
Benjamin Molineaux
benjamin.molineaux@ed.ac.uk 
03 February, 2026

Texts, typology and history  
Digital methods and the languages of the 

Southern Cone

mailto:benjamin.molineaux@ed.ac.uk


Plan
๏ Context of our work (4-year project) 
๏ Colonial histories in the Southern Cone 
๏ The linguistic situation today  
๏ Changing narratives and digitality 
๏ Historical linguistics and human history 
๏ Typology and our common humanity  
๏ Historiography, heritage and communities 
๏ Some conclusions

Highlands of the far south Highlands of the far north
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A four-year project



Project Goals

๏ Systematise and disseminate historical 
documentation for languages of the Southern Cone 
๏ Academic communities

๏ Identify areal and typological linguistic features 
๏ Reconsider genealogy of language families 
๏ Integrate data with archaeology, anthropology and 

genetics, to better understand local prehistory



Project Goals
๏ Systematise and disseminate historical 

documentation for languages of the Southern Cone 
๏ Indigenous communities
๏ General public

๏ Contribute to highlighting and revitalising these 
languages, creating materials for their heritage 
communities



Academic Collaborators

๏ Benjamín Molineaux 
๏ Verónica Domínguez 
๏ Vasilis Karaiskos

๏ Marisa Malvestitti 
๏ Luisa Domínguez 
๏ Pedro Viegas-Barros (UBA)

๏ Aldo Olate 
๏ Rolf Hotz
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A problem…



Official v. Indigenous languages

Official ≈  
Colonial

Ethnolinguistic 
diversity in 

South America



Southern Cone languages
๏ Traditionally, an area of lower population 

and language density 
๏ Today, native languages of the area have 

lost ground to colonial languages — 
they are mostly dormant 

๏ Available documentation is imbalanced 
๏ And yet… 

๏ Heritage communities remain 
๏ Much documentation is unexplored

Huarpe
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Target Languages
๏ Alacalufan (Kawésqar; Central 

Kawésqar; Southern Kawésqar) 
๏ Chono
๏ Günün-Chonan (Aonekko ‘A’ien; 

Selk’nam; Haush; Teushen; 
Günün A Yajüch) 

๏ Huarpe (Allentiac; Millcayac) 
๏ Kakan
๏ Kunza
๏ Mapudungun
๏ Querandí
๏ Yagán

๏ Chaco/buffer zone languages
๏ Quechua, Aymara, Guaraní 

(better supported)
Alacalufan

Huarpe

Chono
Günün-Chon

Mapudungun

Kakan

Kunza

Querandí

Yagán

Millcayac

Allentiac

Kawésqar

C. Kawésqar

S.Kawésqar Haush

Selk’nam

Günün A Yajüch

Aonekko ‘A’ien

Teushen
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How we got here…

๏ A familiar story 
๏ European expansionism 
๏ Indigenous peoples of the 

Southern Cone were not 
centralised 

๏ Protracted guerrilla warfare 
๏ Limited commercial interest 

for the Crown 
๏ Evangelisation, acculturation 

as official strategies 
๏ De-facto independence



D E S

PAT
A
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AND THE

O N

Adjoining Parts of SOUTH AMERICA
CONTAINING AN

Account of the Soil, Produce, Animals, Vales, Mountains,
Rivers, Lakes, Sec. of thofe Countries;

Religion, Government, Policy, Cuftoms, Drefs, Arms, and
Language of the INDIAN Inhabitants

;

AND SOME
Parti<:ulars relating to FALKLAND'S ISLANDS,

By THOMAS FALKNER,
Who refided near Forty Years in thofe Parts.

ILLUSTRATED WITH
A New Map of the Southern Parts of A M E R I C A,

Engraved by Mr. K I T C H I N, Hydrographer to His MAJESTY.

HEREFORD
Printed by C. PUGH; and fold by T. Lewis, RufTell-Street, Covent-Garden, London,

4 i24»^<^© *^^

CHAPTER VI,

4w Account ofthe Language of the Inhabitants of thefe Countries,

mm^B H E languages of thefe Indians differ from each
i T I

©ther. I only learned that of the Molut^hes; it

Um^mi ^^^"S ^^'^^ ^^^ poliihed, and the mof! generally
underftood. A confiderable abfence from thefe

countries has rendered the recolle6lion very difficult ; how-
ever, I^ &all give the befl: account of it I am able^ to* fatisfy
the curious and inquifitive.

This language is much more copious and elegant, thaa
could have been expefted from an unciviii^d people.

The nouns have only one declination, and are all of the
common gender. The dative, accufative, and ablative cafes,
have all the fame termination, with their fuffix or poftpofition.
There are but two numbers, fingular and plural ; the dual
being exprelTed by- placing the word epu (which fignifies
two) before the word : but the pronouns have all the three
numbers. The adjedives are put before the fubftantives, and
do not vary their terminations, either in cafe or number : as

Cume
Cume huentu
Cume huentu eng'n

good,

a good man,
good men.

The

4 i24»^<^© *^^
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i T I
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Um^mi ^^^"S ^^'^^ ^^^ poliihed, and the mof! generally
underftood. A confiderable abfence from thefe

countries has rendered the recolle6lion very difficult ; how-
ever, I^ &all give the befl: account of it I am able^ to* fatisfy
the curious and inquifitive.

This language is much more copious and elegant, thaa
could have been expefted from an unciviii^d people.

The nouns have only one declination, and are all of the
common gender. The dative, accufative, and ablative cafes,
have all the fame termination, with their fuffix or poftpofition.
There are but two numbers, fingular and plural ; the dual
being exprelTed by- placing the word epu (which fignifies
two) before the word : but the pronouns have all the three
numbers. The adjedives are put before the fubftantives, and
do not vary their terminations, either in cafe or number : as

Cume
Cume huentu
Cume huentu eng'n

good,

a good man,
good men.

The

Missionary linguistics: Admiration and othering



A narrative of decline

(Molina 1808[1776])  



Independence! (for some)

๏ 19c independence movements 
๏ This was a led by American-

born descendants of 
Europeans 

๏ Their rise to power lead to the 
consolidation of territories



Reduction
๏ Various 19c territorial campaigns 

๏ ‘Conquest of the desert’ (Argentina) 
๏ ‘Pacifying of Araucanía’ (Chile) 
๏ ‘Clearing of Tierra del Fuego’  

(Chile/Argentina/UK) 
๏ Forced relocation, territorial 

usurpation, erasure, genocide ‘Mercy’ indigenous land deed

Indigenous concentration camp, 1879, Río Negro, Argentina Selk’nam ‘hunters’, c.1900, TdF



Anthropologists, entrepreneurs and more missionaries

Crees Calderón (yagán), Martín Gusinde (antropólogo alemán) 
y Juan Calderón (yagán), c.1920

Fueguian people in Paris ‘human zoo’

๏ Much of the 19th and 20th century 
documentation is tainted with 
‘exoticism’ 

๏ A ‘narrative of extinction’ becomes 
established

Fr. De Agostini and Pacec (Selk’nam) 



Fr. Th Bridges, with Yahgan kids

Selk’nam girls, with Salesian nuns Mapuche family in Buenos Aires

Anthropologists, entrepreneurs and more missionaries

๏ Anglican and various Catholic orders 
establish ‘missions’ 

๏ Infectious diseases ravaged these 
communities 

๏ Indigenous peoples were forced to 
abandon traditional lifestyles and 
join the urban and rural proletariat 



SOUTHERN CONE 
LANGUAGES 

TODAY
CHANGING NARRATIVES
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The story does not end here!



The territorial battles continue

๏ Indigenous matters are a major political issue in Chile & Argentina 
๏ Territorial claims have intensified and militarisation has increased



Indigenous identity 
๏ Argentina: 
๏ nº of legally recognised native 

settlements has grown 
๏ self-reported indigenous 

group membership is up "
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! Atacama

# Chané

$ Charrúa

' Chicha
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' Chulupí (Nivaclé)

# Comechingón
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' Fiscara
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# Guaycurú

$ Huarpe

! Iogys

! Kolla

" Kolla Atacameño

" Lule

# Lule Vilela

# Mapuche

! Mapuche Tehuelche

" Mbya Guaraní

! Moqoit (Mocoví)
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Self-reported Indigenous people 
in Argentian Census
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Indigenous identities today

๏ Chile: 
๏ Census numbers of self-identified indigenous Chileans almost tripled 

between the 2002 and 2012 censuses   
๏ This reflects a change in the perception of indigenous identity

Self-reported Indigenous people 
in Chilean Census

0

550000

1100000

1650000

2200000

2002 2012 2024

2,105,863
1,842,607

692,192 We all have Mapuche blood: 
the poor in their veins, the 

rich on their hands



Language reclamation
๏ For most languages: 

๏  possibilities of obtaining new data 
are limited  

๏ we do have under-explored 
heritage materials, but… 

๏ they are difficult to access 
๏ of variable quality 
๏ difficult to interpret 
๏ extremely valuable for 

indigenous heritage and 
identity 

๏ both indigenous groups and 
academics have begun the task 
of bringing this material to light



HISTORICAL 
LINGUISTICS AND 

LANGUAGE HISTORY
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The story does not begin here!



Quick, to the Delorean!



Historical linguistics and human history

๏ Comparative philology
๏ Compares languages to establish 

genealogical relations 
๏ Reconstruct proto-languages
๏ Requires a fairly robust amount of data  
๏ Family relations are uncertain for now 
๏ Most Southern Cone languages seem to 

be isolates or very small families

(Viegas Barros 2023)

teushen aonekko ‘a’ien selk’nam haush

proto-chon

proto-chon nuclear

proto-chon insular



Historical linguistics and human history

๏ Furthermore, no clear connections seem to exist 
with the larger language families of South 
America

๏ Comparative philology
๏ Compares languages to establish 

genealogical relations 
๏ Reconstruct proto-languages
๏ Requires a fairly robust amount of data  
๏ Family relations are uncertain for now 
๏ Most Southern Cone languages seem to 

be isolates or very small familiesWe need more data!!!



๏ Narrative Historical Linguistics
๏ Establish connections between language change, population dynamics 

and cultural change

๏ Must triangulate with  
๏ Oral histories / shared customs 
๏ Material culture (archeology) 
๏ Genetic evidence

Incaica expansion c. AD1470

Mapudungun Quechua Glosa
apo/apu apu ‘lord, chief’
yanakon’a yana ‘servant’
chillka qellqa ‘drawing, writing’
mishki misk’i ‘sweet, honey’

(Sánchez 2020)

Historical linguistics and human history

We need more data!!!



๏ Genetic isolation of southern Andean populations

Arango-Isaza et al.,  2023. The genetic history of the Southern Andes from present-
day Mapuche ancestry, Current Biology.

Historical linguistics and human history

We need more data!!!



LINGUISTIC TYPOLOGY 
AND THE SOUTHERN 

CONE 
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Linguistic typology
๏ Explores the distribution of linguistic features across the world, 

establishing ‘what’s where when?’ (Bickel 2007:248) 
๏ Seeks to explore the diversity of languages in the world to establish its 

limits (discovering universal patterns in language) 
๏ The thereat to linguistic diversity worldwide makes this an urgent challenge

Günün A Yajüch

/ʈʂʼ/

n=8/3020



Linguistic typology
๏ Explores the distribution of linguistic features across the world, 

establishing ‘what’s where when?’ (Bickel 2007:248) 
๏ Seeks to explore the diversity of languages in the world to establish its 

limits (discovering universal patterns in language) 
๏ The thereat to linguistic diversity worldwide makes this an urgent challenge

Feature GB188: Is there any 
productive augmentative 
marking on the noun

We need more data!!!



DIGITAL METHODS 
TO THE RESCUE?
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Problems that digital methods can mitigate

๏ Geographical dispersion of texts 
๏ Some difficulties in interpreting 

materials 
๏ The multilingual nature of the texts 
๏ The asymmetry in descriptive 

frameworks 
๏ Dialectal and proficiency 

differences of consultants / co-
producers 

๏ Orthographic/palaeographic 
challenges

Document: Castellano/Tehuelche-
Ahonekenke ó Tsoneca Table 
Compiler: Carlos Burmeister y Roberto 
Rubens 
Co-producers: Young Tehuelche man 
Language: Aonekko ‘a‘ien 
Location: Cañadón Quemado 
Year: 1891-1892 
Agencia: Científica



First steps: A master-list of texts
๏ Identifying target texts 

๏ Already digitised/transcribed 
๏ Readily available in analogue form 
๏ Held in local/national archives or personal 

collections 
๏ Obtaining copyright / ethical permissions 
๏ Describing the materials 

๏ Languages/text types 
๏ Location/period of documentation 
๏ Compilers and co-producers 
๏ Context of documentation

Crees Calderón (Yahgan), Martín Gusinde (German 
Anthropologist) and Juan Calderón (Yahgan), c.1920

Transcription fo a text by Lorenzo Kollümañke 
(Mapuche) en the Lenz Archive, Chile



Digitisation and OCR
๏ Digitisation  

๏ Archival visits 
๏ Full digitisation, where possible, 

otherwise, direct transcription 
๏ Checking for additional materials ‘lost’ 

in archives
๏ Optical Character Recognition

๏ Longer texts to be transcribed using 
specialised software and 
developing bespoke models

MS of the Yahgan dictionary by Thomas Bridges (British Library)

Print version of Gospel of St Luke in Yahgan (Bridges 1881)



Results from a language model trained for Thomas Bridges’ Yahgan alphabet (print version)

Results from a language model trained for Thomas Bridges’ Yahgan alphabet (handwriting version)

Digitisation and OCR



Lematisation

๏ The goal is to provide a single tag (Lemma) for related words, 
eliminating grammatical and orthographic heterogeneity 

๏ A single orthography is adopted and a ‘dictionary form’ given 
๏ An English and a Spanish translation are provided  
๏ A part of speech tag (POS) is given to each lemma 

๏ Coded as XML, using TEI standards:

MAPUDUNGUN
Attested Lemma POS

<weralayay> wedan ‘ser/estar mal/o/a’ V
<huedalay> wedan ‘ser/estar mal/o/a’ V

see {
saw 
seeing 
sean 



๏ Allows us to identify and compare individual parts of words (roots and affixes) 
๏ Each ‘morpheme’ is given a tag with its function or meaning 

๏ The process is expanded to words with similar structure

Orthography Morphemes Lemma POS

⟨lag-ùm-a-bi-mi⟩ morir-CAUS-FUT-3DIR-IND.2.S l’angümün ‘kill’ V

⟨·La-uye-y⟩ morir-PERF-IND.3 l’an ‘die’ V

Morphological tagging



Front-end search form
(Based on CHM interface)



Comparative search form
๏ Will allow searches across lemmas and morphemes in different 

languages:

4
kupakunu

Yagán

meli
Mapudungun

kˀòhni sèoki
Selk’nam

'ḳāge 
Aonekko ‘A’ien

maʔlɨ/meli  
Günün a yajüch

(cha)chalpa
Kunza

wokstóu-tóu
Kawésqar

tut
Allentiac

gultut
Millcayac



HISTORIOGRAPHY, 
LINGUISTIC HERITAGE & 

LANGUAGE COMMUNITIES
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Supporting a narrative change

๏ Even in some of the more prolific documentarists, 
the ‘narrative of extinction’ is deeply entrenched.  

๏ Félix de Augusta (1910, p. vii):

Fr. de Agusta c. 1926

‘The Araucanian race is going through a process of transformation today. 
What our work refers about their customs and superstitions, will shortly no 

longer correspond to reality, nor will there be memories of it; this is why 
we have wanted to preserve these details for the science of ethnography’ 



Supporting a narrative change

๏ Today, indigenous organisations and communities are eager to engage 
with many of these heritage materials



Historiography and community integration

๏ Our project seeks to support these processes:
๏ Highlighting the agency of the speakers who were part of the 

process of documentation 
๏ Gathering testimonials from present-day communities in relation 

to the texts (oral memoirs, readings, etc.)

Kimelfe Fresia Loncon AntileoKalvün – Segundo Jara Taanünawün — Manuela Casimiro



Historiography and community integration

๏ Our project seeks to support these processes:
๏ Providing a non-academic interface to access texts and metadata 
๏ Producing reference/pedagogical materials, following community 

needs and team availability (see Mapudungun ‘advanced 
reader’)



Conclusions
๏ The main deliverable for the project is the CHiCo: Southern Cone, 

however, we also plan to produce
๏ Academic articles on the typology, historical linguistics and 

historiography of the target languages 
๏ Contributions to typological databases like Grambank, WALS and 

Phoible 
๏ Community materials for the promotion of these languages (via our 

non-academic web presence) 
๏  Collaborate with young researchers and community members in 

Chile, Argentina and the world at large, with a focus on Native 
American languages 

๏ Bring in more eyes, more voices to what we know about the languages 
of the world, and what we can say about who we are, who we’ve 
been and who we’d like to one day be 



Thanks!
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