
A Phylogenetic Study of the Cariban Family: Combining Linguistic and Archaeological
Data

This study presents a preliminary linguistic phylogenetic analysis of the Cariban language
family, a group of indigenous languages in Northern South America and Central Brazil. The
family comprises approximately three dozen languages, most of which are spoken by small
communities of a few hundred speakers (Hammarström et al., 2022). The languages are
closely related in phonology and lexicon. However, except for a few shallow clades, most of
the family’s history is unknown and subject to many theories on its homeland and expansion
routes (Meira & Franchetto, 2005; Gildea, 2012).

We follow the best practices in current computational historical linguistics (Hoffman
et al., 2021; Greenhill et al., 2020; Jäger, 2019; Tresoldi et al., 2022), including initial
analyses with neighbournets (Huson & Bryant, 2006) and Bayesian MCMC inference
(Bouckaert et al., 2019) using different evolutionary models. We collected the data from
reliable sources (Matter, 2020; de Tauste, 1680; Courtz, 2008; Largo, 2011; Ruiz Blanco
1888 [1690], von den Steinen 1892; Koehn & Koehn, 1986). It is organised into an
independent, normalised, and open-access database in CLDF format (Forkel et al., 2018),
carrying cognate assignments made by experts (Carvalho et al., forth.). We will discuss the
results of our classification in the context of earlier classifications of the Cariban language
family, including those by Derbyshire (1999), Meira (2006), Gildea (2012), and Meira et al.
(2015), such as the statistical support of our findings for consensual and nearly consensual
clades (e.g., Parukotoan, Pekodian) and for other clades proposed in the literature (e.g., the
“Venezuelan” branch, Wayana-Apalai, Panare-Pemongan). Besides our maximum clade
credibility (MCC) tree informed by linguistic and archaeological data, we will present our
first phylogeographic inference models (Lemey et al., 2009).

This study is part of a larger initiative to analyse the linguistic history of South
America. It will contribute analyses and insights into the evolution and relationships within
the Cariban language family, including the location of its homeland, the date of its first
expansions, and its migration movements. For general phylogenetic inference, it will
contribute to the discussion on the solution and strategies for incorporating archaeological
data, a necessary step when classifying language families without written records extending
over multiple centuries. The classification based on lexical evidence will motivate the search
for shared innovations in phonology and morphology, paving the way for the reconstruction
of intermediate-level proto-languages using traditional and computer-assisted methods. It will
likewise expand the foundations for research on language contact among South American
native languages.
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