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Body part terms

▪ The human body is often used to conceptualise spatial reference, 

counting, emotions and cognition (Kraska-Szlenk 2014)

▪ This results in frequent metaphorical and metonymic extensions to 

the semantics of body part terms, sometimes leading to the 

grammaticalisation of those terms.



Grammaticalisation of body part terms

▪ Best known examples of grammaticalisation of body part terms 

include:

a) Adpositions

b) Reflexives

c) Numerals

(Heine & Kuteva 2002; Heine & Reh 1982; Schladt 2000, inter alia)



Today’s Proposal

▪ A lesser-discussed grammaticalisation pathway:

Body part noun > modal verb



Chicham Languages
(previously: Jivaroan languages)



▪ Shuar: 62,000 speakers

▪ Aguaruna: 55,400 speakers

▪ Huambisa: 10,200 speakers

▪ Achuar: 24,400 speakers

▪ Shiwiar: 1,200 speakers

Chicham Languages
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Shiwiar corpus

▪ 30-hour audiovisual corpus of natural speech

▪ Collected over 12 months of fieldwork between 2011 and 2016

▪ Over 30 Shiwiar speakers from 10 out of 12 Shiwiar villages

▪ Genres include day-to-day conversations, social narratives, public 

speeches, radio shows, anecdotes, procedural texts



Shiwiar Language

▪ Two clearly distinguishable open word classes: nouns and verbs
• But there is derivational morphology that allows for deverbal nominalisation and 

denominal verbalisation

▪ Highly synthetic morphology (largely suffixing/encliticising)

▪ Preferred constituent order is predicate final (SOV)

▪ Clause chaining is pervasive; complex switch-reference system



Clause Chaining
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Modal Verbs



Origin of Modal Verbs

▪ wakir- ‘to want’ > waki-r (stomach-VBLZ)

▪ inintim- ‘to intend’ > ininti-m (heart-VBLZ)



Stomach > Want
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Grammaticalisation of Body Part Terms

▪ Shiwiar data supports the suggestion that at least two of its modal 

verbs have origins in body part terms.

▪ This enriches the typology of grammaticalisation pathways proposed 

for body part terms in the literature.

▪ It also highlights the importance of using natural discourse data in 

order to better understand the pragmatic context in which language 

change occurs.



Next steps

▪ Is this grammaticalisation pathway supported by data from other 

Chicham languages?
• The languages are extremely similar from a morphological perspective, but there are 

interesting semantic differences.

▪ Are there similar grammaticalisation pathways found elsewhere in 

northwest Amazonia?
• There is robust documentation of shared patterns of semantic extensions of body part 

terms in the region.
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