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Wichi: Documentation, Description and Training [mzh, mtp, wlv]
1. INTRODUCTION

The main goal of this project is the documentation of Wichi (a.k.a. Mataco)', a Matacoan
language of the Chaco in South America. This research focuses on Central Pilcomayo Wichi, but
will also determine the range and nature of the divergent Wichi dialects. A significant feature is
the participation of native speakers in documentation, analysis and materials development.

Wichi remains poorly documented. There are speakers in Salta, Chaco and Formosa
provinces of Argentina, and in southeastern Bolivia; the reported number of speakers varies
wildly, from 7,000-8,000 (Tovar 1981:35) to 35,000-60,000 (Censabella 1999:79), with ¢.25,000
as more likely (Wallace, p.c.). Wichi is a member of the Matacoan family, together with
Chorote, Chulupi [Nivaclé, Ashlushlay], and Maka (Campbell 1997; Kaufman 1994; Loukotka
1968). While speakers consistently report numerous dialects with limited intelligibility, sources
vary considerably in this regard (details below). This project focuses on Central Pilcomayo
Wichi and will be based in the community of La Paz (or Mision La Paz).

This research will produce nine outcomes:

(1) Two grammars of Wichi, one practical in Spanish for speakers and community members,
and one more technical in English for linguists.

(i1) Two dictionaries: one trilingual, in Wichi, English and Spanish, intended for linguists;
one bilingual Wichi-Spanish and Spanish-Wichi, for non-linguists, especially for members of the
Wichi community and Spanish speakers working with Wichi.

(ii1) Two collections of texts, with linguistic analyses: one intended for the linguistic
community, with phonemic transcriptions, English and Spanish translations, and detailed
morphological analysis; the second for non-linguists, particularly for the Wichi community, with
two versions plus Spanish translations, one for native speakers of Wichi, and a more detailed
version with a more in-depth analysis for non-native speakers.

(iv) A classification of the major dialects of Wichi with the traits which define them.

(v) A website, in English, Spanish and Wichi, containing databases, linguistic and cultural
information, and several texts with sound and analysis.

(vi) An on-line lexical and grammatical database.

(vil) An extensive corpus of recordings, archived in digital form at the Center for American
Indian Languages, University of Utah (CAIL) and at the Archive of Indigenous Languages of
Latin America (AILLA), University of Texas Austin, with copies in the community.

(viii) A collection of literacy materials both for children and adults to be used in the schools
and by community literacy programs for both adults and children.

(ix) Training of Wichi speakers in language documentation, description and materials
development, and native-language literacy classes for community members.

2. THE NEED

There are five reasons why this project is needed: (1) the community has requested this
work, worried about language loss; (2) Wichi is poorly documented, and Central Pilcomayo
Wichi remains entirely undescribed; (3) dialect differences are extensive but essentially
unknown, in need of clarification; (4) the data are needed before adequate historical work on
Matacoan and language contacts in the region can be undertaken; and (5) Wichi grammar has

! Wichi is commonly known in the literature as Mataco. However, the latter is a pejorative term to which native speakers object.
The term Wichi is used since it is the term preferred by native speakers of the language.



much to offer the linguistic world —Wichi is an endangered language, already not being learned
by the children in numerous communities

2.1 Community Request

La Paz (Mision La Paz) is a community of approximately 800 people on the Pilcomayo River
in Salta, Argentina. Three Matacoan languages are spoken here: Chorote, Chulupi and Wichi.
We (Grondona and Campbell) have been documenting Chorote and Chulupi since May 2003,
primarily in La Paz, supported (2003-2006) by a grant from the Hans Rausing Endangered
Languages Programme (HRELP) of SOAS. We have trained several Chorote and Chulupi
consultants in language documentation and description, and began training several Wichi
speakers at the community’s request. In fact, the community has been concerned with cultural
and linguistic loss and needs for preservation for some time.

The La Paz community, especially its leaders (Victor Gonzélez, Chief, Gallardo Alejo, Chief
Secretary, and Laureano Segovia, former second chief) talk openly about worries for language
and culture loss. They welcomed our project for Chorote and Chulupi, and at the same time
expressed strong concern for documentation of Wichi, especially the dialect spoken there.
Laureano Segovia (former second chief of La Paz, Wichi speaker) is dedicated to preserving
Wichi and its cultural heritage; with no financial support and with inadequate recording
equipment he has recorded oral traditions for 15 years across the region. He has the only
indigenous language radio program in Argentina. In 2004, he asked us to digitize and archive his
tapes (ca. 200). For this, Megan Zdrojkowski, graduate student, at her own expense, with
minimal university aid (not part of the HRELP project), went to La Paz in the summer 2005; she
began copying, transcription and translation of these tapes. Segovia’s remaining tapes are part of
this proposal; he is a major participant in the project.

In the summer 2005, leaders of La Paz (also leaders from other communities in the area)
formally asked us to document Wichi and to train native speakers in language documentation,
materials development (grammars, dictionaries, oral history and traditional tales, and literacy
materials), and native language literacy and teaching. (See appended letter.) In addition, the
Director of the La Paz school and the community asked us to develop materials for bilingual
education in the three languages, where Wichi represents half of the children. Though not part of
the HRELP project, we contributed time to developing materials, which were well received, not
only in La Paz, but now other communities are asking for help. La Paz community leaders are
willing to establish a language center for training native speakers who can take such programs to
other communities, and can help with bilingual teaching materials for the schools and with
programs for adult literacy in the indigenous languages.

2.2 Lack of documentation

Although Wichi is the indigenous language with the greatest number of speakers in
Argentina, an accurate and reasonably representative description of the language, and especially
the Central Pilcomayo dialect, is lacking. Most of the early work is too inaccurate to be of
significant value. The earliest information is a short vocabulary list by d’Orbigny (1839),
apparently given to him by Franciscan priests in a convent in Tarija, Bolivia. There is a brief
description by Armelan (1883, cited by Tovar 1958:7), and one by Pelleschi (1896, 1897). There
are also two “grammars” by Lafone Quevedo (1895, 1896), based on the works of two
Franciscan priests, Massei and Remedi. Remedi (1904) gave a short vocabulary, and Lehmann-
Nitsche (1926) offered a somewhat longer one. Hunt, an Anglican missionary, published on the
Vejoz dialect (1913), a Wichi-Spanish Spanish-Wichi dictionary (1937), and a grammar (1940).
These are useful, but neither extensive nor linguistically informed. Harrington (1948) wrote



briefly on Wichi morphology, based on Hunt. Tovar (1951) is a short account of possessive
prefixes, and Tovar (1958) is a very brief description of Wichi sounds with a vocabulary list
based on the Swadesh list. Tovar also published some texts with Spanish translations, which
included cultural notes and a sketch of the language (Tovar 1981). Viias Urquiza (1974) is a
basic grammar with a short collection of texts and a small lexicon. Lunt (1999) is a brief
textbook for Spanish speakers to learn Wichi. The information in these works, both individually
and collectively, is not extensive.

There are various attempted treatments of the sound system: Najlis (1968) (reformulation in
Najlis 1971) is a brief description of phonological characteristics of Wichi with reference to
some dialect differences. There is a phonological description by Vifias Urquiza (1970), and a
brief outline of the sounds of an eastern dialect of Wichi by Gerzenstein (1992). There is a
phonological description of the Nocten dialect in Bolivia by Claesson (1994), and a brief
treatment of some phonetic differences between the Bazanero and Vejoz dialects (Braunstein and
Messineo 1990), primarily on vowels. Golluscio (1993) briefly described possessive noun
phrases. There is a wordlist prepared for an intercontinental dictionary series edited by Ritchie
Key (Braunstein 1989), and an outline of the sounds of the Bazanero dialect, with a brief
description of locative and directional deixis by Braunstein (1993).

These materials cited do not represent an adequate description of Wichi. First, most relate
only to one of the dialects, Vejoz (Western) (Hunt 1913, 1937, 1940; Najlis 1968, 1971; Tovar
1951, 1958, 1981; Vidas Urquiza 1970, 1974). Few touch on other dialects, and these provide
only brief glimpses (Braunstein 1993, 1989; Braunstein and Messineo 1990; Claesson 1994;
Gerzenstein 1992; Golluscio 1993, Lunt 1999). Claesson (1994) provides a more detailed
description of the phonology of the Noctén dialect spoken in Bolivia — poorly analyzed (for
example, indefensibly considering the glottalized consonants to be clusters of plain consonant
and glottal stop). A comprehensive account of Wichi is very much needed, in particular one
which incorporates information on dialects other than Vejoz (Western).

Second, most of these works provide only brief and fairly superficial accounts; they do not
provide adequate descriptions of any component of the language, and give data that are
inconsistent, incomplete and often outright confusing.

Third, many of these sources are outdated and inaccurate, from the nineteenth and early
twentieth century. Although the information is valuable for historical investigation, it is not
adequate. More recent works on Wichi are less problematic, but provide only limited analyses
(Braunstein 1989, 1993; Gerzenstein 1992; Golluscio 1993; Najlis 1968, 1971, 1984), or are
restricted to the western dialect (Vifias Urquiza 1970, 1974; Tovar 1958, 1981); the more
extensive ones (Najlis 1984;Vifias Urquiza 1970, 1974; Tovar 1981) are still limited, and some
(Lunt 1999) are brief and not linguistically informed.

Fourth, most of these sources are not available to the linguistic community, since most are
out of print, usually from obscure publishers, and in Spanish so not so accessible to the broader
linguistic world. Worse, they are not available to Wichi speakers and they do not meet their
needs.

Fifth, no recorded data are widely available to linguists or to the public in general.

In sum, though some fourteen scholars have written on Wichi, we still only have brief and
incomplete descriptions, with inconsistencies in the data and no reliable information on the
dialect differences. Several features have been identified in the literature on Wichi which reveal
major inconsistencies among the sources, problems in the data which need detailed study.



Although there is some on-going research on the language, it is of a different sort. Ana
Fernandez Garay received $970 from FEL, to collect texts and begin a phonology study — no
full-blown documentation intended. Lucia Golluscio, Beatriz Gualdieri, and Alejandra Vidal
have a DOBES project, “Languages in danger, peoples in danger in Argentina: Mocovi, Tapiete,
Vilela, and Wichi”. Its focus is not full documentation with grammar, dictionary, etc., but rather
is aimed primarily at texts with ethnographic and linguistic lexical bases, in video
documentaries. The orientation is different, and in any case the extreme dialect differences call
for the work on Central Pilcomayo Wichi.

2.3 Lack of work on Wichi dialects

Dialects, especially endangered ones, often reveal features that are not found in mainstream
varieties, with important insights into the patterning of language and language variation; these
need to be documented in order to provide a full representation of a language (Schilling Estes
and Wolfram 1999). There is no doubt that the dialect variation in Wichi is marked and
essentially unknown. Speakers consistently report numerous dialects that are not mutually
intelligible; indeed, varieties of Wichi frequently are considered separate languages, with names
such as Giiisnay, Noctén, Vejoz, Oriental (Abajefio, Arribefio), and Saltefio (for one example,
see Ethnologue www.ethnologue.com/show_country.asp?name=AR). It is crucial to determine
the nature and status of these entities.

Most sources recognize distinct dialects of Wichi, though inconsistently and with little real
information. Some claim only two, “Upriver” and “Downriver” dialects (Gerzenstein 1992,
Golluscio 1993); however, these are terms used by all the communities to refer to their neighbors
up or down stream, regardless of which dialects or languages they may speak. Tovar (1981) also
distinguishes two principal dialects, (1) Northeastern or Gliisnay and Pilcomayo (which includes
Mision La Paz), and (2) Southwestern of Vejoz. Golluscio and Tomé (1993) also have two, but
theirs are (1) the zone from Embarcacion to the Pilcomayo and (2) the zone from Morillo (Salta)
to Pozo del Tigre (Formosa). Others cite three dialects (Susnik 1961, Tovar 1958, 1981): (1)
Vejoz, Western, (2) Noctén, northern, and (3) Gtliisnay, the rest of the Wichi linguistic area.
Others follow Najlis’ (1968) three divisions: (1) Pilcomayo dialect, (2) Bermejo dialect, and (3)
Vejoz. Still others claim five dialects (Najlis 1968, 1971, 1984), and more -- the numbers
escalate: 22 Wichi “tribes” have been identified (Fabre 2005). Braunstein (1991-2, 1992-3,
1993) ) recognize 11 distinct Wichi groups: (1) Noctén or Oktenay [Northeast, Bolivia], (2)
Pilcomayo Saltefio [including Mision La Paz], (3) Vejoz (Wehwos) [including Tonono, Tartagal,
Embarcacion and the Bermejo river], (4) Wichi Montaraz [Alto de la Sierra, west central
Rivadavia department to the border of Formosa], (5) Pilcomayo Formosefio riverine
communities] or Giiisnay, (6) Wichi Montaraz of Formosa and Salta [North Bermejo groups], (7)
Southwest Wichi [between Rivadavia on the Bermejo and bordering Jujuy], (8) The Bermejo and
Bermejito groups [Cunatas], (9) Bermejo groups in Chaco province [Eastern sub-Bermejo
groups], (10) Bazanero [Ukutas], and (11) Gomeléy “Downriver”). These “ethnolinguistic”
groups are equated vaguely with such dialect names as Pilcomayo, Montaraz (1), Montaraz (2)
Bermejo Medio, Pilcomayo-Carmen, Wejwus (Vejoz), Pilcomayo Saltefio [where Mision La Paz
is located], Western Mataco-Bermejo, etc. (Fabre 2005).

Nevertheless, the sources do not state the basis for their dialect claims, and seem simply to
repeat what earlier accounts have said. Only Najlis (1968, 1971) provided a brief description of
some dialect traits but restricted to phonetic observations. Most of the accounts of Wichi
currently available describe only the Vejoz dialect. This is a major problem and represents a



significant gap in the documentation . Wichi of the Central Pilcomayo is undescribed;, though
distinct from the varieties which have received some (inadequate) attention.

2.4 Lack of data for comparative and historical studies

Wichi is one of four languages in the Matacoan (a.k.a. Mataco-Mataguayo) language family,
with a divergence on the scale of Germanic. The only historical linguistic work on the language
is Najlis’ (1971) attempt to reconstruct an earlier stage of Wichi, “Pre-Mataco”. The only work
on the Matacoan family is Tovar’s (1958) brief comparison of vocabulary items. Viegas Barros
(1993), in a brief paper, proposes a relationship between the Matacoan and Guaicuruan families.
However, he only suggests the relationship, stating further investigation is needed since the
similarities could also be due to areal convergence. Tovar (1964a, 1964b) explored relationship
among the Matacoan languages and a possible relationship with other languages of the area;
however, his argument is sketchy with no systematic historical or comparative work. Viegas
Barros (2002) looks in particular at the back fricatives of Proto-Matacoan. No other comparative
Matacoan work has been done, and historical linguistic investigation of languages of this area
and their linguistic contacts is badly needed. The data that will result from this project will allow
us to test the possible genetic relationships among Matacoan languages and other languages of
the region, and also to identify patterns of language contact which may account for some of the
observed similarities.

2.5 Lack of trained Wichi speakers

It is important that documentation and description of endangered languages be carried out,
but this tends to be in the hands of outsiders. Although there has been some work on Wichi, there
has been no training of native speakers as language documenters, in language description or
materials development. It is important not only that Central Wichi be documented but that the
research team train native speakers in such work.

3. PROJECT OUTCOMES

The materials that will result from this project will address the needs identified above and

will include the following (more detail below):

(1) Two dictionaries, one for linguists and one for non-linguists

(2) Two versions of a basic reference grammar, one for linguists and one for non-linguists
(3) Two collections of morphologically analyzed texts, one for linguists and one for non-linguists
(4) An analysis and classification of the major dialects of Wichi.

(5) A website with linguistic and cultural information about the language and its speakers.
(6) An online database with a lexicon and grammatical notes and analysis.

(7) A corpus of archived recordings.

(8) Training of native speakers in language documentation and description, materials
development and literacy.

(9) Literacy materials.

The dictionaries and grammars intended for linguists will be submitted to the American
Indian Languages publication series at the University of Utah; appropriate Argentinian
publishers will be sought for the grammars and dictionaries intended for non-linguists. The
results of the dialect survey will be published in journal articles.

The lexicons, reference grammars, texts, databases, and archived recordings will do much to
address the need for complete documentation of this endangered language. The data to be
collected will not only document the language but are essential for comparative and historical
studies of the S. Chaco region. Furthermore, the data will be widely disseminated within both the





