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On Proto-Languages and Archaeological 
Cultures: pre-history and material culture 

in the Tukanoan Family
Thiago Chacon1

Resumo
Este trabalho analisa a história cultural das línguas da família Tukano ao propor a 
reconstrução de 107 palavras relacionadas à cultura material comum a povos indígenas 
amazônicos, em especial do noroeste amazônico. A análise do sistema terminológico das 
palavras que podem ser reconstruídas para o Proto-Tukano, bem com as palavras que 
somente são reconstruídas para protolínguas intermediárias ou palavras que não podem 
ser reconstruídas para nenhuma protolíngua permite traçar inferências culturais sobre a 
evolução histórica da família Tukáno, o que é feito em diálogo com a literatura etnográfica 
e arqueológica do noroeste amazônico, bem como seguindo em linhas gerais as propostas 
de correlação entre Linguística Histórica e Arqueologia em diferentes partes do globo. 
Conclui-se que houve um processo claro de diferenciação cultural entre os dois ramos 
principais da família Tukáno, como reflexo da integração distinta dos dois ramos da 
família em diferentes subsistemas interétnicos regionais no noroeste amazônico.

Palavras-Chave: Família Tukano. Noroeste Amazônico. Cultural Material. Linguística 
Histórica, Arqueologia.

Abstract
This work analyzes the cultural history of the Tukanoan family by attempting the 
reconstruction of 107 words related to the material culture shared by Amazonian peoples, 
especially in the Northwest Amazon. The analysis of the terminological system of 
words that can be reconstructed to Proto-Tukanoan, as well as words that can only be 
reconstructed to intermediate proto-languages or words that cannot be reconstructed at 
all allows for a set of cultural inferences regarding the historic evolution of Tukanoan 
family, which is accomplished along a dialogue with the ethnographic and archeological 
literature of the Northwest Amazon, as well as following in general terms the proposals 
for linking Historical Linguistics and Archaeology in different parts of the globe. It is 
concluded that there was a process of cultural differentiation between the two main 
branches of the Tukanoan family, as the reflex of distinct integration of each branch in 
different regional subsystems in the Northwest Amazon.

Keywords: Tukanoan Family. Northwest Amazon. Material Culture. Historical Linguistics, 
Archaeology.

1 Universidade Católica de Brasília.
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1. Introduction
This is a preliminary investigation about the pre-history of the Tukanoan 

family, whose languages are currently spoken in the Northwest Amazon 
(cf. Map 1 below). It is an attempt to describe in linguistic terms the cultural 
differentiation processes that occurred from Proto-Tukanoan, and especially 
between the two main branches of the family, Western Tukanoan (WT) 
and Eastern Tukanoan (ET). 107 vocabulary items related to the material 
culture items of indigenous groups in the Amazon, specially the Northwest 
Amazon, were attempt to be reconstructed. The results of reconstructions, 
non-reconstructions and the analysis of the terminological system of 
the vocabulary of Proto-Tukanoan and intermediate proto-languages are 
compared to ethnographic descriptions and to the picture that archaeology 
and related pre-historical sciences have about the pre-historic Amazon in the 
last 2 millennia. As a preliminary experiment, this paper aims at contributing 
to Amazonian ethnology by providing more specific and testable results that 
can be correlated with current and future findings in related ethnological 
sciences.

As it will be shown, the society that spoke Proto-Tukanoan can be 
characterized by the following major cultural traits:

i.	 A more in-land than riverine life style.
ii.	 Game animal as a more important source of food than fish.
iii.	 Knowledge of different domesticated crops, including manioc, but 

without a specialized economy around the bitter manioc.
iv.	 A diverse knowledge of forest products, especially palms and varied 

sources of food.
v.	 Evidence of technology for weaving, planting, ceramics and poisoning 

for obtaining fish and game.
vi.	 A limited use of utensils, mostly ceramics, hammocks, baskets, blow-

gun, but no clear evidence for axe, paddle, canoes or fish traps.

In comparison with present-day Tukanoan societies the picture that 
emerges is of a cultural differentiation process from Proto-Tukanoan. Some 
explanations of such a cultural shift in the pre-history of Tukanoans are 
addressed, such as the formation of regional systems and the happenings 
documented in different archaeological sites in the Amazon around the 
beginning of the second millennium AD.

The figure 1 below gives the classification of the Tukanoan family as 
proposed by Chacon (forthcoming), divided in two major branches: Eastern 
Tukanoan (ET) and Western Tukanoan (WT). Map 1 shows the geographic 
distribution of Tukanoan languages (the left-most set of “snowflakes” represent 
WT languages and the rightmost set, ET languages).
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FIGURE 1

MAP 1
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The organization of this paper is the following: in section 2, I will discuss 
the framework I am using for linking archaeology and linguistics, and also 
the current state of our knowledge about the archaeology of the Amazon 
and its relation to linguistics. In section 3 I present the analysis regarding the 
attempt at the reconstruction of the 107 material cultural items. Section 4 is 
the conclusion.

2. Linking Languages and Archaeological Cultures
Linking archaeology and languages is a process that in general involves 

the demonstration of a correlation of cultural traits found in the archaeological 
record, the reconstruction of the vocabulary referring to the material culture 
of a proto-language and the geographic match between the distribution of 
an archaeological set of cultural traits in time and space and the putative 
homeland of a proto-language or geographical dispersal of languages. Because 
one cannot have access to culture itself from the analysis of proto-languages, it 
is necessary that we focus on cultural traits, which are more easily comparable. 
Cultural history is then the result of how one correlate Historical Linguistics, 
Archaeology and Anthropology, where each discipline needs to be kept 
relatively independent and researchers ought to work in collaboration in 
creating a sound narrative (cf. Hornborg and Hill 2011).

For that purpose, I will comment on three case studies of established 
correlations between languages and archaeological set of cultural traits 
in different parts of the world. These studies are inspirational to this paper 
in the sense that I will follow their conceptions for linking languages and 
archaeological cultural traits to the fullest, except that my analysis of the 
vocabulary items will focus more on the analysis of whole terminological 
systems, rather than whether an item can be reconstructed (as evidence that the 
proto-language society had that particular item) or cannot be reconstructed.

The case of the Lapita culture and the Oceanic linguistic subfamily 
(from the Austronesian family) in eastern Oceania and southern Pacific is 
based on the observation of the patterns of expansion of an archaeological 
set of cultural traits into new territory and the corresponding evidence of 
the expansion of languages into the same territory. The Lapita expansion in 
parts of Oceania is very clear both in areas of previous human occupation 
or in pristine islands (Kirch 2000). Given the relative uniformity of Lapita 
cultural traits when compared to earlier records, it is clear that there was 
an expansion of a different type of culture that had never been seen in those 
areas before (Ross and Osmond 2007). Linguistically, such an expansion can be 
matched with the arrival of the ancestor language of the Oceanic family. Some 
elements of the Lapita culture match the material culture vocabulary that can 
be reconstructed to Proto-Oceanic, while many aboriginal languages of those 



Volume 5, Número 1, Julho de 2013 

Thiago Chacon

221

areas seem to have borrowed words referring to those particular vocabulary 
items (e.g. the term of ‘pig’, Blust 1976).

The case of the Olmec culture and the Mixe-Zoquean family in 
Mesoamerica provides an interesting case where key elements in the 
Mesoamerican cultural area have been borrowed from Mixe-Zoquean 
languages into unrelated languages in the zone (Campbell and Kaufman 1976). 
Given that the homeland of Proto-Mixe-Zoquean and the earliest Olmec sites 
correlate (Campbell and Kaufman 1976), one is tempted to suggest that the 
Olmec were a single people that spoke Proto-Mixe-Zoquean and diffused 
their cultural patterns for all other cultures in Mesoamerica. However, 
archaeologists have long debated whether the Olmecs in the Formative Period 
(from 2500 BC to 200 AD) should be thought as some kind of Mother Culture, 
or that “Olmecs” may actually refer to a cultural complex of the Formative 
Period in Mesoamerica and is itself the result of multilateral contributions (cf. 
Blomster 2005, Pye 2006, Sharer et al. 2006). Such a debate is also well founded 
in linguistic terms. The concept of Mesoamerica as a linguistic and cultural 
area is itself an indication of multilateral diffusion. Also, many words referring 
to key elements in Mesoamerican cultural area cannot be fully reconstructed 
to Proto-Mixe-Zoquean, but actually to lower branches in the family. So, it is 
possible that within the Olmec cultural complex, speakers of Mixe-Zoquean 
languages have been important sources of cultural items, but not the only 
source, strengthening the argument for the multilateral diffusion hypothesis.

Finally, the Proto-Indo-European case is a seminal one in that there is 
a whole set of complex cultural traits reconstructed to the proto-language, 
but they cannot be matched safely with an archaeological culture, given 
that linguists have disagreed on the exact location of a Proto-Indo-European 
homeland and the numerous similar “cultures” that can be found in the 
archaeological record matching the material culture vocabulary for Proto-
Indo-European (cf. Mallory’s 1991). On the other hand, as soon as one can 
define the Proto-Indo-European homeland based on independent linguistic 
evidence, it is clear that the expansion of the Indo-Europeans can be matched 
with the expansion of an archaeological culture from the Steppes of the 
Caspian sea known as Kurgan. The connection between the Kurgan and 
Proto-Indo-Europeans is also based on patterns of dispersion of Kurgan sites 
in Europe that correlated with the expansion of Indo-European languages 
and the existence of material culture in the Kurgan records that matches the 
reconstructed vocabulary for Proto-Indo-European.

2.1 The Pattern of Languages and Archaeological Cultures in 
the Amazon

Archaeologists have often tried to correlate the pattern of diffusion of three 
widest distributed language families in the Amazon – Cariban, Arawakan 
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and Tupian – with the also wide distribution of ceramic traditions. While the 
Cariban family has been suggested to correspond to the Incised Punctuated 
Tradition, given the almost exclusive eastern Amazonian distribution of 
both the family and the pottery tradition (cf. Neves 2008), the association of 
Arawakan and Tupian families with ceramic traditions are more complex.

The Polycrhome Tradition has been associated with the Tupian family 
given that the upper Madeira river is where the oldest type of Polychrome 
pottery is found and also where is located the putative homeland of Proto-
Tupi (cf. Rodrigues 1964). Other types of association are somewhat more 
indirect, based on analogical patterns between the Polychrome expansion in 
the Amazon river valley and in the Atlantic shore and expansion of Tupian 
groups in the same areas (Neves 2008).2

Association of Arawakan family and the Incised Rim tradition is much 
more problematic. It is based on a chronology of two related types of pottery: 
the Barrancoid tradition, with origin in Northern Colombia, followed by the 
Incised Rim in the central Amazon area in areas of traditional Arawakan 
occupation (cf. Neves 2011). There seems to exist a consensus that the homeland 
of the Arawakan family is somewhere between the Orinoco and Rio Negro 
basins (Hill and Santos-Granero 2002). That being the case, it would be likely 
that Arawakan speakers could be directly involved in the integration of the 
Central Amazon and Northern Colombia areas as suggested by the distribution 
of the Barrancoid/Incised Rim pottery traditions (see also Hornborg 2005).

The general archaeological chronology of the Amazon shows that around 
the first year of the present era (after a long gap in the mid-Holocene) 
until the beginning of the second millennium there was a moment of great 
population growth and cultural differentiation in separate geographic areas 
(cf. Neves 2011). Agriculture was intensified in this time, as it is evident by 
the appearance of anthropogenic dark soils, although still a diversified type 
of subsistence was based on the exploration of diverse ecological resources. 
Following this period, in the beginning of the second millennium of the current 
era, one observes an expansion of the polychrome tradition, which replaced 
in many places previous, more regional ceramic traditions. In many places in 
the central Amazon, structural defenses were built around villages, indicating 
that the expansion of the polychrome tradition was likely accompanied by an 
intensification of warfare (cf. Neves 2011).

This chronology is also found in the Araracuara area, in the middle Caquetá 
river (Northwest Amazon), an area of particular interest for the understanding 

2 It is clear that one lacks enough linguistic evidence to make these correlations more 
concrete. This is probably the reason why linguists have often been silent with respect to 
associations between pottery traditions and languages.
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of Tukanoan pre-history. In this site, the appearance of the polychrome 
tradition around the second millennium has been found in connection with 
anthropogenic black soil and other indications of agricultural intensification 
and material cultural complexification, showing an abrupt change in the 
archaeological record from an early, more localized and more simplified type 
of pottery (Oliver 2008). Such early record indicates a previous society that has 
domesticated plants, but still did not rely intensively on agriculture, making 
more use of diversified economic resources in their environment (Herrera et. 
al. 1992).

Although the spreading of languages and archaeological cultural traits are 
usually attempted to be correlated based on demic migrations and economic 
propelling forces, such as agriculture (cf. Lathrap 1970, Bellwood & Renfrew 
2003), more recently Amazonian ethnologist have focused in other dynamics 
of dispersal of languages and cultural traits. As Neves (2011) analyzes, given 
that many groups had a similar knowledge of agriculture at the same historical 
period in the first millennia of the present era, it is likely that expansion of 
major language families in the Amazon need further elements to be fully 
explained. Furthermore, there is a hypothesis that before colonial times a 
unique agricultural system has never developed in the Amazon (Denevan 
2001), while pre-colonial Amazonian societies had agriculture as part of their 
diversified economy, they were distinct from “agriculturalist” societies.

Neves (2011) suggest that the polychrome tradition distribution might be 
the result of Tupi-Guarani speaking groups migrations motivated by warfare, 
captive-taking and cannibalism. On the other hand, Hornborg (2005) and 
Hornborg and Hill (2011) suggest that the expansion of Arawakan languages 
and cultural traits associated to an Arawakan ethos (cf. Hill and Santos-Granero 
2002) is the result of the formation of local and supra-local interethnic systems, 
motivated by the Arawakan emphasis on commerce, ritual, spatial and social 
networks, likely accompanied by ethnogenetic processes of redefinition of 
local identities, cultures and languages. 

My analysis, to be developed in the next two sections, indicates that Proto-
Tukanoan speakers had a cultural pattern similar to the archaeological cultures 
that appeared around the beginning of the present era, and that a major 
cultural differentiation processes occurred in more recent times and distinctly 
for different languages of the family after an initial split between two major 
branches, ET and WT. This scenario first correlates with the facts described in 
the Araracuara area in the middle Caquetá river, an area adjacent to where I 
propose the Proto-Tukanoan homeland (see also Chacon forthcoming). Second, 
it correlates with the geographical dispersal and integration of WT and ET in 
the formation of distinct regional systems in the Northwest Amazon.
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3. The Vocabulary of Proto-Tukanoan Basic Material 
Culture

Results and Methods: words for 107 material items of traditional 
Northwestern Amazonian cultures were analyzed in Tukanoan languages.3 
Items correspond to one of 10 semantic domains: weaving, agriculture, 
jungle resources, river resources, utensils, palms and trees, insects 
and other foods, ritualistic materials, manioc complex and social space. 
Items were matched semantically with one or more words in the Tukanoan 
languages, followed by the creation of cognate sets and reconstruction of 
lexical items into Proto-Tukanoan (PT), Proto-Eastern-Tukanoan (PET) 
and Proto-Western-Tukanoan (PWT) was attempted, following Chacon 
(forthcoming), which provides a reconstruction of the consonantal system of 
PT and classification of the Tukanoan family distinct to Waltz and Wheeler 
(1972), Malone (1987) and Barnes (1999).

Table 1 below summarizes the results.4 The results of the reconstructions 
were accompanied by observations in the right-most column regarding 
etymology, semantic relations to other items and distribution of cognates. 
When an item cannot be reconstructed to a particular branch or to PT, it 
was marked with a darker cell. Items were also classified according to the 
consistency of proto-languages reflexes. The sign “%”, followed by the particular 
family branch abbreviation, %ET, %WT and %ET&WT for both branches, 
indicating an inconsistent set of reflexes, was placed under the word for the 
item in English. The particular reasons why the reflexes are inconsistent were 
highlighted in the observation column, and are developed in the discussion 
session of this study.

3 The data is from about 22 Tukanoan languages, from the aprox. 30 languages reported 
for the family. Many are extinct already (cf. Chacon forthcoming). The data was taken from 
dictionaries (which ranges from about 800 to 3500 words) available for most Tukanoan 
languages that members of SIL have worked on (see the bibliography for a complete list), 
a robust dictionary of Tukano (Ramirez 1997a), an excellent Colombian publication with 
basic phonological and grammatical information on most Tukanoan languages and the 
Swadesh list of 200 words for each language (González de Pérez and Rodríguez de Montes, 
2000), a very good SIL publication with the complete Swadesh and Rowe wordlist plus 
additional words for most indigenous languages in Colombia (cf. Huber and Reed, 1992), 
and Koch-Grünberg wordlists (1913 and 1914), which are extremely valuable resources on 
extinct Tukanoan languages.
4 Language name abbreviations used in this paper are: tan Tanimuka, bas Barasano, 
kub Kubeo, des Desano, tuk Tukano, wan Wanano, kue Kueretu, mai Maihɨki, kor 
Koreguahe, sek Sekoya and sio Siona.
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ĩ
*y

ãh
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pĩ

ko

39
.  

la
rv

ae
 (h

um
an

 
pa

ra
si

te
)

*b
ek

ko
*p

’e
ko

**
p’

ek
ko

40
.  

eg
g

*t
s’i

-
*t

s’i
-

**
ts

’i-

41
.  

an
t (

ed
ib

le
)

*m
ek

a
*m

ek
a

**
m

ek
a

42
.  

te
rm

ite
*b

ot
u

*p
’o

tu
**

p’
ot

u
W

T:
 e

vi
de

nc
e 

on
ly

 fr
om

 k
ue

43
.  

to
ca

nd
ira

 a
nt

 (n
ot

 
ed

ib
le

)
*p

ia
ta

44
.  

fis
hi

ng
 w

or
m

*w
ãs

ĩ
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A methodological problem, though, in interpreting pre-history from 
Linguistics is whether the lack of evidence for the reconstruction of a 
vocabulary item can be treated as absence of the trait in the society speaking 
the proto-language. In this study, since I am not interested exclusively in 
the existence of individual items in pre-historic Tukanoans, but actually in 
the general properties of their culture, I interpret cultural patterns, cultural 
changes and lack of cultural traits through a holistic structural analysis of the 
terminological system related to material culture. The idea of distinguishing 
semantic domains helps such a structural analysis, as well as paying attention 
to semantic relations between different items within or across semantic 
domains.

Another methodological problem is when two different words can 
be reconstructed in separate branches of family, but not up to the Proto-
Language. Although this technically prevents us from positively saying that 
the proto-language had a word for such an item, it nevertheless leaves open 
the possibility that such items were known by the speakers of the earliest 
daughter languages. Another possibility, which is beyond the present state of 
our knowledge to test otherwise, is that the specific cultural item existed in 
the proto-language society, but some societies speaking daughter languages 
have innovated by changing the word that previously referred to the item, 
starting to call an older item with a new word. Again, the use of systemic 
structural evidence will support the postulation of the cultural item as part of 
the society that spoke the proto-language.

Discussion: At first, Proto-Tukanoan society can be positively 
characterized by having a wide knowledge of jungle resources, including a 
variety of edible animals, big and small game, insects, larvae, eggs, palms and 
trees. They definitely had some domesticated plants, including manioc, and 
deliberately planted crops (as indicated by the consistent cognates for the 
word ‘to plant’ **ote). They also knew ceramics, hammocks, weaved baskets 
and new the traditional carayuru tree, whose leafs are presently used for 
ceremonial painting.

In fact, this picture of Proto-Tukanoan society is very generic and is 
somewhat a standard, being found in other Amazonian societies, which quite 
directly indicates that Proto-Tukanoans shared fundamental traits with other 
Amazonian groups, in particular those type of groups depicted by archaeologist 
from the beginning of the present era (cf. section 2.1 and especially 3.1). What 
is more interesting, though, for studying Tukanoan pre-history are the items 
with more difficult reconstruction into particular branches of the family and 
the structural analysis of terminological systems and semantic domains.

Starting with the domain of weaving, by observing that although a word 
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for weaving must be independently reconstructed for ET and WT branches, 
there is strong evidence that Proto-Tukanoans knew some form of weaving, 
since they had hammocks, baskets and also knew the basic palms and lianas 
used for weaving. It is also the case that what is called ‘weaving’ by this paper 
has a variety of different words in Tukanoan languages, a few with cognates 
across most languages of each branch. Hence creativity in nomination and use 
of a variety of words to code related meanings might have helped to supplant 
the original PT form.

With respect to weapon terms, the blow-gun can be reconstructed for both 
branches of the family as **pɨo-, probably derived from **pu- ‘to blow’ and 
**-o ‘causative’.5 Reflexes of this form are found in Kubeo and WT languages, 
e.g. kub pɨ̃oñɨ : sio hɨowɨ ‹blow-gun› (final syllables are classifiers). In other ET 
languages, one finds a variant form, such as tuk bupuwɨ ‹blow-gun›, where 
the PT root **pu ‘blow’ underwent reduplication **pu-pu > bupu. Bow and 
arrow can only be reconstructed independently for each branch of the family, 
but given that bows and arrows usually historically precede the blow-gun in 
different places of the world (Robert Blust p.c 2012), it is very likely that they 
were also known by PT society. The spear can only be reconstructed for ET, 
but it is a very common weapon in present WT groups (cf. Vickers 1989). 

In preparation for entering into the more substantial portion of this 
discussion, it is important to look at a systematic pattern in Table 1. For every 
case a form can be reconstructed for PWT it can also be reconstructed for PET 
(except one case in 107 items in the word for canoe).6 This indicates that WT 
languages have been more conservative than ET languages regarding original 
terms of material culture.

Agricultural items and food processing have a complex pattern. Proto-
Tukanoans definitely had some knowledge of crop cultivation, as in the 
straightforward reconstruction of words such as ‘to plant’, ‘yam’, ‘sweet-
potato’, ‘chili’, ‘kapok’ and ‘tobacco’, it seems that agriculture for them could 
be a less demanding and timing consuming activity than it is for present 
ET groups, highly specialized in manioc farming. Observing the words in 

5 Synchronic changes of u > ɨ / __o is found in Kubeo and WT languages (cf. Chacon 2012, 
Wheeler 1987, Johnson and Levinson 1990).
6 One might speculate why ‘canoe’ was reconstructed to Proto-WT, (PWT) but not to 
PET, especially because there is ethnographic evidence that WT groups did not used the 
wooden canoes until very recently (cf. Steward 1948). In the etymology of canoe terms in 
ET, terms for ‘tree bark’ are usually found, indicating a transition from a less specialized 
type of canoe, the one made with bark, into the current types of canoes made with logs. 
The word for canoe in WT languages is cognate with the classifier for long and thin 
objects (cf. Maihɨki you ‘canoe’ and –yo ‘classifier of long and thin objects’), so technically 
it is likely that in WT languages the term for the old tree bark canoes was retained and 
adopted to refer to the newly introduced type of wooden canoe.
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the domain of manioc complex, it is evident that many words found in the 
modern processing of manioc, such as tipiti (manioc squeezer), caxiri or chicha 
(manioc fermented drink) and flour cannot be reconstructed. ‘Cassava’ can 
be reconstructed, but with some inconsistent reflexes, and perhaps derived 
from a hypernym in PT referring to ‘food’, in general, which makes the 
reconstruction still tentative. Other utensils, such as stove and grinder, can 
be reconstructed for PET, but this itself is not evidence of intense manioc 
processing, especially because those utensils could be used for other types of 
food processing (DeBoer 1975, Perry 2005). The same holds for the words for 
starch, which can be reconstructed independently for both branches of the 
family, but does not exclusively code manioc processing.

The word for cultivated fields can be reconstructed to PT, but that involved 
a complex pattern of semantic shift in most ET languages. The form **ts’io 
‘cultivated field’ finds reflexes in all WT languages, tan and kub (ET): sek s’io 
: kub hio : tan ri’o ‘cultivated field’. In some ET languages the reflex appears 
in the name for the ‘traditional hoe’, an angled stick used to make holes in 
the ground before sticking maniocs and planting seeds, as in tuk sioga ‘hoe’. 
In tuk, bas, wan and kar, for instance, the word for ‘cultivated fields’ is 
the reflex of PT **wese ‘outdoors’, which in many ET and all WT languages 
retained somewhat its original meaning or shifted to refer to ‘sky’ or ‘village’. 
Still, in the same ET languages where **wese shifted semantically to ‘cultivated 
fields’, the compound word for ‘sky’ also has a reflex of **wese.

The analysis of the terms in the semantic fields of manioc complex and 
agriculture suggests that plants could have been cultivated at the outskirts 
of the house or village, being a more diversified and opportunistic activity 
(cf. Neves 2011), rather than the intense manioc farming, which requires the 
search for large fields, usually faraway from the villages, and a complex set 
of utensils and derived products. The absence of words for ‘abandoned field’ 
(Port. ‘capoeira’) in PT, ‘axe’ in PWT, and the complex etymology of the words 
referring to ‘cultivated fields’ may be the reflex of the development of a distinct 
cultivation system from the original type found in PT society.

Proto-Tukanoan’s cultivation pattern must be understood in combination 
with the social and economic pattern inferred from the analysis of words 
related to jungle resources, river resources, utensils, insects and 
other foods, palms and trees. All together, the analysis of the terminology 
of these domains indicates that Proto-Tukanoans and perhaps the society that 
spoke its daughter languages until relatively recently had a more upland life 
orientation, rather than a riverine lifeway, as found among current ET groups, 
and had a more diversified economy based on a variety of jungle and small 
river or headwaters products.

To illustrate this analysis, first, it is striking to see that Items for jungle 
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resources, insects and other types of foods, palms and trees and 
blowgun can be more consistently reconstructed for PT than items related 
to the river, agriculture and manioc complex. This simple observation may 
stem from a historical process where the cultural traits associated to these 
semantic domains have changed less so than the cultural traits associated to 
other semantic domains, specially agriculture and river.

Second, it is obvious that some kind of dependence on water and aquatic 
resources existed. A few vocabulary items common to small rivers can be 
straightforwardly reconstructed, such as terms for shrimp, crab, traira fish, 
eel, piranha and timbó or barbasco (poison for fishing). However, animals 
typical of large rivers, whose distribution is limited by rapids as one moves 
further upriver, cannot be reconstructed to any branch of the family, such 
as piraíba, tucunaré, sting-ray and river dolphin, reinforcing the idea of an 
original homeland in a headwaters environment. Fishing traps -- the most 
popular and elaborated fishing technique for Tukanoans – and paddle 
cannot be reconstructed for any branch of the family (see previous footnote 
for ‘canoe’). Some items have a limited reconstruction, such as rapids – an 
important fishing site place –and fishing nets can only be reconstructed to 
PET, or even aracu fish, with a suspicious token in kue, the single reflex in a 
WT language.

The analysis of complex etymologies also point towards the same direction. 
In general, the vocabulary for animals related to the river can be analyzed as 
marked with respect to similar animals related to the jungle. In many cases, 
the word for ‘river’ forms a compound with the noun referring otherwise 
to jungle animals. For instance, capybara in many ET languages is formed 
from the compound between ‘river’ and ‘tapir’, as in tuk dia wekɨ ‹capybara›, 
while the PT reconstructed form based on WT languages and tan is **kw’etso 
(the compound ‘river tapir’ in WT languages refer to manatee). The word for 
‘tortoise’ can be reconstructed as **k’oɨ, and in many languages the word for 
‹turtle› is a compound translated as ‹river tortoise›, such as in Barasano ria 
guu. Similar situations are found in words for big otter (Portuguese: Ariranha) 
with compounds such as ‘river bobcat’, sting ray with compounds such as 
‘river snake’ and alligator as ‘river lizard’. Anaconda has a reconstructed form 
for PET *pino, WT languages name it in a variety of ways, such as ‘father 
snake’ (sio and kue), ‘river snake’  (kor) and ‘big snake’ (mai). The anaconda 
has a very special mythological status to ET groups and not as much for WT 
groups.

A crucial etymology that makes this point stronger is from the analysis of 
words for fish, game, meat and flesh, which suggests ET groups have moved to 
a more riverine life-style, where hunting became less economically important 
than fishing (although ideologically, most ET societies still value hunting 
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more than fishing). In the relation of these words, it is clear that PT word 
**wa’i ‘game meat (or game and fish)’ has changed from a hypernym in PT to 
mean exclusively ‘fish’ in ET, while it somewhat retained the original meaning 
in WT, such as in sio wha’i : mai bai ‘meat’ and ‘game’, kor wa’i ‘meat’ and 
‘animal (generic)’. In WT languages ‘fish’ is termed literally as ‘small meat/
small game’, as in mai yari bai, or ‘river game’ as in sio s’iaya wa’i : kor wa’i 
yiaya. In many ET languages, ‘game’ is now referred to by ‘great meat’, as in 
Desano wai bɨgɨ : Barasano wai bɨkɨ, while ‹meat› has a specific term that is 
synonym wit ‹flesh›, e.g. tuk di’i.

While some important cultural changes can be interpreted with respect 
to a change from an upland, headwaters environment to a more riverine life-
style and an economic change from a more diversified economy to a more 
agriculturalist economy, it is also the case that one can observe a change in 
the concept Tukanoans had about social spaces. While the concept of ‘house’ 
has been relatively well-preserved, notions like ‘jungle’, ‘village’, ‘outdoors’ 
and ‘cultivated fields’ also changed. For instance, some ET language shifted PT 
**maka ‘jungle’ to code ‘village’, which is an interesting shift having in mind 
that reflexes of PT **maka in WT languages code ‘familiar jungle’, as opposed 
to PWT *airo ‘unfamiliar jungle’. Similarly PT **wese ‘outdoors’ was shifted 
to mean ‘cultivated field’ in a few ET languages. Although I cannot offer a 
more intelligent observation about the terminological pattern in this domain, 
it is reasonable to think that changes in the social space have been part of the 
chain of changes documented form other domains of Tukanoan social life.

3.1 Tukanoan Linguistic Cultural History Within the 
Amazonian Context

Proto-Tukanoan Homeland: Map 1 in the introduction to this paper 
shows a gap between the distribution of WT and ET languages, exactly along 
the main stretch of Caquetá/Japurá and Putumayo rivers. In the region of the 
mouth of the Apaporis river into the Caquetá river, and smaller tributaries 
of the middle Caquetá is where we will find remnants of both ET (Tanimuka 
and Yupua) and WT (Kuretu) languages. On the basis of highest genetic 
diversity and fewer moves criterion (cf. Ehret 1976; Campbell 2004), Chacon 
(forthcoming) has suggested that the homeland of Proto-Tukanoan was the 
inter-fluvial zone between the Apaporis and Caquetá river. It is hard to be 
precise in what latitude that area was, but evidence suggested by the analysis 
of the vocabulary in this study indicates that PT speakers lived in headwaters, 
away from the main stream of large rivers.

In this hypothetical area, to be made more precise in future investigation, 
Proto-Tukanoan speakers had a cultural type that is relatively similar to the 
one described for the occupants of many archaeological sites in the first 
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millennium AD. The types of changes noticed in the archaeological record 
in the beginning of the second millennium AD, which also occurred in the 
Araracuara (Caquetá river) area by the same time as described by Herrera 
et. al (1992), might be responsible for the beginning of the cultural changes I 
pointed to in the analysis of Proto-Tukanoan terminological system.

Dating: While Linguistics does not provide a method for absolute dating, 
it is reasonable to think the diversity of the Tukanoan family as comparable to 
the diversity of Romance and Germanic languages, where there are languages 
with higher degree of mutual intelligibility (e.g. Portuguese and Spanish, 
Norwegian and Swedish) and languages with no mutual intelligibility (e.g. 
Portuguese and Sardinian, German and English). If such a parallel can be 
used, it is logical to think that the Tukanoan family has a time depth of about 
2000-2500 years. The beginning of the diversification of the Tukanoan family 
roughly matches the diversification process in Amazonian societies in the 
beginning of the present era (Neves 2011), including the changes found in the 
Caquetá river area (cf. Herrera et. al. 1992). We cannot know for sure for how 
long Tukanoan languages have been in contact with each other after the major 
split between ET and WT branches, but it seems likely that the happenings 
in the beginning of the second millennium of the present era could have been 
decisive for the overall distribution of the Tukanoan languages.

Cultural Differentiation: A comparison of cultural traits between WT 
and ET groups,7 reveals how culturally distinct they are regarding cosmology 
and social and economic life.8 All ET groups have their mythological origin 
associated with the sub-aquatic world, as represented by the journey of an 
anaconda-canoe or skull of fish moving upriver, and fish-like proto-human 
beings that evolved into present-day humans. WT groups, on the other hand, 
have their mythological origin associated with the underground world, with 
emphasis on jungle rather than riverine traits, no reference to a mythological 
journey, and with long tailed proto-humans that evolved into present-day 
humans.

These symbolic differences bear connections with socioeconomic 
differences between WT and ET groups. Traditionally, ET groups have their 
settlements established along the rivers and fishing is the main economic 
activity for men. On the other hand, for WT groups hunting is the most 
important activity, the wooden canoe was adopted just in the beginning of 

7 For all cultural information on WT groups in this section see: Steward 1948a, Beiller 
1994 and Vickers 1989. For ET groups see: Goldman 1964 and 2004, Hugh-Jones 1979, 
Jackson 1983, Chernela 1993, Cabalzar 2008 and Cayon 2010.
8 There are certainly several common traits between both WT and ET groups, though they 
have not been explored systematically in the ethnological literature, nor I will attempt to 
do this in this paper.
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XXth century and their houses were all distant from the larger rivers (Steward, 
1948a:743). ET groups have always been characterized as intensive manioc 
farmers, whereas it is revealing that among the WT only the Sekoyas (Steward 
1948) were said to cultivate bitter manioc in the beginning of the XXth century. 
All other WT groups used to have the sweet variety of manioc. The Siona 
would gather the bitter variety wild and remove the poison by wrapping the 
pulp in bark and squeezing it (Steward 1948a:741).

As general as the characterization of these traits are, it is nevertheless 
significant that the cultural differences among ET and WT groups also find 
a systematic pattern in the reflexes of Proto-Tukanoan vocabulary, as argued 
in this paper. From the analysis of PT vocabulary one can also make the case 
that WT languages have been more conservative in the retention of words 
and cultural patterns that are more similar to the pattern hypothesized to 
PT society. Assuming that both WT and ET groups occupy present locations 
distinct from their original homeland in the inter-fluvial zone between the 
Caquetá and Apaporis river, separated by a large area nowadays occupied by a 
variety of other indigenous groups, it is likely that the cultural differentiation 
and separate geographical locations between WT and ET groups is the result 
of how they become distinctly integrated in different regional interethnic 
systems in the Northwest Amazon.

Several elements in the regional configuration of the Northwest Amazon 
are important to take into consideration when analyzing the pre-historic PT 
society and cultural differentiation process in the Tukanoan family. First, the 
presence of the Omagua, a Tupi-Guarani language, and their pre-Columbian 
ancestors, in the region occupied by WT groups. Second, the presence of 
Arawakan groups in the Rio Negro and surrounding areas, where ET languages 
are located. Third, the sorts of changes in the archaeological record observed 
in the Araracuara area (Caquetá river) from the beginning of the present 
area and its relation to the ethnographic present. Fourth, the facts related to 
historical happenings after the conquest, affecting population movements and 
socioeconomic life. A fifth element, which I cannot offer a proper treatment 
in this paper, is the presence of groups from smaller linguistic families or 
linguistic isolates in the area and their relation to Tukanoan and Proto-
Tukanoan peoples.

I would like to argue that the first major factor of cultural differentiation 
in the Tukanoan family is the result of the arrival of the archaeological culture 
associated with the polychrome tradition of ceramics in the Araracuara area 
(Caquetá river), which happened in the beginning of the second millennium of 
the present era, causing an intensification of agriculture and complexification of 
pottery decoration. By this time, WT and ET might have already differentiated 
in distinct branches of the family, in case our heuristic dating estimative is 
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somewhat accurate. The analysis of the reconstructed PT vocabulary in this 
study also suggests a strong similarity between Proto-Tukanoan cultural traits 
and the cultural traits of the original settlers of the Araracuara area, before 
the appearance of the cultural traits associated with the polychrome style of 
ceramics.9

It is revealing that the polychrome type of pottery present in the 
Araracuara area has been claimed to be related to Tupian groups, which is also 
associated with the intensification of warfare in other areas of the Amazon 
(cf. Neves 2008). From map 1 above, it seems likely that WT languages were 
pushed up-river in the Caquetá and into the Putumayo and Napo rivers from 
incoming groups from the south. Spanish missionaries already found WT 
groups roughly in the same location where they are now (cf. Beiller 1994), so 
ultimately the geographic dispersal of WT languages occurred pre-historically. 
In addition, Goldman (1948) also describes some evidence of Tupian presence 
among the cultural traits of ET and neighboring Arawakan groups, and the 
region occupied by WT groups have been historically under influence of the 
Omaguan, a Tupi-Guarani language group. Hence, it is highly probable that 
there is a causation link between the arrival of polychrome ceramics, the 
complexification of material culture among Tukanoan proto-language groups 
and the geographical split between the two major branches of the family.

The geographical separation and subsequent happenings that affected WT 
and ET distinctly are the most important factors for the cultural differentiation 
process affecting the two branches of the Tukanoan family. WT language got 
in contact with the Andean foothill area as Aucas (“uncivilized” Indians for 
Quechua speakers), and in a relative isolation from other Amazonian groups – 
mostly from small linguistic families or isolates – down in the Napo, Caquetá 
and Putumayo rivers, despite sharing similar technological resources with 
them. It is significant that contact between WT groups and Tupi-Guarani 
language groups, such as the Omaguas and Kokama, lasted until the post-
colonial times, suggesting that the regional interethnic system has not changed 
substantially for WT language groups.

This picture contrasts with the situation of ET groups, in close contact 
with Arawakan language speaking groups. Quite suggestive, the cultural traits 
described as innovations among the ET groups bear close correspondence with 
neighboring Arawakan groups. Other, farther Arawakan groups also exhibit 
similar cultural traits, suggesting that contact with Arawakans might have 
caused the type of more specific cultural changes observed in the analysis of 

9 This is not to suggest that Proto-Tukanoan society directly correspond to the settlers 
of the Araracuara area. What is suggested is that Proto-Tukanoan society shared cultural 
similarities with Araracuara settlers, suggesting at least a set of common cultural features 
shared by early inhabitants of the Northwest Amazon.
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Proto-Tukanoan vocabulary. The table below summarizes typical Arawakan 
cultural features (cf. Hill and Santos-Granero 2002), their resemblance to ET 
cultural traits and contrast with the WT pattern.

TABLE 2 – COMPARATIVE CULTURAL TRAITS AMONG ARAWAKAN, 

Arawakan Eastern Tukanoan Western Tukanoan

Continuous, flowing, 
diasporic movements

▪ Not self evident
▪ Mythology talks about 
a journey with following 
diasporic migrations

No reference to 
journey or diaspora

Complex system of 
culturally and historically 
meaningful landscapes

Similar No references in 
ethnographic literature

Complex regional 
interethnic networks

Similar Local groups and 
settlements relatively 
isolated

Multilingualism Similar No references in 
ethnographic literature

Lack of endo-warfare ▪ Reports of war among 
different ET language 
groups
▪ But not within a 
patrilineal descent group

Endo-warfare was 
common even among 
the same language 
group

Complex social hierarchy: 
descent, ancestry, 
consanguinity, hierarchy 
and patrilinearity

Similar ▪ Less complex social 
stratification and 
kinship system
▪ More lax patrilineal 
ideology
▪ Reports of 
uxorilocality (Maihuna)  

Riverine lifeway Similar Emphasis on land 
resources

Ritual performances with 
sacred trumpets

Similar No references in 
ethnographic literature
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ET AND WT LANGUAGES

Intensification of the contact between ET and Arawakan groups, and the 
formative period of the Upper Rio Negro regional subsystem, leading to the 
cultural convergence of ET and Arawakan groups, can be relatively dated 
after the major geographical split of WT and ET, suggesting that ET languages 
moved into the Pira-Parana and Vaupés river in a later time, perhaps pushed by 
the same reason that WT groups were pushed to the west, having Arawakan 
and other local nomadic groups (Nadahup – formerly Makú – plus Kakua and 
Nukak) as the original inhabitants of the area (cf. Koch-Grünberg 2005[1909], 
Nimuendajú 1950, Wright 1992).

Adding to table 2 above, one could also argue that ET groups became more 
specialized in manioc farming as the result of contact with Arawakan groups. 
Another possibility is the suggestion that the pattern of intense manioc 
cultivation throughout the Amazon might have been caused by social-cultural 
changes brought by European colonization (cf. Denevan 2001). If this is right, 
ET people might have first shifted to a more riverine lifestyle and then, in a 
later time during the colonial period, shifted to a more intense cultivation of 
bitter manioc, although manioc was probably cultivated or known by Proto-
Tukanoans since a long time ago.

4. Conclusion
This paper has proposed a reconstruction of 107 items from a sample of 

basic material culture of indigenous groups in the Northwestern Amazon. 
By the pattern of reconstructions, etymological analysis and attention to 
systematic patterns in the terminological systems, we were able to assess 
some cultural traits that speakers of Proto-Tukanoan had and to demonstrate 
an important cultural differentiation process that occurred between the ET 
and WT branches of the family. This type of change, as I argued, might be 
related to the distinct ways WT and ET language groups were integrated in 
the distinct regional subsystem in Northwestern Amazon. There is likely a 
correlation between the cultural differentiation among ET and WT languages, 
the emergence of the regional system in the Vaupes area, the happenings 
around the beginning of the second millennia of the present era as documented 
in the archaeological record, and the consequences brought by the colonial 
period. We are just starting to make sense of such complex events that shaped 
the life of Tukanoans and the Northwestern Amazon in the last millennia.
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