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ABSTRACT This article presents the syntactic reconstruction of the develop-
ment of a highly synthetic morphosyntax in Panard, a Jé language spoken
in Brazilian Amazonia. Languages of the Jé family present a characteris-
tically analytic morphosyntax, with an ergative-accusative alignment split,
and a templatic verb-final clause. Panara, while clearly a Jé language in
all other respects, presents strikingly non-J& morphosyntax, being polysyn-
thetic, uniformly ergative, and verb-medial, differences which have often
been attributed to external influences from a non-Jé language in an intense
contact scenario. I lay out a diachronic reconstruction of an innovation of
head movement of the verb to INFL, which in turn triggered generalized
cliticisation of phrasal heads on INFL, leading to polysynthogenesis.

1 INTRODUCTION

How does a polysynthetic clause structure emerge in an analytic language
family? This article addresses this question by looking at Panaré, a language
of the Jé family spoken in Brazilian Amazonia.

When anthropologist Richard Heelas started to study Panaré society as
part of his doctoral dissertation at the University of Oxford (Heelas 1979),
the social and political situation of this indigenous nation was dire. Up until
then, the Panara (pandra /panara/, “those that are”) lived in the north of the
Brazilian state of Mato Grosso and over its northern border with the state of

« I want to acknowledge and warmly thank the Panard community of Nansépotiti and my gen-

erous Panard informants, especially Perankd, Sokr€, Jotikja and Kéanko, as well as Kunity for
Mébégokre insights. I am grateful to Elisabeth Kerr and Nina van der Vlugt for their price-
less feedback, as well as the audiences of the 2024 SSILA meeting and DiGS 26. During the
submission process at JHS, I benefited from insightful comments from three anonymous re-
viewers and editor Guglielmo Inglese. The research presented here was made possible by
NWO Rubicon postdoctoral grant The subject in the Amazon and FWO postdoctoral grant Ar-
gument marking in the Amazonian languages of the Guaporé-Mamoré region, both held at Ghent
University.

©2026 Bernat Bardagil
This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of a Creative Commons License
(creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0).


http://historicalsyntax.org
https://doi.org/10.18148/hs/2026.v10i4.262
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0




