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1 Abstract
According to Ethnologue [9], there are 456 languages spoken in South America.
Spanning Brazil, Paraguay, Bolivia, French Guiana, Peru and counting more than 5
million speakers, Tupían languages are by far the most widely spoken languages on
this continent in terms of territory [13]. Tupí-Guaraní (TG) is the largest Tupían
subfamily with ca. 48 languages. While Paraguaian Guarani has ca. 5 million
speakers, many of these languages, according to the most recent Brazilian census in
2010 [6], have less than 100 speakers and a dozen of these have probably died out
since then. Tupí-Guarani languages are also territorially widespread like no other
language family in South America. These languages seem to have originated ca.
3000 years B.P., possibly in what is today the Brazilian state of Rondonia. As of
today, the exact place of their origin and the routes of their spread through their
historical territories remain topic of an ongoing scientific debate [12, 15].

The last ten years have seen a significant increase in the amount of studies of
Tupí-Guaraní languages. Nonetheless comprehensive descriptions are still at large
for many of these languages, which share very interesting and rare typological and
grammatical characteristics. These characteristics are of importance, since they
allow us not only to make inferences about the evolution of these languages and
to refine our knowledge of linguistic typology, but also to gain knowledge about
linguistic areas in South America [3], and to be able to classify languages using
quantitative methods in a more reliable way (cf. [10]).

Comparative linguistic work may throw some light on contact and migrations,
thus emphasizing or showing disagreement with the interpretation of archaeological
data [14]. There is no consensus on the TG homeland and their dispersal in both
archaeological and linguistic research literature [12]. It is, however, clear that the
answer to the questions of how, where and when the dispersion occurred will even-
tually come from combined insights in both disciplines [15, 5], as it has been the
case for other language families ([1]).

Our team has collected 498 words from 40 Tupí-Guaraní languages and 4 ad-
ditional Tupían languages to be used as outliers in order to classify Tupí-Guaraní
languages lexically and phonologically paying special attention to the lowest levels
of the tree (subgrouping). In order to classify the lexicon, the first stage of our work
applies Bayesian phylogenetic methods taken from molecular biology. We also use
computational methods commonly employed in historical linguistics to produce an
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alignment of words in the various languages in order to calculate lexical distances
[7].

Another part of our team’s work comprises a separate attempt to classify these
languages based on grammatical properties, updating and extending a paper by
Wolf Dietrich ([4]), specially those that are very characteristic of this family such
as the relational prefixes marking contiguity [11] and a morpheme that allows dif-
ferent word classes to be used as arguments of predicates [2], since these languages
exhibit omnipredicativity [8] at least to some degree. Our research aims to combine
archaeological and recent data from genetic studies with linguistic data in order to
propose a more solid ground for their classification and spread.
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