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The role of non-linguistic factors in shaping typological variation across languages has 
been only minimally explored, and tends to be notoriously difficult to pin down (see, e.g., 
Evans 2003, Enfield 2002, Evans & Wilkins 2000, Sapir 1949: 26, Hill 2006: 619). This 
paper probes the relevance of culture and environment in the domain of verbal 
lexicalization patterns associated with the encoding of motion, manner, and path, in light 
of Talmy's (1985, 1991, 2000) familiar typology of 'verb-framed' vs. 'satellite-framed' 
languages (in which path and motion are encoded in the verb and manner subordinated, 
or motion and manner are conflated and path expressed via a satellite, respectively). Prior 
work has pointed out that non-linguistic factors may play a role in the encoding of motion 
events (see Slobin 2000, 2004, inter alia), most notably involving environmental setting 
and local approaches to orientation and movement within it (Wilkins 2004, Fortescue & 
Lennert Olsen 1992:215); however, the extent to which these cultural and environmental 
factors are actually implicated in the cross-linguistic expression of motion events remains 
little understood. 
 This paper considers the resources for encoding motion events in languages of the 
northwest Amazon, paying special attention to the encoding of path, which is arguably 
particularly likely to reveal culturally and environmentally relevant characteristics. The 
discussion focuses in particular on Nadahup, Tukanoan, Kakua-Nukak, and Arawak 
languages of the Vaupés region, which share many common grammatical structures due 
to pervasive contact (e.g. Aikhenvald 2002, Epps 2007, Gomez-Imbert 1996). In these 
languages, motion and path are typically conflated in a single root (which combines with 
manner in serial verb constructions); most notably, however, the expression of path is 
also frequently conflated with information about topographic features of ground, usually 
relating to waterways – which are of clear cultural and environmental salience in the 
region (see examples 1-3 below). This same topographic emphasis on water is evident in 
these languages' resources for encoding spatial/directional information outside the verb; 
Hup in particular is known to have an extensive set of water-related postpositions (a 
subset is listed in 4). Moreover, a comparative look at expressions of motion events in 
languages of the larger northwest Amazonian region indicates that topographic detail, 
particular relating to water, is in fact a fairly widespread typological feature, even where 
lexicalization strategies themselves are variable. This discussion contributes to our 
understanding of the role that cultural and environmental factors may play in shaping 
typological distributions of linguistic features, and suggests that a further refinement of 
Talmy's typology of lexicalization patterns should involve the inclusion of a topographic 
parameter in the linguistic encoding of path. 
 
(1) Tariana (Arawak; Aikhenvald 1999:57) 
 lama-pidana   disa     di-nu-pita 
 burn-rem.pst.rep  3sg.nonfem+go.upstream  3sg.nonfem-come-rep 
 'It went upstream, burning.’ 
 
 



(2)  Hup (Epps fieldnotes) 
 tɨh ʔɔt-kǝd-cɔp-yɨ́ʔ-ay-áh  
 3SG cry-pass-go.from.waterway-TEL-INCH-DECL 
 ‘She hurried crying from the river.’ 
 
(3) Kakua (Kakua-Nukak; Bolaños p.c. 2010) 
 kǎn  fâ-bǔ  ʔa-men-hã̌h-beh-bip-na-ka 
 3sg.msc downriver-loc 3sg.msc-row-go.downriver-go-fut-imperf-?pres? 
 ‘He will row downriver.’  
 

(4)  hú̃yan  'submerged in water' (all other liquids: g’od-an) 
 pótʔah  'upriver' 

 mǽtʔah 'downriver' 
 déʔah  'at waterway'  
 wáʔah  'on other side of waterway' 
 deh páʔah 'at edge of waterway' 
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