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Toward a Tukanoan eThnolInguIsTICs: 
meTadIsCursIVe praCTICes, IdenTITy, and 
susTaIned lInguIsTIC dIVersITy In The Vaupés 
basIn of brazIl and ColombIa 

Janet Chernela
University of Maryland

Abstract. In the Vaupés basin of Brazil and Colombia, with conditions 

of intense language contact, speakers of East Tukano languages actively 

construct and maintain difference through speech practices. The 

maintenance of linguistic separations, this article argues, is largely 

accomplished through the work of ideological mechanisms which 

attach social identity to speech and essentialize group belonging. Here 

I look at an array of extra- or meta-linguistic practices associated with 

language use and identity, gathered between 1980 and 2012 among 

speakers of Wanano/Kotiria, to postulate the existence of an East Tukano 

ethnolinguistics – a body of theory about language and language use that 

renders it intelligible to speakers and drives practice. This body of beliefs 

underlies speech practices and, I argue, contributes to one of the most 
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extreme examples of language maintenance reported in the literature. 

Keywords: Tukano;  Amazonia; language; ideology; Kotiria/Wanano

Resumo. Na bacia do Vaupés, apesar do contexto de contato linguístico 

intenso, falantes de línguas Tukano Oriental no Brasil e na Colômbia 

constroem e mantêm diferenças entre suas línguas através de práticas 

discursivas. Nesse artigo, proponho que a manutenção de diferenças 

linguísticas se baseia em mecanismos ideológicos que atribuem identidade 

social à fala e ‘essencializam’ o pertencer ao grupo. Para isso, examino um 

conjunto de dados de práticas extra ou metalinguísticas associadas ao uso da 

língua e à identidade linguística coletados entre 1980 e 2012 entre falantes 

de Wanano/Kotiria, a fim de postular a existência de uma etnolinguística 

Tukano Oriental – um corpus de teoria sobre língua e uso da língua que 

a torna inteligível aos falantes e que impulsiona a prática. Esse corpus de 

crenças subjaz às práticas de fala e contribui para um dos mais contundentes 

exemplos de manutenção linguística conhecido na literatura. 

Palavras-chave: Tukano; Amazônia; linguagem; ideologia; Kotiria/

Wanano

InTroduCTIon
The Vaupés basin of Brazil and Colombia is well known in the literature 

for its ongoing multilingualism despite intimate contact between speakers 

of different languages. While authors have considered language loss in 

the area (Chernela 1989; Gomez-Imbert 1996; Aikhenvald 2001, 2002, 

2003a), there has been little in-depth attention given to the ideological 

factors that contribute to language survival or loss across groups. In this 

paper I outline what I consider to be an EastTukano language ideology, 

claiming that it contributes to language survival in a context of intense 
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contact between codes. The maintenance of linguistic separations 

is largely accomplished through the work of ideological mechanisms 

which attach social identity to speech and essentialize group belonging.  

In this context, where speech stands for identity, I argue, speakers of East 

Tukano languages actively construct and maintain difference.   

In order to make my argument, I describe speech practices and language 

ideology from the point of view of speakers of Wanano/Kotiria 

(hereafter Wanano1), one East Tukano language, and contrast it with the 

views of nearby Arawak marriage partners. I look at an array of extra- or 

meta-linguistic practices to postulate the existence of an East Tukano 

ethnolinguistics – a body of theory about language and language use 

1. The term Wanano, referring to one of the East Tukano languages of the 

northwest Amazon, is known in the literature by the spellings Guanano, Uanano, 

and by the self-name, Kotiria.  While my earliest work (1983, 1993) referred 

to Kotiria,  I shifted to the term Wanano in order to maintain consistency 

with the literature on Tukano languages.  In the scholarly context Tupi-Guarani 

denominations such as Tukano, Desana, Kubeo, Barasana, Bará, and Tuyuca have 

been conventional, rather than Tukano names.  Speakers engaged in efforts 

to create a new literature and school curriculum rightly re-instate the term 

Kotiria. However, these same indigenous educators, with whom I spoke in July 

of 2012, favored a more context-specific, audience-centered, approach.  They 

suggested the use of ‘Wanano’ in academic publications when other languages 

are listed conventionally; the use of ‘Kotiria’ for internal reference; and the 

use of ‘Wanano/Kotiria’ for greatest precision and recognition. I follow their 

proposal here.
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that renders it intelligible to speakers and drives practice. This body of 

beliefs underlies speech practices, influencing language maintenance and 

contributing to one of the most sustained examples of linguistic diversity 

reported in the literature. 

My focus is the sub-region of the middle Vaupés River where two 

intermarrying groups belong to two genetically distant language families: 

the Wanano, who speak an East Tukano language, and the Tariana, whose 

language belongs to the Arawak family.  While these groups, like most in the 

Vaupés basin, share a constellation of traditions that includes patrilineality, 

patrilocality, and linguistic exogamy,2 East Tukano and Arawak groups 

subscribe to different norms and beliefs about language and linguistic 

practice. Most importantly for our discussion are the different values 

the groups place on loyalty to the language of the patriclan and related 

attitudes towards mother’s language. To address these matters I introduce 

the terms patrilect to refer to the language of one’s patriclan, matrilect to 

refer to the language of one’s mother’s patriclan, and alterlect to refer to 

learned languages that are in neither category. 

The article begins with a brief introduction to the notion of language 

ideology, then reviews relevant themes in the ethnographic literature on 

the Vaupés basin before turning to the case of the Wanano to consider 

the ideological underpinnings of language practices. Using the Wanano 

2. Several East Tukano groups do not practice linguistic exogamy: the Makuna 

(Århem 1981, 1989), the Kubeo (Goldman 1963), and the Arapaso (Chernela 

1989, Chernela and Leed 2003).  The latter represent a group whose language 

has been lost, yet who maintain rules of descent-group exogamy.

janeT Chernela

as an exemplary case, I describe three sets of beliefs that, I argue, combine 

to form an East Tukano ideology of language use and group belonging: 

(1) a value of linguistic purity and aversion to linguistic merging; (2) 

a reification of speech varieties into closed, non-overlapping, systems; 

and (3) a concept of language as a manifestation of being, inextricably 

tied to self and processes of identification.  I later place this discussion 

in comparative perspective in order to theorize the role of language 

ideology in language maintenance. I conclude with generalizations from 

the study and suggestions for future research. 

The data presented here were collected over a thirty-year time span. 

The earliest were collected between 1978 and 1982. During eighteen 

months of that period, I carried out participant-observation fieldwork 

in villages belonging to the Wanano language group, where males and 

children spoke Wanano while in-marrying wives belonging to Tariana, 

Tukano, Desana, and Kubeo language groups, additionally spoke their 

own, outside languages.3  The second set, from the same time period, is 

based upon shorter sojourns in settlements belonging to the Piratapuyo, 

Arapaso, Tukano, and Tariana language groups. The third set, specifically 

devoted to questions taken up in this discussion, was collected between 

2001 and 2012 with Wanano speakers from inside and outside the 

indigenous area. Additional data for comparative purposes are drawn 

from the literature by fellow researchers.

3. In the Wanano village of Yapima, where the majority of fieldwork was 

conducted, the in-marrying wives were from the Desana, Tariana, Kubeo, and 

Tukano descent groups. The Kubeo marriage was a second one for a widowed 

husband and wife. A wife from the Baniwa descent group had passed away prior 

to my arrival in the village. 
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An important source of such comparative data comes from the work 

of Alexandra Aikhenvald, regarding what she calls ‘language etiquette’ 

among speakers of Arawak Tariana, who are among the preferred marriage 

partners of the Wanano.  The findings suggest areas of commonality and 

difference between Arawak Tariana and East Tukano languages, with 

important implications for language maintenance and contrasting social, 

historical, and linguistic factors. 

1. language IdeologIes, norms, and essenTIalIsms
Ideologies are sets of ideas about the world that organize phenomena into 

coherent schema.  With respect to language and speech practices, ideologies 

refer to the meanings, values, and rationales that speakers use to frame and 

make sense of language practices and preferences (Silverstein 1998; Gal 

and Irvine 1995; Gal 1998; Irvine and Gal 2000; Woolard and Schieffelin 

1994; Schieffelin et al. 1998; Kroskrity 2000; Errington 2000). Presented 

in closed, unquestionable, forms that are understood as common-sense 

universalisms or natural principles, language ideologies are “articulated by 

users as a rationalization or justification of perceived language structure 

and use” (Silverstein 1979:193). A growing literature on language ideology 

and identity (Bucholtz and Hall 2004; Gal 2005), especially relevant here, 

has only recently begun to influence research on Amazonia.

Ideological procedures, as assumptions, entail a necessary essentialism that 

treats languages and communities as bounded and stable. They establish a 

set of a priori properties that obscure complexities and divergences from 

a projected (and therefore, expected) condition (Fuss 1989). Although 

actual practices reveal greater variation and exception, ideological 

phenomena must be taken into account as factors that generate, drive, 

and account for practice.
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Speakers of East Tukano languages have access to several meta-discursive 

tools that allow them to theorize about the nature of language and 

construct linguistic ideologies. The degree to which language is available 

as a topic of talk depends upon a number of pre-existing conditions. I 

identify and describe four features that give rise to such a resource: (1) 

objectification – the essentialization of language as a bounded entity whose 

identifying features distinguish it from other languages; (2) explanatory 

resource – the explanatory power of language in making sense of the 

broader social universe; (3) perceptual salience – a conscious awareness of 

different languages as distinct and alternative means of communication; 

and (4) speakability – the availability of a body of discursive and linguistic 

resources for producing talk about language. These tools allow speakers 

of East Tukano languages to engage in conversation about language as a 

phenomenon and about individual languages in comparison.

2. baCkground: The norThwesT amazon 
The Northwest Amazon is defined by the headwaters of the Rio Negro, 

the largest of the Amazon’s tributaries, which flow southeastwardly 

through southern Colombia, portions of southern Venezuela, and 

northern Brazil. The Vaupés River, an affluent of the Rio Negro, forms 

the center of the area whose indigenous languages constitute one of the 

greatest concentrations of linguistic diversity in the world. 

In this area of about 40,000 square kilometers – a region the size of 

Switzerland – the high level of linguistic diversity provides important 

opportunities to study language and speaker interaction. The area’s 

estimated 38,000 residents speak more than twenty indigenous languages 

of the East Tukano,  Arawak, and Nadahup (Makú) language families. The 

distribution of speakers among the three language families is uneven, 
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with the largest number of speakers belonging to languages of the 

Arawak family, and the smallest number of speakers belonging to those 

of the Nadahup family.

The estimated 13,509 speakers of East Tukano languages in Brazil 

belong to fifteen different language groups, whose numbers range from 

10 (Yurutí) to 6,151 (Tukano) speakers (IBGE 2010).  Calculations for 

speakers of indigenous languages in the Vaupés basin (Grimes 1985), based 

on data from the 1980s in the Colombian portion of the basin, seriously 

underestimate the extent to which East Tukano languages continue to 

be spoken in the villages of the Brazilian portion of the basin. Here we 

are concerned with the area demarcated by the government of Brazil 

as the Terra Indígena (T.I.) Alto Rio Negro, centered around the Vaupés 

River and its affluents. Its population of 19,721 lives within a legally 

demarcated region of 7,999,380 ha (ISA n.d.). Residents throughout 

this vast area speak indigenous languages in their everyday lives, with 

the use of Portuguese limited to conversations with itinerant merchants, 

missionaries, and other outsiders. Northern East Tukano languages, like 

Wanano, Piratapuyo, Tukano, and Desana, share a significant amount of 

lexical and grammatical material, whereas others – notably Kubeo and 

Tanimuka – are more distinct (for discussion see Chacon, this volume). 

Arawak, Nadahup, and East Tukano languages, which belong to different 

families altogether, are not mutually intelligible at all.

At mission centers within the demarcated area the Tukano language is 

prevalent (Cabalzar 2000; Andrello 2006). The dominance of Tukano as a 

lingua franca in cosmopolitan settings is neither new nor widespread, but 

rather reflects the near century-old policy encouraged by ecclesiastical 

missionaries, whose presence has considerably diminished in recent years. 
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In two cases where languages have been lost, the survivors shifted to 

Tukano. The first of these were the Arapaso, whose violent encounters 

with Europeans in the nineteenth century resulted in extreme population 

decline and language loss (Chernela 1989; Chernela and Leed 2001, 

2003). The Arapaso adoption of Tukano a century ago is testimony to 

the prominence given that language in institutional settings, including 

boarding schools administered by the Salesian missionaries. The case calls 

into question the assertion that the dominance of the Tukano language 

is a recent phenomenon and proposes instead a slower, more long-term 

process. The second case is the Arawak Tariana, whose villages are closest 

to the principal mission centers of the Vaupés and who have long used 

the Tukano language as a means of communicating with East Tukano 

peoples throughout the river basin.

The role of Tukano as a lingua franca and representative of other East 

Tukano languages was recently buttressed by the 2002 decision by the 

municipality of São Gabriel da Cachoeira (Law #145) making three 

indigenous languages co-official with Portuguese, the national language: 

Baniwa, Lingua Geral (Nheengatú, a Tupi-based trade language of 

the Brazilian Amazon) and Tukano. Increased  migration out of the 

indigenous area to that city has created a new metropolitan context for 

the growing role of  Tukano (Lasmar 2005). 

3. anThropologICal sTudIes of mulTIlIngualIsm In The upper rIo negro
An extensive literature has examined linguistic differentiation and 

language group exogamy among East Tukano-speaking groups. Irving 

Goldman first drew the attention of scholars to the area with his 1948 

publication in The Handbook of South American Indians (Goldman 1948). 

Twenty years later Arthur Sorensen (1967, 1973) identified thirteen 
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intermarrying groups as members of the East Tukano family of languages: 

Tukano, Tuyuka, Yuruti, Paneroa, Eduria, Karapana, Tatuyo, Barasana, 

Piratapuyo, Wanano (Kotiria), Desana, Siriano, and Kubeo. Although 

Sorensen focused on the variant known as Tukano, he also gathered 

comparative data on other East Tukano variants. On the basis of the latter, 

Sorensen concluded that the languages of the East Tukano family are 

more distant from one another than are the languages of the Romance 

or Scandinavian groups (1967). 

Jean Jackson’s now classic works broke new ground in treating the 

language groups4 of the Northwest Amazon as components of an 

integrated, regional system characterized by linguistic exogamy.  In two 

landmark articles in 1974 and 1976,  Jackson emphasized the role played 

by language as the basic marker of descent group affiliation and individual 

identity (Jackson 1974, 1976).  As early as 1972 Jackson drew attention to 

the tripartite distinction between “own kin,” “mother’s kin,” and “others”  

–  a distinction that has since proven fundamental to analyses of East 

Tukano society and culture. The template has been extended into studies 

of language use and learning (Chernela 1993, 2003, 2004; Aikhenvald 

2002, 2003a). 

In her 1979 monograph on the East Tukano Barasana of the Pirá-

Paraná region, Christine Hugh-Jones provided significant data on 

multilingualism. She described speech participation in which wives 

4.  This named unit of affiliation has been variously referred to in the literature 

as a “tribe” (Goldman 1963), a “maximal exogamous descent unit” (C. Hugh-

Jones 1979), or a “language group” (Jackson 1974, 1983).
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continued to use their own languages in their husbands’ villages without 

prompting difficulties in comprehension. Hugh-Jones also noted the 

commonplace stereotyping of speech practices (1979:17-18), illustrating 

how the languages of ‘others’ are construed in an essentialized manner. 

The work of Elsa Gomez-Imbert among the same group of speakers 

(1993, 1996, 1997, 1999; Gomez-Imbert and Kenstowicz 2000) furthers 

the ethnolinguistic understanding of the region by showing how 

countervailing forces exert pressures on East Tukano languages both 

toward assimilation (linguistic convergence) and away from it (linguistic 

differentiation) (1993:256; 1996). Gomez-Imbert postulates that the 

‘deterioration’ of languages in the Vaupés is due to interference from the 

mother’s language, the first language a child learns (1996:443). Adults 

strive to resist such interference: “In principle, women and men use 

their father’s language throughout their life, and women speak their own 

language with their children during the first years of childhood – one of 

the main conditions for the persistence of multilingualism” (1996:443). 

Gomez-Imbert points out that the child eventually shifts to his father’s 

language (which I here call patrilect), a language he will speak exclusively 

as an adult. In the villages of their husbands, adult married women use 

their own patrilects throughout their lives, even while speaking with 

husbands and children. According to Gomez-Imbert, “Only under 

exceptional conditions do people switch to another language: either 

momentarily … when quoting someone else, or in order to make oneself 

clearly understood” (1996:443). 

The linguist Kristine Stenzel compares the multilingual systems of the 

Vaupés basin with those of the Upper Xingu and the socio-historical 

forces leading to language endangerment (2005). For the Vaupés she 



208 209

compares speakers of Wanano (Kotiria) and Piratapuyo (Wa’ikhana), 

concluding that the Wanano withstand outside influences to maintain 

linguistic conservatism, while the Piratapuyo demonstrate greater 

vulnerability to exogenous pressures.  Stenzel has also contributed to 

studies of Wanano phonology (2007), evidentials and clausal modality 

(2008), and has written a reference grammar of Kotiria (Wanano) (2013).

Alexandra Aikhenvald’s extensive work among the remaining speakers of 

Arawak Tariana provides an overview of the sociolinguistic parameters 

in language contact, change, and interaction among Arawak and Tukano 

language speakers (1999, 2001, 2002, 2003a, 2003b). Her 2002 book, 

Language Contact in Amazonia, provides what she calls a “language 

etiquette of the area” from the point of view of two of the last remaining 

settlements of Tariana speakers in the Vaupés (2002:23-24; 2003a:5).  Like 

Jackson (1972, 1974, 1983), Chernela (1993, 2003, 2004), and Gomez-

Imbert (1996), Aikhenvald describes a tripartite distinction, prevalent 

among Tariana and Tukano alike, between own language, mother’s 

language, and the languages of others. This work, together with her 

2001 and 2003a articles, is the first mention of ideological factors in 

language maintenance in the Vaupés. The Tariana preference to speak 

in matrilect to mother’s relatives, as reported by Aikhenvald, provides a 

strong comparative starting point for continued research on the norms 

of appropriate language use among Arawak Tariana and East Tukano 

speakers. 

Aikhenvald found that marriage between Tariana and speakers of East 

Tukano languages is the principal factor accounting for the decline in 

spoken Tariana (2001, 2003a, 2003b).  This important study of an Arawak 

group within the intermarrying universe of the Vaupés basin provides 
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a basis for contrast with East Tukano speakers in the same marriage 

network who maintain their own languages even in the circumstances of 

linguistic exogamy and co-residence. 

Patience Epps’s work among Hup speakers has also yielded important 

findings. For example, Epps recounts a Hup woman who characterized 

Tukano-Hup bilingualism by saying “we don’t really know their 

language; we’re just stealing/appropriating it; it’s not our language” (Epps 

2007:269). The example, which resonates with Aikhenvald’s work and 

data, highlights the importance of theorizing notions such as “language 

ownership” as a part of a widespread ideology shared by groups in the 

Vaupés basin. The example from the Hup, who are not openly recognized 

as sharing culture with East Tukano groups and do not marry with them, 

is an especially interesting example of ideological exchange. 

In my own work I have been concerned with theorizing the social and 

historic factors that contribute to linguistic exogamy and language loss in 

the Vaupés basin (Chernela 1989, 2001, 2011b; Chernela and Leed 2001, 

2003) as well as questions of speech in practice (2001, 2003, 2004, 2011a, 

2012). In a series of papers I discuss the loss of language among the Arapaso, 

whose downriver location placed them in the wake of nineteenth century 

European slave raiding. As I report, the severe population decline suffered 

by the Arapaso resulted in the loss of language but not of the bounded 

exogamous descent group. A number of my papers take up historic and 

social factors in ceremonial speech. In a 2001 publication, for example, I 

reviewed the ceremonial representation of intergroup conflict to argue 

that the formation of hierarchies in the northwest Amazon is, at least in 

part, a linguistic project, created in the act of speaking (2001, 2011c). In 

2011 I drew an analogy between the case of the East Tukano peoples 
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and the nineteenth-century Cree (Albers 1993) to postulate a history of 

female captivity to account for linguistic diversity among speakers of East 

Tukano languages (Chernela 2011b).

In several publications I have discussed what I call a “common speech 

culture” in the Vaupés basin, created through talk, in which an agreed-

upon set of principles, semantic fields, values, and performative norms are 

shared by linguistically diverse units belonging to the East Tukano family. 

In 2003 I argued for the special role played by women in this context, 

whose social networks and discursive practices knit together the distinct 

language groups of the area. In 2004 I explored Wanano processes of 

language transmission, emphasizing linguistic and social modeling as the 

means by which children learn the appropriate contexts for mother’s 

and father’s languages. The 2004 work remains the only case study of 

language learning from the Vaupés basin. In more recent works I take 

up individual creativity and language play in the use of rhetorical and 

grammatical devices (2003, 2011a, 2012). 

4. an easT Tukano Ideology of language 
The language groups of the Vaupés basin have their origins in a common 

cosmology in which the ancestors of each linguistico-descent group 

arose from the body of a primordial anaconda known by the names 

Pamʉri Bʉsokʉ (Tukano, Wanano) and Pahmelin Gahsiu (Desana). From 

the segmented body of the ancestral anaconda, stretching eastward along 

the Vaupés River, emerged a set of brothers, the founding ancestors of 

each of the language groups that comprise the intermarrying social 

universe. (Lana and Lana 1980; Azevedo et al. 2003; Maia and Maia 

2004).  The narrative both accounts for commonalities among groups 

and rationalizes their separation.
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By virtue of the narrative, the descendants of a putative patrilineal 

ancestor are understood to share a natural connectedness and close 

kinship that is manifest in a common language. Descent, therefore, is 

coterminous with linguistic performance (Jackson 1974, 1976; C. Hugh-

Jones 1979; S. Hugh-Jones 1979; Sorensen 1967; Chernela 1993, 2003).   

It is the idealized isomorphism between descent group and language that 

inspired the use of the term “language group” by authors to refer to the 

largest unit of patrilineal descent (Jackson 1974, 1976).  It is a convention 

I follow here.

In this schema, where identity and descent are inseparable, one’s speech 

indexically points to the descent group to which one belongs. According 

to this logic, speech functions as a ‘substantialized symbol’ (Barnett and 

Silverman 1979) of relatedness in a manner similar to the metaphor of 

‘blood’ in Western ideology. As a manifestation of the universal organizing 

principle of patrifiliation that structures social identity and belonging 

through descent, speech production disambiguates the placement of 

individuals within larger matrices of kin and potential spouses.

The base model – that all persons are members of their father’s kin group 

and will speak the patrilect of that group – is extended to several levels, in a 

manner not unlike Gal and Irvine’s fractal recursion (Gal and Irvine 1995; 

Gal 1998, 2005). At each level of inclusiveness a different pivotal ancestor 

becomes relevant, and thus a different calculus of membership is applied. 

Starting at the lowest level of inclusiveness, an individual is a member of 

a local patrilineal descent group; at the next level, a sib or patriclan; and 

at the highest level a language group. As the index of belonging, language 

plays the primary role in this system of fractal recursion where each 

level conflates persons into ‘own kin,’ i.e. father’s group or own group; 
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‘in-law’ –  mother’s group; and ‘others.’ As an indicator of descent, shared 

speech defines the sphere within which familial sentiments and moral 

commitments prevail. 

5. lInguIsTIC purIsm and paTrIleCT
About 1400 speakers of Wanano5 currently reside along the middle 

Vaupés River in Brazil and Colombia, with approximately fifty percent 

in each nation. The group was recently identified by Kristine Stenzel as 

exhibiting strong linguistic conservatism:

The Wanano are an example of a group within the Vaupés 

system that still retains many of its traditional characteristics, 

including high degrees of individual and community 

multilingualism.  In contrast, the introductory case study of 

the Wa’ikhana [Piratapuyo] shows them to be an example of 

a group whose language has become highly threatened as a 

result of adjustments within the system. (Stenzel 2005)

The Wanano with whom I spoke strongly rejected switching or 

combining codes. According to them, people who readily shift to other 

languages are likened to mu, the yellow-backed mocking bird (Cassicus 

persicus), that is said to “speak in all the languages of the world.” The 

Wanano deride the Kubeo, an East Tukano group that includes at least 

one Arawak sub-group, for speaking other languages. “They sound like 

5.  The IBGE census of 2010 gives the number of Wanano in Brazil at 670.  The 

survey does not distinguish language from ethnicity.  For studies of Wanano in 

Colombia see Waltz and Waltz (2000).
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the mu,” they comment, “imitating every kind of sound.” The Wanano 

commentary illustrates the high value placed on linguistic loyalty by some 

East Tukano groups, including the Wanano, who point to the equivalence 

between speech and descent. Although the comment suggests that not 

all groups place the same high evaluation on linguistic loyalty in practice, 

Aikhenvald reports similar sentiments among Tariana speakers, lending 

support to the presence of a widespread value in the Vaupés basin (2001, 

2003a).

Favoring linguistic purism has its expression in the phrase, Kotiria yawaro, 

referring to pure (correct) Wanano, which does not allow for mixing, 

and is contrasted with daho[-mene], ‘mixing up’ or incorrect speaking. 

The Wanano recognize several types of mixing, including the practices 

referred to in Western scholarship as code switching and borrowing. 

Duruku more, which glosses as ‘mixed language,’ is used to refer to an 

interlanguage such as Portuñol, which combines features of Portuguese 

and Spanish. Code-switching is regarded as “speaking in pieces” and is 

ridiculed, saying, laughingly, “A piece of Wanano, a piece of Tukano!” 

A high value is placed on the quality of poo, a term that may be glossed 

as ‘internal discipline’ or ‘self-control.’ A bearer of this quality, pooriro (one 

with inner discipline), does not mix or confuse languages. I have been 

told, “I do not mix languages because I am a disciplined (self-controlled) 

person”: “yʉ’ʉ duruku doho me’nera, yʉ’ʉ ã duruku pooriro hiha.” 

6. marrIage and mulTIlIngualIsm
In practice, however, speakers’ choices are influenced by many criteria 

in different contexts and are complicated by numerous factors. Within 

the village, a core of male relatives and their children (of both sexes) all 

speak a single patrilect; these members of the agnatic core at the center 
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of village life face relatively uncomplicated choices when speaking. The 

settlement belongs to their linguistico-descent group, and, at least in this 

context, their language is the dominant language. 

Married women face far more complex choices when deciding which 

language to speak. The rules of exogamy and patrilocality, which are almost 

always followed, result in a woman marrying into a village where the 

language of a different patriclan dominates. Her husband and children are 

expected to speak one patrilect, while she and her fellow wives will speak 

other, ‘outsider’ languages.

In the Wanano village of Yapima males and children communicated 

exclusively in Wanano, while in-marrying wives spoke Desana, Kubeo, 

and Tukano, along with Wanano (Chernela 1993, 2003, 2004). This 

depiction resonates with C. Hugh-Jones’s and Gomez-Imbert’s accounts 

of conversations within the Barasana longhouse but differs from 

Aikhenvald’s report where Tariana speakers use their matrilect when 

speaking with their mothers. Wanano speakers describe the phenomenon, 

commonplace in the Vaupés basin, whereby different speakers interact in 

different languages, as ‘mixing,’ sʉ’sarine (Chernela 1993, 1997, 2003).  

In this multilingual context, problems of comprehension are minimized 

when speakers have been exposed to several languages during their 

lifetimes, as is typically the case.  Because intermarrying groups maintain 

relationships over the long term, the matrilects a person hears as a child are 

the very ones he or she is likely to encounter after marriage. When cross-

cousins marry, potential problems of comprehension are further reduced. 

When followed over generations, the preferred form of marriage to father’s 

sister’s daughter for a man, or mother’s brother’s son for a woman, results 
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in a woman marrying into the village of her matrilect. Such wives are 

regarded as ‘returning’ (Chernela 2003). My closest associate, the Tukano 

daughter of a Wanano mother, had married “back” into her mother’s 

brother’s village. Although her comprehension of Wanano was excellent, 

she never spoke Wanano, opting to speak exclusively in her own patrilect, 

Tukano. That language served as a lingua franca outside the village, but 

not within it, where it remained a minority language. Although she spoke 

in Tukano to her children, they responded in Wanano, as she had herself 

trained them to do. A few wives opted to speak Wanano if comprehension 

was an issue. This was the choice, for example, of a Kubeo wife, whose 

relationship represented the second marriage of both widowed spouses; 

her own language was not widely understood. 

When linguistic loyalty is followed, each speaker performs in his or 

her own patrilect. In the illustration shown here, a speaker of Wanano 

refers to his brother, using a first person possessive, in conversation. His 

interlocutor, a Tukano speaker, affirms the remark, shifting to Tukano and 

into third person, this way: 

Male: Yʉ wami (‘My brother,’ Wan.)

Female: Mʉ mami, (‘Your brother’ [confirmation], Tuk.) 

In the interchange, the Tukano respondent confirmed her understanding 

of the Wanano statement by repeating the utterance in Tukano, and 

altering it to adjust to her perspective. The exchange exemplifies an 

interaction between speakers of different patrilects for whom linguistic 

loyalty is a high priority. They may be mother and child, husband and 

wife, co-wives, or any other speakers from different language groups. 
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Obstacles to comprehension are minimized for several reasons. First, the 

percentage of cognates across East Tukano languages is high. Some East 

Tukano languages, like Wanano and Piratapuyo, are mutually intelligible 

(yet these groups do not intermarry). North East Tukano languages, 

like Wanano, Piratapuyo, Tukano, and Desana, are closer to one another 

than any of them is to Kubeo, identified by some as occupying a central 

branch (see Chacon, this volume). Languages belonging to the  Arawak 

and Tukano families are unrelated, posing substantial challenges to 

comprehension. Second, speakers are always familiar with at least two 

languages (patrilect and matrilect) and typically more. The languages to 

which they have greatest exposure are those spoken by the in-marrying 

wives in the settlement where they were raised.

7. perCepTual salIenCe and speakabIlITy
The Wanano approach to language is based in comparison across 

difference, providing speakers with linguistic and lexical resources to 

discuss speech per se and the criteria with which patterns are discerned, 

compared, and theorized. Through metalinguistic practices, languages are 

reified and boundaries kept intact. Similarities and proximities between 

genetically related variants are de-emphasized. In this way language is 

employed to de-problematize group membership. 

Among these resources are discursive practices that draw attention to 

selected phonological features deemed relevant to identifying patterned 

difference. By mobilizing phonological elements that act as shibboleths 

of descent group membership, Wanano and other East Tukano speakers 

actively construct difference. 
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Some of the sound features that are marked by Wanano and other East 

Tukano speakers as indicators of identity include: (1) sound flow versus 

stops (glottalization); (2) ‘closed’ vs. ‘open-mouthed’ (nasality); (3) speech 

velocity; (4) word length (agglutination); and (5) breath (aspiration).  

(In each of these behaviors, the first characterization shown is a rough 

gloss of the emic descriptors followed by a more conventional linguistic 

description in parentheses.) 

Between 2001 and 2011 I pursued the issue of speakability – that is, 

the ability to talk about speech practices and to compare them across 

language groups. I found that Wanano speakers often drew on visual 

analogies to characterize language and linguistic features. For example, 

some languages are said to flow slowly and smoothly, “like waves of water.” 

Wanano is said to be one of these. Other languages, by comparison, are 

said to “sound like lightning … with sharp angles, stops, and starts.” The 

Brazilian (downriver) Tukano dialect is said to sound like lightning, with 

abrupt stops and starts: “It goes and then stops! Like an angle – sharp!” 

Thus, a salient difference can be easily recognized: “We have a wave; they 

have an angle.” 

These features are said to mark differences in identity among speakers. 

For example, the presence of glottal stops, described as ‘sharp angles,’ 

is compared to their absence, ‘flowing waves,’ or aspirations, that are 

often the sole distinguishing features between two reflexes. For example, 

comparing the words for ‘meat’ in Tukano, Tuyuka, and Wanano, speakers 

emphasize the indexical role of the glottal stop. According to native 

speakers the glottal stop was mild in Wanano, strongest in Tukano, and 

absent in Tuyuka: 
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Wanano di’í meat

Tukano  di’í meat (Barnes 1999:210)

Tuyuka  dií meat (Barnes 1999:210)

Wanano and Tukano terms for a ceremonial gift likewise show the 

patterned differences in the glottal stop to mark speaker’s identity. The 

Wanano term poohari employs vowel elongation and aspiration while 

the Tukano term with equivalent meaning, po’ati, employs a glottal stop. 

A lexicon, used to refer to aspiration, allows discussion of the feature 

whose presence or absence marks the ethnicity of speaker, as in the case 

of poohari and po’ati above.  The stem, phʉõ, for breath, refers to a voiced 

puff of air that comes from the throat. It can be modified by morphemes 

that specify its characteristics; so, for example, a sustained sound from the 

throat is referred to as phʉõrida. 

A different set of features that do not alter meaning but serve to identify 

the ethnicity of the speaker are those involving nasalization. The Wanano 

conceptualize a continuum of languages proceeding from most ‘open’ 

(least nasalized) to most ‘closed’ (most nasalized). According to this 

evaluation, Tukano speech is characterized as ‘open’ (least nasalized); 

Wanano speech as ‘closed’ (mildly nasalized); and Kubeo speech ‘very 

closed’ (most nasalized). 

Languages are also characterized and compared according to speaking 

velocity: kheroka, fast, or pirodero, slow. Tukano is said to be fastest, Wanano 

a bit faster than Tukano, and Desana very slow. Additional factors used to 

differentiate languages include vowel elongation, accent, and vowel change. 
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Word length is yet another feature used to describe and compare 

languages. East Tukano languages are suffixing languages in which verb 

roots are followed by multiple affixes indicating person, number, tense, 

causation, motion and evidential category. The extent of agglutinative 

tendencies, however, differs among the languages (Barnes 1999:212). My 

Wanano interlocutors described the differences in suffixing this way: 

Ni yʉdoro, where ní glosses as ‘speak’ and yʉduro, as ‘add a little piece’. 

Wanano speakers observe that Tukano has more ‘little pieces’ (affixes), 

and therefore, employs longer words than Wanano. The word for tree 

(and all cylindrical shapes) illustrates the point quite simply: 

Wan., tubular (cylindar, tree): tʉ 
Tuk., tubular (cylindar, tree): tigʉ (Barnes 1999:210)

From the perspective of the speakers’ ethnotheory (as well as from the 

perspective of historical linguistics), the differences between these reflexes 

mark the boundaries between languages. In the process of reifying 

difference, distinctions between languages are exaggerated and fixed, 

rendering to language a level of inviolability. The process reinforces a 

consciousness and reflexive awareness of the speaking self. The implication 

is that certain differences in speech across recognized language groups are 

heightened, rather than softened or eroded, by close language contact. 

For example, Barnes has reported a weak glottal stop among upriver, 

Colombian Tukano (Barnes 1999), whereas downriver, Brazilian Tukano 

show a strong glottal stop. The possibility remains that the strength of the 

Tukano glottal stop downriver is a mechanism to increase differentiation 

from the other East Tukano languages with which it is in contact. In the 

northwest Amazon, much like the neighborhoods of Philadelphia (Labov 

2001), distinctions are maintained, and even exaggerated, in order to 
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mark identity.  This runs counter to the commonly held belief that the 

tendency of languages in contact is to become more proximate.    

Michael Silverstein (1979) has discussed the degree to which speakers 

are aware of linguistic patterns and able to articulate them. The level of 

awareness of and interest in lexical and phonological contrasts expressed 

by the Wanano does not appear to extend to the morpho-syntactic level.  

At this stage of research, principles of agglutination may represent the 

limits of awareness.

8. speakIng-and-beIng: a wanano Theory of language and language 
learnIng
As an objectified phenomenon language has a prominent placement in 

Wanano ideology and serves as an explanatory resource to understand 

social life. An overarching theory organizes the relationship of languages 

and speakers to one another and both in relation to the self through a 

scheme of contrastive categories, comprised of own language, mother’s 

language, and the languages of others. The first category, patrilect, is 

intrinsically related to a speaker’s self and is said to be learned through 

the natural processes of personal development. The second, matrilect, is 

limited to listening and understanding but not extended to production 

or to identity. And, finally, the third, alterlect, the languages of others, 

learned through processes of ‘imitation,’ makes no associations or claims 

to social identities. I will discuss each in turn. 

8.1. speakIng The self: naTuralIzIng language and personhood 

Deeply rooted in East Tukano ontology, speech production is regarded as 

a fundamental property of being human. As the quintessential identifier 
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of self and other, the act of speaking signals, and thereby establishes, 

commonalities and differences within and across individuals and 

collectivities. One creates one’s self in the act of speaking.

The Wanano root du is used to refer to any sound produced by an animate 

subject, such as a human being, an animal, or a musical instrument. In 

contrast, inanimate objects produce sounds that are referred to using 

the term bihsi, to buzz or to ring. The inclusion of musical instruments 

among the animate producers of du arises from the understanding that 

wind instruments take on life when imbued with breath, a matter that 

is exhibited in the sacred treatment of trumpets, flutes and other wind 

instruments (see Hill 1993, 2011). Unless otherwise specified, the root du 

refers to one’s own language, an essential and essentialized notion of self, 

which derives from father and is here called patrilect. 

For the Wanano with whom I spoke, the process by which a child learns 

his or her patrilect, referred to as dubu’e, is deemed a natural process, 

inseparable from the child’s physical and spiritual heritage. (This provides 

an interesting mirror image of the naturalization attached to the term 

‘mother tongue’ in some Western usages.) The same phrase, Yʉ Kotiria 

hiha is used to convey both “I am Wanano” and “I speak Wanano.” When 

asked whether he speaks Tukano, a Wanano son of a Tukano mother 

is likely to reply, Yʉ Dahseakʉro hierara, “I am not a Tukano.” Because 

speaking-and-being are indivisible, it is sufficient to say “I am not 

Tukano” to fully communicate its corollary: “I [therefore,] do not speak 

Tukano.” The proscription on speaking one’s matrilect amounts to a ban 

on bilingualism. 
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Durukua is reserved exclusively for the speech made by human beings. 

A fundamental opposition divides speech into mari yare durukua, our 

language, and ti yare durukua, their language. The possessives mari (our) 

and ti (their) are the same as those used in other contexts of ownership (cf. 

Epps 2007). On one occasion I heard a Western researcher ask a speaker 

of Wanano, “How do you say ‘his father’s language?’” The respondent 

laughed politely before he explained that which he considered obvious 

and natural, “His father’s language is his language,” he explained, trying 

to contain some condescension. The expectation is that a person 

who identifies as Wanano should speak Wanano at all times, unless 

comprehension is an issue. A Wanano who speaks any other language is 

said not to be speaking correctly.

To illustrate the logic of patrilect and its widespread distribution among 

speakers of East Tukano languages, I convey an anecdote that took place 

while I was visiting a Piratapuyo village on the Papurí River. There I 

overheard a villager admonish the child of a Piratapuyo mother and 

an absent Colombian father with these words, “You shouldn’t speak 

Piratapuyo, you should speak Colombian!” The speaker’s point was 

that the child should not be speaking his matrilect, Piratapuyo; instead, 

he ought to speak his patrilect, ‘Colombian.’ The author of the taunt 

suggested that this expectation was a reasonable one, in spite of the fact 

that the child had never known his father, a Colombian trader.  The 

anecdote points to the conflation of language, identity, and place.  But it 

also illustrates that those who speak languages not their own  –  that is, 

those who speak in a language other than their patrilect – can become 

the targets of criticism and even ridicule. 
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Children are likely to chastise peers who code-switch into their matrilect. 

On one occasion during my stay in the Wanano village of Yapima, a child 

who was suddenly frightened while playing among friends accidentally 

shouted a vocable that signaled pain in her mother’s language. In spite of 

the brevity of the outburst, she was the target of harsh mockery by her 

playmates. She took care to not repeat the mistake.

8.2. moTher Tongue: ‘for lIsTenIng only’

The term dubu’e for learning one’s patrilect may not be applied to learning 

one’s matrilect. The first is one’s ‘own’ proprietary language; the second is not. 

The implication is that one ought never speak the language of one’s mother. 

To my question, “How many languages does a baby learn?” I was consistently 

told, “One.” When I asked, “Is this the language of the mother or the 

father?” I received an immediate and firm reply, “The father.” A mother’s 

language is not recognized as her child’s language, and, accordingly, is not 

said to be acquired or learned by the child. A proper relationship to one’s 

matrilect is to understand it, ‘tʉora,’ but not to speak it.  The matter draws 

attention to the difference between ideology and practice.

The case of East Tukano language learning confounds a simplified 

distinction between first- and second-language acquisition. An East 

Tukano child is exposed to at least two languages from birth. Yet the 

acquisition processes, while parallel, differ from one another. As I 

observed the process, a developing toddler begins her first utterances 

in her matrilect but is prodded away from that language by her elders 

(including mother herself) and later, peers (Chernela 2004).  Despite 

heavy exposure to mother’s language in the early language-learning years, 
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the child is deliberately directed away from this language and toward her 

patrilect. East Tukano language learning reverses the tendency by infants 

to identify with the language of affect, the language of their mother. 

Rather than second-language acquisition as domestication of an earlier, 

‘natural,’ process (Klein 1986:28-29; Krashen 1981), the transfer from 

matrilect to patrilect is the inverse: it is the ‘naturalization’ of the guided 

process (Chernela 2004). 

A Wanano child is raised learning both matrilect and patrilect but is 

socialized to not speak one of them. In the transfer of knowledge from 

one generation to the next, every attempt is made to avoid hybridization, 

so that, to the extent possible, linguistic identities remain intact and 

linguistic boundaries are kept stable. The situation is modeled for the 

child when people speak back and forth in two languages. The transition 

to patrilect is complete only when the learner interacts regularly with 

other youngsters of the village, all of whom are speakers of the same 

language. 

A child must learn to distinguish matrilect and patrilect and discern 

which of them is appropriate to vocalize and which not. To speak one’s 

matrilect is to be like mother, and therefore unlike one’s kin and village 

peers. As the alignment of like and unlike self is established in the course 

of Wanano language acquisition, mother becomes the quintessential 

‘other.’ The dominance of patrilect over matrilect extends eventually to 

all arenas of social use, resulting in the total decline in the production of 

one’s matrilect. As patrilect gradually replaces and eclipses matrilect, the 

first becomes dominant, while matrilect becomes a secondary language, 

limited to comprehension rather than production. 
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The contrasting Wanano proscription against speaking one’s matrilect is 

especially strong for men who often deny understanding the languages 

of their mothers, languages with which they were in intimate contact 

during their earliest years. The mandate holds for male speakers even 

on visits to the villages of their wife’s or mother’s descent groups. In the 

latter a Wanano speaker is very likely to have full comprehension of the 

language but a hesitancy to speak it. 

Instances such as these provide opportunities to examine the way ideology 

works. If men occasionally speak their mother’s or wife’s language, the 

strong negative associations of doing so make them reluctant to admit 

it. While the Wanano men with whom I spoke denied speaking any 

language but Wanano when visiting the villages of their wives’ kin, the 

wives reported that their husbands did occasionally shift to the in-laws’ 

languages (the wife’s own language) when comprehension in Wanano 

posed a problem.  A man’s wife’s patrilect, the language spoken in her 

natal village, may be a man’s own matrilect and is also likely to be the 

patrilect of other in-marrying wives in his village. As such, he will likely 

have grown up listening to it. This is not always be the case, however, 

and speakers may have no choice but to speak one another’s languages 

or a neutral, third language. The difference in representation and practice 

illustrates the contrast between the preferences and norms of linguistic 

loyalty and the realities of practice. The latter are far more complex. 

This reluctance to admit to speaking one’s matrilect as an accommodation 

well illustrates the work of ideology. Gal and Irvine (1995) discuss Peirce’s 

(1931 [1898]) concept of erasure as one of three semiotic processes through 

which ideologies construct difference. “Erasure,” according to these 
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authors, “is the process in which ideology … renders some persons or 

activities or sociolinguistic phenomena invisible. . . . Because a linguistic 

ideology is a totalizing vision, elements that do not fit its interpretive 

structure . . . must either be ignored or be transformed” (Gal and Irvine 

1995:974). 

The lens of ideology allows us to understand claims of linguistic purism. 

It explains why men might deny accommodating to the languages of in-

laws, and why recollections of language learning excise any acquisition 

of mother’s language. It also allows us to reconcile divergent accounts 

of accommodation. Such procedures obscure intra-group variation and 

exception while emphasizing intergroup difference and consistency. 

8.3.  a ThIrd Type of language learnIng: mImICry

We have mentioned that a child learns his or her patrilect through 

processes which Wanano refer to as dubu’e and that this language is 

considered his or her ‘own.’ We have also pointed out that the use of 

matrilect is restricted to ‘listening and understanding,’ tʉora. Yet a third 

type of language learning, also defined in relation to speaker, is that of 

learning a language where the speaker makes no claim to the social 

identities it usually indexes. 

Acquiring a language that ‘belongs to’ others, described as khayo bu’ero, is 

understood to be a qualitatively different process than the natural process 

of learning one’s own language. According to the Wanano speakers 

with whom I consulted, the process involves mimicry or copying, 

khayo, which closely glosses as ‘answering the same way he does’ (khayo, 

mimicry, or ‘answer the same way’; bu’ero, ‘learn’). Epps’ 2007 discussion 
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of ‘appropriating’ a language that is not one’s own, as mentioned earlier, 

points to a similar construction. Together the two accounts suggest an 

area-wide phenomenon of some interest. I introduce the term alterlect to 

capture the sentiment of this category. 

Since speaking-and-being, from the Wanano point of view, are inseparable, 

to speak a language not your own is to ‘become’ another. Doho, which 

glosses as ‘changing’ or ‘becoming,’ also refers to ‘spoiling’ or ‘rotting.’ By 

speaking a language other than his or her ‘own’ – an alterlect – a Wanano 

person ‘stops being Wanano’ and ‘becomes something else.’ She is doho, 

spoiled, rotten, or broken. Dohoa (where -a refers to the plural) can refer 

to ‘persons of changed identities,’ or ‘those who became other.’ In 2011 I 

was told by several Wanano that people who migrate to cities such as São 

Gabriel da Cachoeira or Manaus and speak Portuguese are often told, 

in partial jest, “Ñariro dohore daliro” –  “You became a whiteman!” The 

assumption is that the ideal Wanano self is intact and uncontaminated by 

external influences (Kotiria yawaro). Fractioning in any way can ‘spoil.’

9. IdeologIes In ComparaTIVe perspeCTIVe
Attitudes toward speaking a language other than one’s patrilect provide 

a striking contrast between East Tukano and non-East Tukano speakers. 

A useful comparison may be made between the East Tukano Wanano 

and the Arawak Tariana.  Fortunately, Alexandra Aikhenvald’s important 

research among the Tariana provides a useful starting point for such a 

comparison.

At the time of my fieldwork in 1978, residents of downriver Tariana villages 

closest to mission centers had shifted to speaking Tukano.  Upriver from 

those centers, in the region of the middle Vaupés, the Tariana language 
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continued to be spoken by residents of two villages.  One of these was 

Periquitos, a village in which Aikhenvald conducted her study, and one 

of the villages with ongoing marriage ties to the Wanano.

In Yapima, the Wanano village where I conducted fieldwork, two of the 

five in-marrying wives were Tariana.  In nearby Periquitos, where Tariana 

was spoken, several in-marrying wives were Wanano. 

The speech practices of the wives, however, differed markedly in each case. 

Whereas the Wanano wives continued to speak their Wanano patrilect in 

the Tariana villages into which they married, the Tariana wives never 

spoke Tariana in the Wanano villages.  Instead, Tariana wives conversed in 

the language of their Wanano husbands, or in the lingua franca, Tukano. A 

Tariana son-in-law who temporarily resided in Yapima with his powerful 

shaman father-in-law, moreover, also spoke Wanano. The contrasting 

behaviors can be explained by the differing etiquettes to which each 

group subscribes. Whereas Tariana norms favor accommodation, Wanano 

norms favor linguistic loyalty. 

Working among the Tariana of the middle Vaupés, Aikhenvald postulated 

an etiquette for the entire basin in which “one is supposed to speak the 

language one identifies with – that is, one’s father’s language – to one’s 

siblings, one’s father, and all his relatives, and one’s mother’s language 

to one’s mother and her relatives” (Aikhenvald 2003a:5). She described 

how the Tariana members of a Tariana community spoke Tariana to their 

fathers and fathers’ brothers; to their wives in the wives’s own languages 

(Wanano and Tukano); and to their children in Tariana, Wanano, and 

Tukano (2003a). Aikhenvald also reported that the Wanano wives in 

Tariana villages spoke to their husbands and children in their own 
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patrilect, Wanano, and were responded to in Wanano or Tukano rather 

than Tariana by their husbands, children and in-laws even though the 

latter conversed with one another in Tariana  (Aikhenvald 2002, 2003).

The depiction provides us with important insights into the differences 

in attitudes toward language use between the East Tukano Wanano 

and Arawak Tariana. Aikhenvald’s scheme contrasts, for example, with 

generalizations for East Tukano groups made by Elsa Gomez-Imbert 

for the Barasana and Tatuyo (1996) and by Stenzel and me for the 

Wanano (Stenzel 2005; Chernela 2003a, 2004). The matter points to a 

fundamental ideological distinction between the two groups, glossed 

over in our assumptions of a shared, homogeneous, culture among 

the intermarrying language groups of the area, despite the distance in 

language families. The principal divergence is treatment of mother’s 

language. For the Tariana, speaking in matrilect to mother’s relatives was 

a matter of courtesy (Aikhenvald 2003); for the Wanano it is ‘losing one’s 

ground.’  While the Tariana regarded it as “polite to speak the language 

of one’s guest, or of the majority of the people around, in order not 

to exclude them” (Aikhenvald 2003:5), the Wanano strive to maintain 

linguistic dominance.

10. ComprehensIon, mulTIlIngualIsm and maTrIleCT 
A potential obstacle to multilingual communities is the difficulty of 

comprehension. In the Vaupés basin several important factors, however, 

mitigate against such difficulties. The first of these is the genetic 

proximities among codes. Generally, speakers of one Tukano language 

can fairly easily learn another. Some, like Wanano and Piratapuyo or 

Taiwano and Barasana, are mutually intelligible. The Tariana were at an 

extreme disadvantage in speaking an unrelated language.

janeT Chernela



230 231

A second factor that mitigates against incomprehension is exposure 

through contact. Groups that are in geographical proximity, and therefore 

in frequent contact, become familiar with one another’s languages. This 

was the case of the neighboring Desana and Wanano of the middle 

Vaupés River. 

A different factor that contributes to familiarity is marriage. Ongoing 

marriage ties between villages, regardless of geographic distance, 

contribute to the amount of contact between languages. Marriage 

pairing among the same language groups over time produces a linguistic 

sub-community – a microcosm in which a few languages are heard with 

frequency. This is the case among the Wanano of Yapima and the Tukano 

of Juquira, despite considerable geographic separation. Members of each 

group maintained strict adherence to own language. 

As a result of the strong value placed on linguistic loyalty among the 

in-marrying Desana and Tukano in Yapima, the linguistic proximities of 

the languages, and the ongoing exposure to these languages, Wanano 

children developed a degree of familiarity with them. Such loyalty 

to own language, in combination with a familiarity of the other 

spoken languages, is requisite to maintaining the sustained diversity of 

multilingualism. In comparison, in-marrying Tariana wives and visiting 

in-laws in Wanano villages elected to speak Wanano or Tukano because 

Tariana was generally not understood there, and because the Tariana 

etiquette called for accommodation.  The data suggest the important role 

played by language ideology in the transmission and survival of language.
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11. Ideology, maTrIleCT, and language maInTenanCe
Ideology, I thus argue, is a principal factor in determining language 

survival or loss. For linguistic diversity to be maintained, language loyalty 

is a necessary requirement. Among East Tukano speakers of the Northwest 

Amazon, loyalty to patrilect is highly valued.  The idea that one’s matrilect 

has no social or public value is a principal barrier to spoken bilingualism. 

At the same time, the imperative to speak exclusively in patrilect, while 

understanding matrilect, perpetuates multilingualism. 

From the point of view of the Wanano, it may be said, the overt practice 

of mother’s language threatens to compromise adherence to patrilect. A 

similar point was made by Gomez-Imbert for the East Tukano Barasana 

in 1996 (1996:443).  At the same time, the linguistic loyalties of women 

to their own patrilects as wives and mothers serve to transmit mother’s 

language to children as a language of comprehension, thereby expanding 

comprehension throughout the subregion. When loyalty to patrilect is 

combined with a tradition of marrying into the same descent group over 

time, conditions are ideal for linguistic diversity. 

Aikhenvald’s case of the Arawak Tariana, who addressed spouses, including 

wives, in the spouses’ own languages and children in those same languages 

if outsiders were present, holds important lessons. Because Tariana 

women did not speak their own languages in the villages into which 

they married, the Tariana language was not reproduced in those villages, 

and not transmitted as a language of comprehension. The evaluation 

undermined long-term language retention. 
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Tariana accommodation to the languages of others may have served in 

the long run to compromise the preservation of spoken Tariana. The 

Tariana language experienced steady decline in the Vaupés. One of 

the last remaining fluent speakers of Tariana passed away in 2010. Like 

the downriver (Brazilian) Arapaso and unlike the upriver (Colombian) 

Kubeo and Makuna, the Tariana retain their identity as an exogamous 

descent group, despite language loss.

The East Tukano system of providing wives who subscribe to linguistic 

loyalties, thereby transmitting their languages to children who are likely to 

marry into that language (albeit without speaking it), and raise grandchildren 

who identify and maintain it, contributes to the linguistic preservation of 

the language.  The implication, moreover, is that language maintenance is a 

correlate of two factors: strong language loyalty and out-marrying women. 

A group that provides wives who practice linguistic loyalty to patrilect is 

likely to achieve a proportionate degree of linguistic dominance. 

12. generalIzIng from The Case: language as a TopIC of Talk       
Using Wanano as an exemplary case, we have seen that speakers of East 

Tukano languages engage in a wide range of meta-discursive practices 

that theorize the nature of language, the means by which languages 

are learned, and how languages differ from one another. The degree to 

which language is available as a topic of talk depends upon a number of 

pre-existing conditions. The case at hand suggests four features that give 

rise to such a resource: (1) objectification; (2) identity; (3) explanatory 

resource; (4) perceptual salience and speakability. The first, objectification, 

refers to the perception of thingness or essentiality of a language as a 

recognizable, bounded entity, with identifying features. We saw this in the 
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body of metadiscursive theory employed by the Wanano to characterize 

the patterns of their own language and to distinguish it from others. The 

second, identity, attaches abstraction to practice, lending meaning and 

value to practice.  The third, explanatory resource, refers to the explanatory 

power conferred on language per se, as when speakers of East Tukano 

languages, including Wanano, rely on speech as an index with which to 

make sense of the world and themselves within it. The fourth, perceptual 

salience and speakability, refers to the conscious awareness (Philips 1992) 

of different languages as alternative means of communication, each 

with distinct and describable attributes. The everyday co-presence of 

languages in the Vaupés basin and the abilities of speakers to characterize 

and compare them attest to a keen awareness of the commonalities and 

differences across varieties of East Tukano languages. That which I call 

speakability is the availability of a body of discursive and linguistic resources 

for producing talk about language. Speakers of Wanano utilize a range of 

lexical resources to discuss speaking, some of which have been presented 

here. The four features, all found among speakers of East Tukano languages, 

contribute to the likelihood that a metalanguage – a language about 

language – will be found among a particular group of speakers. When 

combined, the tools are in place to develop a conversation about language 

as a phenomenon and about individual languages in comparison.

ConClusIon
Attitudes toward language, concepts of self and other, and meanings 

attributed to speech performance, are important factors that contribute 

to the outcome in any situation of language contact. These are especially 

important in settings such as the Vaupés basin where speech practices 

serve as indices of group belonging, reflecting a theory of the nature of 
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language and being, the means by which languages are acquired as part 

of the developmental process of the person, and how languages differ 

from one another.  This extensive body of symbolic and sociopragmatic 

knowledge about language, I argue, lays the foundation for an East 

Tukano ethnolinguistics.

Scholars widely acknowledge that in the Vaupés basin descent is de-

problematized by the maintenance of linguistic difference. This article 

goes a step further to suggest that linguistic difference is itself the result 

of speaker choice in a context of strongly held beliefs with implications 

for the positioning of the self in the social world. In the act of speaking, 

each linguistico-descent group reproduces itself through specific choices 

that maintain linguistic difference. 

The literature on language contact recognizes that in multilingual settings 

speaker choice is subject to the opposing goals of communicative efficacy 

on the one hand, and identity maintenance on the other (Weinreich 

1963 [1953]; Sankoff 2001; Winford 2003). The first encourages 

accommodation for purposes of mutual intelligibility, while the second is 

concerned with preserving group identity and boundaries. The first leads 

to convergence; the second to differentiation. While linguistic studies 

have amply explored the processes of bilingualism, code switching, and 

borrowing for several decades, understanding the processes which favor 

linguistic purism and conserve linguistic boundaries has been far more 

recent (Thomason and Kaufman 1988; Thomason 2001). Here I have 

argued that a number of mechanisms, including language ideology, may 

act as profound forces to counter linguistic assimilation, even in contexts 

of intense language contact. 
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Most studies of language contact and loyalty consider cases where a state-

sanctioned language is imposed upon speakers of ‘minority’ languages 

(Blommaert 1998; Errington 2008; Sarkar and Winer 2006). In the Alto 

Rio Negro Indigenous Territory, however, no single language is imposed 

as a universal standard.  Instead, at the level of the local sib settlement 

the language of the agnatic core, the patrilect, dominates. From the point 

of view of East Tukano speakers like the Wanano, members of a descent 

group are expected to speak the language of that descent group. With the 

exception of the limited hegemony of Tukano in mission villages and 

towns, the dominance of any single code is limited by the distribution of its 

members so that no one code may be said to predominate across villages. 

The wealth of extra- or meta-linguistic practices associated with 

language contact in this region leads us to postulate the existence of 

an East Tukano ethnolinguistics, a body of theory about language and 

language use that renders it intelligible to speakers and drives practice. 

According to this body of thought, one’s speech indexically points to 

one’s descent identity, thus placing speakers within a social matrix. As 

a manifestation of the universal organizing principle of patrifiliation 

that structures social identity and belonging through descent, speech 

production disambiguates the placement of individuals within larger 

matrices of kin and marriageables. 

Although the data for this article were derived principally from fieldwork 

among speakers of Wanano, one language of the East Tukano family, the 

rich corpus of literature for other languages of the same language family 

indicates that linguistic practices and values shown for the Wanano are 

widely shared across East Tukano groups (C. Hugh-Jones 1979; S. Hugh-

Jones 1979; Gomez-Imbert 1993, 1996, 1999; Jackson 1983; Stenzel 
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2005). We are also fortunate to have Aikenvald’s research as the basis to 

identify a contrasting complex of linguistic ideology and practice with 

important comparative implications.

The case of the Northwest Amazon illustrates the power of extra-

linguistic factors, including speaker attitudes and other social factors, 

over linguistic criteria in determining outcomes of language contact. 

Scholars of language contact generally hold typological distance to be 

a fairly reliable predictor of contact-induced change because features 

that are structurally similar are readily exchanged between systems 

(Thomason 2001:77). Lexical borrowing, as a case in point, is especially 

common between languages. This expected pattern, however, is not 

borne out among the typologically similar East Tukano languages, where 

intermarrying language groups form interlocking webs bound by social 

ties, but differentiated by linguistic difference. The latter are maintained 

and reproduced, we have argued, through ideological practices. 
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women’s song exChanges In The norThwesT amazon: 
ConTaCTs beTween groups, languages, and IndIVIduals

Aimee J. Hosemann
Southern Illinois University Carbondale

Abstract: This paper examines both the commonalities and 

differences  in discourse structuring of adult women’s song exchanges 

among the Wanano/Kotiria (East Tukano; Chernela 1988; 1993; 2011; 

2012), Wakuénai/Kurripako (Arawak; Hill 2009), and Hup (Nadahup/

Makú; Epps 2008). This piece addresses the theme of the special issue by 

bridging anthropological and linguistic concerns about potentially shared 

cultural and linguistic areal features in the NW Amazon. Further, this 

paper enters into dialogue with Beier, Michael, and Sherzer (2002:126) 

in their discussion of a “greater Amazonian discourse area.” The Wanano, 

Wakuénai, and Hup people share marital practices that can situate women 

as outsiders; this outsider status can be explicitly remarked upon during 

the performance of song exchanges. When women remain in natal or 

familial areas into adulthood and marriage, they continue to perform 




