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Semantic Perspectives on Baniwa Classifiers

Baniwa [bwi] is an Arawak language spoken in northwestern Amazonia, which makes
ample use of its 50-or-so classifiers. These are realized as suffixes, and are used in several
morphosyntactic contexts, in both inflectional and derivational functions (Aikhenvald
2007). Previous studies have primarily focused on their morphosyntactic properties (e.g.
Ramirez 2001; Aikhenvald 2007), their historical origins (Aikhenvald 2019) or cultural
aspects of the classification (e.g. Hill 1988, for a closely related variety), but an in-depth
mapping of the semantic aspects of the system is still lacking. The current study aims to
investigate this, and to compare the semantic aspects of the system to its morphosyntactic
and phonological properties in order to investigate it from a grammaticalization
perspective.

The first phase of the study aims to answer the following questions:

1.  Which semantic properties provide cues for classifier assignment?
2. What is the semantic core of each classifier?
3. What is the semantic range of applicability of each classifier?

The study is based on two sets of recently collected data. One set is based on a noun listing
task where the stimulus consisted of a classifier in a carrier phrase (Franjieh 2018), serving
to establish the classifiers’ semantic cores.

The other set consists of noun-classifier combinability judgments based on a ~1000 item
noun list, serving to establish the classifiers’ semantic ranges. Additionally, the nouns in
the list are coded for semantic properties, in order to determine which of these provide
cues for classifier assignment. Preliminary results suggest that nouns show some
correspondence between their semantic properties and their classifier combinability. The
classifiers are thus expected to cluster into subsets based on various parameters of their
semantic behaviour.

The second phase of the study aims to answer the following question:

4. Do the classifiers’ semantic properties correlate with their morphosyntactic and/or
phonological properties?

The classifiers’ semantic, morphosyntactic and phonological properties are—likewise—
expected to show (some degree of) correspondence. There is reason to believe that the
Baniwa system is undergoing grammaticalization, as instances of some morphosyntactic
properties generally taken to be signs of a higher degree of grammaticalization (e.g.,
allomorphy, suppletion and syncretism), are concentrated in a certain part of the
paradigm. The goal of this comparison is to investigate the system-internal variability in
the degree of grammaticalization of Baniwa classifiers, as all three of these domains are
normally involved in grammaticalization (Heine & Kuteva 2002).

In a broader perspective, the study can hopefully shed some light on an understudied
system which is interesting from a typological perspective. Nominal classification systems
similar to that of Baniwa can be found in many languages in western Amazonia (cf. Seifart
2005), and have been argued to pose a challenge to nominal classification typology by not
being easily positionable within the traditional typological space (Grinevald & Seifart
2004). This study can hopefully contribute to the understanding of how such systems arise
and what functions they have for language users, which would be of importance for
nominal classification research in general.
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