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LENGUA X: AN ANDEAN PUZZLE 1

MATTHIAS PACHE

LEIDEN UNIVERSITY

In the south-central Andes, several researchers have documented series of numerical 
terms that some have attributed to a hitherto unknown language: Lengua X. Indeed, they 
are difficult to link, as a whole, with numerical series from the known languages of the 
area. This paper discusses the available information on these series and attempts to trace 
their origin. It is difficult to argue that they are the remnants of a single, vanished language. 
Instead, it is argued that Lengua X numbers for ‘one’ and ‘two’ originate in Aymara, a 
language from the highlands, whereas terms for ‘three’ to ‘five’ originate in Mosetén, a 
language from the eastern foothills. Additional parallels with Uru-Chipayan, Quechua, 
and Aymara (terms from ‘six’ to ‘ten’) suggest that Lengua X numbers reflect a unique 
and complex situation of language contact in the south-central Andes.

[KEYWORDS: Lengua X, Aymara, Mosetén, Uru-Chipayan, numbers, language contact]

1. Introduction. Since the colonial period, four indigenous language 
groups have been associated with the south-central Andes: Quechua, Ay-
mara, Uru-Chipayan, and Puquina (e.g., Bouysse-Cassagne 1975; Adelaar 
2004). Since the late nineteenth century, however, several researchers (e.g., 
Posnansky 1938; Vellard 1967) have come across words in the Bolivian 
highlands for numbers that seem to belong to a different language: Lengua 
X, as it was called by Ibarra Grasso (1982:15, 97). This paper presents and 
discusses Lengua X numerical terms, addressing the question of their origin.

Table 1 illustrates the first four numbers of Lengua X, together with their 
counterparts in Aymara, Chipaya (Uru-Chipayan), Bolivian Quechua, and 
Puquina. 2 The Lengua X numbers <mayti> ‘one’ and <payti> ‘two’ are clearly 

1 The research for this paper was funded by the European Research Council under the Eu-
ropean Union’s Seventh Framework Programme (FP7/2007–2013) / ERC Grant Agreement 
No. 295918. The author’s fieldwork in Irohito, carried out from 20 July to 21 August 2011, was 
funded by the DAAD (Deutscher Akademischer Austauschdienst). I wish to thank Ciriaco Inda 
Colque and Rosendo Inda Inda from Irohito, who contributed to this paper with information on 
Lengua X numbers, and the community of Irohito for its support during my research stay. I am 
grateful to Willem Adelaar, David Beck, Nick Emlen, Harald Hammarström, Katja Hannß, Bruce 
Mannheim, Matthias Urban, Jupp Zenzen, and to three anonymous reviewers for their valuable 
comments on the manuscript, and to Arjan Mossel for creating a map.

2 The transcriptions of indigenous language data that are not given between chevrons are 
phonemic and mostly follow the respective sources.
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related to Aymara maya ‘one’ and paya ‘two’. Otherwise, Lengua X terms 
widely differ from numbers in Andean languages illustrated in table 1.

2 will introduce and discuss the data available on Lengua X numbers from 
a synchronic perspective. 3 will discuss them from a diachronic perspective, 
broaching the issue of possible external relations. Finally, 4 summarizes the 
observations made in this paper and discusses their implications.

2. Lengua X: The data. The only data from Lengua X are the num-
bers ‘one’ to ‘ten’. The most detailed account of these terms is given by 
Ibarra Grasso (1982) in Las lenguas indígenas de Bolivia (an extended ver-
sion of Ibarra Grasso 1964). The terms in question have not received much 
attention in the scientific literature, though they have been mentioned—only 
relatively recently, as stressed by Ibarra Grasso (1982:97), and under dif-
ferent labels—by scholars such as Bandelier (see Wrigley 1917:194), Pos-
nansky (1938:53), or Vellard (1967:36).

As illustrated in figure 1, Lengua X numbers have been recorded in an area 
extending for several hundred kilometers along a northwest-southeast axis. 
The area’s east-west extension appears to be relatively narrow. At present, it is 
populated mostly by people speaking Aymara. Also, the geographic distribution 
of Lengua X terms roughly coincides with the distribution of groups categorized, 
since the sixteenth century, as “Uru” by the Spaniards, and with the diffusion 
of Uru-Chipayan languages until the mid-twentieth century (cf. Vellard 1954; 
Montaño Aragón 1972; Bouysse-Cassagne 1975; Wachtel 1978).

The different Lengua X series attested in the literature and gathered during 
the author’s fieldwork in Irohito (Ingavi Province, La Paz Department, Bo-
livia) are illustrated in table 2. None of the sources has evidence suggesting 
that Lengua X terms were the only words for numbers used by any of the 
consultants. The language habitually spoken by the consultant, when known, 
is indicated in a footnote. 3 The terms that are underlined in table 2 will be 
linked, in 3, with corresponding elements from other languages.

3 As to elicitation of these series by the author in Irohito, the consultants Ciriaco Inda and 
Rosendo Inda were asked in separate, individual sessions about numerical series that they knew 

TABLE 1 
NUMBERS FROM ‘ONE’ TO ‘FOUR’ IN SEVERAL LANGUAGES OF THE SOUTH-CENTRAL ANDES

Language

Number Lengua X Aymara Chipaya Bolivian Quechua Puquina

1 <mayti> maya tshiː huk <hucsto>, <pesc>
2 <payti> paya pişk iskay <so>
3 <iriti> kimsa čhep kimsa <cap(p)a>
4 <yuncati> pusi paqpik tawa <sper>

Data from Ibarra Grasso (1982:98), Adelaar (2004:294–95), Rosat Pontacti (2004), Cerrón-Palomino 
(2006:105). A fuller account of numbers in Andean languages is given in table I in the appendix.
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As can be seen in table 2, Lengua X numerical series are not consistent 
across the different places indicated in figure 1. This is particularly true among 
higher numbers: for ‘nine’, for instance, the forms <ačíči>, <aran>, <chaleco>, 
<chareta>, <chinini>, <chipana>, <kolke>, and <taksum> were recorded in dif-
ferent places. Also, some Lengua X words given in table 2 are attested only 
once, such as <acargu> ‘six’ from Llapallapani (Sebastián Pagador Province, 
Oruro Department, Bolivia) (Ibarra Grasso 1982:106). Regardless of these 

in Aymara, Uchumataqu (the Uru-Chipayan language formerly spoken in Irohito), and any other 
words for numbers they knew. Both consultants were 43 years old at the time of the recording. 
In everyday communication within the community, both use Aymara. During elicitation, the 
language of interaction was Spanish. No specific stimuli were used and no “give a number” tasks 
were undertaken. The inclusion of Ciriaco Inda and Rosendo Inda was based on their willingness 
to collaborate and on their knowledge of the words in question.

FIG. 1—Twentieth-century distribution of indigenous languages discussed in this paper. Places 
where Lengua X words were recorded are indicated with triangles. The map was created by 
Arjan Mossel, based on data from Ibarra Grasso (1982), Grimes (2000), Adelaar (2004), and 
Sakel (2004).
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inconsistencies, the terms in table 2 have been tentatively attributed to Lengua 
X as a single language by Ibarra Grasso (1982) and Montaño Aragón (1972). 
Even among the Lengua X numbers recorded in a single community, differ-
ences can be observed. This was mentioned by Ibarra Grasso (1982:106) in 
the context of the two series recorded in Llapallapani from a male and female 
speaker, given in table 2. Another case of variation between two consultants 
from the same community is attested in the two Lengua X series recorded 
in Irohito by the author, also given in table 2. Instead, a relative stability or 
coherence of certain Lengua X terms is reflected by the fact that some of them, 
especially smaller numbers, are regularly attested across different consultants 
and places. This is illustrated in figure 2, which shows the frequencies of 
several Lengua X numbers listed in table 2.

In addition to being the most widespread Lengua X terms, <mayti> ‘one’, 
<payti> ‘two’, <iriti> ‘three’, and <yunkati> ‘four’ also exhibit the most co-
herence and stability with respect to form and meaning (figure 2; see also 
Pica et al. 2004:501). This may also indicate that at the time of recording, 
Lengua X numbers were no longer used as a regular counting device—if 
they ever were—in the south-central Andes. This would be consistent with 
an observation made to me by Ciriaco Inda in Irohito: Lengua X terms are 
not in everyday use, but they are occasionally still taught to children in some 
families. Ibarra Grasso (1982:98) mentions a market woman from Pucarani 
(Los Andes Province, La Paz Department, Bolivia) who told him, during a 
fieldwork trip in 1941, that she had learned these words for numbers from 
her clients. Little has been said in the literature about the use of Lengua X 
terms today. An exemplary function of Lengua X numbers has been proposed 
by Ibarra Grasso (1982:102); he observes, in two instances, that Lengua X 
words for numbers are used among pupils in order to communicate without 
being understood by others. 4

3. Lengua X numbers: Possible origins. The differences between 
Lengua X numbers and those in other Andean languages raise questions 
about their origin (see table 1, and table I in the appendix). Ciriaco Inda 
from Irohito, for instance, suggests that Lengua X terms were brought by 
itinerant Kallawaya healers visiting from the eastern lowlands. 5 Kallawaya 
is a secret language that draws part of its lexicon from the extinct Puquina 

4 Similarly, ancient or foreign words might be preserved in children’s counting rhymes across 
different parts of the world: compare, for instance, English eeny, meeny, miny, moe, which might 
be related to Celtic numbers (Opie and Opie 1997:156–58), or a French counting rhyme beginning 
am, stram, gram, which might reflect German eins, zwei, drei ‘one, two, three’ (Ifrah 1994:518).

5 Ciriaco Inda quotes his great-uncle Manuel Inta in this context, stating that Kallawaya 
healers trading medicine frequently came to Irohito; they were  accommodated in the inhabitants' 
houses. Note that Manuel Inta, mentioned here, is not the same as Vellard’s main consultant, also 
named Manuel Inta, who lived from ~1865 to ~1948 (cf. Muysken 2010:101).
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language (e.g., Hannß 2014a). A Kallawaya origin is also postulated by 
the Swiss anthropologist Bandelier (Wrigley 1917:194) for the words he 
recorded in the late nineteenth century in Pelechuco (Franz Tamayo Prov-
ince, La Paz Department, Bolivia) (see table 2). However, there seem to 
be few connections between Kallawaya and Lengua X, as Montaño Aragón 

FIG. 2—Frequencies of some Lengua X numerical terms from table 2, with associated values. 
In the legend, only the most frequently attested forms and meanings are given. The x axis indicates 
number; the y axis indicates the response frequency in percentages.
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(1972:66) points out. (For the Kallawaya terms, see table II in the appen-
dix.) Other inhabitants of Irohito explain the origin of the numbers differ-
ently, stating that they came to the community with wood traders from the 
lowlands (Achim Schumacher, personal communication, September 2015). 
Posnansky (1938:53) claims that the terms he recorded in Huayllamarca in 
1914 (Nor Carangas Province, Oruro Department, Bolivia, cf. table 2) have 
an Arawakan origin. 6 A link between Lengua X numbers and Arawakan 
languages is refuted by Ibarra Grasso (1982:98). (For numbers in Apolista, 
one of the geographically closest Arawakan languages, see table II in the 
appendix.) Since the identification of putative vestigial “Aruwak” elements 
among the populations of the Andes is the leitmotiv of Posnansky’s book, 
his position (1938:19) might in fact not be so far from Vellard’s (1967:36), 
who refers to the series in question as “old number words from the Titicaca 
region.” 7 Finally, Ibarra Grasso (1982:97, 102, 104) suggests that the words 
may belong to a specific but unknown language which might eventually turn 
out to be still spoken somewhere: Lengua X. This suggestion is based on 
ethnohistorical sources mentioning unidentified languages formerly spoken 
in the south-central Andes, and on obscure toponyms in the area that can-
not be linked to any known language. However, Ibarra Grasso does not 
draw any definite conclusions about Lengua X being an independent lan-
guage from this kind of evidence. Montaño Aragón (1972), quoting Ibarra 
Grasso’s (1964) hypothesis, tentatively connects Lengua X words with an 
Andean population he refers to as the Capillu or Q’oro, living near Turco 
(Sajama Province, Oruro Department, Bolivia; figure 1) in two townships: 
Yarbichambi and Rosapata. He refers to their language as Champirillu. 
Montaño Aragón (1972:67–69) argues that Ibarra Grasso’s Lengua X might 
be Champirillu, for three reasons: (1) Champirillu is distinct from Aymara, 
according to his consultants; (2) some toponyms in western Oruro do not 
appear to be Aymara or Chipaya; and (3) Champirillu is spoken in an area 
where Lengua X numbers are attested. He does not provide more linguistic 
evidence in support of the suggestion that Lengua X is Champirillu, nor is 
any evidence for such a hypothesis supplied by Guerra Gutié rrez (1984:50–
53), who also provides firsthand observations on the Capillu. Another pos-
sible candidate for an extinct Andean language as a source of Lengua X 
numbers would be Chholo, formerly spoken near Llapallapani, according to 
one language consultant in Puñaca (figure 1) (Schumacher et al. 2009). Mi-
randa Mamani et al. (1992:97) state that the Chholo numbers are as follows: 
<maytin>, <paytin>, <iritin>, <yunkatin>, <tacsun>, <takirkun>, <chipana>, 
<konlkana>, <chaleco>, <chiitj> (see table 2). I agree with Schumacher et 

6 In an idiosyncratic interpretation, by the term “Aruwak” Posnansky does not refer to Ar-
awakan as a language family but as a racial concept (1938:148).

7 “Numeración antigua de la región del Titicaca” (Vellard 1967:36).
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al. (2009:122), who do not see any reason to argue that Lengua X numbers 
are genuine Chholo forms, given the fact that they are so widely attested in 
the south-central Andes. 8 The same objection also holds for an exclusive 
link between Lengua X numbers and the unknown Champirillu language 
of the Capillu.

In the following three subsections, I illustrate the Lengua X numbers and 
their parallels in nearby indigenous languages. 3.1 discusses the Lengua X 
words for ‘one’ and ‘two’. 3.2 discusses the terms for ‘three’ to ‘five’, and 
3.3 discusses Lengua X numbers from ‘six’ to ‘ten’.

3.1. ‘One’ and ‘two’: An Aymara origin. The first Lengua X num-
bers, mayti ‘one’ and payti ‘two’, strongly resemble their counterparts in 
Aymara, namely mayni (used for humans), maya ~ maː (default) ‘one’, and 
pani, panini (humans), paya ~ paː (default) ‘two’ (De Lucca 1983:660, 882–
83). These parallels between Lengua X and Aymara have been observed by 
several researchers (e.g., Wrigley 1917; Camacho 1950; Montaño Aragón 
1972; Ibarra Grasso 1982). The Aymara numbers maya and paya also have 
cognates in Jaqaru, an Aymaran language from central Peru: mayni (used 
for humans), maya (animals and objects) ‘one’ and pani (humans), paxa 
(animals and objects) ‘two’ (Belleza Castro 1995). Based on these forms, 
Cerrón-Palomino (2000:364) reconstructs the Proto-Aymaran forms *maya 
and *paya. The element -ti, as found in Lengua X mayti and payti, will be 
explained in the next subsection.

3.2. ‘Three’ to ‘five’: A Mosetén origin. The Lengua X words for 
numbers from ‘three’ to ‘five’ seem to originate in Mosetén, one of two 
closely related languages/dialects spoken east of the Bolivian Andes (Beni 
and La Paz Departments) (Adelaar 2004:618; figure 1). The link between 
Lengua X numbers and Mosetenan is not immediately apparent in the terms 
attested in the modern languages—compare Mosetén hiri ‘one’, pə̃rə̃ʔ ‘two’, 
čʰibin ‘three’, ciis ‘four’ (Sakel 2004:167; for more Mosetenan numbers see 
table II in the appendix). However, the connection becomes clearer when a 
peculiarity of counting systems in many lowland South American languages 
is taken into account. Across different languages from northwestern Ama-
zonia, the word for ‘three’ derives from the expression ‘alone’ or ‘without 
a sibling/brother’. This is the case, for instance, in Kakua (Kakua-Nukak) 
(Bolaños 2016:229), Murui (Witotoan) (Wojtylak 2015), Hup (Nadahup) 
(Pozzobon 1997:167; Epps 2006:268), and Dâw (Nadahup)—in the latter 

8 “Estos números no se pueden relacionar claramente con la familia lingüística uru-chipaya, 
ni tampoco son una particularidad de la lengua de los uru-muratos. Más bien constituyen un 
fenómeno con una gran extensión geográfica en el altiplano” (Schumacher et al. 2009:122). 
During the fieldwork of Schumacher et al., the consultant Daniel Moricio did not remember the 
Chholo words for these numbers.
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language it refers to odd numbers (five, seven, nine) in general (Martins 
and Martins 1999:265). Also, among the Bakairí, a Carib-speaking group 
of the Brazilian Mato Grosso, Steinen’s consultants, when confronted with 
random groups of three maize kernels, always arranged them into one pair 
and one single kernel (Steinen 1894:408). When this evidence from other 
South American groups is considered, it seems possible to compare Len-
gua X <iriti> ‘three’ with Mosetén hiri-tʸiʔ ‘alone (masculine)’ (cf. Sakel 
2004:172). This Mosetén form is derived from hiri ‘one’. The final -tʸiʔ is 
a nominalizing element, indicating masculine gender, according to Sakel 
(2004:96–99). In Chimane, the sister language/dialect of Mosetén, the cor-
responding forms are yiriʔ ‘one time’ and yiri-tʸi-s ‘one’ (Gill 1999:110).

A term for ‘three’ based on expressions such as ‘alone’ or ‘without a 
sibling/brother’ is consistent with several instances in lowland South Amer-
ican languages in which numbers for ‘four’ mean something like ‘having a 
brother/sibling/friend’ (cf. Epps 2006:268; Epps et al. 2012:68). This kind 
of construction for ‘four’ was observed as early as the seventeenth century in 
Guaraní (Montoya 1639:178v) and has since been recorded in many appar-
ently unrelated languages of lowland South America, including Hup (Martins 
and Martins 1999:265; Epps 2006:265), Murui (Wojtylak 2015), Tariana (Ar-
awakan) (Aikhenvald 2002:108), Trumai (isolate) (Guirardello 1999:47), and 
Tucanoan languages (Pozzobon 1997:169). Also, the Chimane term for ‘four’, 
wãhpedyeʔ, appears to contain the elements wãh ‘together’ and pedyeʔ ‘friend’ 
(cf. Gill 1999:110) and is built on the same model. 9 In other cases, the word 
for ‘four’ derives from the term for ‘other’, as in Parintintin, a Tupí-Guaraní 
language (Schleicher 1998:13). Schleicher asserts that “[t]he overall picture 
for P[roto-]T[upí-]G[uaraní] is a language which in truth had no number 
words per se; instead of ‘one’, ‘two’, ‘three’, ‘four’, one would more correctly 
gloss these as ‘that’, ‘pair/couple’, ‘few’, and ‘another’” (1998:13; emphasis 
added). A similar situation has been observed by Lehmann (1920:527) in the 
Miskito language of northeastern Nicaragua and eastern Honduras, which be-
longs to the Misumalpan family. The Miskito term <ŭā́la> ‘other’ recurs in the 
words for ‘two’ <ŭal> (Lehmann 1920:527) and ‘four’ <ŭá̌l-ŭăl> (1920:526). 
In consequence, Lengua X <yunkati> and related forms for ‘four’ may be 
compared with Mosetén yok-tʸiʔ ‘(an)other (masculine)’ (cf. Sakel 2004:87, 
112). In Gill’s (1999) Chimane data, I could find no counterpart of this form.

The nominalizing element <ti>/-tʸiʔ, attested in Lengua X <iriti>/Mosetén 
hiri-tʸiʔ and Lengua X <yunkati>/Mosetén yok-tʸiʔ, may have spread via anal-
ogy to Lengua X mayti ‘one’ and payti ‘two’ (see 3.1).

9 An anonymous reviewer observes that terms for ‘four’ with the meaning ‘(having a) brother/
sibling/friend’ are also found outside of the area in which the term for ‘three’ derives from 
‘without a sibling/brother’ or ‘alone’.
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Finally, Lengua X <takiri> ‘five’ might be linked with Mosetén tʸak ‘ten’ 
and hiri ‘one’ (cf. Sakel 2004:167). The corresponding form in Chimane is 
yiriʔtak or -tak ‘ten’ (Gill 1999:110). It seems possible to compare the term 
for ‘ten’ in Mosetenan with the term for ‘five’ in Lengua X for the follow-
ing reason: Pairs as counting units seem to be a widespread phenomenon in 
South American languages, and numbers that are connected across different 
languages (such as Mosetenan tak/tʸak ‘ten’ and Lengua X <takiri> ‘five’) may 
indicate the number of pairs in one language and the number of single items 
in the other. As can be gleaned from table I in the appendix, this also seems 
to be the case in the context of Puquina <pesc> ‘one’ and Uchumataqu (Uru 
from Irohito) piski ‘two’ (cf. Cerrón-Palomino and Ballón Aguirre 2011:18), 
or in Aymara pusi ‘four’ and Quechua pusaq ‘eight’. 10 Thus, whereas Puquina 
<pesc> ‘one’, Aymara pusi ‘four’, and Lengua X <takiri> ‘five’ are used to 
count single units, their counterparts in Uchumataqu (piski ‘two’), Quechua 
(pusaq ‘eight’), and Mosetenan (tak/tʸak ‘ten’) seem to have originally re-
ferred to pairs. 11 Similar counting patterns are also found in other parts of the 
world, as an anonymous reviewer points out. For instance, in Mangareva (a 
Polynesian language from the Gambier Islands of French Polynesia) number 
terms do not necessarily refer to quantities of single items. In the context of 
culturally salient or valued entities, they may refer to counting units whose 
size depends on what specifically is being counted. If turtles are counted, 
the counting unit is one, whereas it is two in the case of fish being counted 
(Bender and Beller 2014:1324).

Since the parallels of Lengua X numbers concern morphologically complex 
forms in Mosetén, the latter must be considered to be the donor. The parallels that 
could be uncovered in Chimane are less obviously related to Lengua X terms. 
Table 3 summarizes the similarities between Lengua X and Mosetén forms.

3.3. ‘Six’ to ‘ten’: Parallels with Uru-Chipayan and other lan-
guages. As for the external relations of the Lengua X words for ‘six’ 
to ‘ten’, it is more difficult to provide a simple explanation; not only do 
speakers frequently disagree about what the higher numbers are (see table 
2 and figure 2), but the connections between Lengua X and other languages 
do not always suggest an obvious origin.

10 I am grateful to Willem Adelaar for pointing out the possible relationship between the 
Quechua and Aymara forms.

11 Note also Lengua X iriti, which regularly refers to ‘three’ but indicates ‘six’ according to 
two consultants from Irohito (see table 2). Among lowland South American peoples, counting 
gestures are based on pairs in several cases: among the Carib-speaking Bakairí of southwestern 
Brazil (Steinen 1894:406–7); among two Chibchan-speaking groups, namely the Ette (Chi-
mila) of northern Colombia (Niño Vargas 2009) and the Barí of eastern Colombia and western 
Venezuela (my own fieldwork data); and among the Kakua of the Colombian–Brazilian border 
region (Bolaños 2016:228–30).
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In some cases, there seem to be parallels in Uchumataqu, as pointed out by 
Adelaar (2004:375), specifically with regard to Uchumataqu ‘six’ and ‘nine’, 
as observed by Ibarra Grasso (1982:102–3) and shown in table 4. Numbers 
larger than four, as illustrated in the Uru varieties of Ch’imu and Uchumataqu 
in table 4, are difficult to reconstruct for Proto-Uru-Chipayan since Chipaya 
only has numbers from ‘one’ to ‘four’ and uses Aymara words for larger 
values (cf. Cerrón-Palomino 2006:104). It is likewise difficult to propose a 
scenario by which the Lengua X numbers illustrated in table 4 would have 
derived from Proto-Uru-Chipayan.

Despite the difficulty of establishing an origin of these words in Proto-
Uru-Chipayan, an element found in a few Lengua X numbers above ‘five’, 
and which does seem to have an Uru-Chipayan origin, is -či or -čiči, as 
in <olajchi> ‘nine’ (recorded in Chipaya), ačači ‘seven, eight’, and <ačíči> 

‘nine’ (recorded in Irohito). In Uchumataqu, -či or reduplicated -čiči indicates 
ownership and is attached to digits in numbers above ten (Hannß 2008:208). 
Its Aymara counterpart, -ni, has the same function (cf. Adelaar 2004:277) 
and seems to be reflected in the Lengua X terms <kolquini> ‘seven’ and 
<chipani> ‘eight’ (table 1).

TABLE 3 
PARALLELS BETWEEN LENGUA X NUMBERS AND MOSETÉN

Mosetén Lengua X

-tʸiʔ nominalizing element <mayti> ‘one’, <payti> ‘two’
hiri-tʸiʔ ‘alone (masculine)’ <iriti> ‘three’
yok-tʸiʔ ‘another (masculine)’ <yunkati>, <yunki> ‘four’
tʸak ‘ten’, hiri ‘one’ <takiri> ‘five’

Additional Lengua X items might be related to Mosetenan. For instance, 
Lengua X <aran> ‘nine’ in table 2 might be compared with Mosetén arah-tʸak 
‘nine’ (cf. Sakel 2004:167) and Chimane arah-tak (= “almost-ten”) (cf. Gill 
1999:110). The Mosetenan terms are probably calqued from Southern Aymara 
<llalla tunca> (= “almost-ten”) (Bertonio 2006 [1612]:317), or vice versa.

TABLE 4 
PARALLELS BETWEEN LENGUA X AND URU NUMBERS

Uchumataqu Uru Ch’imu Lengua X

taqčuku ‘six’ <ta+ ́ χ̣sō> ‘six’ <tajsu> ‘six’
sanqu ‘nine’ <sa+ ́ ṅko> ‘nine’ <chanaku> ‘eight’

Data from Posnansky (1938:53), Camacho (1950:252), Muysken (2005), and Hannß 
(2014b:197). In the context of Uru Ch’imu taxsoː ‘six’ and related forms, there is some 
similarity with Quechua suqta ‘six’ (Willem Adelaar, personal communication, September 
2015). As to the fact that in some cases, the numeric values in Lengua X and Uru do not 
seem to match, similar observations have been made in other contexts as well (e.g., Urban 
2015), and non-matching numerals are also widely attested even within Lengua X.
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The ending <-ku/-ko /-qu> in table 4 is found in several Ch’imu Uru num-
bers and in most Uchumataqu numbers above ‘four’; for instance, in Uchu-
mataqu taqčuku ‘six’ and Ch’imu Uru <sa+ ́ ṅko> ‘nine’ (see also table I in the 
appendix). In Lengua X, it is attested in wanaku ‘six, seven’ and <chanaku> 
‘eight’.

Another relevant observation regards the recurrent element qalyqu, attested 
in some Aymara numbers, which has a counterpart in Lengua X <acargu> and 
<takarko> (both ‘six’). The Aymara element qalyqu has been interpreted as a 
fossilized term for ‘five’ in paqalyqu ‘seven’ (cf. paya ‘two’) and kimsaqalyqu 
‘eight’ (cf. kimsa ‘three’) (e.g., Middendorf 1891:37). This constituent of 
Aymara numbers has no parallel in Jaqaru (cf. Belleza Castro 1995). Given 
the recurrent character of <-ku/-ko /-qu> in Uchumataqu, Ch’imu Uru, and 
some Lengua X terms, and bearing in mind that in Uru-Chipayan languages, 
numbers may have referred to pairs as counting units (3.2), the fossilized 
element qalyqu ‘five’ in Aymara numbers and its counterparts in Lengua 
X <acargu> and <takarko> might be compared with Uchumataqu qhalo and 
Ch’imu Uru <khā ́ ro> ‘ten’.

Finally, as shown in table 4, Lengua X <chanaku> ‘eight’ and related forms 
resemble Quechua čanaku ‘youngest son’. In fact, several similar cases of 
Lengua X numbers above ‘five’ are homophonous with Quechua or Aymara 
terms (table 5). Since the Aymara/Quechua terms given in table 5 would be 
extremely unlikely sources of numerical terms (e.g., Hammarström 2010; Epps 
et al. 2012), a possible explanation is hobson-jobsons. 12 Hobson-jobsons are 
substitutions of unintelligible words or expressions from foreign languages by 

12 The frequent use of numbers in trade relations would be an alternative explantion—Quechua 
and Aymara qulyqi ‘money’ might be a source of Lengua X kolke, as an anonymous reviewer 
suggests. As s/he states, a trade-based word such as ‘money’ might be reinterpreted as a number 
in a language lacking that particular term.

TABLE 5 
LENGUA X NUMBERS AND QUECHUA/AYMARA LEXICAL ITEMS

Aymara/Quechua Lengua X

čanaku Quechua ‘youngest son’ <chanaku> and related forms ‘five, eight, nine’
wanaku ‘guanaco’, in Quechua also ‘to repent, 

better one’s life’ wanaku ‘six, seven’

ačači ‘old man, grandfather’ ačači ‘seven, eight’
qulyqini Aymara ‘rich person’ <kolquini> ‘seven’
qulyqi Quechua/Aymara ‘money’ <kolke> ‘nine, ten’
čipana ‘bracelet’ <chipana> ‘seven, eight, nine’
uraqači Quechua ‘to cut off, lower sth.’ <olajchi> ‘nine’

Aymara and Quechua data from De Lucca (1983), Rosat Pontacti (2004).
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words or expressions that do make sense to a speaker. (An example would be 
French m’aidez ‘help me’, which was reinterpreted, in English, as “mayday”; 
Cowan and Rakušan 1998:179–80.) Thus, the Lengua X words illustrated 
in table 5 might be explained as forms that were modified by speakers of 
Aymara or Quechua, possibly in relatively recent times, in a way that made 
sense in their language. The form čipana, for instance, has been recorded as 
the Lengua X terms for ‘seven’, ‘eight’, or ‘nine’ in several cases. In Quechua 
and Aymara, čipana means ‘bracelet’. Simultaneously, the Lengua X number 
may contain an element derived from Uru-Chipayan čhep ‘three’ or Mosetén 
čʰibin ‘three’. 13 In some instances, Spanish probably also provided hobson-
jobsons; compare, for example, Uchumataqu sanqu ‘nine’, Spanish chaleco 
‘vest’, Lengua X <chaleco> ‘nine’ in table 2. Virtually nothing is known about 
the specific contexts in which the published Lengua X series were gathered, 
and in some cases the person recording the Lengua X words or an interpreter 
may also have been the source of these substitutions.

4. Conclusion and Discussion. This paper has examined the so-called 
Lengua X numbers of the south-central Andes, discussing their external 
relations, and showing that most of them can be traced to other languages 
of the area. Lengua X ‘one’ and ‘two’ seem to originate in Aymara (3.1), 
and the terms from ‘three’ to ‘five’ can be explained as morphologically 
complex forms in Mosetén (3.2). This makes Lengua X the only instance 
of words for numbers originating in a lowland or piedmont language (Mo-
setén, in this case) being used in the Andean highlands—usually, it is the 
other way round, as for example in Apolista (Arawakan) and Cavineña 
(Tacanan) (see table II in the appendix). As for Lengua X terms from ‘six’ 
to ‘ten’, it is impossible to draw a clear picture; some single elements can 
be linked to Uru-Chipayan languages, and several Lengua X words seem 
to have been modified by speakers of Aymara and Quechua, leading to 
hobson-jobsons (3.3).

Given these external relations, it is important to ask what the context that 
gave rise to this etymologically mixed numerical system might have been. The 
most basic words in Lengua X, namely the terms for ‘one’ and ‘two’, mayti 
and payti, derive from Aymara maya ‘one’ and paya ‘two’. Thus, Lengua X 
series seem to mirror the situation of lowland languages such as Apolista and 
Cavineña where only the terms for ‘one’ and ‘two’ are native, whereas higher 
numbers are borrowed from highland languages. Across different languages, 
the terms for ‘one’ and ‘two’ have been shown to be among the forty most 
stable lexical items, diachronically speaking (Holman et al. 2008), and thus top 
the stability hierarchy. This suggests that the people who created the Lengua 
X numerical series were probably speakers of an Aymaran language. Since 

13 Final in in the Mosetén čʰibin ‘three’ might be a plural marker (cf. Sakel 2004:81).
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the area where Lengua X terms have been recorded has been populated not 
only by Uru-Chipayan-speaking groups but also, since AD 1100–1400 (Adelaar 
2012:589), by Aymara-speaking people, the formation of Lengua X numbers 
probably occurred after that.

The words from ‘three’ to ‘five’ are lower in the stability hierarchy and 
apparently originate in Mosetén, since they can be analyzed as morphologi-
cally complex forms in this language. An equivalent of Lengua X <yunkati> 
‘four’ already existed when Aymara-speaking groups came into contact with 
speakers of Mosetén (compare Proto-Aymaran *puši ‘four’; Emlen 2017), 
and there was apparently no need for Aymara-speakers to borrow this term. 
A source from the seventeenth century (Meléndez 1682:814–18) suggests 
that there was contact between Aymara-speaking and neighboring Mosetén-
speaking groups; also, many Mosetén understood or even spoke Aymara at 
that time (Métraux 1942:18, 1948:487). Nonetheless, Mosetén does not seem 
to have undergone heavy influence from Aymara (Sakel 2004:4), nor vice 
versa, and the exact circumstances of Mosetén–Aymara contact in the past 
remain obscure, though trade may have played a role (Métraux 1942:18). 
Having said that, given that our earliest information on Lengua X numbers 
dates from the late nineteenth century, it cannot necessarily be synthesized 
with the ethnohistorical evidence from the seventeenth century.

As to the role of Uru-Chipayan languages in the context of Lengua X 
terms, Uchumataqu words can be linked with some Lengua X terms for ‘six’ 
and ‘eight’, as argued by Ibarra Grasso (1982:102–3). The same is true for 
numbers from Ch’imu Uru. Additionally, some endings attested in Lengua X 
numbers above ‘five’, such as final -či/-čiči and -ku/-ko/-qu, recur in words 
from Uchumataqu and Ch’imu Uru. In this context, it is also relevant to note 
that Uru-Chipayan-speaking groups had interacted with peoples from the east-
ern foothills (Pache et al. 2016), some of whom spoke Mosetenan languages 
(Créqui-Montfort and Rivet 1926; Jolkesky 2016:513). 14

In sum, this paper has shown that it is difficult to trace these words which 
are attested sporadically in the south-central Andes to an individual, vanished 
language, “Lengua X.” Also, there is no evidence that the series in question 
were ever part of a more elaborate trade jargon or pidgin that arose in a 
contact situation between highland and lowland populations. Instead, Len-
gua X numbers seem to be a singular epiphenomen emerging from complex 
intergroup relations, whereby the origin of the different forms is more easily 
discernible in the lower numbers than in the higher numbers. In their mul-
tivocality, and in their convoluted origin, these series appear to be unique. 
Tracing the characteristics and the origin of Lengua X numbers, this paper 

14 Compare, for instance, Mosetén sonyiʔ ‘man’, tʸaːraː ‘maize’, čʰibin ‘three’ (Sakel 2004) 
and Chipaya ṣ̌onyi ‘man’, tara ‘maize’, čhep ‘three’ (Cerrón-Palomino and Ballón Aguirre 2011).
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has also illustrated how a relatively minor phenomenon may ultimately turn 
out to reveal the echoes of a complex and dynamic linguistic past.
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