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Abstract: The article deals with attributive modification in South American lan-
guages. It focuses on descriptive terms that denote properties. First of all, it is
observed that attributivemodification with property terms is possible inmost, but
not all South American languages. The typology of attributive constructions is
argued to constitute a continuum, from syntactically loose nominal expressions,
on the one hand, to morphologically complex structures which are ambiguous
between compounding and derivation, on the other hand. The latter involves
the use of lexico-grammatical means such as classifiers. The paper also raises
the question of a possible diachronic link – at least for some languages – between
intransitive clauses and postnominal property terms, which are often verbal in
nature.

Keywords: attributive modification; noun phrase; predication; property concepts;
South American languages

1 Introduction

This study deals with the way attributive modification is expressed in South
American (‘SA’) indigenous languages. It is concernedwith a functional equivalent
of attributively used property concepts, such as ‘big tree’, ‘old dog’, or ‘white
clouds’. By a ‘property concept’ I refer to a descriptive element that denotes a
property or quality, narrowing down the interpretation of the referent noun.
Semantically, it encompasses the types in (1), which are identified in Dixon (1977,
1982, 2004a: 5, 2010: 74) as prototypical.
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(1) Semantic types under investigation:
dimension (‘big’, ‘small’, ‘long’, ‘deep’, etc.)
age (‘new’, young’, ‘old’, etc.)
value (‘good’, ‘bad’, ‘strange’, etc.)
color (‘black’, ‘white’, ‘red’, etc.)
physical property (‘hard’, ‘soft’, ‘heavy’, ‘wet’, ‘strong’, ‘clean’, ‘hot’, etc.)
human propensity (‘jealous’, ‘happy’, ‘kind’, etc.)
speed (‘fast’, ‘quick’, ‘slow’, etc.).

The topic of attributive modification in SA languages has received a preliminary
treatment in Krasnoukhova (2012: Ch. 6), who identified a number of tendencies.
This study differs in a number of ways. First, it takes amorefine-grained approach
by examining each semantic type. Second, it offers a typology of attributive
modification in the languages of this continent. It was shown by Foley’s (1980:
174) study of Austronesian languages that different types of modifiers in a noun
phrase (NP) typically differ in the strength of the syntactic bond with their head
noun, running from strong to weak along a ‘Bondedness Hierarchy’. This study
argues that a similar range of syntactic bondedness is also relevant within one
modifier type.

It should be noted that SA languages have started to be explored from a
typological perspective only relatively recently. They are still underrepresented
in typological studies treating morpho-syntax of attributive modification. For
example, Rijkhoff’s (2002: 5–10) study on the NP structure includes only four SA
languages.1 A study by Rießler (2016), although devoted to an exploration of
attributive modification by property concepts in the languages of Northern Eura-
sia, does include observations for a world-wide sample of 71 languages, among
which three SA indigenous languages.2 The present study aims to contribute to a

1 This may be a consequence of following Ruhlen’s (1991[1987]) classification of the world’s
languages. Ruhlen groups all SA languages under one ‘Amerind’ family divided into six subphyla,
including languages spoken in North America. That view on genealogical classification of SA
languages is radically different from the current view, for example, in Hammarström et al. (2020).
The SA languages included in Rijkhoff’s (2002: 6) sample are Hixkaryana, Guaraní, Ika and
Imbabura Quechua.
2 It should be noted that the scope of inquiry in the present study is somewhat different from the
one in Rießler (2016). The latter explicitly focuses on grammatical devices “used for the encoding
of the syntactic relationship between an adjectival dependent and its head noun” (Rießler 2016: 8).
First, different from this study, Rießler (2016) is not concerned with non-integral NPs. Second,
while Rießler (2016) takes a fine-grained approach to different subtypes of integral NPs, this study
is more concerned with a broader division of attributive construction along the line of syntactic
bondedness. Note that Rießler (2016: 254–255) mentions that his world-wide sample is “unbal-
anced”. Nevertheless, I will refer to Rießler’s results whenever relevant and possible. The SA
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fuller picture of attributive modification with data that have received little atten-
tion so far.

This study is based on a sample of 65 SA languages. These represent 41 families,
12 of which constitute unclassified or isolate languages. For larger families lan-
guages fromdifferent internal branches are selected. The availability of a better and
detailed grammatical description has played an additional role in the choice for a
representative. The sample is as balanced as possible from an areal perspective.
Note, however, that the Northern part of South America has a considerably higher
language density as compared to the Southern part of the continent,3 and the
Southern languages are also less well described (see Campbell and Grondona 2012:
628–630). This is inevitably reflected in the current sample,where theNorth is better
represented than the South. Appendix 1 shows the geographic distribution of the
languages. The full list of sample languages and their genealogical affiliation can be
found in Table 1.

The paper is organized as follows. Section 2 introduces the issue of property
concepts crosslinguistically and offers an inventory of word classes with which
property concepts are associated in the sample languages. The overview is fol-
lowed by observations on the data. Section 3 focuses on the attributive use of
property concepts. I propose a typology of constructions used for attributive
modification, ranging in syntactic complexity and bondedness with their head
nouns. Sections 3.1–3.7 zoom in on each type illustrated by a selection of
languages. Section 4 offers some diachronic considerations. Section 5 is the
conclusion.

2 How properties are expressed in SA languages

There is ample crosslinguistic evidence that property concepts can be encoded by
lexemes fromdifferent word classes. Thus, in language A, a concept such as ‘big’ is
encoded by a verb, showing little or no difference in morphological and syntactic
behavior froma verb like ‘sit’. In languageB, a lexemedenoting ‘big’has properties
of a noun. In language C, ‘big’ behaves like a prototypical adverb. In language D,
‘big’ is among the lexemes that are ‘flexible’ (Hengeveld 1992), covering not only
properties but also entities and events. Finally, in language E, a lexeme meaning
‘big’ has morphological and syntactic properties of its own, different from those of

languages included in Rießler’s (2016: 245–252, 254–255) world-wide sample are Hixkaryana,
Mapudungun and Wari’; I do not count in Berbice Dutch Creole.
3 More specifically, the Southern Cone, which is the geographic area below the Tropic of
Capricorn.
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oê
V

B
ac
el
ar

(



:



)

is
ol
at
e

Le
ko

A
A

A
N
?

N
A

A
?

va
n
de

K
er
ke

(



:



,p

.c
.i
n




)

is
ol
at
e

M
os

et
� en

A
,V

A
A
,V

A
,V

A
,V

V
A

S
ak

el
(



:



)

is
ol
at
e

M
ov
im

a
A

A
,V

?
A

A
,V

?
A
,V

?
A
,V

?
?

H
au

de
(



:



–



,p

.c
.i
n




)

is
ol
at
e

Pu
in
av
e

V
G
ir
ón

(



:



,



)

is
ol
at
e

Tr
um

ai
A

?
?

A
A

?
A
D
V
?

G
ui
ra
rd
el
lo

(



:


–


)

is
ol
at
e

U
ra
ri
na

N
,V

N
N
,V

V
V

N
?

O
la
w
sk
y
(



:



–



)

is
ol
at
e

W
ar
ao

A
Ro

m
er
o-
Fi
ge

ro
a
(



:


,


)

is
ol
at
e

Yu
ra
ka

r� e
A

A
A

A
A

V
A
D
V

va
n
G
ijn

(



,p

.c
.i
n




)

6 Krasnoukhova



nouns, verbs, or adverbs. SA languages reflect this crosslinguistic picture: we find
all these cases in the sample.

The morphosyntactic status of a lexeme denoting a property determines the
way it is realized in attributive modification. For example, if a property concept is
associated with the class of verbs, whose prototypical function is predication, the
attributively used property concept will typically carry extra morphology (Beck
2002: 83–84; Croft 1991, 2003: 185;Haspelmath 2012: 125). This can be illustrated by
Kukama-Kukamiria (2): property concepts are verbal roots that take a nominalizer
when used as modifiers.

(2) Kukama-Kukamiria (Tupian)
emete awa yurutsima epewatsu-n
exist people lips be.thick-NMLZ

‘There are people with thick lips.’ (Lit. ‘Thick-lip people exist’)
(Vallejos 2016: 242)

In this light it is useful to address the question of how the semantic types in (1) are
expressed in the languages under investigation. An attempt to plot a word class for
each semantic type is given in Table 1.4 It must be noted that the judgments on a
word class are heavily based on analyses as found in corresponding language
descriptions. For some languages, all property concepts are argued to be associ-
ated with one particular word class; for such languages the columns are merged.
Finally, as it is shown in the paper, some languages use not only lexical means for
the function of attributive modification, but also classifiers, viz. elements with a
semi-grammatical status. These are identified in Table 1 as ‘CLF’. It should also be
mentioned that the analysis of property concepts as belonging to a certain word
class is based on their synchronic status, not on a diachronic one.5

4 I call it an “attempt” for a number of reasons. First, judgments on a word class, with which a
property concept is associated, are mainly based on analyses given in language descriptions. The
sources differ with respect to the depth and breadth with which this topic is addressed. In some
cases, the available information is scarce.Whenever possible, I usemy own judgment based on an
existing description and examples. Second, as with any topic, a more focused investigation on
property concepts in a language will likely bring in the necessary adjustments. Despite these
obvious shortcomings, I suggest that the available data are sufficient to draw a number of con-
clusions of general relevance.
5 To give an example: in Movima, most color terms are monomorphemic and share many char-
acteristics with nouns. The term for ‘black’ tun-ni is morphologically complex, and unless it
combines with a bound nominal root, it always contains the verbalizing suffix -ni. However,
despite its similarities with verbs, it diverges from them synchronically. Haude (2006: 113–118)
suggests that this term belongs to the adjective class together with the other color terms and some
other property concepts.
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The data in Table 1 allow us to make a number of general observations:
– First of all, a substantial portion of the sample languages, i.e., at least

29 languages out of 65, do not have a separate adjective class. The use of verbs
to encode properties is a more common strategy than the use of nouns or
adverbs in that case. In 21 languages (32% of the sample) properties are
encoded mainly (or only) by verbs.

– Second, in many sample languages terms that denote properties are hetero-
geneous across the semantic types, i.e., property concepts are encoded by
roots belonging to different word classes. It was already observed by Dixon
(1977: 56) that if a language has a separate adjective class, it is likely to include
members of the dimension, age, value, and color types. The present SA data
generally supports this claim, but the overall pattern is not clear-cut. There are
interesting exceptions, such as Matsés, in which property concepts denoting
dimension are adverbs, on a par with the concepts denoting speed (Fleck 2003:
462).

– Third, and more interestingly, in many sample languages, core members of
one semantic type can be heterogeneous. As noted in Dixon (1977: 30), typi-
cally all members of a semantic type “have norm association with the same
part of speech in a particular language” and that instances when a semantic
type is “split between two parts of speech”mainly concern languages with “a
very small adjective class”. For SA data, as shown in Table 1, a split in word
classes for a semantic type is found in about a quarter of the sample languages.
Dixon (2010: 74) mentions the possibility that “main members of a semantic
type may belong to different word classes”, noting three languages (Yoruba,
Hausa and Jarawara) with a limited inventory of true adjectives. It emerges
from the SA data that a split between two or even three parts of speech occurs
both in languages with a small adjective class and in languages without one.
For example, in Urarina, some core property concepts denoting dimension are
encoded by verbs and some by nouns (Olawsky 2006: 193). In Tiriyó, the
dimension semantic type consists of nominal and adverbial roots (Meira and
Gildea 2009). It is noteworthy that antonyms are not necessarily encoded by
one and the same word class either. For example, in Mosetén, the property
‘good’ is encoded by an adjective (jaem’), whereas the property ‘bad’ is a verb
(a’chi-) (Sakel 2004: 143). Urarina has three lexemes for ‘big’, two of which are
stative verbs (tabaa and tasi ɲohwaa) and the third one is a noun (sẽohwa)
(Olawsky 2006: 193). Olawsky (2006: 194–195) observes almost no restrictions
in the use of each in a modifier function, but the term tasi ɲohwaa is less
common in this function, with the predicative use being preferred. The se-
mantic distinction is less obvious, but as a tendency there is some preference
for use of the sẽohwa term for artefacts, tabaa for nature-related or abstract
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nouns, whereas tasi ɲohwaa is not used with abstract nouns, but unrestricted
in use otherwise. Urarina has also two lexemes for ‘small’, one is a verb, and
the other is a noun (Olawsky 2006: 191, 198). Antonyms belonging to different
word classes are also found in Baure (see Danielsen 2007: 164).

– Fourth, with respect to antonyms, it is of interest to note that quite a few SA
languages have antonym pairs which constitute derivations by either a
negative marker or a privative marker (‘without’). An equivalent in English
would be ‘big’ versus ‘non-big’ for ‘short’. Example (3) fromMekens illustrates
this.

(3) Mekens (Tupian)
ameko sĩĩr-ãp
dog/jaguar small-NEG
‘big dog’ (Lit. ‘A dog not small’)
(Galucio 2001: 37)

Besides Mekens, negation as a strategy for antonyms is found in languages of
different genealogies: Apurinã (Facundes 2000: 284), Baure (Danielsen 2007: 163),
Bora (Miraña) (Thiesen and Weber 2012: 325), Cubeo (Morse and Maxwell 1999:
126),6 Southern Aymara (Coler 2014: 157), Sabanê (Araujo 2004: 161), Shipibo-
Konibo (Valenzuela 2003: 166), Uru (Hannß 2008: 264), Tiriyó (Meira 2000: 105, in
Campbell and Grondona 2012: 295), Kanoê (Bacelar and Silva 2003), Pilagá (Vidal
2001: 111), Nivaclé, and in a number of other languages spoken in the Chaco region
(Campbell and Grondona 2012: 653). A crosslinguistic exploration of word-level
negation to create antonyms is underway (see Koptjevskaja Tamm and Miestamo
2015). The range of different SA languages mentioned above suggests that this is a
well-attested phenomenon in South America.
– Fifth, the sample languages show an areal pattern with respect to morpho-

syntactic characteristics of their property concepts. Languages spoken in the
Andean sphere have property concepts that are “nouny” (i.e., share many
traits with nouns): Aymaran and Quechuan languages, Leko, Mapudungun,
Awa Pit.7 This is in strong contrast with the languages of the Amazon region
and the Southern Cone, where property concepts are typically encoded by
verbs.

– Sixth, while property concepts of the semantic types in (1) are typically
encoded by lexical roots, some languages use lexico-grammatical means,
such as classifiers, to encode properties related to dimension and physical

6 Also in a closely related language Desano (Silva 2012: 190), which is not in the sample.
7 Cholón, Mochica, Puquina and Kallawaya, which are not part of the sample, provide additional
support to the argument.
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properties. We find it mainly among the Arawakan languages of the sample,
but also in Cubeo (Tukanoan) and Yagua (Peba-Yaguan). So far, one sample
language –Mamaindê (Nambiquaran) – is reported to use classifiers to encode
some colors, which is typologically unusual. The use of lexico-grammatical
means for the function of attributive modification is further discussed in
Section 3.7.

3 Towards a typology of attributive modification
in SA languages

This section deals with the formal strategies that SA languages employ for the
function of attributive modificatiion. A few theoretical preliminaries are in order.
An NP can consist either of a single nominal, or of a series of words with a nominal
as its central constituent behaving like a single syntactic unit. The term ‘nominal
expression’, used in what follows, is adopted from Reinöhl (2020: 57, following
Himmelmann 1997) and Louagie and Reinöhl (this issue) as a neutral term for
structures that exhibit loose syntactic structure, but still form a unit semantically,
carrying out a single function in discourse. At this point it is also necessary
to introduce a number of indicators that can formally signal NP constituency.
These include phrase-internal and phrase-external sets of criteria (Louagie and
Verstraete 2016; Louagie and Reinöhl this issue). The former can be a fixed con-
stituent order, contiguity, and grammatical agreement marking. The latter set of
criteria relate to some formal treatment of constituents as a single structural unit in
the clause. These can include boundary markers or phrasal delimiters, prosodic
clues, and the occurrence of the constituents as a unit in a particular syntactic
position (see also Givón 1995: 177; Meira 1999: 49; Fleck 2003: 755 referring to
Radford 1981: 69; inter alia). While information on prosody is often lacking in the
sources, making it a hard-to-apply criterion, information on constituent order,
contiguity and phrasal morphology (if any) is much easier to obtain. Assigning a
relativeweight to a criterion does not seem to be useful, and it is rather an interplay
of the criteria that (more or less) offers a basis for treating a combination of con-
stituents as one phrase.

I suggest that the typology of attributive modification constructions in SA
data reflects a continuum of syntactic complexity: on the one end, we have nominal
expressions with a loose syntactic structure (‘non-integral’ NPs in Rijkhoff’s
[2002: 19] terminology). On the other end of the suggested continuum, we find
attributive constructions that constitute a tight structure at the morphological level.
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In between, there are different types of complex NPs, as well as a simple NP, where
constituents show syntactic unithood. The postulated types of constructions are
built up from the behavior of individual features signaling constituency.

The observed types of constructions in the present data are as follows:
(i) Nominal expressions8 (or non-integral NPs): the referent noun and the con-

stituent denoting a property are a unit on the semantic level, but syntactically
there is little evidence for constituency.

(ii) Semi-integral NPs: these differ from nominal expressions (or non-integral
NPs) by displaying some syntactic dependency between the two constituents.

(iii) Syntactically complexNP-1: a relative clause or a nominalization construction.
(iv) Syntactically complex NP-2: structurally identical to a possession construc-

tion. This involves formal marking of a relationship between the modifier
(i.e., a property-denoting constituent) and its head as for possession.

(v) Simple NP: juxtaposition of the modifier (i.e., a property-denoting constitu-
ent) and its head, forming a tight two-constituent NP. This involves property
concepts that are morphologically underived but may (but need not) be
inflected.

(vi) Compound: a semanticmodifier (i.e., a property-denoting constituent) and its
semantic head form a compound. This involves property concepts that are
expressed by bound roots, i.e., roots that cannot occur independently.

(vii) Derived noun: a semantic modifier (i.e., a property-denoting element) is
encoded by a bound elementwith a semi-grammaticalized synchronic status,
differing from bound roots above by carrying a less specific meaning. The
resulting product can be ambiguous between a compound and a derived
noun.

A language may have one particular dominant construction for attributive
modification. This is the case when property concepts in a language are morpho-
syntactically homogeneous across and within semantic types. However, in
many sample languages multiple constructions are in use, and, interestingly,
the variation in construction can be found at the level of individual lexemes. For
example, while some property concepts in Movima form a compound with the
head noun, and some require a syntactically complex NP (relative clause), there
are two lexemes (mere’ ‘big’ and tochi’ ‘small’) that occur in juxtaposition with
the head noun (Haude 2006: 116), adhering to a construction analyzed here as a
simple NP.

8 Louagie and Reinöhl (this issue, following Himmelmann 1997) refer to this construal type as a
‘nominal group’.
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Appendix 2 gives an overview of attributive constructions which I identified
in the sample languages. The following Sections (3.1–3.7) illustrate and motivate
each construction type by examining the clues for constituency and their inter-
play within a language. For this purpose, I zoom in on a selection of sample
languages.

Before we turn to the discussion, it is important to draw attention to the fact
that far from all SA languages allow the attributive use of property concepts (see
also Krasnoukhova 2012: 158). Among the languages in which attribution is
possible, quite a few show a strong preference towards the predicative use of
property concepts and an aversion to their use as attributive modifiers. This is
reported for languages of different genealogies, viz. Aguaruna (Overall 2012, 2017:
217), Apurinã (Facundes 2000: 343), Baure (Danielsen 2007: 168), Mojeño Trini-
tario (Rose in prep., p.c.), Akwẽ-Xerente (Sousa Filho 2007 : 221), Krenak (Pessoa
2012: 216), Mamaindê (Eberhard 2009: 364), Movima (Haude 2006: 114), Wari’
(Joshua Birchall, p.c.), Yurakaré (van Gijn 2006: 92), Mawetí- and Tupi-Guaraní
languages in general (Queixalós 2006: 253; Rose forthc.), Cariban languages
(SergioMeira, p.c.), Ese Ejja (Vuillermet 2012: 323), and Cavineña (Guillaume 2008:
465). Besides, for many other languages, examples often comprise predicatively
used property concepts rather than their use as modifiers. The fact that property
terms inmany SA languages are verbal in nature, further suggests that their default
function is predication rather than modification. In the sample, about a quarter of
the languages (17 out of 65) seem to use the predicative strategy as the preferred
one or the only available (see Appendix 2).

Nevertheless, attributive modification is possible in many sample languages,
as discussed next.

3.1 Nominal expressions (‘nominal groups’ or non-integral
NPs)

This type of construction involves two constituentswhich formaunit semantically,
but the syntactic bond is loose. The latter is evidenced from such characteristics as
a flexible relative order, non-contiguity, phrasal morphology appearing on each
individual constituent instead of a single phrase-final position, and prosody. Each
constituent typically forms a referring expression by itself (see Rijkhoff 2002:
19, 22), but it seems possible to say that one constituent conveys information about
the other, thus, in a sense, there is some restriction of reference at play. Obviously,
for non-integral NPs one cannot speak of a ‘head’ and a ‘modifier’ sensu stricto. I
adopt Rijkhoff’s (2002: 22) term ‘appositional modifier’ as a proxy for a constituent
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that involves a property concept, and I will use an analogous term, ‘appositional
head’, for a constituent which is the head semantically.9

Nominal expressions in the sense outlined above have been reported for the
languages of the Cariban family (Meira and Gildea 2009). An ‘appositional modifier’
and an ‘appositional head’ are “pragmatically assumed to refer to the same real-
world entity” (Meira and Gildea 2009: 114). Property concepts as in (1) are encoded
mainly by nouns and adverbs in this family. Inmany, if not most, Cariban languages
these are syntactically independent constituents (Meira and Gildea 2009: 116). One
piece of evidence for their syntactic independence is the lack of obligatory contiguity
and constraints on constituent order: a property term can either precede the ‘appo-
sitional head’ (4a) or follow it (4b) or be non-contiguouswith it (4c). Another piece of
evidence that the constituents donot forma syntacticunit isprosody.For example, in
Hixkaryana (5) andMacushi (6) there is typicallyapause inbetween (Abbott 1991: 70;
Meira and Gildea 2009: 114), indicated in the examples with a comma.

(4) Tiriyó (Cariban)
a. oːni po nai, kuɾa-no epeɾu, əmija-n epeɾu maɾə, tiː-ka-e

that LOC 3.COP good-NMLZ fruit soft-NMLZ fruit too PST-say-PST
‘ “Over there (there) are good fruits, soft fruits too,” (he) said.’
(Meira and Gildea 2009: 114)

b. konopo mono n-eː-jan
rain big.one 3S-come-PRS
‘Big (=a lot of) rain is coming.’
(Meira and Gildea 2009: 115)

c. kuɾe iɾə j-ekeima-to ə-ːja, kuɾa-no w-ekeima ə-emi
good this 1-do.evil-C.NMLZ 2-AGT good-NMLZ 1A-do.evil.PST 2-daughter
‘ It is OK that you want to do evil to me, (for) I have done evil to your
good daughter.’
(Meira and Gildea 2009: 114)

(5) Hixkaryana (Cariban)
hiː… ka-je hati, wajamo, wosi
all.right say-PST HRSY turtle woman
‘ “All right…” said the turtle, the woman/female (turtle).’
(Meira and Gildea 2009: 115)

9 It should be mentioned that the term ‘apposition’ is used for a variety of constructions (see also
Rijkhoff 2002: 22 referring to Matthews 1981: 224–236; Heringa 2011: 1; Louagie and Reinöhl this
issue). As Rijkhoff (2002: 22) also observes, whenever the term is used in grammatical descriptions
it usually remains undefined. The common line, however, is that ‘apposition’ typically refers to
constituents that are referring expressions that belong together semantically but not syntactically.
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Meira and Gildea (2009: 114) suggest that constraints on constituent order may
be emerging in Macushi, where the ‘appositional modifier’ would precede the
‘appositional head’. However, these scholars also note that there is no phono-
logical or morphological evidence for phrasal unity. In an earlier account of
Macushi by Abbott (1991: 31, 70, 87–88) no constituent order constraints are
observed, and constituents are noted to frequently “occur in a discontinuous
sequence” (Abbott 1991: 70). Furthermore, such nominalized constituents usually
occur with an intonation break (Abbott 1991: 70), in accordance with Meira and
Gildea. Example (6) shows a property term aˈneˈ ‘hot one’, which follows its
‘appositional head’. The constituents are separated by a pause, and each takes a
postposition.

(6) Macushi (Cariban)
yenumî-ˈpî toˈ-ya, mîîkîrî, tuna ka, aˈneˈ yaˈ
throw-PST 3:PRO:PL-ERG 3:PRO water in hot.one in
‘They threw (him), that one, in the water, in the hot (water).’
(Abbott 1991: 32)

Besides theCariban languages, there are a fewother languages in the sample inwhich
attributivemodification can be analyzed in terms of nominal expressions. Thismainly
concerns languages spoken in the Western and South-Western part of the Amazon,
which possess rich inventories of classifiers, often of the ‘multifunctional’ type
(Krasnoukhova 2012: 194). The classifiers in question combine a number of functions:
semantic categorization, the function of derivation, and referential function (Payne
1987; Derbyshire and Payne 1990; Aikhenvald 2000; Grinevald and Seifart 2004;
Seifart and Payne 2007; inter alia). Typically, such classifiers occur in ‘multiple en-
vironments’ (Aikhenvald 2000), viz. onnumerals, nouns, verbs and–most relevant in
our case– on roots denoting properties. Doris Payne (1987: 39) suggests that reference
trackingmay be the primary function of classifiers in these languages. Payne specifies
that classifiers “may be used to avoid full noun phrases and expanded noun phrases
in particular” (1987: 39). Concretely, when a classifier occurs “in any syntactic context
(numeral, demonstrative, attributivemodifier, predicate nominal, or another noun), it
indicates sufficient features of the referent such that a more specific head noun
may not be pragmatically necessary in a given context” (Payne 1987: 39). Let us take
Bora for illustration. Example (7) shows a few different uses of the root imi denoting
‘good’. In (7a), ‘good’ is the predicate, evidenced from its high tone on both syllables,
and the Ɂ ending (Thiesen andWeber 2012: 225). In (7b) ‘good’ is an adverbialmodifier
of the predicate ‘to sleep’. In (7c), ‘good’ functions attributively, always taking a
classifier (Thiesen and Weber 2012: 224, 226; Seifart 2005). Attributive constructions
such as (7c) are analyzed by Thiesen and Weber (2012: 225) as two NPs in apposition
(see also Seifart 2005: 150–156).
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(7) Bora (Boran)
a. ímíɁ kháɾakhà

good chicken
‘The chicken is good.’
(Thiesen and Weber 2012: 226)

b. ímíɁ tì-tjhɛ̀ khɯ̾kpá-Ɂàxʧhíː […]
good that-AN.PL sleep-if
‘If they sleep well, […].’
(Thiesen and Weber 2012: 126)

c. ímí-ːpjɛ̀ kháɾakhà màxʧhó-Ɂì
good-CLF:SG.M chicken eat-T
‘The good chicken eats.’
(Thiesen and Weber 2012: 226)

Property roots combinedwith a classifier, like those in (7c) and (8), form referential
expressions by themselves, with the classifier functioning as the head. Specif-
ically, classifiers in Bora are nominal elements, and some have corresponding free
nouns (Seifart 2005; Thiesen andWeber 2012: 182). Classifiers can stack, as shown
in (8a), and it is the final classifier in that case that sets “the semantic domain
within which the referent is to be found” (Thiesen and Weber 2012: 179). This is an
indication that classifiers head their phrases. Just like noun roots, classifiers in
Bora can denote and refer to “objects that prototypically can be localized in space
and persist over time” (Thiesen and Weber 2012: 184). A difference between noun
roots and classifiers is that the former have specific meanings, whereas the latter
have less specific meanings (Thiesen and Weber 2012: 184).

(8) Bora (Boran)
a. ɯ́mɛ́-Ɂɛ̀-kpà áthɛ́ɾɛ́ɛ̀-kpà

tree-CLF:tree.like.plant-CLF:long.flat.rect worthless-CLF:long.flat.rect
‘a worthless plank’
(Thiesen and Weber 2012: 174)10

b. ɛ:-hi mɯ́hɯ-hi kɯ́:Cubeomɯ-hi
DEM:DIST-CLF:2D.round be.big.SUB-CLF:2D.round turtle-CLF:2D.round
‘that big turtle’
(Seifart 2005: 169)

10 The classifiers -Ɂɛ̀ and -kpà are glossed in the sourcematerial as -Ɂɛ̀ ‘tree’ and -kpà ‘slab’, which
is themeaning of the context. I use a gloss that is provided in the descriptionof these classifiers: -Ɂɛ̀
‘botanical: a tree or a tree-like plant’ (Thiesen andWeber 2012: 454) and -kpà ‘shape: long, flat and
roughly rectangular’ (Thiesen and Weber 2012: 462).
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Seifart (2005: 151) notes that even when appositional NPs occur adjacent to each
other and one NP restricts the reference of the other, they show “a high degree of
syntactic independence”. The following pieces of evidence suggest this (see also
Thiesen and Weber 2012: 190, 223):
– Any noun phrase can be omitted.
– Casemarkers, the restrictivemarker, clitics, or even otherwords, can intervene

between noun phrases in apposition.
– The order of the noun phrases in apposition is relatively free.
– Noun phrases in apposition always form separate tonal phrases.
– There is often a prosodic break (e.g., a pause) between the noun phrases in

apposition.

(Seifart 2005: 151).

We see a similar phenomenon in other languages with multifunctional clas-
sifiers. Example (9) is fromCubeo. Some attributive structures in Cubeo show signs
of constituency (e.g., variable order, althoughwith a certain tendency and oblique
case markers occurring only at the phrase boundary) andmay thus be analyzed as
semi-integral NPs (like Kwaza in Section 3.2).

(9) Cubeo (Tukanoan)
kĩrã-xĩ-bo bo-RI-xĩ-bo
stone-DIM-CLF:small.round be.white-NMLZ-DIM-CLF:small.round
‘a small white stone’
(Morse and Maxwell 1999: 126)

While there is a goodamount of evidence to analyzeproperty rootsusedattributively
in Bora (and probably in some cases in Cubeo) as nominal expressions, i.e., non-
integral NPs, one can note two features which, at first sight, seem to contradict this
analysis. First, the NP with a property term constitutes a relative clause, formally
marked by tone as subordinate (Seifart 2005: 133). However, the fact that a relative
clause constituent can stand on its own, and that no further clues of syntactic
dependency can be observed (see Seifart 2005: 155) suggests that a constituent
involving a property concept is syntactically independent. Second, the use of clas-
sifiers on all constituents, as in (8) and (9), can be taken as a form of grammatical
agreement and thus syntactic dependency between the constituents. However, a
true agreement system typically involves a division of all nouns into rigid classes
and shows an obligatory and predictable occurrence of an inflectional marker. As
shown by Seifart (2005), classifiers in Bora primarily function to establish co-
reference in discourse and not to mark syntactic structures. For example, there is
some alternation possible in the choice between so-called general and specific
classifiers within one clause, which rather depends on “the degree to which a
speaker wishes to specify a referent at a given point in discourse” (Seifart 2005: 172).
Furthermore, it is the derivational capacity of classifiers (viz. their capacity to add
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semantic content) that ensures referent identification and syntactic independence
from the referent noun (see Seifart 2005: 173–174).

Table 2 gives a summary of characteristics of nominal expressions discussed in
this section.

In Bora and in the Cariban languages, nominal expressions constitute the only
available strategy for attributive modification. In Rießler’s (2016) world-wide
(although unbalanced) sample, only one language out of 71 is of this type, viz.
Cariban Hixkaryana. In Rijkhoff’s (2002: 133, 138) sample, this is the case for two
out of 52 languages (Nunggubuyu in Australia and, again, Hixkaryana in South
America). While it may be a consequence of the samples used, such a rare
occurrence suggests that relying exclusively on nominal expressions is typologi-
cally relatively uncommon. Tukanoan Cubeo and Kotiria constitute cases where
attributive constructions involve a mix of those with characteristics of nominal
expressions and those with some signs of constituency. Furthermore, nominal
expressions are also found in languages that do have simple integral NPs for
attributive modification (e.g., Matsés, Hup, Southern Aymara).

3.2 Semi-integral NPs

In some languages with multifunctional classifiers, the NPs can display some
characteristics of syntactic unithood. Cubeo and Kotiria were already mentioned
as possible cases. I will illustrate the category with Kwaza though, as the relevant
variation is more evident. Property concepts in Kwaza are encoded by verbal
roots, and these must be nominalized to occur attributively. Nominalization can
be done either by a semantically neutral classifier (10a) or by a specific classifier
(10b) (van der Voort 2004: 181, 2006). The inventory of classifiers ranges from
etymologically opaque to etymologically transparent ones, and some classifiers
are more semantically specific than others (van der Voort 2004: 137–176). Referent
nouns are regularly omitted when specific classifiers are used, as “most classifiers
display a predictablemeaning inmost constructions” (van der Voort 2004: 176). As

Table : Characteristics of nominal expressions in Hixkaryana, Macushi, and Bora.

Fixed
relative
order

Adjacency
required

One
prosodic
unit

Co-referring Referent
noun
obligatory

Grammatical
agreement

Hixkaryana – – – + – –
Macushi +/− – – + – –
Bora – – – + – +/−
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shown in (10b), the referent (a’xy ‘house’ in this case) can be omitted, since the
property root occurs with a classifier that is semantically specific enough. Example
(10a), which shows the neutral classifier -’hỹ, can also occurwith the specific classifier
-’xy for ‘house’, in which case the referent noun can be omitted (Hein van der Voort
p.c.). (10c) and (10d) illustrate a full NP construed by another specific classifier: -’mũ,
which refers to juice, lemonade or fermented beer or the like. This particular classifier
comes from the lexical form e’mũ ‘liquid’ (van der Voort 2004: 157).

(10) Kwaza (unclassified)
a. a’xy arwa-’hỹ

house be.new-NMLZ

‘new house’
(van der Voort 2004: 131)

b. (a’xy) haka-’xy
(house) be.old-CLF:house
‘old house’
(van der Voort 2004: 131)

c. awy-’mũ
be.cold-CLF:liquid
‘cold liquid’
(van der Voort 2004: 131)

d. jo-’mũ
manioc-CLF:liquid
‘manioc beer’
(van der Voort 2004: 134)

Examples (10a) and (10b) each contain two NPs, viz. ‘house’ and ‘new/old house’.
A head and a modifying constituent usually occur contiguously; however, there
are also cases when a predicate occurs in between (Hein van der Voort p.c.). The
order of constituents in attributive constructions is usually ‘head’–‘modifier’, but it
can also be reversed (van der Voort 2004: 104, van der Voort 2006: 90). While both
constituents are referring expressions on their own, they seem not to exhibit the
same amount of syntactic freedom as those in Bora. Based on these characteristics,
I treat constructions that involve semantically specific classifiers in Kwaza (as 10b)
as ‘semi-integral’ NPs. Constructions that involve semantically neutral classifiers
(as 10a) seem to show even stronger characteristics of an integral NP: the fact that
the referent noun cannot be omitted suggests that we have a construction with
some syntactic dependency and structure. The modifying constituent with a
semantically neutral classifier serves for a restriction of reference rather than for
reference itself (Hein van der Voort, p.c.). Therefore, I suggest that attributive
constructions with property concepts in Kwaza range from those with weaker
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evidence for one integral NP to those with stronger evidence for it. More generally,
it illustrates that a language does not necessarily have one particular type of NP in
terms of constituency and could be seen as a system in flux.

Table 3 gives a summary of characteristics of attributively used property roots
in Kwaza with either specific or semantically neutral classifiers.

Sample languages with rich of classifier inventories and thus showing a
similar profile with respect to attributive modification (Tariana, Yagua, Mako,
Kanoê, Cubeo, and Kotiria) are concentrated geographically in the Northwest
Amazon (Payne 1987; Derbyshire and Payne 1990; Aikhenvald 1996: 84, 86; Seifart
and Payne 2007) and in the Southwest Amazon region (van der Voort 2005). Thus,
attributive modification relying on structures such as nominal expressions and
semi-integral NPs can be suggested as one of the areal traits.

3.3 Complex NP: relative clause or nominalization

As shown in Table 1, in many SA languages property concepts are encoded by
verbal roots. In many of these languages such verbal roots can occur as modifiers
when nominalized or used as part of a relative clause. In SA, nominalization is a
common strategy for dependent clause marking, including relative clause for-
mation (van Gijn 2014). Kukama-Kukamiria is an example. (11a) shows a property
concept (‘be white’) which is encoded by a verbal root taking the nominalizer -n
(see also (2) above). (11b) illustrates the same nominalizer for a relative clause
formation with an active verb. A nominalized relative clause can occur before or
after the head noun (Vallejos 2016: 468–469). However, no pauses or intervening
material can occur between the head noun and the nominalized verb (Rosa Val-
lejos p.c.). Besides, if wewere to add a quantifier to (11a), it would appear before the
head noun and would extend its scope to the nominalized verb (e.g., ‘a lot of white
clay’) (Rosa Vallejos p.c.).

Table : Characteristics of attributively used property roots in Kwaza.

Kwaza Fixed
relative
order

Adjacency
required

One
prosodic
unit

Co-
referring

Referent
noun
obligatory

Grammatical
agreement

Property root +
specific CLF

+/− +/− ? + – –

Property
root + neutral
CLF

+/− +/− ? – + –
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(11) Kukama-Kukamiria (Tupian)
a. tawa tini-n muritsu mutsana

clay be.white-NMLZ jar remedy
‘The white clay is the jar’s remedy (can be used to seal jars)’.
(Vallejos 2016: 241)

b. tsa=mimira yawara karuta-n=chasu=pura
1SG.FS=son.female.ego dog bit-NMLZ=AFF=FOC

‘My son whom the dog bit…’
(Vallejos 2016: 456)

Besides nominalization, some languages use a relative clause construction
with a relative clause marker. As a result, attributive modification constructions
constitute (minimal) relative clauses. This is shown in (12) for Bororo. The relative
clause marker wü is always the final element of a relative clause (Crowell 1979:
109; Nonato 2008: 142).11 Relative clauses that involve property terms can either
precede or follow the noun they modify, with no difference in meaning; the latter
order, however, is noted to be more common (Crowell 1979: 112; Nonato 2008:
144). Example (12a) illustrates the predicative use of the property concept ‘be
good’. In (12b) the same property term is part of a relative clause (marked by the
relativizer wü) that functions as a modifier of the referent noun ‘fish’. Note that
the referent ‘fish’ is plural: the noun itself is in plural form, it is alsomarked by the
plural marker ge following the relative clause, and the transitive verb ‘kill’ takes
the plural object prefix. As (12b) also shows, the subject prefix on the verb in the
relative clause (viz. on the property root) is always singular, regardless of the
number of the referent (Crowell 1979: 109; Nonato 2008: 144).

(12) Bororo (Bororoan)
a. ø-ro-re

3SG-be.good-ASR
‘It is delicious.’
(Nonato 2008: 143)

b. a-re ia kare [ø-ro-re wü] ge e-bitö
2SG-ASR some fish.PL 3SG-be.good-ASR REL PL 3PL-kill
‘You caught delicious fish.’ (Lit. “You caught fish which are
delicious.”)
(Nonato 2008: 143)

11 The relative marker wü is clearly related to the four demonstrative pronouns awü, nowü, cewü
and jewü,which encode different distance degrees (Nonato 2008: 58). Adnominal demonstratives
usually precede the head noun (Nonato 2008: 57).
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There is no information about prosody for the relative clauses in Bororo. It is not
clear if the occurrence of the relative clausemarker can be taken as an indication of
syntactic dependency between a relative clause and its head noun. Adjacency of
the two constituents seems to be required, just as the presence of the referent noun.
I tentatively treat this construction as a complex but integral NP.

Table 4 is a summary of characteristics of property roots in Kukama-Kukamiria
and Bororo.

A complex NP construction involving either a relative clause or a nominali-
zation is found in 18 sample languages. In 12 languages of these languages, this is
the only strategy. Attributive modification realized either by nominalizations or
relative clauses is common crosslinguistically, adhered by languages in which
property concepts are encoded by verbs.

3.4 Complex NP: as a possessive construction

Another complex NP construction for attributive modification is formally identical
to the one encoding inalienable possession. It is known from typological studies
that some languages do not differentiate between modification by property terms
and alienable possession (Gil 2013), and in some languages there is no formal
difference between modification by property terms and inalienable possession
(Nikolaeva andSpencer 2019: 77). In some languages the shared strategy involves a
simple juxtaposition of two unmarked constituents. The construction that I am
concerned with in this section involves a morpho-syntactically complex NP: the
two constituents are linked by a morphological marker.

Consider Wari’. In this language, some property concepts are argued by
Everett and Kern (1997) to be encoded by nouns and some by verbs. When prop-
erties encoded by nouns are used attributively, the construction is formally
identical to the one marking possession (Everett and Kern 1997: 332): the constit-
uent encoding the possessed entity takes a possessive marker (either a suffix or a
clitic), which inflects for person, number and gender of the possessor (Everett and

Table : Characteristics of property roots in Kukama-Kukamiria and Bororo.

Fixed
relative
order

Adjacency
required

One
prosodic
unit

Co-referring Referent
noun
obligatory

Grammatical
agreement

Kukama-Kukamiria – + + ? + –
Bororo – + (?) ? ? + (?) –
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Kern 1997: 229–230). Itmust bementioned that the occurrence of property concepts
as modifiers is much less frequent than their occurrence as predicates (Joshua
Birchall, p.c.). If a property term does occur as modifier, the first nominal takes a
possessive marker (Everett and Kern 1997: 332). The relative order of the head and
the modifier is fixed.

(13) Wari’ (Chapacuran)
a. xiri-con Xijam

house-3SG.M N.PROP
‘Xijam’s house’
(Everett and Kern 1997: 147)

b. wijima-in xirim
smallness-3N house
‘small house’ (Lit: ‘the house’s smallness’)
(Everett and Kern 1997: 148)

c. ’An ’ina-on xocori-con wom
take:SG 1SG:RP/P-3SG.M newness-3SG.M cotton
‘I got a new dress.’ (Lit. ‘…dress’s newness’)
(Everett and Kern 1997: 333)

It is of interest to note that the semantic and syntactic dependency between the
attributive modifier and the head is reversed here (see also Rießler 2016: 37). Rießler
(2016: 38) offers the followinganalysis of such constructions: “the semantic dependent
is ‘upgraded’ to the function of the syntactic head of the phrase, i.e., the possessed”,
whereas the semantic head is “syntactically ‘degraded’ to the (dependent) possessor
function”. In the next section I show that Hup allows a similar strategy, although in
Hup it is not the only strategy for attributive modification.

Table 5 is a summary of characteristics of property roots in Wari’.
In the present sample, this construction is found only in two languages (Wari’

and Hup), suggesting its relative infrequency in South America. While Hup allows
also simple NPs, this is not the case for Wari’ (and where the general preference
goes to a predicative use of property terms). In Rießler’s (2016: 254) world-wide
sample, only two out of 71 languages use the possessive construction for property
modification: Saliba (Oceanic) andWari. This strategy seems pervasive in Oceanic
languages though (Rießler 2016: 38, referring to; Ross 1998).

Table : Characteristics of property roots in Wari’.

Fixed
relative
order

Adjacency
required

One
prosodic
unit

Co-referring Referent
noun
obligatory

Grammatical
agreement

Phrase-
internal
marker

Wari’ + + ? ? + – +

22 Krasnoukhova



3.5 Simple NP

Constructions that are subsumed under ‘simple NP’ involve two constituents that
are morphologically underived and form one syntactic unit. The indications for
unity include obligatory contiguity and fixed constituent order, phrasal markers,
grammatical agreement between the two constituents, obligatory presence of the
head, and finally, prosodic clues.

A simple NP can be found in Cavineña. The language has two types of property
terms: (i) a small number of property terms which are used attributively with no
morphological modification, and (ii) a large (and open) number of properties that
mainly occur predicatively. The latter can be used as modifiers when relativized.
An example of a property term of the first type is shown in (14). Both the head noun
and the modifier form one phrase, since (a) nothing can intervene between the
two constituents (Guillaume 2008: 466) and (b) a phrasal clitic – in this case, the
locative marker =ju – occurs on the final constituent of the NP.

(14) Cavineña (Takanan)
tu bute-ti-kware
3SG(-FM) go.down-GO.TEMP-REM.PST
bei kaka=ju e-na iji=ra
lake small.and.round=LOC NPF-water drink=PURP.MOT

‘(The deer wandered for a long time) and thenwent down to the small lake
in order to drink.’
(Guillaume 2008: 467)

Property terms of the first type never occur on their own and obligatorily require
a head noun (Guillaume 2008: 466). In fact, the strength of the bond between
these constituents even calls for an alternative analysis in terms of compounding
(Guillaume 2008: 474). However, Guillaume (2008: 474) prefers to treat attributively
used property terms as independent modifiers. The reason is that attributively used
properties can have an independent pitch contour, and even a pause is possible
between the head noun and themodifying property. Besides, at least some property
terms are productive: when combined with a noun the compositional meaning is
transparent (Guillaume 2008: 474). In Section 3.6, we return to attributive con-
structions that constitute compounds (note, however, that non-compositional
semantics will not be presupposed as a central feature of such compounds).

It is also the case that property terms can resemble (inalienably) possessed
nouns. Take Hup as an example. Property concepts denoting dimension, age, value
and color belong to a separate adjective class, although they share some charac-
teristics with both nouns and verbs (Epps 2008: 114, 442). These property terms can
modify a noun directly with no additional morphology, forming a clear syntactic
unit: the modifier follows the head, phrasal markers (viz. plural and case markers)
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attach to the final constituent, and phonologically they are treated as “a single
lexical unit, with primary stress on the second constituent” (Epps 2008: 328, 326,
187). Example (15) illustrates the point.

(15) Hup (Naduhup)
pídiya pŏg-ót […]
battery(PT) big-OBL
‘[…] with big batteries […]’
(Epps 2008: 187)

However, these property terms must always be preceded by some nominal form. In
(15) it is the noun (pídiya ‘battery’). To occur independently property terms have to
take the preform tih=, which is a 3rd person singular pronoun (Epps 2008: 327). This
preform tih= has a nominalizing function, evidenced by a number of behavioral
characteristics (for example, property terms with the preform are negated by a nom-
inal negator instead of a verbal one) (Epps 2008: 332). An attributive construction
can also consist of the head noun and a property term preceded by the preform, viz.
[N tih=A]12. This construction is illustrated in (16a). Similar to cases discussed in
Section 3.4, this construction can showcharacteristics of one complex but integralNP,
evidenced from the presence of a single phrasal marker and the absence of a pause
between the constituents (Epps 2008: 332). However, these elements can also behave
as a nominal expression (i.e., non-integral NP), similar to cases discussed in Section
3.1. This is seen from the fact that each constituent can take phrasal morphology. The
latter is illustrated in (16b), where the objectmarker -ǎn can occur on the noun (‘man’)
when the modifier (‘big’) carries the preform tih= (Epps 2008: 180).

(16) Hup (Naduhup)
a. j’ám nǐ b’éj tih=pŏg hid d’oɁ-way-yiɁ-ní-h !

yesterday 1SG.POS jandia 3SG=big 3PL take-go.out-TEL-INFR-DECL
‘Yesterday they took out my big jandia fish!’
(Epps 2008: 333)

b. tiyǐʔ(-ǎn) (tih=)pǒg-ǎn túk-úy=mah
man-OBJ 3SG=big-OBJ want-DYNM-REP
‘She likes the big man, it’s said.’
(Epps 2008: 180)

Thus, Hup allows for at least three types of attributive construction with property
terms: a simple NP, a complex integral NP, and a non-integral NP. As noted by
Epps (2008: 332) speakers judge the constructions [N tih=A] and [N A] to be
interchangeable, but there is some semantic difference. The former seems to place

12 ‘N’ stands for ‘noun’, ‘A’ for ‘adjective’.
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the property or quality in focus and indicate a quality that is permanent or
inherent. The latter construction may indicate a quality which is either permanent
or temporary (Epps 2008: 332). Whereas the preform is not obligatory, some color
terms are observed to almost always occur with it, and a few property concepts,
such as tuhúp ‘beautiful, new’, and tidó ‘red’, have even undergone phonological
reduction (Epps 2008: 333).

The construction [N tih=A] is similar to the ones we saw in Section 3.4 inWari’.
Syntactic clues for headedness are few in Hup, but it is possible to analyze the
property term as the head and the preform as the modifier (Epps 2008: 329–330).
While the preform is a personal pronoun in origin, synchronically in this context it
functions as a nominalizer and a marker of inalienable possession, and also as a
linker, signaling the relationship between the head and the modifying constituent
(Epps 2008: 333, p.c.). Epps (2008: 328–329) notes a formal resemblance between
property terms with tih= and bound (and inalienably possessed) nouns. While
synchronically the two constructions show some differences, Epps (2008: 331, 333)
suggests that these constructions are very likely to be historically and/or func-
tionally related. In fact, the use of tih= with property terms is likely to be an
extension of its use with bound nouns, which probably did emerge in inalienable
possession constructions (Patience Epps, p.c.). Epps (2008: 333) also raises the
question of a possible further development of the preform into an attributive
marker,13 which finds support crosslinguistically.

In this light it is of interest to briefly illustrate attributive constructions found in
Macro-Ge. First of all, it should be mentioned that studies on Macro-Ge show some
disagreement on the analysis of property terms as belonging to the category of verbs
or the category ofnouns. This is due to the fact that the twocategories havea number
of features in common (Oliveira 2003: 244; Ribeiro 2012: 212–214; inter alia). Among
the features shared between nominal and verbal roots inMacro-Ge is the occurrence
of a so-called ‘relational prefix’.14 Existing analyses of its function are not uncon-
tested among Macro-Ge specialists. According to Rodrigues (1999: 181), it functions
as a linker, i.e., an indicator of “textual contiguity”, marking the head of a nominal,
verbal and postpositional phrase. Rodrigues (1999: 181) notes that “[t]his device
must be a very old one in theMacro-Ge stock”; in some languages of the family it is a

13 Patience Epps (p.c.) proposes that the historical processwould include the following steps: tih=
as possessor (with nouns) > dummy head noun (with nouns and property terms) > (maybe?) linker/
attributive marker (with property terms).
14 A ‘relational prefix’ is noted to be a feature of Cariban languages (Gildea 1998: 113) and Tupian
languages (Rodrigues 1999:181, Rose forthc., inter alia). However, for Tupian relational
morphology has been disputed. For example, Meira and Drude (2013) argue that it is not a prefix
but a phonologically conditioned part of the stem, and Payne (1994, referred to in Rose, forthc.),
proposes that it is an inverse marker.
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disappearing systemwith very restricted occurrences. The actual forms of relational
prefixes differ among the Macro-Ge languages. Some languages have different
allomorphs of the relational prefix, and its occurrence can be phonologically
conditioned. For example, inApinajé, a relational prefix occurs only onvowel-initial
roots (Oliveira 2003: 268, 2005: 182–190, 197).15 What we find in Macro-Ge is a
constructional parallel between attributively used property terms and inalienable
possession, and the reverse semantic and syntactic dependency – just like in (13)
from Wari’ (and possibly in (16a) in Hup). The head of a phrase always follows its
dependents, and it is the head that occurs with a relational prefix (Rodrigues 1999:
181; Oliveira 2003: 269). Example (17) from Canela-Krahô, a Northern Ge language,
and (18) fromKarajá, a language forming its own branch within theMacro-Ge stock,
illustrate constructions with a relational prefix. One could have treated these con-
structions on a par with possessive constructions in Wari (Section 3.4); however,
since a relational prefix functions as a contiguity marker, not limited to possessive
constructions, I discuss these constructions in this section.

(17) Canela-Krahô (Macro-Ge)
a. ko j-urɔrɛ

water R-shallow
‘the shallows of the water; shallowwater’ [Orig.: ‘o raso da água; água
rasa’] (Miranda 2014: 74)

b. Hakwəj j-ĩakhrɛ
N.PROP R-nose
‘Hakwəj’s nose’ [Orig.: ‘nariz de Hakwəj’]
(Miranda 2014: 71)

(18) Karajá (Macro-Ge)
a. habu d-ɛbʊrɛ

man R-angry
‘man’s anger; angry man’
(Ribeiro 2012: 216)

b. dʒ-u d-ɛɵɛ
R-tooth R-pain
‘tooth ache’
(Ribeiro 2012: 215)

Discussing relational prefixes in Apinajé, Oliveira (2003: 251–252) mentions that
“[i]t is possible that these forms are old third-person morphemes”, and

15 Apinajé is not part of the present sample, it belongs to the Northern Ge branch just as Canela-
Krahô, which is included in the sample.

26 Krasnoukhova



synchronically, if present, “they are a strong and systematic indicator of constit-
uency”. However, since a relational prefix can be absent on some roots, the issue of
constituency does seem to arise. We discuss this issue in Section 4.

Table 6 gives a summary of characteristics as discussed for Cavineña, Hup and
Canela-Krahô.

Attributive modification having a structure of a simple integral NP is possible
in 28 out of 65 sample languages.While in 19 of these languages the simple integral
NP seems to be the only or the main strategy, the other nine languages use addi-
tional strategies for attributive modification. We can conclude that a construction
of a simple NP is far from being a dominant (or typical) strategy for attributive
modification in SA languages.

3.6 Attributive modification as compounding

In some SA languages the function of modification is carried out by property terms
which morphologically constitute bound roots. An attributive construction has a
structure of a complex word or a compound. A definition of compounding from a
crosslinguistic perspective remains a challenge, with Lieber and Štekauer (2009)
devoting a whole chapter to this problem. Compounds usually involve lexemes
(Bauer 2009: 343), but in many SA languages spoken in the Western and South-
Western Amazon, it is hard to draw a line between bound lexemes and ‘lexico-
grammatical’ elements,16 viz. classifiers. Thus, I will use the term ‘compound’ in a
loose sense: it will refer to a combination of roots, one of which can have a semi-
grammatical status, yielding a morphologically complex noun which constitutes
one phonological word. Note that the present term does not presuppose non-
compositional semantics. I will now discuss constructions of attributive modifi-
cation that arguably involve compounding as discussed above.

Consider Arawakan Baure. In Baure, some property concepts denoting
dimension, age and value are encoded by nominal lexical roots which cannot occur
in isolation (Danielsen 2007: 156). When modifying an obligatorily possessed
noun, the two elements form a compound.

(19) Baure (Arawakan)
a. cho-po’e

big-head
‘big head’
(Admiraal and Danielsen 2014: 94)

16 The term is due to Grinevald (2000: 61).
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b. cho-ser
big-tooth
‘big tooth’
(Danielsen 2007: 157)

Baure is a language with a rich classifier inventory. The borderline between
classifiers and lexical roots is fuzzy: these notions are ‘scalar’, depending on the
amount of lexical information that an element encodes (Admiraal and Danielsen
2014: 82). Except for a small group of highly grammaticalized classifiers, most
classifiers in Baure are noted to be semantically transparent and have a less
grammaticalized character, and thus could be treated on a par with lexical roots
(Admiraal and Danielsen 2014). Compounding is a productive process in Baure,
and, as Danielsen (2007: 134) notes “some of the classifiers have been derived from
reduced noun stems, which could mean that compounding was one of the ways in
which classifiers evolved in the first place”. Thus, one can analyze a property root
occurring with a classifier as a derivation, but it can also be analyzed as a com-
pound, since these do not differ formally (Admiraal and Danielsen 2014: 100).17

Thus we get constructions such as one in (20), with a classifier -ar(o) for liquids.

(20) Baure (Arawakan)
moni-ar
pretty-CLS:liquid
‘nice drink’
(Admiraal and Danielsen 2014: 94)

Classifiers frequently occur as ‘head nouns’, in the sense that the resulting complex
word is referential and can occur on its own (Danielsen 2007: 169). A referent noun
can also be present: Example (21) shows the property concept ‘big’ and the numeral
‘three’, both taking the classifier -wok referring to trees, and a noun ewokoe’ ‘tree’ is
also present. However, the fact that all three nominals can be used on their own
(Admiraal and Danielsen 2014: 102) suggests that in this usage they can be analyzed
as nominal expressions (similar to those discussed in Sections 3.1).

(21) Baure (Arawakan)
mbo-wok ewokoe’ cho-wok-cha
three-CLS:tree tree big-CLS:tree-AUG
‘three very big trees’
(Admiraal and Danielsen 2014: 102)

17 Note that this analysis is valid for various languages spoken in Western Amazonia (e.g., Hup
[Epps 2007], Harakmbut and Mojeño Trinitario [Van linden and Rose 2017; Rose and Van linden
forthc.]).
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We find a parallel situation inMovima. Haude (2006: 112) argues for an existence of
a separate adjective category in Movima, the members of which share many
characteristics with nouns. In general, property concepts can occur as modifiers
either as part of a relative clause or by forming a compound with a noun they
modify semantically (Haude 2006: 115–116). Some property concepts (new, fat,
hard, unripe/raw, cf. Haude [2006: 113–114]) seem always to occur as part of a
compound. Similar to Baure, thismeans that a property term can attach to a bound
lexical root (22a) or a classifier (22b).18 In either case, a property term functions as a
semantic modifier, and the lexical root or a classifier as the semantic head.

(22) Movima (unclassified)
a. bijaw-kwe:ya

old-woman
‘old woman’
(Haude 2006: 115)

b. mere’-ba
big-CLF:round
‘big fruit’
(Haude 2006: 115)

Presumably, the classifier -ba for round objects has its origin in the noun
ba∼ba:kwa ‘fruit’, which decomposes into a reduplication of the bound form ba
and a derivational suffix -kwa (Haude 2006: 212, also fn.103). In many examples
with the classifier -ba, a lexical noun for ‘fruit’ is not overtly present, but the
translations indicate that the classifier is specific enough to evoke the meaning
‘fruit’ (e.g., Haude 2006: 481, 484, 521). Cases like this are borderline between the
process of derivation (of a property root by a classifier) and the process of com-
pounding (two lexical roots), and the analysis would presumably vary depending
on individual elements involved, as their synchronic status and semantic trans-
parency are likely to vary.

It should be mentioned for Movima that a few property concepts, among which
aremere’ ‘big’ and tochi’ ‘small’, can also occur in simple juxtapositionwith thenoun.
In the case of juxtaposition, there is a short pause between the two constituents
and the word order is different: a property concept follows the noun (Haude 2006:
115–116). This is the same constituent order as in a relative clause construction, but
without a relativizer. Interestingly, these two property concepts can also be used as
adverbs to modify verbs (Haude 2006: 116). It is not clear whether different con-
structionswith oneand the sameproperty concept entail different interpretations, for
instance, in terms of permanent or temporary qualities.

18 Haude (2006) uses the term ‘bound nominal element’. I refer to these elements as ‘classifiers’.
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A compounding strategy can also be structurally close to noun incorporation.
In the Takanan language Ese Ejja, there is a limited number of property concepts
that can be used attributively. A similar situation is also reported for its sister
language Cavineña, as discussed earlier. While for Cavineña, a noun and an
attributively used property concept are best analyzed as two constituents forming
one NP (see Guillaume 2008: 474), in Ese Ejja a noun and an attributively used
property concept forma single phonologicalword (Vuillermet 2012: 324). However,
the majority of property concepts in both languages are so-called ‘predicative
adjectives’. Morphologically they are marked with a semantically neutral prefix
kya-when used in a citation form (Vuillermet 2012: 563). Interestingly, predicative
adjectives can incorporate their semantic head nouns. Vuillermet (2012: 539, 556)
observes that this strategy is productive in Ese Ejja and can be regarded as a
functional approximation of attributive modification. Examples in (23) illustrate
this case.

(23) Ese Ejja (Tacanan)
a. kya-me-jewe miya papeni napa-xi!

APF-hand-dirty 2SG.ABS paper touch-PURP
‘Don’t touch the book with your dirty hands!’ (Lit. ‘you are dirty-
handed to touch the books’)
(Vuillermet 2012: 556)

b. miya kya-chinela-beje-nee-nee
2SG.ABS APF-flip.flop(SP)-thin-very-RED
‘Your flip-flops are very thin.’ (Lit. ‘you are thin-flip-flopped’)
(Vuillermet 2012: 563)

Compounding (property term and the head) is found at least in five of 65 sample
languages, i.e., Baure, Trinitario, Ese Ejja, Movima, and Cubeo. In these languages
compounding constitutes just one of the strategies (with a preference for predi-
cation in the former three languages). Except Cubeo, all other languages are
spoken in the Guaporé-Mamoré region, which is shown by Crevels and van der
Voort (2008) to be a linguistic area. While compounding is not mentioned among
the shared features of the area, I propose that it should be explored further for areal
clustering.

Interestingly, this strategy is noted by Dahl (2004: 225) to have received rela-
tively little attention in linguistic literature. Dahl drew attention to a number of
languages in which compounding with property terms is a regular strategy (viz.
Lakota (Siouan), Chukchi (Chukotko-Kamchatkan), Burmese (Sino-Tibetan) and
some traditional dialects of Northern Scandinavia), in some caseswith both tighter
and looser compounding structures (Southern Ute (Uto-Aztecan), Celtic and
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Romance languages) (see Dahl 2004: 225–236). Rießler (2016: 246–251) reports this
strategy also for Adyghe and Karbardian languages in the Caucasus, Sarcee
(Athapaskan) and Cayuga (Iroquoian) in North America, in Itelmen and Siberian
EskimoYupik. Property-noun compounding is also found inAustralian languages,
for example, in Gunwinyguan languages from Arnhem Land (Baker and Nord-
linger 2008). Furthermore, the strategy is noted to be pervasive in Sub-Saharan
Africa (Creissels 2016), where this is a regular strategy for attributive modification
at least within theMande andGur language families (Creissels 2016). SA languages
remainedunder the radar so far regarding the compounding strategy for attributive
modification.

3.7 Attributive modification by means of classifiers

Qualities and properties denoting shapes and physical characteristics are not
necessarily rendered by lexical means but can be encoded by classifiers. It has
already beennoted by Payne (1990: 220) that inWesternAmazon languages,which
typically have few morphologically underived adjectives, classifiers can approxi-
mate the function of attributive modification. In the previous section, we saw a
couple of languages in which classifiers on a property term are argued to function
as the head of the phrase. However, in some cases classifiers can be argued to
function as modifiers. The main piece of evidence is semantic: such classifiers add
to the description of certain physical characteristics of a referent noun.

Let’s take Apurinã as an example. Property concepts denoting dimension,
shape and consistency can be expressed by verbs in this language. They are only
found in their predicative use, never as attributive modifiers. However, Apurinã
has a set of classifiers – referred to as ‘classificatory nouns’ in the sourcematerial –
that can be used either with their literal meaning, viz. semantics restricted to body
elements and plant/forest elements, or with a metaphorically extended meaning
(Facundes 2000: 342). Classifiers attach to any noun as part of a productive
compounding strategy (i.e., involving two lexemes and carrying one primary
stress) to describe its referent in terms of a shape or consistency (Facundes 2000:
342–343, 195–196). This way classifiers play the role of attributive modification
along with descriptive verbs, which cover a wider range of semantic meanings
(Facundes 2000: 180, 342). For example, the form kewith its sourcemeaning ‘stick
of, rod of’ generates a description of the referent noun as ‘of a thin and generally
flexible consistency’ (Facundes 2000: 342). Another example is the formmatawith
its literalmeaning ‘skin’ (24a). Its targetmeaning is ‘of aflat surface’. In (24b),mata
is used as part of a compound with the noun komeru ‘manioc’. It results in a
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complex meaning which also contains information on the physical shape of the
resulting object, in this case ‘flat manioc bread’.

(24) Apurinã (Arawakan)
a. u-mata

3M-skin
‘its/his skin’
(Facundes 2000: 172)

b. komeru-mata
manioc-CLF:flat.surface
‘flat manioc bread’
(Facundes 2000: 172)

The occurrence of classifiers in a modifier function is also noted for Mojeño Tri-
nitario by Rose (in prep.). Mojeño Trinitario has few morphologically underived
property concepts and even those are rarely used asmodifiers, with the predicative
use being more common (Rose in prep.). Classifiers and property terms are com-
plementary with regard to semantics (Rose in prep.), in the sense that the former
can contribute meanings not expressed by the latter. Classifiers can express
meanings mainly related to physical properties. Interestingly, as shown by Rose, a
text contained 16 instances of classifiers that qualified a noun, and the same text
contained 40 instances of property terms, with only 12 of them carrying out the
function of modification. Just as in Apurinã, classifiers in Mojeño Trinitario do not
encode a particular physical property, but they add to its interpretation.

Complementarity in terms of meaning that can be encoded through lexical
items and classifiers is also found in Tariana. Tariana has no lexical means to
describe a form like round, hollow, or curved. These meanings are expressed by
classifiers (Aikhenvald 2003: 72). Example (25a) illustrates the attributive function
of the classifier -da, whereas in (25b) we see that the same classifier derives a noun
with a newmeaning. Example (25c) illustrates the use of the classifier -kwema for a
flat object adding the semantics of being round.

(25) Tariana (Arawakan)
a. nu-kawa-ma-da

1SG-leg-CLF:side.of-CLF:round
‘one round part of my leg’
(Aikhenvald 2003: 84)

b. episi-da
iron-CLF:round
‘a motor’
(Aikhenvald 2003: 101)
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c. kanaɾi hanu-kwema
mirror big-CLF:flat.round
‘big round mirror’
(Aikhenvald 2003: 72)

In Cubeo (Tukanoan) the situation is similar. In Tukanoan languages, property
concepts are generally encoded by stative verbs (Morse and Maxwell 1999: 123).
This is also the case in Cubeo, although there is a small and closed class of
underived lexemes that can be analyzed as adjectives (Morse and Maxwell 1999:
124). However, Tukanoan languages in general possess large inventories of clas-
sifiers. Example (26) shows that a combination of lexical material, a classifier, and
also diminutive morphology all contribute to an overall picture of a property
attributed to a referent noun. The extended translation, which is adopted from the
source material, gives an impression of possible meanings.

(26) Cubeo (Tukanoan)
ĩbĩxĩ-be-xĩ-jo
large-NEG-DIM-CLF:conical
‘cylindrical, pointed, thin, small, short object ’ (Orig. ‘objeto cilíndrico,
puntiagudo, delgado, pequeño, corto’)
(Morse and Maxwell 1999: 126)

There is even a language in the sample which, among other concepts, can render
color with classifier morphemes. In Mamaindê, property concepts are encoded by
verbs that either need to be nominalized to occur attributively, or,most commonly,
they occur as predicates taking regular verbal morphology (Eberhard 2009: 364).
However, some classifiers express semantic notions typical of property concepts,
and thus function as attributive noun modifiers. Mamaindê classifiers constitute a
closed class of 24 elements. Relevant for our discussion is that some are seman-
tically related to the shape of solid things (round, flat, sticklike, etc.), the physical
state of non-solid entities (liquid, powder, etc.), and also to color (black, tawny)
(Eberhard 2009: 330). The classifier which has ameaning ‘spotted’ (27a) is noted to
relate to the verb root kalokalo ‘spotted’ (Eberhard 2009: 335, fn. 335). The fact that
it is not followed by a nominalizer suggests that it is not a verb here (Eberhard
2009: 335). Eberhard further notes that the other classifiers expressing colors never
occur with any verb morphology, and thus cannot be treated as verbs synchroni-
cally. Diachronically, however, the classifier -tunni ‘black’ (27b) is likely to origi-
nate in the verb root ton ‘to be black’ (David Eberhard p.c.). The capacity of
grammaticalized elements –what the Mamaindê classifiers are – to express colors
is typologically quite unusual.
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(27) Mamaindê (Nambikwaran)
a. jañan-kalokalon-tu

jaguar-CLF:spotted-FNS
‘spotted jaguar’
(Eberhard 2009: 335)

b. jañan-tunni-tu
jaguar-CLF:black-FNS
‘black jaguar’
(Eberhard 2009: 335)

c. jañan-eiʔni-tu
jaguar-CLF:tawny-FNS
‘tawny jaguar’
(Eberhard 2009: 335)

In the present sample, we find at least eight languages where classifiers
(i.e., lexico-grammatical elements) can approximate the function of property
concepts.19 Except for Mamaindê, semantically these are limited to the domain of
dimension and physical properties.

Finally, it is of interest that a noun for ‘child, offspring’ can be used to express
small size. In a number of SA languages, a lexeme for ‘child, offspring’ has taken the
role of a diminutivemarker. Diminutives originating in nouns for ‘child, offspring’ are
well-attested crosslinguistically (see Jurafsky 1996 and Kuteva et al. 2019: 88–90).
Kuteva et al. (2019) do notmention any SA language for this grammaticalization path.
In the present sample, however, it is found in Aguaruna (Overall 2017: 173), Awa Pit
(Curnow 1997: 89), Hup (Epps 2008: 353), Mojeño Trinitario (Rose 2018: 176), and
Yurakaré (van Gijn 2006: 171). We can observe a similar grammaticalization from a
noun meaning ‘seed, kernel’: it can give rise to a classifier for small objects, and/or
carry out the function of a diminutive marker. This is the case in the Arawakan
languages Paresí (Brandão 2014: 184), Apurinã (Facundes 2000: 253) and Mojeño
Trinitario (Rose 2018: 169),20 Barbacoan Tsafiki (Dickinson 2002: 75), and also in the
isolateMovima, although inMovima the use is not productive (Haude 2006: 211). Also

19 It must also be mentioned that Dahl (2004: 219–221) discusses structures which are built with
‘lexical affixes’, occurring in a number of languages of the Salishan, Tsimshian and Wakashan
families in North America. In these languages, ‘lexical affixes’ have characteristics of grammatical
affixes, they form relatively closed classes but have rather concrete meanings that would be
associated with lexemes in most languages (Dahl 2004: 220, referring to Mithun 1997, 1998). Dahl
does not discuss the use of such elements as approximants of semantic adjectives; however, the
overall characteristics and the behavior of such lexical affixes parallel the one of classifiers dis-
cussed in this and the previous subsections.
20 As shown in Rose (2018, ms) Mojeño has several diminutivemarkers, one of which is argued to
originate in a lexeme for ‘child, offspring’ and another one in a lexeme for ‘seed’.
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note that a semantic connection between ‘child, offspring’ and ‘seed, kernel’ can be
posited for some languages. This polysemy can be found in some African languages
(Dogon, Susu, Baka) discussed in Kuteva et al. (2019: 89). In Paresí, we find a lexeme
itsani ‘son/daughter, offspring’ (Brandão 2014: 205, 330), 21 and there is a bound noun
tse ‘seed.of’ (Brandão 2014: 179). Although it is notmentioned in the sourcematerial, it
is not unlikely that the two lexemes are cognates. Example (28) from Apurinã illus-
trates theoccurrencesof the form -ku ‘seed’. (28a) shows the literalmeaningof abound
noun -ku ‘seed / kernel’. (28b) demonstrates its grammaticalized nature: it derives a
new noun with a newmeaning. (28c) illustrates the form -ku functioning as modifier,
attributing a characteristic of being small to a referent noun.

(28) Apurinã (Arawakan)
a. u-ku

3M-seed/kernel
‘its/his seed/kernel’
(Facundes 2000: 437)

b. tenu-ku
breast-CLF:seed
‘nipples’
(Facundes 2000: 172)

c. amarunu-ku
boy-CLF:seed
‘little boy’
(Facundes 2000: 179)

In a related language Paresí, a noun for ‘seed’ is formally different (viz. -tse), but it
has comparable usages in the sense that (i) it derives a new meaning, similar to
(28b) (Brandão 2014: 184–185), and (ii) it can express small size, in fact functioning
as a diminutive marker (Brandão 2014: 187). The support for the latter is that the
classifier -tse is the only classifier that can co-occur with another classifier within
one word (Brandão 2014: 187). However, whether it is the classifier or the bound
noun that has developed into a diminutive marker remains open.

4 Diachronic considerations

Let us consider constituent order tendencies in the data. SA languages are known
to be predominantly verb-final at the clause level, typically with SOV order for
transitive clauses and SV for intransitives (see also Dryer 2013a). If we look at the

21 Note a close formal correspondence between this lexical form and the form chicha /tsitsa
‘small, endearment’ reported in Rose (2018: 165) for Mojeño.
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order of a property concept as a modifier category and its semantic head, the
property term following the head ismore common than the oppositeword order. In
Krasnoukhova’s (2012: 160) sample of 55 SA languages, the order [Noun–Property]
in the NP was found in 50% of the sample, whereas [Property–Noun] accounted
for only 20%.22 The present sample, although larger and somewhat different in
composition, confirms this distribution. The postnominal use of property terms as
modifiers is also most common crosslinguistically: in Dryer’s (2013b) world-wide
sample of 1,366 languages, postnominal property terms occur in 64%of the sample
(878 languages). However, as Dryer (2013b) observes, there are geographical
patterns, and South America as a continent shows the postnominal position of
property terms as the major type.

While hard-and-fast generalizations are difficult to draw, it is possible to note
that in the present sample the order [Property–Noun] is often – but not always –
found with property terms that are reported to share characteristics with nouns
(despite forming a separate adjective class, shown in Table 1 with ‘A’). We find it,
for example, in Quechuan and Aymaran languages, Leko, Mapudungun, Awa Pit,
andMovima.23 Another point to note: in languages allowing both orders, the order
[Property–Noun] seems to be associated with a higher degree of syntactic bond-
edness compared to the opposite order (see also Dahl [2004: 236]; Croft and
Deligianni [2001], in Dahl [2004]).

The order [Noun–Property], dominant in South America, is seen with property
terms that are verbal in nature. However, this order is also found with property
terms that have mixed characteristics, and, although marginally, with nominal
property terms too (e.g., Chamacoco, Warao, Pilagá).

While there have been claims in the literature (e.g., Lehmann 1973; Ven-
nemann 1974) that the order at the clause level and the order of noun and modi-
fying property term show some dependency, it was shown by Dryer (1988, 1992)
that these categories do not correlate: property terms “do not precede the noun any
more often in OV languages than they do in VO languages” (Dryer 1992: 133). The
tendency towards postnominal use of property terms in South America raises the
question whether these could, historically, constitute predicate structures. As
noted earlier, some SA languages do not allow attributive use of property concepts
in the first place, andmany others seem to favor the predicative use. Thus, it might
be the case that – at least in some languages – postnominal property terms were
predicates that developed into noun modifiers. In what follows I will briefly

22 In 20% of languages of the sample both orders were possible but under specific conditions in,
and in the other 10% property terms did not occur as modifiers (Krasnoukhova 2012: 160).
23 Although not included in the sample, the following languages provide additional support to
the argument: Cholón, Mochica, Puquina and Kallawaya, all spoken in the Central Andes.
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explore one possible development using the case of Canela-Krahô (Macro-Ge) and
Apurinã (Arawakan).

In Canela-Krahô property terms used predicatively have a structure similar to
that of an intransitive clause. Examples (29a) and (29b) illustrate the property
termsmpɛi ‘good’ and vɛj ‘old’ functioning as predicates; in (29c) the predicate is a
dynamic verb aɁkukrɛ̃ ‘run’.

(29) Canela-Krahô (Macro-Ge)
a. rɔp mpɛj

dog good
‘The dog is nice.’
(Alves 2004: 58)

b. ikrɛ ita vɛj
house DEM old
‘The house is old.’
(Alves 2004: 59)

c. kahãj ke ha aɁkukrɛ̃
woman 3 IRR run
‘The woman will run.’
(Alves 2004: 57)

Example (30) shows the property term mpɛi ‘good’ as a modifier: it can occur as
suchwhen relativized. Relative clauses aremarked by the forms ita and ata, which
are also demonstrative pronouns synchronically (Alves 2004: 140).

(30) Canela-Krahô (Macro-Ge)24

rɔp ita mpɛj nɛ̃ iɁ-tik
dog DEM/ REL good SS 3-die
‘The nice dog died.’ (Lit. ‘Dog this/which is nice it dies’)
(Alves 2004: 59)

The source material does not include information on intonation contours of
clauses like (30), i.e., whether or not a property term introduced with a (demon-
strative / relative) pronoun is under a unified intonation contour with the noun.
Historically, the construction could have constituted separate clauses joined
together by parataxis. It has been shown in Givón (2015: 637) that these can
develop into syntactic structures with a relative clause. It is not unlikely that the
structure of (30) was originally a sequence of clauses, starting with a free topic

24 Alves (2004: 88) analyses the element nɛ̃ as a coordination marker for clauses with the ‘same
subject’; in Popjes and Popjes (1986: 147–148) it is analysed as a clause coordination marker but
not nessesarily involving same subjects.
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‘dog, this.one (is) good, it dies’. In fact, according to Maxwell Miranda (p.c.), who
works on the Krahô variety, this can still be an interpretation synchronically. In
Krenak, another Macro-Ge language, the structure in (31) is noted to be ambigous
between attribution versus predication (Pessoa 2012: 216).

(31) Krenak (Macro-Ge)
m̥ĩɲãƞ him
water sweet
‘The water is sweet’ or ‘sweet water’
(Pessoa 2012: 216)

According to Maxwell Miranda (p.c.), the presence of a relational prefix is the only
formal device that disambiguates attributively used property terms from their use
as predicates. This means that the only non-ambigous construction of attributive
modification would be the one involving a relational prefix, as illustrated in (32)
below and also in (17–18) above.

(32) Canela-Krahô (Macro-Ge)
rɔp j-aka tik
dog R-white die
‘The white dog died.’
(Alves 2004: 59)

The example of these Macro-Ge languages suggests that these languages may
allow some reanalysis of predicate structures into NP structures (with a head and
modifying property term): either as a relative clause structure (as in 30) or as
unmarked juxtaposition (as in 31). The existence of (32) may point to an emergence
of mechanisms to express attribution with little ambiguity involved.

If we take a look at the Arawakan language Apurinã, we presumably see a
similar scenario. Recall that most property concepts in Apurinã are encoded by
verbs. Examples (33a) and (33b) show a property term ‘be big’ and ‘be pretty’ with
the notional subject marked by a pronominal affix. There are some differences
between the types of verbs though: intransitive verbs expressing events would
carry a subject pronominal prefix (agreeing in gender and number with the
notional subject); it is overtly present only if the free (pro)nominal subject is
postverbal, and it is absent if the subject is preverbal (Facundes 2000: 382–383), as
in (33c). Intransitive verbs expressing psychological and physical states (e.g., ‘be
tired’, ‘be hot’) align with the event verbs and take subject pronominal prefixes
(Facundes 2000: 279). Intransitive verbs that express qualities and properties
(e.g., ‘be big’, ‘be pretty’), however, occur with object pronominal suffixes
(agreeing in gender and number with the notional subject, formally identical to
object suffixes on transitive verbs, thus following a split-S pattern). There seems to
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be little evidence for any attributive use of most verbal property terms. The
structure involving these lexemes that seems closest to attributive modification
is exemplified in (33d). However, one can clearly identify it as containing two
predicates.

(33) Apurinã (Arawakan)
a. mita-ru aiko

be.big-3M.O house[M]
‘The house is big.’
(Facundes 2000: 282)

b. suto here-ro
woman be.pretty-3F.O
‘The woman is pretty.’
(Facundes 2000: 563)

c. suto apo-pe
woman arrive-PFV
‘The woman has arrived.’
(Facundes 2000: 563)

d. suto here-ro apo-pe
woman be.pretty-3F.O arrive-PFV
‘The woman who’s pretty has arrived.’
(Facundes 2000: 563)

Note that outside SouthAmerica, a similar development, with the [Noun–Property]
construction deriving from the [Subject Verb] construction “without any change in
the order of constituents, and often without any change at all in the form of the
constituents as well” has been discussed for Yuman languages of North America
by Langdon (1977: 258–261). As Langdon (1977: 261) puts it, “the placement of the
adjective after its head noun is nothingmore than the retention in surface structure
of the Subject + Verb order demanded by SOV languages”.

The typology of attributive constructions that we discussed in Section 3 can be
seen as a continuum of syntactic complexity. In Figure 1, I give a scheme of how
the observed constructions for predicative and attributive use of property terms
can be related. Naturally, historical processes are considerablymore complex than
the scheme suggests, with multiple steps in between.

Since I do not have enough relevant data to substantiate the suggested
connections, I leave this question open. However, separate segments of the di-
achronies have been suggested in the crosslinguistic literature. For one thing,
nominal expressions can develop into syntactically hierarchical integral NPs. For
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example, a gradual development of an internal slot for attributive modifiers and
thus gradual integration of property terms into an NP has been shown for Dutch by
Van de Velde (2009a, 2009b). It has also been argued by Langacker (1977: 107) that
languages show a general drive towards “constructional simplicity”, with a ten-
dency of marked categories to be replaced by relatively unmarked ones. Thus,
relative clauses as modifiers can develop towards a simple NP via a stage in which
a relative marker becomes optional. Compounding and derivation have a fluid
borderline (Lieber and Štekauer 2009), exactly for the reason that these structures
can represent different stages in one diachronic development.

5 Concluding remarks

This study focused on attributive modification in SA indigenous languages.
A typology of constructions that are used for the function of modification was
shown to constitute a continuum: with nominal expressions (i.e., non-integral
NPs) on the one end, and a morphologically tight structure, ambiguous between
compounding and derivation, on the other end. A language would typically make
use of more than one construction, and there can be variation between individual
lexemes even within one semantic class.

A simple integral NP for attributive modification is possible in less than half of
the sample (28 out of 65 languages, in 12 out of 28 this is the only available
strategy). Thus, simple NPs is not the dominant or typical strategy for attributive
modification in SA data, and languages would reply on other strategies. A relative
clause or nominalization construction is one of the options. A few languages
(the Cariban languages, Bora) stand out – also at the world level – by relying (for
attributive modification) exclusively on nominal expressions, i.e., constructions
with a limited syntactic unithood. Those SA languages that have multifunctional
classifiers would typically have attributive constructions that range from a syn-
tactically loose to a tight construction, depending on the property lexeme and a

– ?

Figure 1: Suggested connections between different types of constructions.
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type of classifier. Most of such languages are confined geographically to the
Northwest and Southwest Amazon region. In some of the languages with classi-
fiers, the latter can participate in attributive modification as approximations to
adjectives of dimension and physical properties. Furthermore, it was shown that
some SA languages use compounding as a strategy for attributive modification.
While this phenomenon has been reported for languages fromdifferent parts of the
world, the SA languages remained under the radar. Finally, attributive construc-
tions akin to a possession construction, typical for the Oceanic languages (Rießler
2016: 38), are also encountered in SA although only marginally.

Finally, in this study I tentatively suggested that some segments of the proposed
continuumof attributivemodificationarediachronically related. Furthermore,while
attributivemodification ispossible inmany sample languages, about a quarter of the
languages show a strong preference towards the predicative use of property terms,
with the attributive use being avoided (or, in some languages, not evenavailable). In
this light I put forwarda conjecture that one of the possibledevelopments couldhave
involved a syntactic reanalysis of [Subject Predicate] intransitive clauses into an NP
structure with a head noun and a postnominal property term.

Abbreviations

1 1st person
2 2nd person
3 3rd person
A subject of transitive verb
ABS bsolutive
ADJ adjective
AFF affirmative
AGT agent
AN animate
APF adjective prefix
ASR assertive
AUG augmentative
C.NMLZ circumstance nominalizer
CLF classifier
COP copula
DECL declarative
DEM demonstrative
DIM diminutive
DYNM dynamic
ERG ergative
F feminine
FM formative
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FNS final nominal suffix
FOC focus
FS female speaker
INFR inferential evidential
IPFV imperfective
IRR irrealis
HRSY hearsay
LOC locative
M masculine
N neuter
N noun
NEG negation
NEG negative
NMLZ nominalization
NPF noun prefix
O object pronominal marker
OBJ object
OBL oblique
PFV perfective
PL plural
PRO pronoun
PROP proper
PRS present
PST past
PT loan word from Portuguese
PURP purpose
PURP.MOT purpose of motion
R relational
RED reduplication
REL relative
REP reportative evidential
RP/P realis past/present
S subject of intransitive verb
SG singular
SP Spanish loan
SS same subject
SUB subordinate
TEL telic
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