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The North-West Amazon (NWA) is known as an area of intense, and probably long-term 
inter-ethnic exchange. NWA subregions such as the people of the Center (e.g. Seifart 
2015), the Vaupés (e.g. Aikhenvald 2002) and Río Negro (e.g. Epps & Stenzel 2013) have 
received ample attention. Less attention has been given to the western subregion, bordering 
on the Andes. The languages of this area also show clear signs of contact (e.g. Wise 
2011, Valenzuela 2015, Kohlberger 2020), but the extent of contact-induced signals remains 
underexplored. 
 In this contribution we focus on this area, which we tentatively term the Napo-Marañon 
area, where languages of several families (among them Quechuan, Western-
Tukanoan, Chicham, Zaparoan, Kawapanan, Witotoan) come together. These languages 
share some interesting patterns in their alignment systems. They all have nominative-
accusative alignment systems as the dominant type, mostly indicated with (optionally or 
conditionally expressed) case markers in combination with verbal person markers. A 
number of languages (Western-Tukanoan, Witotoan, Cahuapanan, Zaparoan) have 
optional subject case markers, and Chicham and Witotoan languages have conditional 
object case marking depending on the person of the subject (Wise 1999, Overall 2007, 
Kohlberger 2020). These elements suggest contact-induced alignment patterns in the 
languages of this area, but we know little about the mechanisms of spread. 
 We explore the extent to which lexical items play a role in the spread of 
alignment (sub)patterns. Based on observations in the contact literature starting with 
Weinreich (1953), we hypothesize that lexically determined contact effects will most likely 
be found with verbs that have non-prototypical A or P participants, because these verbs tend 
to be less entrenched in the dominant system of alignment than more prototypical action 
verbs, and therefore they are less likely to affect it, leaving the main system intact. 
Lexical contact effects can for instance be seen in the following examples from Siona (1, 
Western-Tukano) and Napo Kichwa (2, Quechuan), where the experiencer carries the object 
marker: (1) ãĩ-ɨa-hi jɨ’-de (Bruil 2015, 20101123slicr001.048). 

eat-DESID-3S.M.PRS.ASS 1SG-OBJ 
‘I am hungry.’

(2) ñuka-ra miku-ña-n.  (Nilo Licuy Andy, pers. comm. 2021). 
1SG-OBJ eat-DESID-3 
‘I want to eat.’ 

Our aim therefore is to trace contact effects by comparing the case frames of verbs with 
decreased prototypicality of the P and A participant. Our approach is based on work by 
Malchukov (2005), who proposes the following map (slightly adjusted for reasons of 
exposition) of transitivity, with the top line showing decreased prototypicality of patienthood 
of the P participant as you move towards the right, the bottom line displaying decreased 
agentivity of the A participant. 
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In this way we hope to achieve a better understanding of contact effects regarding alignment 
patterns and more specifically the role of individual lexical items.   
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effective 
action 

contact 

emotion cognition perception affected 
agent 

motion pursuit 

sensation 
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