English as either ‘in order to’, ‘so that’, or simply 
‘to’.  

 

(2209) wa̰i-ijahni   eu-n-sihta̰ʔ                 kaʔjais-aʔ-Ø-wa. 
you-DEM     see-S2-CN.PURP.DS     write-S1-PRS-DECL 
In order for you to see , I am writing.  

 
 

(2210) ta̰i   sanĩn-ka-sihtaʔ,                  tanu-ta-let-Ø-nãn-wa 
I       happy-OBL-CN.PURP.DS      give-O1-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 
For me to be happy about it, he gave it to me (in intermediate past). 

 

 

(2211) hãi   nusa-haiʔka       nakat-siʔ   
he     PS1.PL-word      hear/understand-CN.PURP.DS  

 

nawih-ta̰ʔ                set-aʔ-Ø-wa 
teach-CN.AND.SS      speak-S1-PRS-DECL 
For him to understand our language, I am teaching and speaking. 

 

 
The following example comes from an explanatory text about the reason 

for the seclusion period during the female rite of passage. According to Mamaindê 
legend, a whirlwind once kidnapped a menstruating girl who was outdoors alone, 
and then made a mountain out of her. This is the background for the statement 
below. 
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(2212) mamãin-ta-tu                           mãnʔ-tu            
Mamaindê-NCL.FEMALE-FNS     mountain-FNS   
 
we-aʔ-sihta̰ʔ 
become-NEG-CN.PURP.DS   
 

sihki-hensoʔ                       na-jeʔ-latʰa-Ø-wa 
stay.indoors-CN.ALWAYS       COP-EMP-S3-PRS-DECL 
So that Mamaindê girls don’t get turned into mountains, now they 
always stay indoors. 

 
 

This next example combines a number of different switch reference 
connectives in a single sentence. 

 

(2213) kʰanahata-leʔ-ja-tu                   ‘Jaci’    na-soʔki-tu  
   yesterday-PST-NCL.TIME-FNS     Jaci      COP-NCL.HUM-FNS  

 

  ja̰k-tu             ãn-kʰatoʔ                tu-ʔnĩu-ta̰ʔ  
peccary-FNS   shoot-CN.THEN.SS    get-return-CN.AND.SS   
 

an-ãun-juh-hiʔ,                         kʰajauka-ta-tu  
CAU-leave-3REF-CN.THEN.DS     white.man-NCL.FEM-FNS 

 
            set-jeʔ-let-Ø-nãn-wa 
                   speak-EMP-I.PST-S3-PAST.DECL 

Yesterday, Jaci shot a peccary, brought it and left it, and then the white 
woman spoke. 

 
 
 

Reason      -  ‘because’ 

////----hĩhĩhĩhḭ̰̃ ̰̰ʔʔʔʔ/ / / /  ̴   ̴   ̴   ̴  ////----hĩhĩhĩhḭ̰̃ ̰̰nʔkalunʔkalunʔkalunʔkalu/       //       //       //       /HHHH/  /  /  /  ̴ ̴ ̴ ̴ ////LLLL....LLLL....HHHH////            

    
We have already considered the first usage of /-hḭ̃ʔ/. Now we will turn to its 
secondary function. In this role, it does not function as a switch referent, but signals 
the ‘because’ relationship holding between clauses where the event of the first 
clause causes or sets the stage for the event of the second clause. This may be 
roughly translated as ‘because/since/so’. In this function, no reference to the subject 
of either clause is implied, which may or may not be the same.  
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These forms illustrate this second use of  /-hḭ̃ʔ/, where it is glossed as 

‘CN.BECAUSE’. 

 

(2214) hãi   wanũn    set-hḭ̃ʔ,                    sun-aʔsiʔ         
he     good       speak-CN.BECAUSE    kill-CN.NOT    
 
ãun-satau-le-Ø-hĩn-wa 
leave.alone-RS-I.PST-S3-PST/NVIS-DECL 

                  He spoke well, so they left him alone without killing him (that’s what I              
                   heard). 
 
 

(2215) jainsa  hat-juh-hḭ̃ʔ                           kʰajanʔtu    ʔjaih-ta̰ʔ  
food     not.have-3REF-CN.BECAUSE    alligator      sad-CN.AND.SS 

 

ju-khah-ta-jeʔ-let-Ø-nan-wa 

   mouth-open-lie.down-EMP-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 
Since it had no food, the alligator was sad and lay there with its mouth 
open 

 
 

(2216) naʔtun-hḭ̃ʔ,                  nahohntoʔ   
be-full-CN.BECAUSE      much              
 

sanĩn-ta̰ʔ                  ʔĩun-Ø-tunna-wa 

happy-CN.AND.SS     sleep-S3-FUT2-DECL 

   Because they are full (of food), they will be very happy and go to sleep. 

 

 

 

Conditional      - ‘if’ 

////----satosatosatosatoʔni/ʔni/ʔni/ʔni/    /L.L.H//L.L.H//L.L.H//L.L.H/    

    
The conditional relationship between two clauses is signaled by the connective  
/-satoʔni/. If the dependent clause, which comes first, holds true, then the main 
clause that follows will also hold true. Typical usage of this connective includes the 
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potential suffix /-lhi/ marking the main verb of the clause, highlighting the sense of 
conditionality in the utterance. 

 

(2217) ta-waintʰã                      ʔon-satoʔni      ikalaka-lhi-Ø-aʔ-wa 
PS1-group-NCL.GROUP     lazy-CN.IF          work-POT-S3-NEG-DECL 

                If my people are lazy, they won’t work.               
 
 

(2218) kopait-ã            na-wet-tu            eu-a-satoʔni,  
armadillo-FNS   PS3-child-FNS     see-S1-CN.IF   
 

tu-taʔ                   wet-lhi-aʔ-Ø-wa 
get-CN.AND.SS       care.for-IRR-S1-PRS-DECL. 

                If I see a baby armadillo, I will get it and take care of it. 
 
 

(2219) ʔnuh    ta-walekan-tu     ikalaka-nu-tʰã               toh-satoʔni,  

  alone   PS1-chief-FNS    work-S2-NCL.THING     want-CN.IF 
          

            ikalaka-lhi-nnaʔ-Ø-wa        na-naʔ-Ø-wa. 

                work-IRR-S2-PRS-DECL    say-S1-PRS-DECL 

               ‘If just my chief wants you working, you will work,’ I say. 
 
 

(2220) na-tʰoh           suʔton-soʔka              to̰-satoʔni          

COP-CN.BUT    not.know-NCL.HUM   die-CN.IF          

 

teh      ʔaḭ-hĩʔ 
road     go-CN.THEN.DS  
 
hãi   kajaʔ-ã            wḭ-leʔ-lhi-latʰa-Ø-wa 

he    alligator-FNS   eat.meat-O1.PL-IRR-S3-PRS-DECL               

But if one (of us) who doesn’t know dies, we would go down that road, 

and then we would be eaten by the alligator spirit. 
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Negative  - ‘without…’ 

////----aaaaʔsiʔsiʔsiʔsiʔ/   ʔ/   ʔ/   ʔ/       /L.H//L.H//L.H//L.H/    

    
The negative connective is used when the speaker wishes to negate the doing of the 
dependent verb in favor of the main verb. Its usage implies that a positive verb will 
follow. The best translation is ‘without doing thus-and-so’…, or ‘while not doing 
thus-and-so…’. This differs from the basic negative morpheme in that it does not 
carry any further verbal morphology, and like all connectives, fills the final verbal 
suffix slot. 
 

(2221) ikalaka-na-aʔsiʔ             nauʔkanaiʔ     jaṵ-aʔ-Ø-wa 

work-S1-CN.WITHOUT    just               stay-S1-PRS-DECL 

                Without working, I am just staying here. 
 
 

(2222) suhna-aʔsiʔ               ʔoha-ʔaḭ-sen-tu                          

afraid-CN.WITHOUT    high-go-NCL.CONTAINER-FNS    
 
wi-a-nãn-wa 

enter-S1-PST-DECL    

                Without being afraid, I entered the high-going-container (airplane). 
 
 

(2223) hãi   wanũn   set-hĩʔ,                     sun-aʔsiʔ         
he     good      speak-CN.BECAUSE     kill-CN.WITHOUT 
 

ãun-satau-le-Ø-hĩn-wa 

leave.alone-RS-I.PST-S3-PST/NVIS-DECL 
                   He spoke well, so they left him alone without killing him (that’s what I  
                   heard). 
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Counterfactual  - ‘but, however’ 

////----ttttʰoh/ʰoh/ʰoh/ʰoh/      /L/  /L/  /L/  /L/    

    
This connective is used when the dependent clause and the independent clause are 
linked by the logical operator ‘but’. Unlike many languages where the 
counterfactual connective is considered a part of the independent clause, in 
Mamaindê it is found as the final element in the dependent clause. 
 

(2224) nitset-a-thoh,           ta-wenna-soʔ               set-aʔ-Ø-wa 

angry-S1-CN.BUT     PS1-inside-RST.ONLY    speak-S1-PRS-DECL 

                I am angry, but I’m only speaking inside (to myself) 
 
 

(2225) nũnʔ-tu          ãn-teʔntaʔ                          ʔaḭ-Ø-tʰoh,       

animal-FNS    hunt-CN.IN.ORDER.TO.SS     go-S3-CN.BUT   
 
haʔta-Ø-naʔ-wa 

encounter- S3-NEG-DECL    

                He went to hunt some game, but didn’t encounter any. 
 
 

(2226) ta-waintʰã    hiksamañ-a-thoh,         wanũn    ja̰u-aʔ-Ø-wa 

PS1-group   homesick-S1-CN.BUT    good      be-S1-PRS-DECL 

                I am homesick for my people, but I’m doing okay. 

    

    

    

Substitutive  -  ‘instead of’, ‘in place of’ 

////----kkkkʰihenkaʰihenkaʰihenkaʰihenkã̃ ̃̃nininini////    /L.L.L.H//L.L.L.H//L.L.L.H//L.L.L.H/    

    
When the speaker wishes to exclude one of two possible events, he will put the 
excluded option in the first dependent clause followed by the /-kʰihenka/ connective, 
and then offer the verb of the main clause in its place. This connective can be best 
translated by the word ‘instead of’. The two clauses are not required to have any 
causal relationship holding between them.  
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(2227) hitenũn-kʰihenka-ãni,       nauʔkanaiʔ   sanĩn-ka-Ø-tahĩn-wa 

worry-CN.INSTEAD-FNS    just             happy-OBL-O3-IMP-N.INT. 

   Instead of being worried, just be happy about itǃ 
 
 

(2228) kajau-kopais-tu                                        tu-kʰihenka-ãni       

white.man-armadillo(‘tatu 15 kilos’)-FNS   get-CN.INSTEAD-FNS 
 

nãun-tʰu-tu                        joha-ten-a-nha-wa 

sweet-NCL.POWDER-FNS    buy/trade-DES-S1-PRS/NVIS-DECL 
Instead of getting white man’s armadillo (an idomatic expression for 
french bread), I think I want to buy/trade for some sugar. 

 
 

(2229) wetwainʔ-tu   tu-kʰihenka-ãni            na-watʰi-tu   

girl-FNS        get-CN.INSTEAD-FNS   PS3-sister-FNS   
 
tu-satau-le-Ø-hĩn-wa. 
get-RS-I.PST-S3-PST/NVIS-DECL 

                Instead of marrying the girl, it is said that he married her sister. 

    

    

    

Negative Purpose  -  ‘so as not to…’ 

////----kkkkʰijaʰijaʰijaʰijã̃ ̃̃nnnn/  /  /  /  ̴ ̴ ̴ ̴ ////----kkkkʰijaʰijaʰijaʰijã̃ ̃̃nsinsinsinsi/  /  /  /  ̴̴ ̴̴////----kkkkʰijaʰijaʰijaʰijã̃ ̃̃nsinsinsinsiʔ/  ʔ/  ʔ/  ʔ/      /H.L/  /H.L/  /H.L/  /H.L/  ̴ ̴ ̴ ̴ ////HHHH....LLLL....HHHH/  /  /  /   ̴  ̴  ̴  ̴ ////HHHH....LLLL....HHHH////    

    

    
When the speaker wishes to show that the event of the main verb was done with the 
express purpose of negating the first verb, this connective is used. The best English 
translation would be ‘so as not to’. Here, a direct causal connection is implied, such 
that the doing of the main verb results in not doing the first. 
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(2230) na-juk-tʰã-tu                           

PS3-foot-NCL.THING-FNS    
 

ã-jejeis-hãn-kʰijãnsiʔ   

CAU-ugly/bad-MAN.CMP-CN.NEG.PURPOSE 
 
haʔtĩn      tasihna-Ø-ten-a-nha-wa 

quickly    send-N2,CDR,R0,OQR.MUHR,CDBK 

So that her foot doesn’t get completely bad, I’ll send her quickly (to the  

city). 
 
. 

(2231) ʔon-lhi-latʰa-Ø-wa.         na-kʰijãnsi-tu              

  lazy-IRR-S3-PRS-DECL      COP-CN.NEG.PURPOSE-FNS 
 

    ta̰i   walekan-ta-na-hĩʔ 

   I     chief-DNM-S1-CN.THEN.DS 
 

            ʔaik-tu        tau-kʰatoʔ               anuʔka-ta̰ʔ              tau-kʰatoʔ  

field-FNS   chop-CN.THEN.SS    gather-CN.AND.SS    chop-CN.THEN.SS  
 

kamãn-hensoʔ                na-naʔ-Ø-wa  

command-CN.ALWAYS    COP-S1-PRS-DECL 

They would be lazy. But, so that doesn’t happen, I being chief and all, I 

always command them to get together and chop the trees together, 

that’s what I do. 
 
 

(2232) to̰-kʰijãn                     tehn-ĩ                   wet-ĩ   

die-CN.NEG.PURPOSE   woman-INCL.AND  child-INCL.AND   

 

sihki-lhi-let-Ø-nãn-wa.                           

stay.indoors-IRR-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 

So they wouldn’t die, the women and children would stay indoors. 
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Comparative   -  ‘in the same way’ 

////----kkkkʰijaʰijaʰijaʰijã̃ ̃̃nnnnʔ/ʔ/ʔ/ʔ/    /L.HL//L.HL//L.HL//L.HL/172172172172    
 
 
This connective is used for the purpose of comparing two clauses and could be 
translated ‘in the same way’, or ‘like’. The basis of the comparison is cited first in 
the dependent clause, followed by that which is being compared to it in the main 
clause. 
 

(2233) hãi  ikalaka-kʰijãnʔ       ikalaka-ten-aʔ-Ø-wa 

he   work-CN.LIKE            work-DES-S1-PRS-DECL 

I will work just like he worked. 
 
 

(2234) hos-a-ta                     onka-jejeis-kʰijãnʔ     hãi    

monkey-GNT-LARGE   do-badly-CN.LIKE        he 
 

onka-jejeis-jeʔ-latʰa-Ø-wa 

do-badly-EMP-S3-PRS-DECL 

                He messes around just like a spider monkey messes around. 
 
 

(2235) na-jahon-tu             set-kʰijãnʔ         set-latʰa-Ø-wa 

PS3-old.man-FNS    speak-CN.LIKE   speak-S3-PRS-DECL 

He speaks just like his father. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
172 Although this connective is quite similar in structure to the previous connective, the 
presence of the glottal and the distinctive tonal pattern are enough to differentiate them. 
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Mirative -  ‘then suddenly’ 

////----sosososoʔkeʔkeʔkeʔkẽ̃ ̃̃inininin////    /H.L//H.L//H.L//H.L/    
 
 
When a first event is followed suddenly or unexpectedly by a second event, this 
connective is used to link the two clauses. It can be glossed as ‘suddenly’. 
 

(2236) nakatos-a-ta-tʰĩn-tu                           ʔaḭ-soʔkẽin   <poti>-tu  

Negarotê-GNT-lie.down-NCL.HOUSE   go-CN.MIR     cow-FNS   
 

to̰-let-Ø-nãn-wa 

die-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 

    He had no sooner left for the Negarotê village, when suddenly the cow  

    died. 
 
 

Here we have the moment in the ‘How night came’ legend where the 
children inadvertently allow all the animals penned up in the cave to escape into the 
jungle. 
 

(2237) ju-tʰãn-kʰatoʔ                      sun-ten-soʔkẽin        haʔtĩn   

                mouth-open-CN.THEN.SS      kill-DES-CN.MIR       quickly   
 

   ta-ju-ten-naʔ-katoʔ 
                      CAU-mouth-shut-NEG-CN.THEN.SS 

 

                nũnʔ-lau-sihatiya-tu         ãun-ta̰ʔ  
animal-other-ANC-FNS     escape-CN.AND.SS 
 

lik-tik-jeʔ-Ø-nĩnta-wa 
leave-MAN.IT-EMP-S3-G.KN-DECL 
They opened the door and wanted to kill (an animal), but then suddenly, 
when they didn’t shut the door quickly, the other animals escaped and 
left (in all directions). 
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(2238) hos-tu                          tu-soʔkẽin     li-̰hĩʔ,  
capuchin.monkey-FNS   get-CN.MIR    cold-CN.THEN.DS   
 

                ã-nãun-ta-jeʔ-let-Ø-nãn-wa 
CAU-drop-fall-EMP-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 
When the capuchin monkey grabbed it, suddenly, since it was cold, he 
dropped it. (speaking of a cold popsicle someone had given him) 

 
 

This last example comes from the Sacred Flute legend. After the people had 
gone away to mourn the death of the old man, they returned to find that his body had 
been transformed into all sorts of crops for their use, just like he said. 
 

(2239) ʔaiʔk-ã      lit-soʔkẽin        na-haiʔka-toʔ-̃añi         jainsi-tu    nahohntoʔ  
   field-FNS  arrive-CN.MIR   PS3-word-AUTH-FNS   food-FNS  much 

 

              kalo-toʔ-juh-jeʔ-Ø-nĩnta-wa 

                   grow-AUTH-3REF-EMP-S3-G.KN-DECL 

When they arrived at the field, according to his true words, suddenly 

there was lots of food growing there. 

 

 

Perpetual   - ‘always’ 

////----hensohensohensohensoʔ/ʔ/ʔ/ʔ/    /L.H//L.H//L.H//L.H/    

    
To communicate the idea that the verb of the dependent clause always occurs, the 
Mamaindê use the /-hensoʔ/ connective which can be glossed ‘always’. This 
connective is invariably followed by the copula in the main clause. In this first 
example, we get a glimpse of how much the female puberty ceremony is valued in 
this culture. 

 

(2240) nauʔkanaiʔ    waʔjona-tʰã                hain-ka-hensoʔ  
just                 puberty-NCL.THING     sing-OBL-CN.ALWAYS   
 
na-kʰit-latʰa-Ø-wa 
COP-S1.PL-S3-PRS-DECL 

               We are just always singing the songs about puberty (the puberty rite  

               songs). 
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(2241) nũnki-soʔ              nãn-hensoʔ           na-nuʔ-Ø-wa  
breast-RST.ONLY     cry-CN.ALWAYS     COP-S2-PRS-DECL 

                You are just always crying for the breast. 

                (said by a mother who was tired of breast-feeding her child) 

 

(2242) na-hen-ã             waha-hensoʔ           na-naʔ-Ø-wa. 
PS3-time-FNS      wait-CN.ALWAYS     COP-S1-PRS-DECL 

                For that time [to come] I am always waiting. 

 

 

 

Disjunctive - ‘either/or’ 

////----tatatataʔnaʔnaʔnaʔnã̃ ̃̃////        /L.H//L.H//L.H//L.H/        

    
This connective signals a disjunctive relationship between two or more clauses, 
where only one will hold true. Note that /-taʔna/ does not simply occur once between 
two options, but at the end of each possible option, marking the end of each 
dependent verb and thus connecting it to the rest of the sentence. 
 

(2243) to̰-ʔna-taʔnã         to̰-ʔna-aʔsiʔ-taʔnã           nauʔkanaiʔ    
die-O2-CN.OR       die-O2-NEG-CN.OR          just 

    
                nũsa-sih-a-nã                               tu-ta̰i-ʔna-ten-a-nha-wa 

PS1.PL-house-GNT-NCL.AREA       get-go-O2-DES-S1-PRS/NVIS-DECL 
Whether you die or don’t die, I am determined to just carry you back to 
the village. 

 
 
 

If no main verb follows the clauses that are in a disjunctive relationship, 
then a copula verb will be inserted to complete the sentence. 
 
 

(2244) nitset-taʔnã      wate-taʔnã            na-lata-Ø-ka. 
angry-CN.OR     disappear-CN.OR    COP-POT-S3-INT 
Might he get angry, or might he just disappear? 
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(2245) kajauka       nakʰanik-kʰat-tu          nakʰanik-taʔnã    nakajanʔ  
   white.man    sick-NCL.STICK-FNS    sick-CN.OR         Indian     

 
                na-kʰanik-kʰat-tu         nakʰanik-taʔnã    na-soʔkeuh-let-Ø-nãn-wa. 
                  sick-NCL.STICK-FNS     sick-CN.OR         COP-PRB-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL  
                  She was either sick with a white man’s disease or sick with an Indian   
                  disease. 
 

 

 

 

Additive    - ‘and’ (when listing a string of events) 

////----ĩĩĩĩ////        /H//H//H//H/    

    
This connective can effectively be glossed as ‘and’, and is used when the speaker 
wishes to recite a listing of several events. The new information in each clause may 
be the verb itself, or one of the arguments. A similar strategy is used for listing 
nouns as well. Typically, a series of these clauses will be followed by the copula in 
the final main clause. 
 

(2246) kajauka-ta-tu               kalakala-soʔ             wḭ-ĩ,  
white.man-FEM-FNS     chicken-RST-ONLY    eat.meat-CN.LIST 

 

               <pota>-soʔ       wḭ-ĩ,                     sakʰinka-soʔ         wḭ-ĩ,  

                  cow-RST.ONLY     eat.meat-CN.LIST     rice-RST-ONLY     eat.meat-CN.LIST     

 

               na-lhi-latʰa-Ø-wa. 
                     COP-POT-S3-PRS-DECL 
                  White women only eat chicken, only eat beef, and only eat rice, that’s the   
                  way it should be. 
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One of the most vivid examples of this listing device can be found in the 
flute spirit myth. Here the old man is telling his people that after he dies, all the parts 
of his body will become food for their survival. 

 

(2247) na-kʰatoʔ               ta-saʔniki-tu      ʔḛʔ-tu              weh-ĩ  
COP-CN.THEN.SS     PS1-lice-FNS      tobacco-FNS    become-CN.LIST  
 

ta-wḭ-tu             kajas-kʰi-tu                  weh-ĩ                   
            PS1-teeth-FNS    corn-NCL.PLANT-FNS    become-CN.LIST  
   

                ta-tatʰenʔ-tu       liʔkon-tu              weh-ĩ                   ta-sin-tu  
                   PS1-thigh-FNS   manioc.type-FNS   become-CN.LIST    PS1-muscle-FNS 
 
                ta-tʰenʔ-tu       lḭnʔ         na-naikʔ-tu        weh-ĩ  
                   PS1-leg-FNS    manioc    PS3-root-FNS     become-CN.LIST 
 

            ta-tʰeʔ-katos-kʰi-tu                   japãnʔ-tu              weh-ĩ  
                  PS1-leg-fold-NCL.PLANT-FNS    taioba.tuber-FNS   become-CN.LIST 
 
            ta-hik-kʰan-tu            waikʰi-tu        weh-ĩ  
                  PS1-hand-claw-FNS    peanut-FNS     become-CN.LIST 
 

                ta-juhenʔ-tu          kamaʔ-tu          weh-ĩ                  ta-wajainʔ-tu  
                   PS1-tongue-FNS    bean.flat-FNS    become-CN.LIST   PS1-rib-FNS 
 

                katatʰi-tu            weh-ĩ                   ta-naki-tu            watuh-tu  
                   bean.string-FNS   become-CN.LIST    PS1-blood-FNS     urucum-FNS 
 
             weh-ĩ                       ta-nakañin-tu       walot-tu         weh-ĩ 
                   become-CN.LIST     PS1-head-FNS     gourd-FNS    become-CN.LIST  
 
             juhak     weha-Ø-tʰunna-wa 
                   all          become-S3-FUT2-DECL 

Then, my lice will become tobacco, my teeth will become corn, my thigh 
will become ‘water’ manioc, my leg muscle will become manioc roots, 
my knees will become the taioba tuber, my finger/toenails will become 
peanuts, my ribs will become string beans, my tongue will become flat 
beans, my blood will become urucum, my head will become a gourd, all 
(of my body) will become (something). 
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(2248) jalik-tu             wes-kʰatoʔ              wes-taʔ                                              
necklace-FNS    make-CN.THEN.SS    make-CN.AND.SS     
 
wasainʔ-kʰatoʔ           tehni        tu-ĩ                 

put.on-CN.THEN.SS      women    get-CN.LIST      
           
                waʔjona-tʰã-tu                    hain-sa 

                puberty-NCL.THING-FNS     sing-NCL.LIQUID/SPEECH 
             
                hain-ĩ                         nũnʔna    ãn-ĩ 

                sing/dance-CN.LIST      animal    shoot-CN.LIST 
            
                mũna    hiton-sa̰                              hiton-ĩ                                

            well      dream-NCL.LIQUID/SPEECH     dream-CN.LIST  
 

           na-jeʔ-Ø-nĩnta-wa. 
            COP-EMP-S3-G.KN-DECL. 

                   They made necklaces, and then, making them, they put them on, and     
                    then got  women, and danced puberty songs, and shot game, and   
                    dreamed good dreams.173 
 
 

These last three connectives, the Perpetual, the Disjunctive, and the 
Additive, are often followed not by a standard verb in the main clause, but by the 
simple copula /na/. A number of examples of this behavior have already been given 
above. One will suffice here.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
173 This phrase is in reference to a traditional dance known as /jalãn-sa-tu/- ‘toucan music’ - 
where participants would dance in a circle much like the puberty dance, but with partners. A 
man with lots of necklaces around his neck would obtain a dance partner easily because the 
women would have the right to take his necklaces after the dance. The women also had the 
right to ask for other possessions he owned. This dance has not been practiced for at least a 
generation, but the tucum palm nut necklaces are still seen as talismans, which bring one good 
luck with women, as well as good luck in hunting and in dreaming good dreams.  
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(2249) kajauka-ta-tu               kalakala-soʔ             wḭ-ĩ,  
white.man-FEM-FNS     chicken-RST.ONLY     eat.meat-CN.LIST 

 
               <pota>-soʔ       wḭ-ĩ,                     sakʰinka-soʔ      wḭ-ĩ,  

                  cow-RST.ONLY     eat.meat-CN.LIST     rice-RST.ONLY   eat.meat-CN.LIST     
             

   na-lhi-latʰa-Ø-wa. 
                      COP-POT-S3-PRS-DECL 

White women only eat chicken, only eat beef, and only eat rice, that’s 
the way it should be. 

 
 
 

The frequent use of the copula as the final verb when one of these three 
connectives are present brings up the possibility that the dependent clauses in 
question may be considered by the grammar to have a quasi-independent status, 
carrying within them all the semantics necessary to complete an entire thought, 
relying on the main verb only for inflectional purposes. 
 
 

4.3.3.44.3.3.44.3.3.44.3.3.4    Embedded ClausesEmbedded ClausesEmbedded ClausesEmbedded Clauses    
 
 
It is also possible to encounter embedded clauses, where one dependent clause is 
embedded within another. Here I have repeated a few of the past examples that show 
embedding quite clearly. 
 

(2250) nũnʔ-tu          ãn-teʔntaʔ                         ʔaḭ-Ø-tʰoh,       

animal-FNS    hunt-CN.IN.ORDER.TO.SS    go-S3-CN.BUT   
 
haʔta-Ø-naʔ-wa 

encounter-S3-NEG-DECL    

                He went to hunt some game, but didn’t encounter any. 
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(2251) na-tʰoh            suʔton-soʔka              to̰-satoʔni    teh      

COP-CN.BUT     not.know-NCL.HUM   die-CN.IF      road    

 

ʔaḭ-hĩʔ                hãi   kajaʔ-ã            

go-CN.THEN.DS   he    alligator-FNS   
 

wḭ-leʔ-lhi-latʰa-Ø-wa 

eat.meat-O1.PL-POT-S3-PRS-DECL               

But if one who doesn’t know dies, he will go down that road, and then 

the  alligator spirit would eat us. 
 
 
 

4.3.3.54.3.3.54.3.3.54.3.3.5    Connectives as DenominalizersConnectives as DenominalizersConnectives as DenominalizersConnectives as Denominalizers    
 
 
Typically, denominalizations in Mamaindê involve the denominalizing suffix /-ta/ 
which has been described under noun morphology. However, denominalized forms 
may also be constructed by the use of connectives, turning any noun or nominalized 
verb into a verb. All that is required is the appropriate person marker before the 
connective.  
 

(2252) wa̰i    nuk-kʰãn   set-soʔki-n-siʔ             

you    arm-hard   speak-NCL.HUM-S2-CN.PURPOSE.DS  
 
set-ka-naʔ-Ø-wa. 

speak-OBL-S1-PRS-DECL 

    I want you to be a strong speaking person. 
 
 

(2253) enʔki-Ø-satoʔni   taḭ    sanĩnʔ-ka-ten-a-nha-wa             

boy-S3-CN.IF      I       happy-OBL-DES-S1-PRS/NVIS-DECL 

                If it’s a boy, I’ll be happy. 

                (said at a child’s birth)174 

                                                 
174 This interesting comment, in a matrilocal society, seems counter-intuitive as male 
offspring will typically marry and move away from their parents. However, this utterance was 
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4.44.44.44.4    Beyond the SentenceBeyond the SentenceBeyond the SentenceBeyond the Sentence    
 
 
Although not a major focus of this study, I offer here a brief sketch of the more 
salient features of Mamaindê discourse. 

Discourse naturally entails both sides of textual organization – both the 
strategies which unite smaller portions of a text into a larger whole (cohesion), and 
those tools which allow a speaker to divide a larger text into smaller segments 
(segmentation). In this section we will look at several methods which provide 
cohesion (appealing to the notion of similarity), and several which allow for 
segmentation by way of topicalization (appealing to the notion of uniqueness). We 
will begin by addressing the cohesive elements of Mamaindê discourse.  
 
 

4.4.14.4.14.4.14.4.1    CohesionCohesionCohesionCohesion    

 

4.4.1.14.4.1.14.4.1.14.4.1.1    RepetitionRepetitionRepetitionRepetition    
 
By far the most common method of tying texts together in Mamaindê involves the 
use of repetition. This has been described at length by Kingston in his manuscript 
‘Repetition in Mamaindê Discourse’ (n.d). I will not attempt a detailed analysis here 
of Kingston’s research on this topic, but will simply provide the reader with a short 
summary of his work and how his conclusions apply to the data upon which my own 
work is based. 

Kingston cites a number of strategies that employ repetition in the 
language. He then demonstrates how these strategies are characterized by three 
functions: repetition as a feature of narrative types (p1-10), repetition as its related to 
the information load system (p.20-28), and repetitive parallelism as a stylistic device 
(p.28-33).  All of these functions of repetition have been found in the current data as 
well. 

Within the first area, that of narrative, Kingston identified three different 
narrative styles, each defined by its own type of repetition: step, cyclic, and linear. 
Step repetition, according to Kingston, defines a narrative style that consistently 
repeats information found in the previous paragraph at the beginning of each new 
paragraph. Cyclic repetition, on the other hand, defines a style consisting of cycles, 
each cycle repeating the same basic facts of the main storyline and ending with the 
same verb, but adding new bits of information in a cyclic fashion until the whole 
story is complete. Finally, he cites linear repetition as the most common type, found 

                                                                                                                   
not made by the parent, but by a relative whose young granddaughter would be a cross cousin 
to the boy being born and therefore marriageable. The Mamaindê practice bilateral cross-
cousin marriage. 
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in narratives that utilize heavy repetition at the beginning and end of each episode, 
and relatively little repetition in between.  

My own data appears to agree in general with these findings, although I 
have not focused on the area of discourse, and thus am not yet able to provide 
adequate support and or critique for these statements on narrative styles. This is an 
area where further research is required. 

However, the three general functions of repetition outlined earlier by 
Kingston can be found quite readily in current Mamaindê discourse. Below, 
examples of repetition highlighting each of these functions will be shown, taken 
from textual material. 
 
 

4.4.1.1.14.4.1.1.14.4.1.1.14.4.1.1.1    Repetition as a FeatuRepetition as a FeatuRepetition as a FeatuRepetition as a Feature of Narrativere of Narrativere of Narrativere of Narrative    

 
Repetition is used quite liberally in traditional Mamaindê narrative. The elements 
repeated the most are nominals, temporals, locatives and verbs, employing either the 
same word or multiple variations of it. Many times, however, whole phrases and 
sentences are repeated in virtually identical fashion, with only the change or 
insertion of a tense or emphatic. 

The use of large amounts of repetition can take place anytime during a 
discourse, but it is especially noticeable at the beginning and end of a narrative. 
Although the very first opening sentence of a narrative typically will have a heavier 
load of new information per clause than anywhere else in the discourse,175 the rest of 
the intro will typically be a very tight unit with a very high rate of repetition. 

Such repetition appears to be multi-functional. First, it ties together 
episodes such as introductions and conclusions into more cohesive units. This is 
particularly true when the elements repeated in the conclusion are the same as those 
found in the introduction. Secondly, heavy recurrence in the introduction is used to 
introduce the main topic of a entire discourse, which may then be reiterated at 
various points throughout. Lastly, with each repetition of a verb or noun root, new 
modifiers or affixes may be added to the morpheme in question, enriching the 
narrative with subordinate material.  

This repetitive style is particularly characteristic of Mamaindê myth, where 
the speaker will introduce much more repetition than in any other genre. 
Nevertheless, this traditional narrative type is being replaced in the speech of the 
younger generation by a freer style with less repetition, presumably due to influence 
from Portuguese which does not use repetition to this degree. 

The following example of an introduction comes from the very opening 
lines of a taped narrative recorded in one village for the purpose of sending it to a 
friend in another place.  (The brackets indicate borrowings from Portuguese). 

                                                 
175 Kingston (n.d.:14) cites research that indicates a maximum of 1 to 2 items of new 
information per clause as being the average in discourse medial sentences. This does not 
include the opening line of a narrative, however, which will often violate this norm and 
introduce a high number of participants in a single clause. 
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(2254) Pedro   na-soʔkã             naka̰-n-sihta̰ʔ        

Pedro   COP-NCL.HUM    listen-S2-CN.PURPOSE.DS   
 

set-ten-a-nha-wa.             

speak-DES-S1-PRS/NVIS-DECL 

                Pedro, I will speak so that you can listen.              
 
 

(2255) ta̰i-ãni  Donaldo Mamaindê <daqui da  aldeia Capitão Pedro>  

I-FNS  Donaldo Mamaindê, <here from village Capitão Pedro> 
      
                set-a-nha-wa.      

                speak-S1-PRS/NVIS-DECL  

                I, Donaldo Mamaindê, am talking from the Capitão Pedro village. 
 

                Pedro    na-soʔkã             naka̰-n-sihta̰ku                              
                   Pedro     COP-NCL.HUM     listen-S2-CN.PURPOSE.DS   
 

                set-a-nha-wa. 

                speak-S1-PRS/NVIS-DECL 

                Pedro, I speak for you to listen. 
 

                wenni-ija̰h-ãni   <dia 19  de  julho>  na-soʔkeuhna-jeʔ-latʰa-Ø-wa.           

                now-DEM-FNS  <day 19 of july>     COP-PRB-EMP-S3-PRS-DECL 

                Now I guess it's the 19th of July. 
 
                na-hen-tu                   set-a-nha-wa.  

                COP-NCL.TIME-FNS    speak-S1-PRS/NVIS-DECL     

          That's when I'm speaking. 
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                na-hen-ã                     ta-set-a-sa̰           

                COP-NCL.TIME-FNS    PS1-speak-GNT-NCL.SPEECH   
 

                naka̰-n-sihta̰ʔ                     set-a-nha-wa.            

                   listen-S2-CN.PURPOSE.DS    speak-S1-PRS/NVIS-DECL 

                At this time I will speak for you to listen to my speech. 
 
                na-hḭ̃ʔ                  taḭ-ãni   haiʔ  wḭʔ       set-ten-a-nha-wa.              

                COP-CN.REASON    I-FNS   just   slowly  speak-DES-S1-PRS/NVIS-DECL 

                So, I'll just speak slowly. 

 

                mũna   naka̰-n-sihta̰ʔ                      wḭʔ       .              

                well     listen-S2-CN.PURPOSE.DS     slowly  

 

                set-ten-a-nha-wa 

                speak-DES-S1-PRS/NVIS-DECL 

                I'll speak slow so you can understand/listen well. 
 
 

The heavy repetition of the verbs ‘speak’ and ‘listen’ in just six sentences 
binds this introduction into a very tight, cohesive unit. Although repetition is found 
throughout the text, it is more prominent here at the introduction and at the 
conclusion. Such mass repetition has a slowing down effect on the progression of a 
text, and naturally serves as both an "occasion setting device" in the introduction, 
and a "winding down device" in the conclusion. The conclusion of this same text 
ends with the phrase /talonanaʔwa/  ‘I am finished’ repeated seven different times, 
each instance followed by a little more information for his hearer.  

Here is another example at the very beginning of a text entitled ‘The job of 
the chief’, narrated by the chief himself. 
 

(2256) ta̰i  ta-walekan     ta-onka-na-tʰã-tu  

I    PS1-chief       PS1-do-GNT-NCL.THING-FNS  

 

ta-walekan    ta-onka-na-tʰã-tu 

PS1-chief      PS1-do-GNT-NCL.THING-FNS 

 

               ʔnuhna    onka-na-tʰã-tu                    ʔnuh    ta-laka  

               alone       do-GNT-NCL.THING-FNS    alone   PS1-know 
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               ta-onka-na-tʰã-tu                      ta-wa̰inta-tʰã-tu  

              PS1-do-GNT-NCL.THING-FNS     PS1-group-NCL.THING-FNS   

  

              ta-wa̰inta-tʰã                        hãi     kajauki       ijãnʔ-Ø-naʔ-wa. 

              PS1-group-NCL.THING-FNS   he      white.man   be.same-S3-NEG-DECL 
 `               I, my chiefly doings, my chiefly doings, the things I alone do, the doings I              
                 alone know how to do, the things of my people, the things of my people,      
                 are not the same as those of the white man. 
 
 
 

4.4.1.1.24.4.1.1.24.4.1.1.24.4.1.1.2    Repetition Related to Information LoadRepetition Related to Information LoadRepetition Related to Information LoadRepetition Related to Information Load    

 
Although the very first clause in a narrative may introduce a large amount of 
information, in the discourse medial position, typically there is a maximum of only 
one or two new bits of information added per clause (see Kingston, n.d.:14). In such 
medial positions, repetition can be used to control the rate of information flow. Not 
only does this repetition enable the speaker to limit the information load per clause, 
it also provides a cohesiveness to each episode. 

Here is an example from the text about Terezinha’s snakebite. Note how 
the verb remains the same, and yet in each sentence new information is added by 
way of nominals. 
 

(2257) ʔnĩu-kʰatoʔ             loh-jeʔ-let-Ø-nãn-wa.  
return-CN.THEN.SS   vomit-EMP-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 
 
ta-teʔ-tu             loh-jeʔ-let-Ø-nãn-wa. 

PS1-wife-FNS    vomit-EMP-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 

 

               loh-kʰatoʔ,              paah-ãni    loh-jeʔ-let-Ø-nãn-wa. 

               vomit-CN.THEN.SS   two-FNS   vomit-EMP-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL  
                  After returning, she vomited. My wife vomited. Vomiting, two times she        
                  vomited. 
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4.4.1.1.34.4.1.1.34.4.1.1.34.4.1.1.3    Repetition as Parallelism Repetition as Parallelism Repetition as Parallelism Repetition as Parallelism     

 
Parallelism is a stylistic device that can provide strong cohesion to a text. Kingston 
noted this characteristic of Mamaindê discourse as well (n.d.:28-33). Here we see an 
example of parallel sentences in a text about life before the coming of the white 
man. 
 

(2258) na-tʰoh-ãni,           nahna    nakʰanik-kʰat-tu,            <malaria>-taʔna 
COP-CN.BUT-FNS   earlier    disease-NCL.STICK-FNS   malaria-CN.OR 

 

               hãi-ã      nakʰanik-kʰat          ʔau-kʰat-taʔna                        

               it-FNS   disease-NCL.STICK   other-NCL.STICK-CN.OR  

 

               na-tʰã                  hat-jeʔ-Ø-nãnta-wa.  

               PS3-NCL.THING    have-EMP-S3-NEG.PST-DECL 

 

               na-tʰoh-ãni             hãi   kajauki        wa̰-hḭ̃ʔ                     

               COP-CN.BUT-FNS    he    white.man   come-CN.REASON   

 

              <malaria>-taʔna    nakʰanik-kʰat                

               malaria-CN.OR        disease-NCL.STICK   

  

              ʔau-kʰat-taʔna                 na-tʰã  

              other-NCL.STICK-CN.OR   PS3-NCL.THING 

 

              tu-k-wa̰-soʔkeuh-jeʔ-latʰa-Ø-wa. 

              get-and-give-PRB-EMP-S3-PRS-DECL 
                 However, earlier (before the white man), the malaria disease, or other  
                 diseases,  such things, they (our ancestors) didn’t have. But, because the  
                 white man came,  the malaria disease, or other diseases, such things, he  
                 probably  brought them. 
 
 

The discourse devices mentioned thus far (all based on the notion of 
repetition) are more a feature of formal speech, and as such are being used less and 
less by the younger generation.  This reduction in the use of repetition is most likely 
due to Portuguese influence as the Mamaindê young people become more bilingual. 
Kroeker (personal communication) reports that the same changes are occurring 
among the younger Southern Nambikwara speakers.  
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4.4.1.24.4.1.24.4.1.24.4.1.2    TailTailTailTail----head Linkageshead Linkageshead Linkageshead Linkages    
 
As we have seen earlier, connectives in Mamaindê often connect clauses within the 
same sentence. These sentences are comprised either of several independent clauses, 
or of a dependent clause followed by an independent one. However, connectives 
may also be used to connect sentences as well, or to link two paragraphs or episodes 
together.  

When the Mamaindê speaker wants to join sentences/paragraphs/episodes 
with a connecting thought, he will either back-reference the main verb of the 
previous sentence followed by a connective, or he will start the new 
sentence/paragraph/episode off with a copula followed by the connective. This 
strategy is referred to in the literature as a ‘tail-head linkage’ (Longacre, 1996:13) or 
as a ‘point of departure’ (Halliday: 1967:212), and is recognized as a typical feature 
of narrative discourse.  

The text below, an excerpt from ‘Terezinha’s Snakebite Story’, 
demonstrates the cohesive quality of the tail-head linkage construction, and shows 
just how prevalent it is throughout Mamaindê discourse. In a short span of 11 
sentences, we see 9 tail-head linkages (the tail-head linkages are underlined). 

 

(2259) ʔaḭ-kʰatoʔ            taʔwen-na-tu                 ʔaḭn-tu       

go-CN.THEN.DS    jungle-NCL.AREA-FNS   fish-FNS 


                at-jeʔ-le-a-nãn-wa.                     at-a-kʰatoʔ,  

                to.fish-EMP-I.PST-S1-PST-DECL   to.fish-S1-CN.THEN.SS  

 

                tai-kʰatoʔ,                  nahon-ijah 

                take.out-CN.THEN.SS   water-DEM 

 

                ʔau-tu         hĩun-jeʔ-le-a-nãn-wa.  

                other-FNS   approach.water-EMP-I.PST-S1-PST.DECL 

 

                hĩun-kʰatoʔ                            ta-teʔ-tu  

                approach.water-CN.THEN.SS    PS1-wife-FNS   

 

                hek-ta-let-Ø-nãn-wa. 

                angry-O1-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 
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                un    wa̰-kʰit-Ø-nãn-wa.             na-hĩʔ-ãni           

                far   come-S1.PL-S3-PST-DECL    COP-CN.REASON   

 

                ʔaḭʔn-kʰit-ten-Ø-hna-wa. 

                go-S1.PL-DES-S3-NVIS-DECL 

 

                ʔaḭn-a      ãunpat-tahĩn-wa.       na-jeʔ-let-Ø-nãn-wa. 

                fish-FNS  leave-IMP-DECL       COP-EMP-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 

 

                hajo.     un-jeʔ-latʰa-Ø-wa.         ãunpat-taʔ             ʔaḭʔn-tʰahta-wa.  

                yes.      far-EMP-S3-PRS-DECL    leave-CN.SS.AND     go-IMP-N.INT       

 

                na-jeʔ-le-a-nãn-wa. 

                say-EMP-I.PST-S1-PST-DECL 

 

             

                

                na-kʰatoʔ              ʔnĩu-jeʔ-le-a-nãn-wa.                  ʔnĩu-kʰatoʔ 

                COP-CN.THEN.SS   return-EMP-I.PST-S1-PST-DECL     return-CN.THEN.SS 

  

                ta-teʔ-tu           set-jeʔ-let-Ø-nãn-wa.  

                PS1-wife-FNS   speak-EMP-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 

 

                tʰeha-tijah-tu      ʔaḭʔn-tʰahta-wa.          na-jeʔ-let-Ø-nãn-wa. 

                path-DEM-FNS   go-IMP.INCL-N.INT      say-EMP-I.PST.PAST-DECL 

 

            

              

                na-tʰoh-ãni,           ta̰i-tu     julãn-le-a-nãn-wa.               

                COP-CN.BUT-FNS   I-FNS   joke-I.PST-S1-PAST.DECL   

 

                julãn-kʰatoʔ              tʰeh-ã  

                joke-CN.THEN.SS        path-FNS    
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                tawatais-latʰa-wa.       na-jeʔ-le-a-nãn-wa. 

                close-S3-PRS-DECL    say-EMP-I.PST-S1-PST-DECL 
I (we) went, then we fished for fish in the jungle. After fishing, and 
taking them out, we approached another stream. We approached, and 
then my wife got angry. “We have come a long way. Let’s go. Let’s 
leave the fish”, she said. “Right. It is far. Let’s leave and go”, I said. 
Then we returned. Returning, my wife spoke. “Lets go on that path 
there”, she said. But I joked with her. Then joking, “That road is close 
by”, I said. 

 
 

A search for tail-head linkages in the text above and in a variety of other 
Mamaindê texts reveals that the back-referencing variation tends to link sentences 
within paragraphs, while the copula variation tends to link paragraphs, particularly 
following a quote (the paragraphs are shown separated by the dotted lines).  

The difference between the two variations on the tail-head linkage theme 
can perhaps be more easily demonstrated by way of two hypothetical examples, the 
first using back-referencing of the main verb of the first sentence, the second 
employing the copula. 

 

(2260) wate-latʰa-Ø-wa.             wate-tʰoh-ãni                  
disappear-S3-PRS-DECL    disappear-CN.BUT-FNS      
 
ʔnĩu-Ø-tʰunna-wa 
return-S3-FUT2-DECL 

                He disappeared. He disappeared, but he will return. 
 
 

(2261) wate-latʰa-Ø-wa.             na-tʰoh-ãni             ʔnĩu-Ø-tʰunna-wa 
disappear-S3-PRS-DECL    COP-CN.BUT-FNS    return-S3-FUT2-DECL 

                He disappeared. But he will return. 
 
 

An interesting feature of the tail-head linkage construction is the location 
and duration of the pause that accompanies it. Typically, between sentences there is 
a short pause. However, when a tail-head linkage is employed, the pause between 
sentences is reduced and a greater pause is inserted after the connective, between the 
dependent and independent clauses. When the tail-head linkage is of the copula 
variety, often the sentential break is eliminated entirely, and the pause between the 
clauses is prolonged. This effectively adds to the cohesion already established 
between the two sentences by the use of the tail-head linkage device, giving the 
impression that the two sentences are now one. 
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  Finally, it is worth noting that a number of connectives used in tail-head 
linkages will commonly take the final nominal suffix /-ãni/ as a discourse device to 
mark orientation material. The FNS suffix at the beginning of the last paragraph of  
‘Terezinha’s Snakebite Story’ above is used in this manner (see the noun 
morphology section 3.4.1.3.9 for a fuller discussion of this interesting suffix and its 
usage in discourse). 

Although not utilizing the term ‘tail-head linkage’, Kingston (n.d.:25) 
classifies these constructions as part of the information load system. While it is 
certainly related to the information system,176 I do not believe the main function of 
these constructions is so much to limit the amount of information in the next clause, 
as it is to provide an overt link between the previous sentence/paragraph and the one 
that follows.   

While the other types of cohesive devices mentioned in this section are 
normally found only in more formal discourse, the tail-head linkage is pervasive 
throughout the language as a whole, found both in conversation as well as in styles 
that are more formal. It appears to function as the obligatory form of cohesion in all 
Mamaindê speech. 
 
 

4.4.24.4.24.4.24.4.2    TopicalizationTopicalizationTopicalizationTopicalization    

 

4.4.2.14.4.2.14.4.2.14.4.2.1    Fronting of ElementsFronting of ElementsFronting of ElementsFronting of Elements    
 
Not only does the language employ strategies to unify a text, it also uses structural 
devices to indicate those points where a text is segmented into smaller units. 
Fronting is one device that fulfills this function. The fronting of nominals in 
Mamaindê typically occurs for the purpose of topicalization, or marking a new topic 
of a new segment.  

This phenomenon was described by Kroeker (2001:19) for Southern 
Nambikwara. He maintains that while the Southern Nambikwara constituent order is 
T/LSOV177, any nominal clause constituent may be fronted (moved to the front of 
the clause) for the purpose of topicalization. 

This analysis appears to be fairly consistent with what is known so far 
about Mamaindê, where either the object, indirect object, or the subject may be 
fronted to a position prior to the temporal morpheme, or to the slot prior to the 
subject if no temporal morpheme is present. When this occurs, it typically signals 
that the fronted nominal is now the new topic. 

                                                 
176 Some information, such as an overt subject, is often not needed in the following clause if a 
sentence initial connector is used with a switch reference marker. Also, the use of a repeated 
verb stem in the sentence initial position does affect the type of information found in the new 
sentence by ensuring that there is always some old information provided in each subsequent 
sentence/paragraph. 
177 Temporal/Locative/Subject/Object/Verb 
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Due to this fronting technique, the basic constituent order becomes more 
fluid in nature, and subsequently, word order becomes less telling in predicting 
verb/argument relations. At times, this may result in some confusion as to the roles 
of the nominals involved. If a new participant is fronted, then ambiguity can arise, 
since the new participant could obviously enter as a subject or an object. The 
Mamaindê rely on switch reference markers and on context to disambiguate these 
cases.  

Here we have a text where an elderly man is talking in general about the 
future of his grandchildren, and about the things they will never forget. Here he is 
making the point that his descendents will not forget to sing the puberty songs 
(music for the female rite of passage). Thus, the puberty songs become the new 
topic, and as a direct object it is fronted before the subject ‘grandchildren’. The 
fronted material is underlined for the sake of clarity. 
 

(2262) na-tʰoh            hainsi-ja̰-tu                hain-sa̰               
COP-CN.BUT     sing-NCL.SONG-FNS    sing-NCL.SONG  
 
na-hain-taʔ                        waʔjona-tʰã                  
PS3-sing-CN.AND.SS              puberty-NCL.THING   
 

hain-ka-teʔ                              na-sa̰-tu                 

sing-OBL-CN.PURPOSE.SS       PS3-music-FNS   
 

                ta-sawis-tʰã                              nauʔkanãiʔ 

                PS1-grandchild-NCL.GROUP         just 

 

                nakajaunũn  ʔau-aʔsiʔ      nauʔkanãiʔ 

                forget          leave-NEG    just 

                 

                wes-jaʔ-Ø-tʰunna-wa 

                make-CNT-S3-Fut2-Decl 
                   But then, the music for the singing of puberty songs, my grandchildren 
                   will just continue to make (that music) without forgetting  and leaving it. 

                      
 

From the same text, the speaker now fronts the indirect object, the eating of 
cacao fruit, as another item he has taught his grandchildren never to forget. The 
eating of cacao fruit then becomes the new topic. 
 
 



Syntax 

 

582

(2263) na-hĩʔ                   hãi   taʔwena   walokʰi-tu    jainsi    jain-teʔ 

COP-CN.THEN.DS   it     jungle      cacao-FNS   food     eat-

CN.PURPOSE.SS 

 

                na-tʰã-tu                     ta-sawis-tʰã  

                PS3-NCL.THING-FNS     PS1-grandchild-NCL.GROUP  

              

                ikʰat-jeʔ-le-a-nãn-wa. 

                show-EMP-I.PST-S1-PST-DECL 
                   Then, the eating of the jungle cacao, I showed my grandchildren. 

 
 
In another excerpt from ‘Terezinha’s Snakebite Story’ we see fronting 

again. Prior to this excerpt the speaker is talking about going to the jungle with his 
wife (Terezinha) and planting some crops in their garden. The two of them then 
decide to go fishing, and finally after giving up on fishing, they decide to cross the 
stream and head home. The topic of this introductory episode is the couple and their 
activities together. Then comes the sentence below, occurring at the very climax of 
the story, where the topic clearly shifts to the man’s wife. The rest of the text is then 
about her pain, her worsening condition, and what it takes to save her life. In this 
context, at the peak of this narrative, at the moment when the snake bites his wife, 
he fronts the direct object, ‘my wife’.178 This is the only fronted object in the entire 
text, and is used in a masterful way to mark the new topic not only of that episode 
but also of the remainder of the discourse. 
 

(2264) alain-teʔ                     watai-khatoʔ           ta-teʔ-tu            tḛh-tu 
cross-CN.PURPOSE.SS   close-CN.THEN.SS    PS1-wife-FNS    snake-FNS 

                 

                iu-ki-jeʔ-let-Ø-nãn-wa. 
                   bite-OBL-EMP-I.PST-S3-PST-DECL 
                     (When she was) close to crossing (the stream), a snake bit my wife.  
 
 

                                                 
178 The most natural way to show this fronting in English is to form a passive. However,  there 
is no actual passive construction found in Mamaindê – just fronted objects. 
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4.4.2.24.4.2.24.4.2.24.4.2.2    Left Dislocation of ElementsLeft Dislocation of ElementsLeft Dislocation of ElementsLeft Dislocation of Elements179179179179    
 
 
The major distinction between fronting and left-dislocation is that the language 
treats the former as occurring within the original clause, while the latter takes the 
dislocated element out of its original clause and places it to the left of the clause, at 
the beginning of the sentence. This effectively separates the dislocated element from 
the verb. Left-dislocation is usually followed by a pause, marking the clause 
boundary. While the typical Mamaindê constituent order is TEMP/SUB/LOC/OBJ/V, 
any emphasized nominal or noun phrase may be left-dislocated to a sentence initial 
position, followed by a significant pause. If there is a tail-head linkage used, the left-
dislocated nominal will follow the connective.180 The function of this change in 
word order is to indicate a change in topic, or give extra emphasis to the existing 
topic.  

Kroeker (2001:20, 21) mentions the use of left-dislocation as another 
strategy for marking topic in Southern Nambikwara. Givón (1984:193,195) also 
documents left dislocation in a number of languages, including Sherpa and Jacaltec, 
where he defines it as a topic switching device. 

In Mamaindê, this strategy can be used even when it means taking the 
nominal out of its original clause and putting it before a previous clause. In this 
example, there are three clauses, and when the subject of the medial clause is 
dislocated to the left, it finds itself separated from its verb by the first clause. Again, 
this strategy functions to highlight the existing topic, and here we see this device 
being used in a text about “My work as chief”. Notice that the highlighted noun 
phrase, although left-dislocated, cannot precede the tail-head linkage at the start of 
the sentence, for tail-head linkages are inherently initial. 
 

                                                 
179 Another possible variation to word order is that of right dislocation. This, however, is not a 
topicalization strategy, but more an afterthought – a way of bringing up information for the 
purpose of clarifying the previous clause, or inserting something that the speaker suddenly 
realizes is missing. In a study by Hyman (1975), he also defined right-dislocation as an 
afterthought. This device puts the backgrounded nominal in a final position, preceded by a 
pause. Compared to left-dislocation, it is used rather infrequently in Mamaindê. Kroeker 
(2001:11) mentions this phenomenon in Southern Nambikwara as ‘discontinuous phrases’, 
and mentions that it is for the purpose of either limiting the amount of new information within 
the clause, or for the purpose of adding a clarification. The Mamaindê phrase below uses a 
right dislocated nominal apparently to clarify which subject is being talked about. 
 

hiksamãn-nũn-latʰa-Ø-wa,          mamãinsa-nãʔã. 

homesick-COM-S3-PRS-DECL,     Mamaindê-PL 
They are also homesick, the Mamaindê. 
 

180 Tail-head linkages, by their very function, are inherently found in the left-dislocated 
position. 



Syntax 

 

584

(2265) na-tʰoh-ãni             ta̰i    walekʰan-tu    ikalaka   na-sihta̰ʔ        
COP-CN.BUT-FNS    I       chief-FNS       work       COP-CN.PURPOSE.DS 

 

               sen-na-aʔ-satoʔni        hãi   nãuʔkanãiʔ              

               speak-S1-NEG-CN.IF   he    just 

 

               ikalaka-lhi-Ø-ãnta-wa. 

               work-IRR-S3-NEG-DECL  
                   I, as chief, for them to work, if I didn’t speak (command them), they   
                  would just not work at all. 
 
 

Although the left dislocated element functions as topic, it does not 
necessarily have to possess a direct grammatical relationship with any clause in the 
sentence. In cases where no such relation exists, the dislocated element is linked 
instead to the sentence level without pertaining to any intermediate clause structure. 

In the “Sacred Flute Myth” excerpt below, the speaker is emphasizing that 
something said in the past had actually come true. Here the focus is on the fulfilling 
of a prophecy that an old man’s body would become food for his people.181 The left-
dislocated nominal “his true words” is not grammatically related to the rest of the 
sentence, although semantically it is clearly functioning as topic. 
 

(2266) na-haiʔka-toʔ-ãni           jainsi-tu     nahohntoʔ  
PS3-word-AUTH-FNS     food-FNS    much   

 

kalo-toʔ-juh-jeʔ-Ø-nĩnta-wa 
grow-AUTH-3REF-EMP-S3-G.KN-DECL 

                According to his true words, much food was actually, truly, growing! 

                                                 
181 The Mamaindê consider this to be their most important legend, and as such, it is an 
excellent example of a ‘demas’ myth, where a legendary being is killed or dismembered and 
its death becomes a source of life for the people. 



 

 

 

5555    ConclusionConclusionConclusionConclusion    
 
 
 
Although the previous pages do not presume to cover every aspect of the language, 
nor to provide equal depth in all areas, the intent has been to offer the first full-
length grammar of Mamaindê. As such, I trust it will be helpful in the ongoing study 
of this uniquely rich and varied language.   

One of the underlying goals of this research has been to explore links 
between the Mamaindê language and the culture in which it is embedded. While 
arbitrariness and conventionality are common throughout much of language, I think 
it important to reiterate how culture is implicated over and over again in the forms 
and structures that we have seen in the previous pages. From endearment terms, to 
the use of noun classifiers, from noun incorporation to evidentials, culture keeps 
showing up. Although certainly not the only explanation for language structures, 
culture-rich features of Mamaindê life (such as social-specific behaviors, values, and 
worldviews) must be considered as having a potential influence in the genesis of the 
corresponding linguistic forms by which they are expressed. 

Besides providing an overview of this one language and culture, the 
previous pages also provide more data for the broader study of the Nambikwara 
language family as a whole. It is in the study of the larger picture that we gain an 
appreciation for the place a language holds within its linguistic context. This 
understanding will also be useful in any attempts at historical reconstruction. Here I 
will summarize the place of Mamaindê in the greater Nambikwara linguistic context 
(pertinent references and examples for all of the information below can be found in 
the appropriate sections of this text.) 

Phonologically, we have seen that Mamaindê is a Nambikwara language 
that falls midway within the language family in terms of many of its traits. For 
instance, Mamaindê can be classified between Southern Nambikwara and Sabanê in 
regards to its phonemic inventory, with 14 consonant phonemes and 16 vowel 
phonemes. It is also midway between Southern Nambikwara and Latundê in terms 
of the number of imploded stops still in use. Mamaindê groups with the Southern 
languages as a language with phonemic aspirated stops, while Latundê has none. 
Similarly, Mamaindê and Southern Nambikwara have a full set of three oral/nasal 
contour segments, while Latundê and Lakondê only have two, and Sabanê none. 
Tone has been analyzed as lexical in both Mamaindê and Southern Nambikwara, 
although differences arise in the number of tonal patterns available (three for 
Southern Nambikwara and four for Mamaindê) and in the functional load of the 
tonal system (higher in Southern Nambikwara than in Mamaindê). 
Latundê, on the other hand, is depicted as a pitch-accent language, and Sabanê as a 
language which simply uses pitch as a correlate of stress. 

Morphologically, Mamaindê seems to be more innovative compared to the 
larger family. It has 24 noun classifiers, the largest set of noun classifiers yet seen in 
the Nambikwara languages. Split-ergativity is found in Latundê and Southern 
Nambikwara, while Mamaindê employs impersonal constructions instead. As for 
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evidentiality, while Mamaindê once again finds itself midway between the other 
languages of the family with 6 evidentials, (Southern Nambikwara and Lakondê 
have more, and Latundê and Sabanê have less) its evidential system includes a 
number of extensions, something not described in the other languages. In terms of 
marking clause types on the verb, Sabanê and Southern Nambikwara both treat the 
imperative as a separate type and lump together the declarative and interrogative, 
Latundê separates the declarative and groups the other two clause types together, 
while Mamaindê gives special status to the interrogative and marks declarative and 
imperative alike. Emotives have been found in both Mamaindê and Southern 
Nambikwara but have not been mentioned in any of the other related languages. 
Likewise, endearment terms have only been documented in Mamaindê and Southern 
Nambikwara, used on the verb to signal an intimate relationship between the speaker 
and the person being talked about. Finally, Mamaindê morphology contains two 
language registers, formal and informal, something totally unattested in any other 
Nambikwara language. 

In terms of syntax, Mamaindê seems to group closer to Southern 
Nambikwara. Both Mamaindê and Southern Nambikwara limit the number of 
nominals allowed per clause, while this trait has not been mentioned in the other 
languages. Likewise, Mamaindê and Southern Nambikwara will front nominals for 
the purpose of topicalization. 

Some of the data presented here offers special challenges or exceptions to 
current theory. The vowel place spreading process, by which coda consonants 
assimilate to certain place features of preceding vowels, poses certain difficulties to 
feature theory because it requires the adopting of elements from two of the 
competing feature geometry models. The stress system, instead of making use of just 
one or two of the available strategies for assigning stress, chooses the prominent 
syllable by employing all three of the possible strategies at the same time, in a stratal 
approach. Such phonological complexities call for a broader view of both feature 
theory and metrical theory. 

Many questions have surfaced in the grammar writing process which I have 
not had the time or sufficient data to explore here. Some of these areas of future 
interest include, but are not limited to: the interaction between phrasal intonation 
melodies and word-level tone patterns, the negative tonal morpheme and its many 
and complex expressions, the origin and usage of the informal register, the usage of 
higher level discourse features not covered here, and the importance of less formal 
aspects of the language (such as metaphor) to the understanding of the language as a 
whole. 

 
I conclude this descriptive tour of the Mamaindê language by borrowing a 

common Mamaindê leave-taking: 
 

hajaʔ      set-aʔ-Ø-wa 
enough    speak-S1-PRS-DECL 
I have said enough. 
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Het Mamaindê is een Indianenvolk dat bestaat uit 250 personen, die, over 4 dorpen 
verspreid, leven in het grensgebied van de staten Mato Grosso en Rondônia, in 
Brazilië. Deze grammatica geeft een beschrijving van de taal van de Mamaindê, die 
met uitsterven wordt bedreigd. Het Mamaindê behoort tot de Nambikwara 
taalfamilie, en wel de noordelijke tak daarvan. Hoewel de traditionele taal nog 
steeds de voertaal is, zijn de eerste tekenen van desintegratie zichtbaar, vooral 
vanwege de snelle toename van het aantal jongeren dat ook het Portugees beheerst. 

Het eerste hoofdstuk beschrijft de culturele, historische en 
sociolinguïstische context van het Mamaindê. Het schetst voor de lezer het kader 
voor een beter begrip van de culturele nuances die in de taal zijn verweven. Om de 
verwevenheid van taal en cultuur zichtbaar te maken, worden, waar mogelijk, 
voorbeelden aangereikt die deze interactie illustreren. 

Het tweede hoofdstuk gaat uitvoerig in op de klankstructuur van het 
Mamaindê. Het foneemsysteem bevat 16 klinkers en 14 medeklinkers. Het relatief 
grote aantal klinkers vindt zijn verklaring in het contrastieve karakter van nasaliteit 
en ‘creaky voice’. De maximale expansie van de lettergreep is CCVVCC. Het 
woordaccent is overwegend kwantiteitsgevoelig en kan worden voorspeld door 
middel van verschillende accentregels, die ieder afzonderlijk gelden voor een 
specifiek stratum van de morfologie. Mamaindê is een toontaal met twee lexicale 
tonen die voorkomen in vier verschillende lettergreeppatronen en toonregels die 
door de morfologie worden geconditioneerd. De meer dan 20 productieve 
fonologische processen, waaronder assimilatie, elisie, epenthese, fortitie, lenitie, 
metathese, coalescentie en klinkerverlenging, geven een idee van de complexiteit 
van de fonologische component van de taal. Een aantal processen is bovendien 
interessant vanuit theoretisch perspectief, zoals de spreiding van de plaatskenmerken 
van klinkers naar de codaconsonanten en de preoralisering van nasale medeklinkers. 
Zowel de segmentele als suprasegmentele (accent, toon) fonologie worden veelal 
geconditioneerd door de morfologie. 

De morfologie wordt besproken in hoofdstuk 3. Hier krijgen wij zicht op de 
zeer uitgebreide woordvormingsprocessen van deze polysynthetische taal. De 
nominale classificatie wordt, behalve voor de classificatie van de zelfstandige 
naamwoorden, ook gebruikt voor de metaforische woordvorming. De 
werkwoordsmorfologie is zeer complex en geeft plaats aan 15 verschillende affixen. 
Zelfstandige naamwoorden kunnen als prefixen worden geïncorporeerd in het 
werkwoord, vooral de woorden voor lichaamsdelen die bij de actie uitgedrukt in het 
werkwoord zijn betrokken. Een uitgebreid systeem van evidentialiteit, dat is 
versmolten met het tempussysteem, geeft de spreker de mogelijkheid om voor elke 
zin de bron van de overgebrachte informatie aan te geven. Het bestaan van een hoog 
en een laag register, elk met zijn eigen verzameling affixen, maakt het systeem 
sociaal flexibel. Door middel van een groep koostermen kan de spreker een hoge 
graad van intimiteit uitdrukken ten aanzien van de focus van zijn uiting. Tevens 
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beschikt hij over een aantal emotieve morfemen, waarmee hij kan aangeven hoe hij 
zich gevoelsmatig ten opzichte van zijn uiting positioneert. 

Het vierde en laatste hoofdstuk beschrijft de syntaxis (zinsbouw) en de 
discourse. Dit is het kortste hoofdstuk, omdat de zinsbouw de minst complexe 
component is van de Mamaindê grammatica. Een aantal constructies is nochtans 
interessant, zoals de onpersoonlijke constructie, die het de spreker toestaat 
enigermate afstand te nemen van zijn uiting wanneer hij spreekt over zijn eigen 
emoties. Ook is er een groot aantal connectieven die functioneren in een systeem 
van ‘switch reference’, zodat de hoorder weet wanneer de volgende zin van 
onderwerp verandert. Terwijl de discourse niet erg in de diepte wordt bestudeerd, 
wordt kort aandacht geschonken aan onderwerpen als herhaling, ‘tail-head’ 
verbindingen en vooropplaatsing. 
 
 
 



                                       

 

 

SummarySummarySummarySummary    
 
 
This descriptive grammar focuses on the endangered language of the Mamaindê 
people, a community of some 250 individuals who live in four villages on the border 
between the states of Mato Grosso and Rondônia, Brazil. Their language, 
Mamaindê, is part of the larger Nambikwara family, and has been classified as 
belonging to the Northern Branch of that family. The language, while still used 
vigorously within the community of speakers, is suffering some signs of 
disintegration as bilingualism in Portuguese is growing rapidly. 

Chapter 1 focuses on the cultural, historical, and sociolinguistic contexts of 
the Mamaindê language. In this chapter, I lay the groundwork for a broader 
understanding of this people and their social context that would enable the reader to 
appreciate the cultural nuances that permeate their language. Culturally specific 
examples are given throughout the text in order to supplement this broader 
perspective. 

The second chapter focuses on phonology. The phonology description 
introduces a language with 16 vowels and 14 consonant phonemes. The large 
number of vowel phonemes is due to the fact that creaky voice and nasality are 
found to be contrastive vowel features. The syllable template is defined as 
CCVVCC. Stress is found to be largely quantity sensitive, but a number of stress 
rules are employed, each limited to a specific morphological strata. Mamaindê is a 
tone language, with two lexical tones occurring in four syllabic patterns, and tone 
sandhi evident in specific morpheme boundary contexts. Over 20 phonological 
processes are identified, including assimilation, elision, epenthesis, strengthening, 
weakening, metathesis, coalescence, and lengthening, showing that the phonological 
component of this language is considerable. Some of these processes pose 
significant challenges to phonological theory, including the spreading of vowel 
place features to coda consonants, and the formation of pre-oralized nasals. 
Throughout the segmental phonology, as well as throughout the stress and tonal 
systems, it is discovered that the phonology must repeatedly make reference to 
morphology. 

Morphology is covered in chapter 3. Here we glimpse the real productive 
power of this language, which is highly poly-synthetic. Noun morphology is 
dominated by the noun classifiers, which are not only able to describe and categorize 
all nominals, but are also used extensively as metaphor. Verb morphology is even 
richer, with some 15 slots for affixation. Noun incorporation can be prefixed on the 
verb, referring specifically to body parts involved in the action of the verb. A robust 
evidential system, fused with tense, is able to provide ways for speakers to encode 
their source of information for each utterance. The existence of a high and low 
register, each with its separate set of inflectional morphemes, makes the verb system 
much richer and socially adaptable. A set of endearment terms are available that 
show a high degree of intimacy between the speaker and the focus of his utterance. 
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And lastly, emotive morphemes can be used which provide clues to the listener as to 
the overall attitude of the speaker. 

The fourth and final chapter describes the levels of syntax and discourse. 
This is appropriately the smallest section of the entire work, as syntax is certainly 
the least complex component of the grammar. However, a few highlights include the 
impersonal construction, which allows the speaker to distance himself somewhat 
when speaking of his own emotions, and a large set of connectives functioning in a 
switch reference system, which indicates to the hearer when there will be a change 
of subject in the following clause. Although discourse is not studied in depth, topics 
such as repetition, tail-head linkages, and fronting/left dislocation are discussed as 
some of the more important discourse features of this language. 
 


