
 

C H A P T E R  2 4

Multilocus classifiers in   
Arawak languages

S A S K I A D U N N A N D F R A NÇO I S E R O S E

Classifiers are of interest to South Americanists (Krasnoukhova 2012) due to their rec-
ognition as a possible areal feature and the questions raised on their position within the ty-
pology of categorization systems (Grinevald and Seifart 2004). The Arawak languages are well 
known for displaying classifiers, but at this point there is little literature on classifiers at the 
level of the family (Aikhenvald 1994a; Miranda 2020). This chapter will draw together infor-
mation from 37 Arawak language descriptions to update the picture of the classifier systems 
in the family. It will present the Arawak classifier systems, starting with an overview of the 
Arawak languages (Section 24.1) and a discussion of what classifiers look like in these lan-
guages (Section 24.2). The following sections will present the semantics (Section 24.3), mor-
phosyntax (Section 24.4), and function (Section 24.5) of the classifier systems. The chapter 
will conclude with a discussion of the diachrony of the systems (Section 24.6) and typological 
and areal considerations (Section 24.7).

24.1.  Arawak background
24.1.1.  The Arawak family
The Arawak language family (see Figure 24.1) consists of over 40 extant languages spoken over 
12 countries in South and Central America, making it one of the most widespread language 
families in South America (Aikhenvald 1999, 2012). Although a few languages have a large 
number of speakers, such as Garifuna in Central America (over 100,000 speakers, Haurholm-​
Larsen 2016) or the Kampan languages (40,000–​50,000 speakers, Aikhenvald 1999), most 
have fewer than 1,000 and are endangered.

Despite its wide spread, the internal classification of the family is disputed. Aikhenvald 
(1999) recognizes a high-​level split between North and South Arawak, which is congruent 
with the geographic distribution. These two groupings are themselves divided into a number 
of geographically based subdivisions. Payne (1991a) and Ramirez (2020) do not endorse the 
North–​South Arawak division, but instead propose 5 and 12 subgroups, respectively.

The lack of agreement over the internal subdivisions has hindered attempts to reconstruct  
Proto-​Arawak, although Payne (1991a) reconstructed 203 lexical forms, on the basis of 24 lan-
guages. Recent historical reconstructions have focused on low-​level groupings (Michael et al.  
2010 on Proto-​Kampa; De Carvalho 2016 on Proto-Xingu, 2021 on Proto-​Purus; Jolkesky 2016  
on Proto-​Mamoré-​Guaporé; and Ramirez 2020 on Proto-Japurá-​Colômbia). An increase in  
grammatical descriptions has facilitated this new line of investigation; of the languages still  
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spoken, nearly 40 have a dedicated grammar or grammar sketch, most of which are from  
the last 30 years (see Hammarström et al. 2023; and Durand 2016 for a comprehensive list of  
works on individual Arawak languages).

24.1.2.  Typological characteristics
The Arawak languages are polysynthetic, agglutinating, and head marking (Aikhenvald 1999). 
Nominal morphology is more consistent than verbal morphology throughout the family 
(Aikhenvald 1999). The languages are predominantly suffixing.

Among the few prefix slots is a slot for person indexes, which mark the possessor on nouns 
and the subject on verbs. Additionally, a set of person-​indexing suffixes is used to mark 
the object on verbs. These person-​indexing affixes can be reconstructed to Proto-​Arawak. 
Besides distinguishing person, the indexes also encode number and, in the third person, 
gender (Section 24.2.3). Table 24.1 gives a composite view of the person indexes in the Arawak 
languages, and (1) shows the use of person indexes for the subject, object, and possessor.

(1)  Caquinte
iri-​nta ir-​aniritsori i-​katsima-​t-​ak-​i-​ri
3m-​dem:dist 3m.p-​cousin 3m.a-​hate-​ep-​pfv-​real-​3m.o
‘That cousin of his hated him’

(Castillo Ramirez 2017: 96)

FIGURE 24.1 .  Arawak languages.1

1  The names of the languages, spelling, and location on the map are from Glottolog (Hammarström et 
al. 2023).
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A split within the possessive construction (a.k.a. alienability distinction) is described  
throughout the family (Aikhenvald 1999; Rose 2023). Descriptions usually distinguish three  
classes of nouns: obligatorily possessed (inalienable, or bound nouns), optionally possessed  
(alienable), and non-​possessible. Some suffixes are used to derive nominal stems from one  
possessive noun class to another (Aikhenvald 2021; Payne 1987; Rose 2023). The distinction  
between inalienable items and others is broadly predictable, with body-​parts and kinship  
terms usually being treated as inalienable across the family. Some descriptions also refer to  
two adnominal possessive constructions (Rose 2023): a basic one, as in (1), and an indirect  
one, which makes use of either a generic possessive noun like le’jé in (2) or a genitive classifier  
(Section 24.4.4).

(2)  Yucuna
ri=​le'je﻿́ paji﻿́
3sg.nf=​gpn house
‘his maloca (traditional house)’

(Lemus Serrano 2020: 50, 53)

Many descriptions of Arawak languages refer to a class of adjectival roots (see the summary 
in Durand 2016: 157ff.). Depending on the language, underived adjectives may have more 
verbal or more nominal properties. Most Arawak languages have numerals up to three, and 
some have more: Payne (1991a: 414, 421, 423) has reconstructed *ba ‘one,’ *api ‘two’, and *mapa 
‘three’ for Proto-​Arawak. Many languages now use loanwords for higher numerals.

24.1.3.  The literature on Arawak classifiers
Publications on the Arawak classifiers have largely had a synchronic focus, and few have taken 
a comparative approach: one article on the family (Aikhenvald 1994a), one paper on a sub-
family level (Mihas 2019, regarding the Kampan languages), and one on a region (Aikhenvald 
2019). Most synchronic studies focus on individual languages and have been published either 
as articles specifically on the topic (see for instance Aikhenvald 1994b on Tariana; Aikhenvald 
and Green 1998 on Palikúr; Brandão 2015 on Parecís; Seifart 2011, 2012a on Resígaro; Terhart 
and Sell 2016 on Baure) or as sections of grammatical descriptions (Danielsen 2007 on Baure; 
Michael 2008 on Nanti; Terhart 2022 on Paunaka). Table 24.2 gives the primary sources for 
the 37 languages investigated in this chapter; where other sources are used, these are indicated 
in the text.

There have also been attempts to reconstruct a classifier system to Proto-​Arawak (Dunn 
2022; Payne 1991b), as well as correspondence sets and reconstructions at the subfamily level 

TABLE 24.1  Arawak person indexes (Aikhenvald 1999: 88)
Prefixes Suffixes

sg pl sg pl

1 nu-​ or ta-​ wa-​ -​n or -​te -​wa

2 pi-​ (h)i-​ -​pi -​hi

3nf ri-​, i-​ na-​ -​ri, -​i -​na

3f thu-​, ru-​, u-​ na-​ -​thu, -​ru, -​u -​na
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TABLE 24.2  Sources consulted for the present work
Language Glottocode Primary source

Achagua acha1250 Wilson and Levinsohn 1992

Apurinã apur1254 Facundes and De Freitas 2015

Ashéninka Perené ashe1272 Mihas 2015

Baniwa do Içana bani1255 Ramirez 2001

Baré bare1276 Aikhenvald 1995

Baure baur1253 Danielsen 2007

Cabiyari﻿́ cabi1241 Galindo 2009

Caquinte caqu1242 Castillo Ramirez 2017

Enawené-​Nawé enaw1238 Reis 2023

Garifuna gari1256 Haurholm-​Larsen 2016

Ignaciano igna1246 Olza Zubiri, Nuni de Chapi, and Tube 2004

Iñapari inap1242 Barrett, p.c. 2025

Island Carib isla1278 Aikhenvald 1999

Lokono araw1276 Pet 1987

Machiguenga mach1267 Shepard 1997

Machinere mach1268 Silva 2013

Mehina﻿́ku mehi1240 De Felipe 2020

Nanti nant1250 Michael 2008

Nomatsiguenga noma1263 Derbyshire and Payne 1990; Castillo Ramirez, p.c. 2023

Paliku﻿́r pali1279 Aikhenvald and Green 1998

Paraujano para1316 Álvarez 2016

Pareci﻿́s pare1272 Brandão 2015

Paunaka paun1241 Terhart 2022

Piapoco piap1246 Galindo 2002

Resígaro resi1247 Allin 1976

Tariana tari1256 Aikhenvald 2003

Terena tere1281 Butler and Ekdahl 2012; Obenaus 2024

Trinitario trin1278 Rose 2024

Wapishana wapi1253 Dos Santos 2006

Warekéna do Xiê ware1257 Aikhenvald 1998

Waura﻿́ waur1244 Postigo 2014

Wayuu wayu1243 Álvarez 2017

Xiriâna xiri1243 Ramirez 1992

Yanesha’ yane1238 Duff-​Tripp 1997

Yawalapiti﻿́ yawa1261 Ortega Mujica 1992

Yine yine1238 Hanson 2010

Yucuna yucu1253 Lemus Serrano 2020
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(e.g. Aikhenvald 2019; De Carvalho 2021; Jolkesky 2016; Mihas 2019); these diachronic studies 
will be discussed in Section 24.6.

24.2.  Identification of classifiers
24.2.1.  Number and form of classifiers
Classifiers are found in 33 of the 37 Arawak languages investigated for this study and are not 
mentioned at all in Baré, Paraujano, Wayuu, and Yine. The classifier systems vary greatly in 
size between languages; Warekéna do Xiê (Aikhenvald 1998: 298) has fewer than 10 classifiers, 
while Yanesha’ has over 100 (Duff-​Tripp 1997). These include grammaticalized monosyllabic 
forms usually with no known related form within the language (3a) and multisyllabic forms, 
often etymologically related to coexisting nouns (3b).

(3)  Baure
a. -​no ‘clf:human’

-​i ‘clf:fruit&bird’
b. -​čipi ‘clf:roof ’ (from -​čipi ‘back, ečipi, ‘roof ’)

(Danielsen 2007: 147–​8)

In most Arawak languages, classifiers are bound suffixes that immediately follow their host 
(4). There are minor exceptions to this: classifiers appear as infixes in numerals in some lan-
guages2 (5), and as bound prefixes on the numeral for ‘two’ (6) in Warekéna do Xiê.

(4)  Yucuna
wéjiké-​hilá a’napitá
three-​clf:long arm
‘three arms’

(Lemus Serrano 2020: 58)

(5) Baure
po<po>š him
one<clf:tiny>one fish
‘one fish’

(Danielsen 2007: 141)

(6) Warekéna do Xiê
pamiña-​naba
clf:animal-​two
 ‘(two) animals’

 (Aikhenvald 1998: 299)

In most Arawak languages, the same or nearly the same set of classifiers can appear with 
multiple hosts, forming a single system: this type of multilocus classifier system is described in 
Section 24.4.

2  Some examples include Baure with the numeral ‘one’ (Danielsen 2007: 91–​2), Paliku﻿́r with the numeral 
‘two’ (Aikhenvald and Green 1998), Xiriâna (Ramirez 1992: 54), and Nanti, where classifiers are infixes in 
numerals, quantifiers, and adjectives (Michael 2008: 335).
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24.2.2.  Teasing apart classifiers and nouns
The greatest difficulty in identifying classifiers is distinguishing them from nouns, especially 
bound nouns (Section 24.1.2). Since classifiers commonly emerge from nouns (Section 24.6), 
the grammaticalization path from nouns to classifiers creates some leeway between fully lex-
ical elements and more grammaticalized classifiers (Grinevald 2002). Bound nouns are often 
described as behaving similarly to classifiers; they are the class of nouns most often used 
in compounding. For instance, Trinitario bound nouns like -​yeno ‘wife’ obligatorily take a 
person prefix when possessed (7a) and are more prone to be used in the N2 position of N-​N 
compounds (7b) than other nouns (Rose and Van linden 2022). Note that in all the languages 
where the boundary between nouns and classifiers is debatable, compounding is an important 
construction.

(7)  Trinitario
a. su ñi-​yeno ñi kasiki

art.f 3m-​wife art.m cacique
‘the cacique’s wife’

b. su kasiki-​yeno
art.f cacique-​wife
‘the cacique wife’ (referring to a type of wife)

(Rose and Van linden 2022: 247, 258)

Descriptions of Arawak languages often investigate this identification problem, sometimes 
referring to different “subclasses” of classifiers, or describing some nouns as being used with 
classificatory functions. For example, Duff-​Trip (1997: 37) considers that Yanesha’ bound 
nouns used in compounds are classifiers, which do not form a separate paradigm from bound 
nouns.3 Danielsen (2007: 134–​8) describes grammaticalized classifiers in Baure, but also 
suggests that bound nouns can be used as classifiers: “Bound nouns with generic reference 
could all be considered to be classifiers in a way” (Danielsen 2007: 142).4 Mihas (2019) and 
Dos Santos (2006: 107sqq) provide similar analyses for Kampan languages and Wapishana 
respectively.

Rose and Van linden (2022) take a different position: if classifiers and nominal roots show 
overlap in their distribution, appearing as the second element of compounds, it is because 
these are the source construction of classifiers. To tease apart classifiers and nouns in syn-
chrony, they propose that classifiers must have a different distribution than nouns and that, 
crucially, classifiers should not be able to appear as the head of a noun phrase. Examples 
(7b) and (8a) show that both classifiers and some nominal roots can attach to a noun in 
Trinitario. However, only the nominal root can function as the head of a nominal phrase, as 
in (7a), with an obligatory person prefix for its possessor. The classifier cannot fill this posi-
tion, as shown in (8b).

3  Similarly, Facundes and De Freitas (2015) and Hanson (2010) do not describe classifiers in Apurinã 
and Yine, respectively, but rather a subset of bound nouns used with a classificatory function.

4  In practice, Danielsen only includes among classifiers those bound noun roots attaching to numerals. 
Aikhenvald (2003: 117–​20) has a similar analysis for Tariana, where nouns can be used as “repeaters.”
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(8)  Trinitario
a. to yuk-​pi

art.nh fire-​clf:fili
 ‘a candle’

b. *to ta-​pi to yuku
art.nh 3nh-​clf:fili art.nh fire
‘a long, thin and flexible piece of fire’

(Rose and Van linden 2022: 12, 18)

24.2.3.  Another nominal categorization system: gender marking
It is unusual for a language to possess two nominal categorization systems, but this is 
common in Arawak languages (see also Fedden and Corbett, this volume). Beside classi-
fier systems, the languages also usually have grammatical gender with a binary contrast.5 In 
some languages, notably those of the Caribbean and North Amazonian branch (Aikhenvald 
1999, 2019), feminine/​non-​feminine gender assignment is semantically based for the fem-
inine category, with animate females taking the feminine gender on a sex-​basis, while the 
second category includes not only animate males, but also inanimates. In other Arawak lan-
guages, such as the Kampan languages (Mihas 2019; Van Epps 2010) and Wayuu (Álvarez 
2017), the gender categories are masculine/​non-​masculine; inanimate items are grouped 
within non-​masculine.

Gender is encoded in third person affixes to mark the arguments on predicates, and the 
possessor on nouns (Section 24.1.2). Pronouns, demonstratives, nominalizations, and some 
nouns can also encode gender (Aikhenvald 2020). Example (9) shows the expression of non-​
feminine gender in the choice of the determiner, the suffix on the adjective, and the subject 
prefix on the verb.

(9) Warekéna do Xiê
eta enami weduana-​ɾi i-​tapa-​pa
dem.dist.nf.sg man good-​nf 3sg.nf-​come-​redup
 ‘That good man is coming’

(Aikhenvald 2012: 283)

In general, gender marking and classifiers appear as independent but parallel systems in 
Arawak languages (10).

(10)  Ashéninka Perené
ant-​atz-​i-​ro o-​shinki-​a-​te
3nm.a.make-​prog-​real-​3nm.o 3nm.poss-​corn-​clf:liquid-​poss
 ‘She was making her fermented corn drink’

 (Mihas 2015: 416)

5  Some Arawak languages, including Trinitario, Ignaciano, and Paliku﻿́r, show a ternary contrast, with 
masculine and feminine for humans, and a third nonhuman category (Aikhenvald and Green 1998; 
Rose 2015). Other Arawak languages do not have a grammatical gender distinction, such as Paunaka 
(Terhart 2022).
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In (10), the person indexes on the verb show non-​masculine gender agreement with the 
subject and object, and on the noun with the possessor, but the classifier -​a on the noun is 
selected for the (here, temporary) physical characteristics of the nominal referent it associates 
with. When gender marking and classifiers appear in the same context with the same referent, 
their categorization differs. In (11), the Achagua numeral for ‘one’ carries both a classifier for 
mammals and a gender marker for masculine.

(11)  Achagua
aaba-​na-​i auli
one-​clf:mammal-​m dog
 ‘one male dog’

(Aikhenvald 2019: 105)

In summary, gender marking and classifier systems in Arawak languages differ in their mor-
phological slot, semantics, assignment mechanism, and, partially, in their hosts. A different 
issue is whether and how the semantic category of gender may be relevant within the classifier 
systems, discussed in Section 24.3.3.

24.3.  Semantics
The classifiers in the Arawak systems express varied semantics, including general and specific 
meanings; there are also unique classifiers, used with only one item. In the following subsections, 
we discuss classifiers following Aikhenvald’s (2000) three-​way distinction, considering physical 
properties (Section 24.3.1), function (Section 24.3.2), and animacy (Section 24.3.3).6

Note that cross-​linguistic discussion of classifier meanings is often limited by translation is-
sues, and a lack of detail in semantic descriptions, which sometimes even restrict the complex 
semantics of a class to a one-​word gloss. Glosses may be an attempt to capture the parameters 
of meaning of the classifier system, or they may be based on a core or frequent item the classi-
fier is used with.

24.3.1.  Physical properties
Many Arawak classifiers denote the physical properties of a referent. Given the broad scope of 
this category, it is necessary to discuss these in terms of a number of sub-​parameters, following 
Aikhenvald (2000: 272–​3). Although these are discussed in turn, multiple parameters may to-
gether form the meaning of a classifier, so they should be seen as components of meaning 
rather than distinguished classes (Adams and Conklin 1973: 2; see also Shepard 1997: 44 with 
regard to Machiguenga).

extendedness, often split as 1D/​long, 2D/​flat, and 3D/​spherical, is a common param-
eter. For example, a classifier with the form -​pi (Baure, Tariana, Ashéninka Perené, Trinitario, 
Cabiyari﻿́, Waurá, Baniwa do Içana),7 -​p (Yanesha’), or -​hi (Pareci﻿́s, Terena8), denotes long 
and thin referents. It often associates with rope-​like elements, expressing consistency (flex-
ibility). There are also two widespread forms for flatness, -​ta (Ashéninka Perené, Yanesha’, 

6  For a broader discussion of the semantic assignment of both gender and classifiers, see Kramer, this 
volume.

7  Data on Cabiyarí, Waurá, and Baniwa do Içana are from Aikhenvald (2019).
8  Aikhenvald (2019).
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Paliku﻿́r, Yucuna, Wapishana) and -​kwa (Pareci﻿́s, Paliku﻿́r, Tariana, Baniwa do Içana, Achagua, 
Cabiyari﻿́, Yawalapiti﻿́, Waurá).9 Spherical shapes are also well represented through the Arawak 
classifier systems, although associated with various forms, some of which are given in (12).

(12)  -​iro ‘clf:round’ Baure
-​ina ‘clf:spherical’ Ashéninka Perené
-​si ‘clf:sphere’ Trinitario

interioricity, or boundedness, refers to “the way an entity differentiates its inside from 
its outside” (Aikhenvald 2000: 273). A classifier with meanings related to containment is 
found with the forms -​ako (Pareci﻿́s, Ashéninka Perené), -​iku (Paliku﻿́r), -​riko (Apurinã), -​ku 
(Trinitario).

size appears less often in the Arawak classifier systems, and usually alongside another char-
acteristic, as in the form -​na found in Ashéninka Perené (‘long hollow’).

consistency refers primarily to whether a referent is flexible or rigid (Aikhenvald 2000). 
It is often a component of classifiers that otherwise denote dimension, as in the classifier -​pi 
‘long and thin’ already mentioned. Example (13) shows classifiers in Machiguenga that express 
consistency alongside size and shape characteristics.

(13) -​kitso ‘clf:small, round, hard’ Machiguenga
-​motia ‘clf:small, round, soft’ Machiguenga

constitution refers to a referent’s physical state, such as its liquidity or solidity 
(Aikhenvald 2000: 273). A widespread classifier, found with the form -​sa (Baure), -​za (Pareci﻿́s, 
Wapishana), -​Vs (Yanesha’), -​ã (Apurinã), -​aa (Ashéninka Perené), or -​ʔaanú (Resígaro), 
denotes liquids (see Dunn 2022: 50–​1 for discussion of relatedness), while other languages 
have forms such as -​omo/​-​e (Trinitario), -​aro (Baure), or -​pẽ (Apurinã).

Finally, a widespread classifier which can denote the material of a referent has the  
form -​mo (Baure, Trinitario), -​am-​/​-​omo-​ (Yanesha’), or -​maka (Tariana), with the meaning 
fabric, or clothing. As is common for classifiers encoding physical properties, most of these 
forms show semantic extension: in Trinitario, the form is used with ‘fabric,’ ‘paper,’ ‘clouds,’ 
‘skin,’ and ‘dogs (lying down),’ alongside many other examples.

There are two further semantic categories which denote physical properties and that are 
common in the Arawak classifiers: plants or plant-​parts, and body-​parts. Such classifiers 
usually encompass generic or major parts, such as seed or tree for plants, or leg, face, hand, 
for bodies. However, some languages, particularly those with larger classifier sets, include 
forms with more specific meanings: ‘banana’ (Baure), ‘low bush’ (Tariana), ‘back of the hand’ 
(Yanesha’). There is a tendency to extend classifiers related to plant-​ and body-​parts to asso-
ciate with referents that share a shape with the relevant part (14, 15).

(14) Apurinã
a. ãã-​muna b. lãtehna-​muna

plant-​clf:log.of flashlight-​clf:log.of
 ‘tree trunk’  ‘flashlight tube’

 (Facundes 2000: 170–​1)

9  Data on Baniwa do Içana, Achagua, Cabiyarí, Yawalapití, and Waurá are from Aikhenvald (2019).
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(15) Tariana
sidu-​kawa
arrow-​clf:leg
 ‘the long part of an arrow’

 (Aikhenvald 2003: 91)

Classifiers denoting body-​parts can also form single item sets. In Trinitario, there are classifiers 
for digits, foot, hand, face, and eye, most of which can only be used to refer to these items (Rose 
2024: 63–​4). Classifiers associated with body-​parts may apply to humans and animals.

24.3.2.  Function
Although most classifiers in the Arawak systems denote physical properties, there are also 
classifiers that denote the function of the referent, particularly in languages with larger classi-
fier sets. Classifiers denoting function can relate to housing, transportation, and edibility (16).

(16) -​dapana ‘clf:habitation’ Tariana
-​whya ‘clf:canoe/​transport’ Tariana
-​éygan ‘clf:(non-​flesh) food’ Garifuna

Garifuna’s small set of relational classifiers are used in the possessive construction to host 
possessive person markers. All Garifuna relational classifiers have meanings that relate to the 
function of the possessed item (Haurholm-​Larsen 2016: 7–​11); this is in line with Grinevald’s 
(2000) typology, which notes that classifiers in possessive constructions often have functional 
semantics.

24.3.3.  Animacy
Arawak classifiers are usually neutral in terms of animacy: the classifiers described in the pre-
vious sections are not, generally, restricted to inanimate referents. This is exemplified in (17), 
where Machiguenga classifiers can associate with both animate and inanimate referents.

(17) Machiguenga
a.  pa<kitso-​t>iro shinki

one<clf:seed-​inan>one corn
‘one corn kernel’

b. pa<kitso-​n>iro sagari
one<clf:seed-​anim>one mouse
 ‘one mouse’

(Shepard 1997: 42–​3)

Nevertheless, it has been observed for Enawené-​Nawé that classifiers are used more fre-
quently with inanimate referents, which are not covered by gender (Reis 2023: 93).

Animals are generally classified according to their shape, as, like many languages of the 
world (Adams and Conklin 1973: 4), Arawak languages do not have specific classes for ani-
mals. In Machiguenga, animals are grouped under different categories according to analogy 
with inanimate objects, based on the size and shape of the animal (Shepard 1997: 44); a sim-
ilar categorization by size and shape is also seen in Trinitario (Rose 2024: 61–​2).
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However, some Arawak classifiers do have an animacy component. Paliku﻿́r has a classifier 
‘animate’ (-​p, -​pit). Classifiers denoting humanness are found in Trinitario (-​na), Baure (-​no), 
Yanesha’ (-​n-​), and Yucuna (-​ja). Animacy is also implied in the meaning of classifiers that ex-
press gender, almost only found in the northwest Amazonian region. As discussed in Sections 
24.1.2 and 24.2.3, most Arawak languages express grammatical gender in person indexes for the 
arguments of the verb or the possessor of a noun; this system operates independently of the clas-
sifier system.10 In Tariana, the same feminine/​non-​feminine contrast can be marked through 
grammatical gender in third person indexes, and in classifiers. In (18), the person prefix du-​ on 
the verb agrees in gender (and number) with the feminine subject; the demonstrative and nu-
meral both take a classifier -​ma, which also expresses the gender of the same referent.

(18) Tariana
ha-​ma inaru pa-​ma du-​nu-​pidana di-​na
dem.inan-​clf:f woman one-​clf:f 3sgf-​come-​rem.p.rep 3sg.nf-​obj
‘This one woman reportedly came to him [ . . . ].’

(Aikhenvald 2019: 106)

Therefore, although grammatical gender and classifiers have different forms and targets, 
they can express the same semantics and may have the same referent (Aikhenvald 2019).

24.4.  Morphosyntax: a multilocus system
Typologies categorize classifiers by the locus on which they appear, which include numerals, 
nouns, verbs, demonstratives, articles, and locative and possessive constructions (Aikhenvald 
1994b; Grinevald 2000, 2002). Cross-​linguistically, classifiers often only appear on one locus, 
and the literature highlights differences between classifiers in different loci. By contrast, some 
languages use a single set of classifiers with multiple loci; the term “multiple classifier systems” 
is widely applied to such systems in the South American context (Aikhenvald 2000). However, 
some authors use this term for systems with different sets of classifiers operating over different 
loci (Grinevald and Seifart 2004; Van der Voort 2018). To avoid this ambiguity, we refer to sys-
tems with one set of classifiers operating in different loci as “multilocus classifier systems.”

Most Arawak classifier systems are multilocus, with numerals, nouns, nominal modifiers, 
and verbs forming the core of these systems. A multilocus classifier system is illustrated in (19) 
with the Nanti classifier -​ki ~ -​gi ‘clf.seed’ on a numeral (a), a verb (b), an adjective (c), and a 
noun (d).

(19)  Nanti
a. pite<ki>ti

two<clf:seed>two
 ‘two (e.g. beads)’

b. i=​p-​a-​gi-​t-​i=​na
3m.s=​give-​ep-​clf:seed-​ep-​real=​1o
 ‘He gave me (e.g. a bead).’

10  There is very little formal overlap between the classifiers denoting gender and the person indexes 
which express gender (Section 24.1.2), although some hints can be seen in the appearance of the Proto-​
Arawak gender markers in the classifiers of some languages (see Aikhenvald 2019: 113, 115).
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c.  kiraha<ki>ri
red<clf:seed>red
‘red (e.g. beads)’

d. chobaNkiri-​ki
job’s.tears.plant-​clf:seed
 ‘Job’s Tears (Coix lacryma-​jobi) seed’

 (Michael 2008: 332)

Table 24.3 summarizes the classifier distribution in the 30 of the 33 Arawak lan-
guages with classifiers in this study using at least one of the four major loci, with attested 
loci shaded gray. It reveals that the four loci host classifiers relatively equally within 
the family, although the nominal locus is slightly more common. This goes against pre-
vious assertions that numerals were the most common locus in the family (Aikhenvald 
2019 for Northwest Amazonia; Dunn 2022 and Miranda 2020 for cross-​family  
samples).

Twenty-​two languages in Table 24.3 have multilocus classifier systems; that is, they show 
the same set of classifiers in at least two of the loci. Seven other languages show classifiers 
in one locus only. Additionally, Paliku﻿́r has different sets of classifiers operating in different 
loci, seemingly a unique case among the Arawak languages. In that language, classifiers 
vary in form and meaning between numeral, verbal (transitive or stative), locative, and 
possessive hosts (see Aikhenvald and Green (1998) for a full description). There are also 
languages that only show classifiers outside the four major loci (Section 24.4.4), usually in a 
single locus. This is the case in Garifuna, Island Carib, and Lokono, which are not included 
in Table 24.3.

Below, we present in turn the main loci of the Arawak multilocus classifier systems: 
numerals (Section 24.4.1), nominals and nominal modifiers (Section 24.4.2), and verbs 
(Section 24.4.3). Some less common loci are discussed in Section 24.4.4.

24.4.1.  Numeral
Classifiers attach to numerals in 21 languages, generally by suffixing, more rarely by 
prefixing or infixing (Section 24.2.1). They are either obligatory, as in Baure, where they 
appear with numerals (20) and quantifiers, or optional, as in Ashéninka Perené. In some 
languages, like Baure and Trinitario, classifiers combine with both native and borrowed 
numerals, in others, like Yucuna and Warekéna do Xiê, they are restricted to native 
numerals.

(20) Baure
roti’ ro=​einisa po<po>š him pitir piti’
3sg.m 3sg.m=​fish one<clf:tiny>one fish 2sg.poss 2sg
 ‘He caught one fish for you’

(Danielsen 2007: 139)
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11  Table 24.3 considers both optional and obligatory classifier positions; this is further discussed in 
Section 24.5.2.

24.4.2.  Nominal (and modifier)
The 20 multilocus classifier systems that use classifiers on modifiers also use them on nouns; 
a further four use classifiers on nouns but not on modifiers (21). Classifier-​hosting modifiers 
can include adjectives (22), demonstratives (23), or other nominal modifiers. Languages may 
restrict classifiers to one modifier type or allow them more broadly.

TABLE 24.3  Morphosyntactic distribution of Arawak classifiers11

Language Numeral Noun Modifier Verb

Achagua

Apurinã

Ashéninka Perené

Baniwa do Içana

Baure

Cabiyari﻿́

Caquinte

Enawené-​Nawé

Ignaciano

Iñapari

Machiguenga

Machinere

Mehina﻿́ku

Nanti

Nomatsiguenga

Paliku﻿́r

Pareci﻿́s

Paunaka

Piapoco

Resígaro

Tariana

Terena

Trinitario

Wapishana

Warekéna do Xiê

Waura﻿́

Xiriâna

Yanesha’

Yawalapiti﻿́

Yucuna

Total 21 24 20 20
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(21) Mehina﻿́ku
katɨka-​ja
cold-​clf:liquid
 ‘cold water’

 (De Felipe 2020: 293)

(22) Ashéninka Perené
p-​amen-​i antaro-​meni kotsiro
2s-​look-​irr big-​clf:flat.triangular machete
‘Look for a machete with a big blade.’

(Mihas 2015: 423)

(23) Pareci﻿́s
eze-​tse n=​aikoli kawe-​ta
this-​clf:small 1sg=​tooth 3sg.hurt-​ipfv
‘This tooth hurts.’

(Brandão 2014: 195)

24.4.3.  Verbal
Classifiers are found on verbs in 20 languages. They usually associate with the unique argument 
of intransitive verbs or the patient-​like argument of transitive verbs, following an absolutive 
basis well identified for verbal classifiers (Aikhenvald 2000: 162; Grinevald 2004: 1023). In 
some Arawak languages, the classifiers can also associate with a peripheral participant (see 
for example Admiraal 2016; Brandão 2015; Michael 2008; Rose 2019, 2024; Shepard 1997).12 
Example (24) shows how verbal classifiers associate with S (a), P (b), or a peripheral participant 
(c) in Nanti. This example also shows that the classifier either co-​occurs with a noun expressing 
the referent it categorizes (c), or occurs without such a noun (a, b) (see Section 24.5.5).

(24)  Nanti
a.  o=​maka-​kita-​an-​ak-​i

3nmS=​rot-​clf:mat-​abl-​pfv-​real
 ‘It began to rot (speaking of a mat).’

b. no=​sagu-​boki-​i
1S=​throw.water.on-​clf:fire-​real
 ‘I am throwing water on the fire.’

c. hara no=​pirini-​se-​a kipatsi
neg.irr 1S =​ sit-​clf:mass-​real ground
‘I will not sit on the ground.’

(Michael 2008: 333)

The regular association of some classifiers with peripheral participants made possible 
the development of an applicative function in Trinitario’s classifiers (Rose 2019). In (25), the 

12  More morphemes, such as directional or locative suffixes (see for example Terhart 2022:236–​38), 
might be considered classifiers, were this syntactic association better recognized.
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location ‘in the water’ is not expressed as a prepositional phrase, but as an object of the pred-
icate, which is here transitivized by the presence of the classifier. A similar development has 
been attested in Kampan languages (Mihas 2009).

(25) Trinitario
to kwoyu  t(a)-​ow-​e-​ko to 'une
art.nh horse 3nh-​be-​clf:liquid-​act art.nh water
‘The horse is in the water.’

(Rose 2019: 436)

A unique case is seen in Paliku﻿́r, which has two sets of verbal classifiers: one associates 
with the subject of stative verbs, and the other to the object of a transitive verb. The 
two sets share the same semantics and overlap in their forms (Aikhenvald and Green 
1998: 462).

24.4.4.  Other loci
The loci mentioned above are those commonly found in the multilocus classifier systems of 
Arawak languages. Other loci are also found and may operate independently of the multilocus 
system, showing different forms and meanings. Some Arawak languages make use of classifiers 
within possessive constructions, using generic terms in the position of the possessor to classify 
non-​possessible nouns in an indirect possessive construction (Section 24.1.2). This can occur 
in two ways. Paliku﻿́r (Aikhenvald and Green 1998), Garifuna (Haurholm-​Larsen 2016: 56–​
61), Xiriâna (Ramirez 1992: 46), and possibly Wapishana (Dos Santos 2006: 121–​5) make use 
of an independent classifier which can host possessive person markers, as in (26).13

(26) Garifuna
n-​ilûgün ównli
1sg-​clf:pet dog
 ‘my dog’

 (Haurholm-​Larsen 2016: 56–​61)

In other languages, such as Tariana (Aikhenvald 2003: 87) and Baniwa do Içana (Ramirez 
2001: 310), classifiers are affixes that add to a generic possessive element which itself serves as 
an intermediate in the indirect possessive construction (see Section 24.1.2), like classifier -​kha 
on possessive item ya in (27).

(27) Tariana
nu-​ya-​kha kule-​kha
1sg-​poss-​clf:curved fishing.tool-​clf:curved
 ‘my fishing line’

(Aikhenvald 2003: 87)

13  Other languages use generic nouns in the indirect construction, but these have not been described as 
possessive classifiers (e.g., Álvarez 2016: 17 on Paraujano; Hanson 2010: 125–​6 on Yine). It is often the case 
that one of the generic terms is for ‘animal’.
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Finally, in Paliku﻿́r and Lokono (Aikhenvald 2000: 172–​4), a series of adpositions have been 
described as locative classifiers: they differ for the class of their object, that is, the ground 
relative to which a figure is located.14 This locus is rare within the Arawak family and cross-​
linguistically, and whether it should be considered a typological category in its own right is a 
matter of debate (see Epps and Obert 2022 for discussion).

In Lokono, four forms are translatable as ‘in’ (28). These include a generic term -​loko 
for various types of containers, and three specific ones: -​roko for surfaces, -​rako for fluids  
and -​koloko for volatile elements, fire, or ashes (Patte 2003: 53–​4; Pet 1987: 37–​8).

(28) Lokono
a. lo-​warhiwarhi-​ja lo-​khabo-​roko-​ka

3m-​fan-​dep 3m-​hand-​in.clf:surface-​retr
‘His fan [is] in his hand’

b. thu-​dukha oni-​rako l(u)-​uja
3nm-​see water-​in.clf:liquid 3nm-​image
 ‘She sees her image in the water’

c. to peero balisa-​koloko-​ka
deic.nm dog ash-​in.clf:fire-​retr
 ‘The dog is in the ashes.’

 (Patte 2003: 54–​5)

Finally, some languages, like Baniwa do Içana (29), show classifiers with interrogatives. In 
Trinitario and Baure (Danielsen 2007: 366; Rose 2024: 74), this is restricted to quantitative 
interrogatives, which can be related to the numeral locus (Section 24.4.1).

(29) Baniwa do Içana
kʊame+​ɻi-​iita atsiNaɹi
how+​name-​clf:human man
 ‘Which man?’

(Ramirez 2020: 207)

24.5.  Functions
South American classifier systems are often described as having classification/​categoriza-
tion, derivation, and agreement functions (see Aikhenvald 2000; Payne 2007; Seifart 2010; 
Wojtylak 2016, for example; and discussion in Rose and Van linden 2022), and as such 
Krasnoukhova (2012) describes them as multifunctional. The present work takes some dis-
tance from these often-​invoked functions of classifiers. First, we follow François’ (1999) idea 
that while classifiers have a classifying effect, this is not their primary function. Second, 
we argue instead that they have a qualification or property assignment function. Third, we 
discuss whether the agreement-​like features of the Arawak classifier systems should be 
considered agreement. Fourth, we insist on the discourse functions of classifiers, which are 

14  Miranda (2020) also describes these for Baure and Mehináku. For Baure, the analysis is not straightforward 
as the classifier in question looks like a plain nominal modifier. For Mehina﻿́ku, De Felipe (2020) considers that 
four of the nominal classifiers have a locative/​postpositional function, but the lack of semantic description of this 
function makes it difficult to determine what the classifiers distinguish.
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often mentioned but rarely studied. Consequently, we will discuss here the functions of qual-
ification (Section 24.5.1), agreement (Section 24.5.2), derivation (or word formation, Section 
24.5.3), individuation (Section 24.5.4), and discourse functions (Section 24.5.5). A rare func-
tion is applicativization, already discussed in Section 24.4.3.

24.5.1.  Qualification
The qualification (or property assignment) function can be found with nouns (30), with 
adjectives (31), and with verbs (32). In (30), the Trinitario classifier -​si ‘clf:sphere’ attaches 
to the noun to clarify the type of stone being referred to. Example (31), in turn, illustrates how 
Tariana classifiers -​puna ‘clf:road’ and -​ipa ‘clf:big.open.space’ on the adjective ‘big’ qualify 
the head noun ‘garden.’

(30) Trinitario
mári-​si
stone-​clf:sphere
 ‘round stone’

 (Rose and Van linden 2022: 23)

(31) Tariana
a.  hinipuku han-​ipa

garden big-​clf:big.open.space
 ‘big garden (viewed as a large space)’

b. hinipuku hanu-​puna
garden big-​clf:road
 ‘big garden (viewed as a road)’

 (Aikhenvald 2003: 118)

In the Arawak languages, there is in general no systematic association between a par-
ticular noun and a particular classifier (although some associations may be favored), as 
there might be in a noun class system; the selection of a classifier for qualification usu-
ally depends on the speaker’s intention, and on what (inherent or temporary) property the 
speaker intends to highlight in the referent. This makes the relationship between noun and 
classifier somewhat similar to the relationship between noun and adjective. In Trinitario, 
classifiers are used more commonly than adjectives for qualification; adjectives are pre-
ferred for size, age, value, and emotion, and classifiers tend to encode shape, consistency, 
and interiority.

Free association between classifiers and referents allows one noun to be associated with 
a number of classifiers during discourse. The requalification of a referent occurs when the 
referent’s physical properties evolve through time, or when the speaker adopts a different 
perspective of the same referent. Example (32), taken from the same speech, shows how the 
classifiers -​mo ‘flat, flexible’ and -​muri ‘group’ highlight different aspects of the same referent, 
who is stable in time.

(32) Trinitario
a. n-​om-​a jmani pak-​tataj-​ono t-​ijane-​mo-​no

1sg-​take-​irr dem dog-​desp-​pl 3-​stink-​clf:fabric-​pl
‘They (the men) could take (for a hunt) these damned (skinny) dogs that stink.’
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b.  eto n(a)-​om-​muu-​ꞌ-​a=​aꞌi=​ni
3nh 3pl-​take-​clf:group-​act-​irr=​ipfv=​frust
‘‎‎They (the men) could have taken the dogs (as a group).’

(Rose 2024: 97)

24.5.2.  Agreement
Agreement is often presented as a function of Arawak classifiers because classifiers, which cat-
egorize a nominal referent, can be hosted on other elements than a noun within the clause. A 
striking illustration of this is (33), where the same Tariana classifier occurs on six hosts within the 
same clause: a demonstrative, a numeral, a noun, the possessive root ya, an adjective, and a verb.

(33)  Tariana
ha-​dapana pa-​dapana na-​tape-​dapana
dem:inan-​clf:house one-​clf:house 3pl-​medicine-​clf:house

na-​ya-​dapana hanu-​dapana heku
3pl-​poss-​clf:house big-​clf:house wood
na-​ni-​ni-​dapana-​mahka
3pl-​make-​topic.advancing.voice-​clf:house-​recent.past.non.visual
‘This one big hospital of theirs has been made of wood.’

(Aikhenvald 2000: 204)

However, several Arawak language descriptions (such as Brandão 2015; Mihas 2019; Rose 
2024; Terhart and Sell 2016) highlight that this is not agreement, or at least not canonical 
agreement, for two reasons.

First, classifier use is rarely obligatory. Rose (2024: 72) calculates that 3 percent of nouns,  
6 percent of verbs, 10 percent of adjectives, and 78 percent of numerals within a large sample of 
Trinitario texts carry a classifier. This optional use of classifiers undermines the agreement analysis.

Second, the selection of a classifier in association with a particular noun is not rigid (Section 
24.5.1), as would be expected from an agreement pattern. This is visible in (34), when the same 
noun triggers different classifiers on the same predicate.

(34) Trinitario
a. t-​i﻿́to-​gi to wkugi

3-​be_​bare-​clf:cylindrical art.nh tree
‘The trunk of the tree is bare.’

b. t-​íto-​si to wkugi
3-​be_​bare-​clf:sphere art.nh tree
‘The crown of the tree is bare.’

 (Rose 2024: 90)

24.5.3.  Derivation
The construction N-​clf is found throughout the Arawak family to denote an entity or type 
different from that denoted by the nominal root; that is, with a derivational function (35, 36).

(35) xamu-​panhi ‘fire-​clf:powder’ ‘ash’
(Apurinã, Facundes 2000: 172)
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(36) mapocha-​mashi ‘papaya-​clf:flat.broad’ ‘papaya field’
(Ashéninka Perené, Mihas 2015: 417)

In a number of South American languages, classifiers have been identified as nominalizers 
(see, for instance, Van der Voort 2018 on the southwestern Amazonian region). This type of 
derivation has also been found in some Arawak languages: Pareci﻿́s (Brandão 2014), where 
they can nominalize stative verbs (37), and Kampan languages (Mihas 2019). In other Arawak 
languages, classifiers regularly associate with nominalizing morphology, as in Trinitario (Rose 
2024: 79–​80), or Baniwa do Içana (Ramirez 2001: 307), where the object nominalizer -​ni must 
be followed by a classifier (38).

(37) Pareci﻿́s
wiya-​li
be.sweet-​clf:round
 ‘candy’

 (Brandão 2014: 194)

(38) Baniwa do Içana
aapi no-​(i)inoa-​ni-​khaa aa-​t̪oa-​ni inipo-​ɺiko
snake 1sg-​kill-​o.nmlz-​clf:snake be-​perst-​3nfsg path-​in
 ‘The snake that I killed is on the path.’

 (Ramirez 2001: 307)

24.5.4.  Individuation
A marginal use of classifiers in the Arawak family is the creation of countable nouns from un-
countable ones, seen at least in Resígaro, Tariana, and Baniwa do Içana. In these languages, 
nouns with inanimate referents are unspecified for number (Seifart 2012b: 485–​6); the ad-
dition of a classifier gives a singular reading and allows the noun to be used with number 
marking for a plural reading. In (39), the addition of the Tariana classifier -​kha creates an indi-
vidual referent of a new type from a mass noun.

(39)  Tariana
episi ‘iron’
*episi-​pe ‘iron-​pl’
episi-​kha ‘iron-​clf:curved’ ‘iron wire’
episi-​kha-​pe ‘iron-​clf:curved-​pl’ ‘iron wires’

 (Aikhenvald 2003: 101)

24.5.5.  Discourse functions
Descriptions specify that classifiers on hosts other than nouns do not necessarily co-​occur 
with an associated noun phrase and may even occur more often without one.15 Classifiers are 
then often said to have an anaphoric function (see, e.g., Brandão 2015): the classifier refers 

15  A corpus-​study of seven Trinitario texts has shown that out of the 76 classifiers to occur on verbs, 80 
percent occur without an associated noun phrase (Rose 2024: 102).
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back to an already given participant (40a). Examination of Trinitario discourse data (Rose 
2019, 2024: 101–​5) shows that classifiers on verbs without an associated NP may also introduce 
new non-​topical referents (40b). In both cases, classifiers have a backgrounding function.

(40) Trinitario
a. na-​nok=​po to muiji,

3pl-​put-​act=​pfv art.nh straw

n(a)-​oktaya-​ji-​k=​po
3pl-​step_​on-​clf:amorphous-​act=​pfv
 ‘They put down the straw, they step on it.’

b. v-​eja-​pue-​gi-​a
1pl-​sit-​clf:ground-​act-​irr
 ‘Let’s sit down (on the floor).’

 (Rose 2024: 102–​3)

In contrast, Trinitario classifiers on verbs co-​occurring with a noun phrase foreground the 
participant referred to by the NP, either to introduce a new participant or to reactivate an old 
one. Example (41a) shows a classifier introducing an overt noun phrase as a new participant, 
while (41b) offers a new mention of a referent given previously in the text and presented again 
after a side sequence. More corpus-​based studies are needed to investigate whether the dis-
course functions of classifiers are similar in other Arawak languages (see for example Mihas 
2019; Terhart and Sell 2016).

(41) Trinitario
a. t(a)-​appu﻿́-​ꞌe-​ko pjuena s-​juꞌe

3nh-​swell-​clf:convex-​act dem 3f-​stomach
‘Her stomach swelled.’

b. ta-​ni-​k-​'o to 'santi
3nh-​burn-​clf:path-​act art.nh field
 ‘It (the fire) burns the field.’

 (Rose 2019: 442–​3)

24.6.  Diachrony
There is much to be investigated on Arawak classifiers from a diachronic perspective; their 
origin, and whether they developed during the Proto-​Arawak stage or later, remains subject 
to debate, as do the development stages of their multilocus distribution. In this section we will 
present reconstructions of the Arawak classifier systems at both the Proto-​Arawak level and 
at the subfamily level (Section 24.6.1), before discussing likely sources of classifiers (Section 
24.6.2), and their paths of development (Section 24.6.3). The role contact played in their de-
velopment will be discussed in Section 24.6.4.

24.6.1.  Reconstructions
Attempts to date the Arawak classifiers to Proto-​Arawak have been hindered by the lack of 
agreement around the internal structure of the Arawak family. This section will begin with 
presenting the subfamily reconstructions and cognancies, before turning to the attempts to 
trace the classifier systems to Proto-​Arawak.
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A number of low-​level reconstructions and correspondence sets of classifiers have focused 
on the South and Southwestern Arawak subgroup. In the Kampa languages, Mihas (2019: 50) 
identifies a core set of classifier forms with “nearly identical basic meanings, and in many cases, 
overlapping semantic extensions” without offering reconstructions. These 29 classifiers catego-
rize noun referents by shape, substance, or arrangement. De Carvalho (2021) proposes the recon-
struction of two classifiers -​ke ‘wood, stick’ and -​kɨ ‘seed’ for Proto-​Purus, on the basis of cognate 
forms in Yine, Apurinã, and Iñapari. For Proto-​Mamoré-​Guaporé, Jolkesky (2016) proposes 17 
reconstructed classifiers that categorize the referent by shape, biological category, and consistency.

For the northwestern Amazonian Arawak languages, Aikhenvald (2019) argues that 
classifiers have developed at the subgroup level (Aikhenvald 2019: 115–​16; see Section 24.6.3 
for further discussion). She presents 11 sets of corresponding classifiers that are shared between 
Baniwa do Içana, Tariana, Achagua, Yucuna, and Xiriâna. Of these sets, only two appear in all 
five languages (-​na, meaning ‘vertical, long,’ ‘mammals,’ or ‘tree,’ and -​(i)wa, meaning ‘(small) 
holes,’ ‘round,’ or ‘hammock’). Ten of the 11 have cognates in Arawak languages outside the area.

There have been two attempts at reconstructing the classifier system at the level of the whole 
family. Payne (1991b) compared 23 Arawak languages to propose two Proto-​Arawak classifiers. 
Dunn (2022) later reconstructed 12 classifiers, on the basis of 11 Arawak languages (one from each 
branch of Aikhenvald’s (1999) classification).16 These reconstructions are given in Table 24.4; the 
first two are proposed by both Payne (1991b) and Dunn (2022).

24.6.2.  Sources
It is widely proposed that Arawak classifiers come from nouns (Aikhenvald 1994a; Dunn 2022;  
Payne 1991b), but Mihas (2019: 50) has also suggested possible verbal sources for two Kampan  

TABLE 24.4  Proto-​Arawak classifiers and possible lexical sources17

Reconstructed classifier Meaning Reconstructed noun Meaning

**pi ‘long, thin (snake shaped)’ **pi or aphi ‘snake’

**Vku /​ -​ako ‘recipient, hole/​container’ ** kopi-​thi ‘ceramic cooking pot’

**kig ‘pointed’

**na ‘large, long’

**pa/​ap ‘long and curved’

**sV ‘oval’

**ta ‘1D (flat)’

**kwa ‘1D (flat)’

**sa ‘liquid’ **isa-​pha ‘wet’

**panhi ‘powder’ **pha/​e-​ne ‘dust, ash’

**ma ‘cloth’

**chi ‘moon’

16  Only 5 of these 12 classifiers are found in at least 5 of the languages in Dunn’s sample, and all require 
further investigation.

17  The first was proposed as the lexical source of the classifier by Payne (1991b, 1991a), the others were 
suggested as possible lexical sources by Dunn (2022) based on the lexical reconstructions given in Payne 
(1991a).
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classifiers. As discussed in Section 24.3.1, one nominal source of classifiers is plant and body  
part terms, which become classifiers denoting physical properties. Lexical sources have been  
identified for four of the reconstructed classifiers—​these are also listed in Table 24.4.

24.6.3.  Paths of development
It is commonly proposed that classifiers develop cross-​linguistically from nouns through 
compounding or noun incorporation (Aikhenvald 2000; Mithun 1986: 395; Seifart 2010). 
Nominal compounds are also referred to in discussions of individual Arawak classifier sys-
tems (see, e.g., Brandão 2014; Danielsen 2007).

Aikhenvald (2019) proposes two possible developmental paths for the northwestern 
Amazonian Arawak classifiers. First, the predominance of classifiers in the numeral position 
suggests that this could be the oldest locus for the languages of the northwestern Amazonian 
region (although see our discussion in Section 24.4). Second, obligatorily possessed nouns 
used in the second position in compounds led to the use of classifiers on number words and 
other loci through alliterative agreement (Aikhenvald 2019: 115; see Section 24.5.2 for our dis-
cussion on agreement).

The numeral position was also predominant in Dunn’s (2022) cross-​family sample, and on 
this basis, she proposed one possible developmental path for the whole Arawak family: that 
classifiers developed first in the numeral position and expanded through compound, agree-
ment, and incorporation constructions.

It is also possible that classifiers have grammaticalized independently in several loci, 
reinforcing this grammaticalization process by analogy among these contexts. Rose and 
Van linden (2022) offer a specific source construction for each of the loci of classifiers in 
Trinitario, namely N-​N compounds and noun incorporation for nominal and verbal loci, 
respectively, but also ADJ-​N and NUM-​N compounds for adjectival and numeral loci. 
Given that bound nouns are commonly found in compounds, they provide a good source 
for classifiers. Currently, a solid comparative and reconstructive study of these potential 
source constructions at the family level is still missing, so that it is for now impossible to posit 
whether this potential scenario could have applied at the Proto-​Arawak level, or independ-
ently in branches.

Another question is whether classifiers form an open or closed group; that is, whether new 
classifiers can be coined. This is often difficult to measure, and relevant information may be 
unavailable for some languages. Dunn (2022: 56) proposes a situation in which “after diver-
sification of the daughter languages, the system became a closed classifier system and the use 
of full nouns (and some grammaticalized forms) was lost,” and this is reflected in languages 
with closed systems, such as Pareci﻿́s (Brandão 2014: 198). However, many languages have open 
systems: Aikhenvald (2003: 119) views the Tariana classifier system as open, since “almost any 
noun can be used in the same context as a classifier,” and Danielsen (2007: 145) specifically 
notes the coining of new classifiers, including from Spanish loans, by Baure speakers. Based 
on the diachrony of the Trinitario classifiers, we argue that classifiers have developed from 
nouns in various cycles. This has been possible because their source constructions continue 
to be active. If grammaticalization pathways remain productive, the classifier paradigm could 
still be open. It is even the case that some Arawak languages may be at the very earliest stage 
of classifier development; that is, languages with a subset of nouns used with a classificatory 
function like Yine.
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24.6.4.  Contact
The Arawak languages spread over a number of linguistic areas of which classifiers are a fea-
ture, particularly across Northwest and Southwest Amazonia.18 Despite the proposals of Payne 
(1991b) and Dunn (2022) that Proto-​Arawak featured a classifier system, it is also clear that 
contact has played a role in the subsequent development of these systems.

Within the Amazonian contact zone, lexical borrowing is generally avoided, but in some 
cases, “grammatical borrowing even includes the transfer of bound morphology, most no-
tably that associated with nominal classification” (Epps and Michael 2017: 955). Classifier 
borrowing is attested in one Arawak language: Resígaro has borrowed around 36 out of 56 
forms from Bora (Boran) (Seifart 2007). Overall, structural borrowing appears to be more 
common. First, Tariana (Arawak) likely began to use classifiers with demonstratives and in 
possessive constructions under influence from Tukano (Tukanoan) (Aikhenvald 2012: 297), 
and Kubeo (Tukanoan) likely extended the use of shape-​based classifiers and the feminine 
classifier to faunal nouns under influence from Baniwa do Içana (Arawak) (Gomez-​Imbert 
1996). Second, Palikúr’s possessive classifiers may have developed as a result of diffusion 
from North Carib languages (Aikhenvald 2012: 95). Third, Baure (Arawak), located in the 
Southwest Amazonian Guaporé-​Mamoré region, shares a number of characteristics with 
other unrelated classifier systems in the area (see Section 24.7 and Van der Voort 2018). Van 
der Voort (2018) notes that the relationship between the Arawak classifiers and the classifier 
systems in the Guaporé-​Mamoré region is worth pursuing.

A final example of borrowing in the Amazonian sphere is the development of a individu-
ation function of classifiers, restricted to three languages in the North Amazonian branch: 
Resígaro, Baniwa do Içana, and Tariana (Section 24.5.4). Given this distribution, and al-
ready known patterns of contact, Seifart (2012b) suggests that it entered the Arawak lan-
guages at least in two ways: into Resígaro via Bora (Boran), and into Tariana via Eastern 
Tukanoan.

24.7.  Typological and areal considerations
In this chapter we have presented an overview of the classifier systems throughout the Arawak 
family, which coexist alongside an independently operating gender system. We will now focus 
on genetic and areal variation within the family. In Miranda’s (2020) sample of 15 Arawak lan-
guages, both numeral and genitive classifiers are prevalent in North Arawak languages, while 
the nominal host is prevalent in South Arawak languages; the verbal host is widespread in 
both sides of the family. In our 37-​language sample, we observe that the classifiers on numerals 
are distributed across the family, while classifiers on nominals, modifiers, and verbs are more 
common in the southern languages, as are multilocus systems generally. On a closer re-
gional basis, Arawak languages in northwestern Amazonia are more likely to have classifiers 
that express gender (Section 24.3.3) and may have a reduced set of available loci in compar-
ison to the languages in the southwestern Amazon; in particular, many Arawak languages in 
northwestern Amazonia do not have classifiers in verbal constructions (Aikhenvald 2019; 
Dunn 2022).

18  Although Crevels and Van der Voort (2008) did not identify classifiers as a feature of the southwestern 
region, Van der Voort (2018) notes that the languages with classifiers share a number of similarities.
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Within the wider context of South America, Arawak languages are not the only example 
of multilocus classifier systems: numerous unrelated languages across the Amazonian re-
gion have one set of bound forms that can appear with multiple loci (numerals, nouns, verbs, 
and nominal modifiers)19 (Aikhenvald 2000; Krasnoukhova 2012). The semantic basis of the 
Amazonian classifier systems varies widely, and it is common to find classifiers denoting phys-
ical properties, location, arrangement, number, animacy, or function (Derbyshire and Payne 
1990), as in the Arawak languages. Outside of the Amazonian region, the story is different: 
in the Andes, classifiers are rare; in the Gran Chaco, possessive classifiers are widespread 
(Fabre 2007).

Classifiers form areal patterns within the northwestern and southwestern Amazonian re-
gions (Krasnoukhova 2012; Seifart and Payne 2007; Van der Voort 2018), two areas where 
Arawak languages are spoken. Despite some differences between the classifier systems of these 
regions, Krasnoukhova (2012: 218) refers to both areas as “two separate ‘epicenters’ of multi-
functional classifier systems,” noting in particular the use of classifiers for multiple functions, 
including derivation, in both regions. Consequently, areal patterns may have diffused from 
or impacted Arawak classifier systems: as Eriksen and Danielsen (2014: 173) note, “it is al-
most impossible to find an Arawakan feature that is not also Amazonian or vice versa.” For this 
reason, the classifier systems of the Arawak languages presented in this chapter can be seen as 
representative of Amazonian classifier systems.
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