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Kuniba (KUN) and Kanamirim (KAN) are two extinct doculects (sensu, Good & Cysouw 2013) 

of the Juruá-Purus region of western Amazonia. Their classification as members of the 

Arawakan language family is uncontroversial.

 

  



2/12 

Two sources exist on KUN: one by the French Priest C. Tastevin and another one by the German 

ethnologist Curt Nimuendajú in 1921, both from the first two decades of the 20th century. 

Nimuendajú worked with a single speaker, Carolina, in the city of Manaus, Brazil. 
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A single source is available on KAN: a short wordlist recorded in the 19th century by the 

German explorer Johann Baptist von Spix, later published in Martius (1867). 
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Both KUN and KAN been assumed to be very close to Yine (YIN), a member of the Purus 

branch of the Arawakan language family. While this has been stated or suggested before (see e.g. 

Rivet & Tastevin 1919, 1921, 1923; Ramirez 2001:8; Gow 2002), it has never been 

demonstrated. 
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Based on our phonological reconstruction of Proto-Purus (PP), the shared ancestor of YIN, 

Apurinã and Iñapari (see Carvalho 2021), it can be shown that KUN and KAN share specific 

developments with YIN, providing decisive phonological evidence for this internal classification 
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First, that both KUN and KAN share with YIN the spirantization of PP *k. I will take it as 

obvious and uncontroversial that Nimuendaju’s <š> and <x>, and Spix’s <ch>, stand for 

fricatives. Nimuendajú & Valle Bentes (1922:215) note that their <x> corresponds to German 

<ch>. 
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Second, KUN shares with YIN some very specific instances of vowel syncope (syncopated 

vowels are indicated in bold in the PP etyma): 

 

  



8/12 

Third, KUN was, like YIN, subject to the development *r > j/*i_V (V different from i): 

 

9/12 

Finally, there is evidence for the shared split of *r in YIN and KAN. See that there are two 

regular correspondences: YIN l : KAN <l>; YIN r : KAN <r>. Despite defficiencies of the KAN 

data, it is very unlikely that error alone could explain the correspondences 
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YIN phonologized an allophonic split of *r conditioned by the preceding vowel’s quality, as 

rampant vowel syncope made the distribution of *[r] and *[l] unpredictable. KAN lacks syncope, 

and, hence, the phonologization, but shares the allophonic precursor with YIN. 
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In essence, these phonological developments help place KUN and KAN as co-dialects of YIN, 

certainly closer to YIN than to the other two members of the Purus branch of the Arawakan 

family. 
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This study exemplifies how careful historical linguistic work can cast light on the history and 

classification of fragmentarily attested lects, often dismissed on the assumption that the poor 

quality of these sources prevents any insightful investigation. 

 

 


