
 
¿HABLA USTED TIKUNA? 

 
 

Introducción a una lengua amazónica y práctica de la lingüística descriptiva 
y tipológica con base en datos recolectados por observación directa 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Un curso del Instituto de Lenguas Minoritarias (ILARA – París, Francia) 
 
 

¿CUANDO? Del 3 de marzo al 2 de junio del 2021, los miércoles, 1:00–3:00PM (UTC) 
¿DONDE? Por videoconferencia, en https://meet.jit.si/TikunaAndTypology 
DOCENTE Denis BERTET (denis.bertet@univ-lyon2.fr) 

DURACIÓN TOTAL 24 horas 
IDIOMA El curso podrá dictarse en español, inglés o francés 

  
 
 

Información y matriculación en 
https://ilara.hypotheses.org 
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 WHAT IS TIKUNA? 
 

Tikuna is an indigenous language with no known sister languages spoken in western 
Amazonia. With about 60,000 speakers—however small this figure may sound—Tikuna is 
the most widely spoken amazonian language. The Tikuna 
people live in a vast area that stretches along the Amazon 
river across the borders of Peru, Colombia, and Brazil. The 
relatively large number of speakers that their ancestral 
language currently enjoys ensures it a certain vitality in the 
medium term, but the pressure of Spanish and Portuguese 
(most Tikunas are proficient in both Tikuna and the national 
language of their country) threatens Tikuna with 
replacement in the longer term. The variety of Tikuna that 
this course will specifically focus on is the variety of the 
Colombian community of San Martín de Amacayacu, the 
native language of about 600 people. 
 
 

 WHO IS THIS COURSE INTENDED FOR? 
 

For anyone interested in descriptive linguistics (analyzing the grammatical system of a 
particular language) and typological linguistics (situating this system within what we know 
about the languages of the world), and/or in the cultural and linguistic context of western 
Amazonia. The course does not presuppose any previous knowledge of the cultural and 
linguistic context of Amazonia. A basic training in linguistics (phonology and morphosyntax 
in particular) is an obvious asset but is by no means a prerequisite. Reading skills in Spanish, 
although not a prerequisite either, will grant a better access to the relevant literature. 
 
 

 WHAT WILL THIS COURSE BE LIKE? 
 

This course is conceived as both a language course and a linguistics course. 
 

A language course, insofar as its main goal will be to give participants a basic to intermediate 
passive knowledge of the Tikuna language. This goal will be pursued through the 
systematic analysis of transcribed video recordings that the teacher collected with the help of 
native speakers between 2015 and 2018. A detailed examination of these written and video 
records, supplemented with the reading of selected literature, should grant a more-than-
superficial understanding of the essential grammatical structures of the language and, beyond 
these, of the central aspects of Tikuna culture. Although learning to “speak Tikuna” is certainly 
well beyond our scope, we will aim to acquire the ability to decode corpus excerpts in the 
language with relative autonomy and make sense of them from a cultural point of view. 
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However, except in very specific cases, achieving passive skills in Tikuna—a minority 
language spoken in remote areas and with no written tradition—cannot be an end in itself. 
Getting directly familiarized with the language through regular and concrete practice is 
meant to allow us to simultaneously approach the description of its grammatical system 
from a more-than-superficial understanding of it. This will in turn allow us to better 
approach this grammatical system from a typological (or cross-linguistic) perspective. The 
linguistic system of Tikuna—as well as the culture that it embodies—will further serve as an 
(inevitably arbitrary) reference point from which an overview of the western Amazonian 
context will be given based on present scientific knowledge. A final, minor objective will be 
to introduce a few techniques of field and documentary linguistics. Given such associated 
objectives, this course will be, to a certain extent, a linguistics course. 
 
 ESSENTIAL READINGS 
 

Note that all of the references mentioned here (except for one) are freely available online. 
 

Epps & Salanova (2013, 27pp.) (or Aikhenvald 2012, 67pp.) is highly recommended as a 
general introduction to the linguistic context of Amazonia. Nimuendajú (1948, 15pp.), 
although inevitably obsolete on a number of aspects (especially language-related ones), still 
is to this day one of the best ethnographical entry points into the Tikuna universe. This 
essential reading can be usefully supplemented by Nimuendajú (1952, 219pp., a revised and 
substantially augmented version of Nimuendajú 1948) or Goulard (1994, 135pp., in Spanish). 
No overall and concise introduction to the Tikuna language has been published so far. An 
active reading of Bertet, Ángel & Ángel (2019, 31pp.) (English-Spanish bilingual paper) can 
partly compensate for this lack. This article provides the contextualized, extensive linguistic 
analysis of a short Tikuna recording. Anderson (1962, 431pp., a self-teaching manual of 
relatively difficult use) is to this day the only available pedagogical resource on Tikuna. 
Anderson & Anderson (2017, 352pp., in Spanish, a more user-friendly dictionary) is by far the 
best lexicographical resource currently available on the language. These last two references 
deal with the Tikuna variety of the Peruvian community of Cushillococha. For this reason, 
they will only be used occasionally during the course, which will mostly focus on the San 
Martín de Amacayacu variety; participants to the course are highly encouraged to briefly 
explore them, however. Participants curious to hear what Tikuna sounds like can already 
watch excerpts from the corpus of recordings on which the course will be based at 
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCafhTQ1bTrPt6vohQgjEcAw/. 
 
Aikhenvald, Alexandra, 2012, « Languages of the Amazon: a bird’s-eye view », in The Languages of 

the Amazon, Oxford University Press, Oxford–New York, Chapitre 1, pp.1–67 

Anderson, Doris, 1962, Conversational Ticuna, Summer Institute of Linguistics, Yarinacocha 
https://www.sil.org/system/files/reapdata/76/17/69/76176939243494844467435088076270050366/acd_convrsticuna.pdf 

Anderson, Doris & Lambert Anderson (dir.), 2017, Diccionario ticuna–castellano, Serie Lingüística 
Peruana n°57, Summer Institute of Linguistics, Lima 
https://www.sil.org/system/files/reapdata/90/20/51/90205190508691852389084667097660892450/tca_Ticuna_Dictionary_2016_web.pdf 
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Bertet, Denis, Loida Ángel Ruiz & Eulalia Ángel Ruiz, 2019, « Tikuna. Fènǖèkǖ rǜ a ̂i. El Cazador y 
el Tigre. The Hunter and the Jaguar », Revista Linguíʃtica, numéro spécial Línguas indígenas: artes 
da palavra. Indigenous languages: verbal arts, vol. 15, n°1, pp.88–130  
https://revistas.ufrj.br/index.php/rl/article/view/25564/13844 

Epps, Patience & Andrés Pablo Salanova, 2013, « The Languages of Amazonia », Tipití: Journal of 
the Society for the Anthropology of Lowland South America, vol. 11, n°1, pp.1–28  
https://digitalcommons.trinity.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1158&context=tipiti 

Goulard, Jean-Pierre, 1994, « Los Ticuna », in Fernando Santos & Frederica Barclay (dir.), Guía 
Etnográfica de la Alta Amazonía (Volumen 1), Serie Colecciones y Documentos, FLACSO-Sede 
Ecuador–IFEA, Quito, pp.309–443 https://biblio.flacsoandes.edu.ec/catalog/resGet.php?resId=50071 (partie 1/3),  

https://biblio.flacsoandes.edu.ec/catalog/resGet.php?resId=50072 (partie 2/3) et https://biblio.flacsoandes.edu.ec/catalog/resGet.php?resId=50073 
(partie 3/3) 

Nimuendajú, Curt, 1948, « The Tucuna », in Julian H. Steward (dir.), Handbook of South American 
Indians, vol. 3, The Tropical Forest Tribes, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, pp.713–725 
http://etnolinguistica.wdfiles.com/local--files/hsai%3Avol3p713-725/vol3p713-725_tucuna.pdf 

Nimuendajú, Curt, 1952, The Tukuna, édition par Robert H. Lowie et traduction par William D. 
Hohenthal, University of California Publications in American Archaeology and Ethnology n°45, 
University of California Press–Cambridge University Press, Berkeley–Los Angeles–Londres 
http://etnolinguistica.wdfiles.com/local--files/biblio%3Animuendaju-1952-tukuna/nimuendaju_1952_tukuna.pdf 
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