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ABSTRACT 

In this article, we present the last surviving Amazonian indigenous languages after more than four centuries of 

colonization in Brazilian Amazonia. To expand the study, we divided the languages into five categories: alive, 

extinct, dead, weakened and revitalized. The methodologies used were the quali-quanti approach and ethnographic 

and descriptive research. The techniques employed were meta-research with a focus on bibliographic data and 

field study. The study found that of the 495 indigenous languages of Brazilian Amazonia, only 27 still survive and 

are spoken fluently, 265 have become extinct, 3 are dead and have only written records, 195 are weakened and are 

spoken by people over 40 and 5 have been revitalized and reintroduced into the practice of interaction and 

communication in the linguistic community. We also approach the concept of each of these categories of 

indigenous languages and the situation in which each language is within the context of these language categories. 

Keywords: Amazonian languages; indigenous people; endangered languages; dead and extinct languages. 

 

1. Initial considerations 

The first reports on linguistics contact with the indigenous peoples of the Amazonia are 

found in texts (letters) by western navigators from the 16th, 17th and 18th centuries of the 

colonial period in the Amazon region. These documents describe in a detailed and detailed way 

the geographical, environmental, cultural and linguistic characteristics of the Amazonia and its 

people. 

The letters written by Carvajal (1541) Relación del Descubrimiento del Río de las 

Amazonas; Acunã (1637), New Discovery of the Great Amazon River; Fritz (1686) The diary 

of Father Samuel Fritz; La Condamine (1745) Travel in South America down the Amazon 

River; Noronha (1768) Travel itinerary from Pará to the last colonies of the hinterland; 

Heriarte, (1874) Description of the State of Maranhão, Pará, Corupá and Rio das Amazonas, 

and La Espada, (1889) Viaje del capitán Pedro Texeira, waters up the rio de las Amazonas: 



1638-1639 are our logbook to investigate the last surviving Amazonian languages from the 

comparison of linguistic data of these texts with those of today. 

In order to understand the term Amazonian languages, we must also observe the terms 

Amazonian countries and Amazonian linguistic borders, given that all of these terms are 

intrinsically linked to the context of the Amazonia, since the Etymology of this toponym 

appears during the expedition of Francisco de Orellana in 1540 and 1542 when he descended 

the Amazonas River in all its extension, starting from the Andes and who in his reports claimed 

to have seen women warriors that he called them Amazonas. Since that time, the river was 

renamed the Amazonas River from which the term Amazonia was derived (BESSA FREIRE, 

1983). 

According to Queixalós and Renault-Lescure (2000) there are three more acceptable 

variables in the classification process of Amazonian languages. The first would be to consider 

all those languages that are within the Amazonian biome that is in the geographical space of the 

Legal Amazonia. The second variable would be based on philological connections between 

languages, and the third variable would be to consider as Amazonian languages those that 

belong to the linguistics and protolanguage families that originated or had as a point of 

dispersion from Amazonia. 

When we referring to Amazonian languages today, we observe that the linguistics 

panorama of the Amazon region is characterized by the predominance of three language 

families widely dispersed in the geographical space of the Amazonian biome, encompassing 

the so-called Amazonian countries such as: Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, Guyana, 

French Guiana, Peru, Suriname and Venezuela which are Aruák, Karíb and Tupi-Guarani 

linguistics families. Of course, currently we also find languages of the Macro-Jê linguistics 

family in the Amazonia, mainly in the state of Rondônia, due to the migratory flow of the Jê 

peoples in the 17th, 18th, 19th and 20th centuries (QUEIXALÓS; RENAULT-LESCURE, 

2000). 

The number of language families counted in the Amazonia is 52 families and in each 

language family the number of languages varies from one to forty. In total, the number of 

indigenous Amazonian languages still considered alive today is approximately 227 languages, 

also including the dialects. (QUEIXALÓS; RENAULT-LESCURE, 2000). 

The first demographic census of the indigenous population in the Amazonia or part of it 

was through a survey and sampling survey applied by D'abbeville (1614, p. 221-222) at the 

island of Maranhão and surrounding lands which in its coexistence with the people Tupinambá 

from Maranhão and Pará, he found through demographic census that in each hollow (house) 



there were about 80 indigenous people residing and that this was common in the villages he 

visited throughout that immense geographical area. Thus, he made a demographic estimate of 

the population of that region in the early 17th century. 

Noronha (1945) used this same survey technique not only to check the population 

demography in the villages along the Amazonas River and its tributaries, Tapajós and Madeira, 

but also to quantify the number of languages in the first half of the 18th century. The 

projections of estimates reached were that there were 495 languages in the beginning of 

colonization in the Amazonia. But if we take into account the indigenous languages of the 

Amazonian countries and of gentile
1
, indigenous people estimates indicate that there were 

approximately 700 indigenous Amazonian languages in the 16th century. However, in this 

study we consider only the languages of the Brazilian Amazonian biome. 

We observed that in the sixteenth century there was no information from these 

researchers on the number of language families existing in the Amazonia, nor were they taken 

into account in these linguistics surveys of the languages of the Gentile peoples that today we 

call isolated peoples. But in this work, we consider both the languages of the Gentile peoples 

and those of the isolated Amazonian peoples, because it is interesting to know how many 

Amazonian languages actually existed in the Brazilian Amazonia, so that we can from that 

totality make a brief survey of how many languages were extinct, dead and how many still 

survive only at the Brazilian side.  

Thus, we believe that the documents produced in the colonial period in the Amazonia 

are true dossiers on the region's riches, from economically viable plants known as hinterland 

drugs, fauna such as fish, turtles and wild animals and especially of Amazonian populations 

and languages that our focus of study in these writings.  

 It is undoubtedly relevant to talk about Amazonian fauna and flora and the study of the 

geography and history of the region as all of these come together to conceive in the Amazon 

region a mosaic of varied and multilingual linguistics situations and it is without doubt a 

landmark for the Linguistics Sciences because the history of the Amazonian indigenous 

languages is the history of the cultural devastation caused by the colonizers of a universe of 495 

languages that were spoken before the arrival of Westerners in the Amazonia (RODRIGUES, 

2007).  

                                                           
1 The term gentile indigenous was used by the colonizers of the 16th, 17th, 18th and 19th centuries and referred to the 
unknown indigenous people who were not subject to the colonizer. In the twentieth century, Fundação Nacional do Índio 
(FUNAI) changed its name to uncontacted indigenous peoples as isolated indigenous people, referring specifically to 
indigenous groups with no permanent relationship with national societies. 



For this reason, we dedicate ourselves to the sociolinguistic issues of the indigenous 

peoples of the Amazonia and their languages, and to better organize this article, we divided the 

study of Amazonian languages into five categories: live languages, extinct languages, dead 

languages, debilitated languages and revitalized languages.  

Indigenous languages today are considered to be wealth and immaterial heritage of 

Brazilian society. However, it was not always so. On the occasion of the arrival of Europeans 

in Brazil, more specifically in the Amazonia in the 16th, 17th and 18th centuries there were 

several attempts to silence indigenous peoples, including forbidding them to speak their mother 

tongues as was the case with the Directory of Indians decree (1758) by Sebastião José de 

Carvalho e Melo, the Marquis of Pombal who prohibited the teaching and practice of any 

indigenous language in the Amazonia in that time (COELHO, 2016). 

If the impacts that this law had on indigenous languages were not enough, other 

problems such as diseases brought by these colonizers and wars decimated hundreds and 

thousands of speakers of Amazonian languages and, obviously their languages perished along 

with them. Languages that had not been registered yet (COELHO, 2016). 

In the view of the colonizers, indigenous languages always represented a state problem 

for them and committed to conquering the Amazon territory in the colonial period, they tried to 

provide for the extinction of these languages using the role of religion and the Portuguese 

language in the background preaching and confession of indigenous people. Thus, in the 

eighteenth century there was a more drastic accent in which evangelization for the purpose 

itself, definitively loses its role as protagonist submitting itself to the political and economic 

integration of the State and thus, they arise to the ideas of universalization of the Portuguese 

language from the Portuguese Royal Crown (OUEIXALES; RENAULT-LESCURE, 2000). 

Thus, it was decreed the extermination of the Amazonian indigenous languages which 

were so numerous and diverse that according to the calculations of the linguists, they estimated 

that there were approximately 1,200 indigenous languages in Brazil and of these hundreds of 

languages, 700 were spoken in the Amazonia including those of the indigenous gentile peoples 

(RODRIGUES, 2007).  

  We believe that the extinction of these indigenous languages as imposed by European 

colonists not only created chaos in the way of social communication, but also in the way in 

which indigenous peoples elaborated, codified and preserved their knowledge of the world. 



 Thus, we seek to show in this work that after four centuries of colonization practiced by 

westerners in Brazilian Amazonia few indigenous languages remain alive or revitalized among 

dozens that have been extinct, dead or are in a state of weakness. 

 The article is structured based on the Summary which brings brief considerations about 

the results of the study; this initial considerations which provides a brief overview of the 

discussions proposed in the development of the work; Section 2, which deals with the 

methodological procedures, methods and techniques of the research; Section 3, which discusses 

the concepts and distinguishes between living, extinct, dead, debilitated, revitalized languages 

and presents quantitative data on the status of those languages and; finally, Section 4, we makes 

the final considerations and points out possible future studies. 

 

2. Methodological procedures 

 

The study of the last surviving Amazonian indigenous languages in its initial phase 

consisted of readings corresponding to the literature review of the subject addressed based on 

letters from the colonial period in Amazonia by Carvajal (1541), Acunã (1637), Fritz (1686), 

La Condamine (1745), Noronha (1768), Heriarte, (1874) and La Espada, (1889). 

The conception of scientific research spread mainly in the 19th century in the midst of 

the positivist movement of Auguste Comte (1798-1857) in response to metaphysical traditions 

used until then to explain natural and social life phenomena. The main contributions of the 

positivists are to outline rigorous assumptions to explain the logic of natural phenomena by the 

exact sciences and a posteriori of social phenomena by the human and social sciences (Cf. 

LOBATO, 1986; BORTONI-RICARDO, 2008). 

 Thus, scientific knowledge is acquired empirically from what can be sensorially 

experienced. Thus, acceptable explanations are those based on facts with a focus on knowable 

objects. 

 In this sense, when dealing with issues of human matter especially verbal language, the 

researcher is not a passive reporter, but an active agent and the relationship with his research 

object. Therefore, must be situated and considered in the analysis of the facts investigated 

(BORTONI-RICARDO, 2008, p. 32).  



Thus, we established an alternative model that favored the investigation of linguistics 

meanings that cannot be inferred only from the logical correlation of cause or consequence and 

data quantification. Thus, this epistemology used by various disciplines in the humanities has 

led us to a qualitative bias that fell on the linguistics investigation that we conducted here 

through the qualitative approach. Although, quantitative data were also collected and evaluated 

for the interpretation and construction of analyzes and conclusions. 

 

2.1. Methods 

  

 Generally, the methods are confused with methodology and methodology with the 

research design. However, methods are procedures used to collect data used as a basis for 

inference and interpretation for explanation and prevention whereas methodology describes and 

analyzes these methods showing their limitations and resources, clarifying their assumptions 

and consequences and relating their potentialities in the transition from frontiers of scientific 

knowledge (PAIVA, 2019, p. 15). 

 Thus, a research method refers to a technology for conducting a scientific study. That is 

a tool and technique for doing research with the purpose of discovering new information or 

better understanding the object of study. 

 Thus, in this study we use ethnography, field research and survey survey that are 

common in linguistics studies and widely used to collect and describe linguistics 

characteristics, attitudes, views, opinions and so on from language speakers and other types of 

people that is important for the study. (PAIVA, 2019, p. 50). 

 

2.2. Scope of the investigation 

 

  The investigation had a range of descriptive study involving documentary, bibliographic 

studies and field research aiming at the “description of the categories and classification of the 

situation of the Amazonian languages and the establishment of relationships between the 

variables”. In the case of this study, we deal with the situation of indigenous Amazonian 

languages in: live languages, weakened languages, extinct languages, dead languages and 

revitalized languages (GIL, 2006, p. 73). 

 

2.3 Universe and sample 



 

To research the status of the last surviving Amazonian indigenous languages, we have 

classified them all into five categories: live languages, weakened languages, extinct languages, 

dead languages and revitalized languages. We consider indigenous languages from the 

Brazilian Legal Amazon biome as research universe. 

 

2.4. The data collection path 

 

Initially, we carried out a bibliographic survey of texts from the colonial period which 

are the letters written by Carvajal (1541), Acunã (1637), Fritz (1686), La Condamine (1745), 

Noronha (1768), Heriarte, (1874) and La Sword, (1889). These documents contain detailed 

information about the geography peoples and languages of the Amazon region at the time of 

colonization in the Amazonia. Based on detailed readings, we separated the names of the 

peoples and languages mentioned in these documents including those indigenous groups that 

the writers of that period called “Gentile Indians” and which currently the National Indian 

Foundation (FUNAI) calls them “isolated indigenous people”, because they are people who do 

not have contact and they do not know their names or what languages they speak.  

After the collection of information in these old documents of names and languages of 

indigenous peoples, we began to collect information also in the most current linguistics texts on 

indigenous Amazonian languages in the works of Rodrigues (2005); Queixalos and Renault-

Lescure, (2000); Bessa Freire (2003); Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics (IBGE, 

2010) and FUNAI (2017). Finally, we conducted an ethnographic study in the indigenous 

communities of Amazonas to verify the languages that are in the process of revitalization. 

 

2.5. Data analysis technique 

 

  The study was divided into three phases. In the first phase, we made a list with the 

names of all the peoples and languages mentioned in the letters from the colonial period 

including Gentile peoples. Then, we organized a second list with all the languages recently 

cited by linguists Rodrigues (2005), Queixalos and Renault-Lescure (2000), Bessa Freire 

(2003), IBGE (2010) and FUNAI (2017) also including the languages of isolated peoples cited 

by the National Indian Foundation. 

 In the second phase of the study, we separated languages by category of live languages, 

weakened languages, extinct languages, dead languages and revitalized languages. To find out 



the status of each language and to classify it into one of these categories, we analyzed the latest 

research records on the languages that are still spoken and compared them with the languages 

on the list of texts by the colonial period to see which ones were on current list and, thus, we 

separate those that are alive from those that are weakened and those that are weakened from 

those that are extinct from those that are dead and from those that are revitalized. In the case of 

the languages of the Gentile peoples, we rely on the number of times of quotations that the 

writers made in each river they visited and claimed to have found groups of Gentile Indians in 

that location. Thus, that group was supposed to speak a language. In the case of isolated 

indigenous people today it was the same procedure, based on the National Indian Foundation 

(FUNAI) report (2017) which mentions that there are 67 isolated indigenous peoples in the 

Amazon, and we consider that each group speaks a language adding up to 67 languages. In this 

way, we quantify and classify the Amazonian languages within each category. 

 In the third phase of the study, we elaborated a table with five subdivisions and in each 

one we listed the languages by category in alive, debilitated, extinct, dead and revitalized 

languages and later we produced a graph with the total number of languages by categories and 

total general described in item 3.6 classification data of Amazonian languages by categories. 

  

3. The conception of alive, extinct, dead, debilitated and revitalized language  

 

The understanding of concept in the area of Linguistics seeks to clarify in a reflexive 

way the conceptual terms, since these elements are presented as nuclear and are interrelated in 

their structures and establish semantic relations among themselves for better understanding and 

cognitive reflection of the subject addressed (DAHLBERG, 1992); (FERRATER-MORA, 

2004).  

In this way, we believe that as the concept is a knowable object and it manifests itself as 

a phenomenon that is understood by the subject and whose function is shaped by a given 

dialectic context.  

For Almeida (2005) the language can be classified as alive, dead or extinct. However, 

we realize that currently the conception of this author does not account for a more precise 

classification, since the sociolinguistics studies of the last fifteen years point for two more types 

of fundamental concepts in the research of these phenomena which are weakened and 

revitalized languages (CALVET, 2002). 

Therefore, in this chapter we first discussed the concept of linguistics classification in 



alive, debilitated, extinct, killed and revitalized or recovered languages and then we analyzed 

the differences between these terms, and finally we classified the languages by each category. 

 

3.1. Live Language 

 

The concept of live language is related to time, space and its use in the social context 

that it is alive, because language is being used in various sociocultural contexts and in various 

communicative and interaction situations between people who speak it and that use like a 

product of a practice (CALVET, 2002, p. 134). 

For Bakhtin (2006, p. 270) language has life because it is a continuous dialogue 

between social subjects that is it is in constant use by its speakers in both oral practice, in 

writing and in reading. 

We can say, then, that the live language is characterized as one that is used as a means 

of continuous communication and interaction between individuals of a certain linguistics 

community (COSTA, 1996). 

As examples of live indigenous languages, we mention Tikúna which has over 35 

thousand speakers, Guarani Kaiowá with over 30 thousand speakers and Nheengatu with 

approximately 20 thousand speakers among others (IBGE, 2010).  

However, for Ethnologue (2020) all Brazilian indigenous languages are in risk of 

extinction and this phenomenon is not exclusive to minority languages in Brazil, but also to 

minority languages in the world where 2,5 thousand of these languages are in danger disappear. 

We know that languages through the linguistics contact of the people who speak them, 

who write them and who listen to them every day have the ability to survive various natural 

climatic phenomena, but when their speakers die or are subjected to other cultures and 

languages hegemonic, their languages also tend to disappear or evolve into a new linguistic 

variety, that even, so presents itself as a problem of social communication (CALVET, 2002, P. 

43). 

Therefore, live languages especially minority languages that are spoken by an ethnic 

minority or minorities that are in a political and social situation with discredited languages are 

more likely to disappear. 

 

3.2. Extinct language 

 

The term extinct language is said to have no more speakers and the language has not 



been registered, that is, it is a language that even before its phonological construction was 

constituted (grammatized), its speakers died or lost the ability to speak in that language ( 

VIOTTI, 2008); (VIARO, 2013). 

 Minority languages are suffocated by majority languages just as majorized languages 

suffocate minorized languages and the result can be the extinction of these less prestigious 

languages if they have not yet gone through the phonological construction process and their 

speakers cease to exist or speak these languages (Harrison, 2011, p. 399). 

In this way, a language in the minority or minority situation can disappear in just a few 

decades without leaving any traces or fragments. This was what happened in the 16th century 

with the languages Manáu and Tarumã of the Arawk linguistic family in which both the 

peoples and these languages were extinguished without even wanting to register some words. 

Hence the expression left no root or branch that is the root represented the speakers and the 

branch the language (MALAQUIAS, 2008, p.439) 

The extinction of a language involves several factors from negative State actions on the 

language, loss of territory or forced changes to the traditional culture of the people who speak 

it, falling into disuse or obsolescence, negative attitudes and linguistic behavior of speakers 

(CALVET, 2002, p. 133). 

The concept of extinct language is different from dead language, because while the term 

extinct language refers to the language that disappeared without leaving a record and its 

speakers were also extinct or no longer used that language as a means of communication, the 

dead language for example, in turn, it is the one that has phonological and grammatical records, 

but has fallen into disuse by its speakers that is the language is no longer used (VILAS BOAS 

& HUNHOFF, 2014). 

Once the language is extinct there is no way to recover or revitalize it, since the dead 

language by having phonological and grammatical records can be revitalized as long as there 

are communities of speakers interested in learning or relearning the dead language 

(HARRISON , 2011). 

The state of life for death and death for life and resurrection is a recurring discussion in 

the Sciences of Religion and Bioethics and for linguistics, it is something even more plausible, 

since the language even after being considered dead can be revitalized or recovered (LUCAS, 

2008); (COHEN, 1995).  

Therefore, there is just no more solution for the extinct language, as this, in addition to 

having no more speakers there is also no evidence of its existence (ALMEIDA, 2005, p. 18). 

 The language extinction process can be classified into three types, the first being 



sudden extinction which occurs when there is a sudden loss of a complete group of speakers; 

the second type is the radical extinction that is similar to the first case, however, there are still 

some survivors who, little by little abandon their language because they no longer have anyone 

to interact with and communicate with; and finally the type of gradual extinction that is the 

most common and may take decades until there are no more speakers and no records of that 

language (JONES, 2003).  

 

3.3. Dead language 

 

The concept of dead language differs from the term extinct language, since the dead 

word for Linguistics means that there are no more speakers, but the language is phonologically 

registered and has a grammar. So that if there is an interested group they can revitalize the 

language in a social context of socio-communicative interaction (HERRISON, 2011 

Thus, from the grammar and vocabulary (lexicon) of the language already known and 

recorded in written documents or in media the language can be revitalized and thus be 

reintroduced into the social and cultural context of the linguistic group or community. 

The death of a language is similar to the process of extinction, however, a language 

even after death there is still the possibility of being revitalized, recovered, while the extinction 

is definitive. 

When we speak of dead languages we usually think of Latin and we forget the dozens 

of indigenous languages that died or were extinct in Amazonia. And if we analyze carefully we 

will notice that Latin does not even fit into this category of dead languages, but in the category 

of weakened language. Not only because Latin has phonological and grammatical records, but 

also because it is still spoken in the Vatican, used in the Eucharistic mass liturgies of the priests 

of the Roman Catholic church, use by people in the area of law in their instances and especially 

in the faculties of the courses of Law and Letters. 

 

3.4. Weakened language 

 

The concept of weakened language falls on the fact that it is in danger of disappearing 

and cannot be classified either as an extinct language or as a dead language because in turn, it is 

marked by the fact that it is in a situation of languor and no longer be used in a colloquial or 

social way, but only in ritual situations. From the point of view of the socio-international 

context language has lost its value as a means of communication and timidly is used in rites, 



mainly religious and cultural and by older people in bilingual linguistic communities. 

(CRISTÓFARO-SILVA, 2002). 

In other words, the weakened language means that it is in a situation of disuse and the 

speakers who practice oral or written in that language gradually stop practicing it in the group's 

socio-cultural context. Thus, we can say that the weakened language is in the process of 

transition from alive to death or even extinction. 

In this sense, the language in a weakened situation goes through the process of linguistic 

deficit in which the speakers lose their language skills and competences at the same time that 

the language falls into disuse (BAGNO, 2017, p. 79).  

It is a state that can also be called a hypothetical language as we do not know exactly 

what can happen with the weakened language as there are three possibilities: it can be 

revitalized, or evolve to death or extinction (VIARO, 2013). 

In this way, the language that is alive goes into a state of weakness and from this 

situation of weakness it can evolve into a state of dead language or extinct language. As an 

example of a weakened language we can use Latin that passed from the state of live language, 

used in the social context, in various sociocultural contexts and in various communicative and 

interaction situations for restricted use in certain rites in religious and religious environments in 

academic and legal spaces. 

Therefore, the language before entering the debilitated stage, that is, losing its vitality as 

a living language state, it can pass through five levels, stages in decreasing form from a stage of 

live and safe language to that of insecure, from threatened to severely threatened until in the 

last stage of critically threatened and from there evolve to the stage of weakened language. 

 

3. 5. Revitalized language 

 

The concept of revitalized language or linguistic revitalization also known as linguistic 

recovery is an attempt to prevent or reverse the decline of a weakened language or to prevent 

its death or extinction and even to recover a language that has already died (CALVET , 2007).  

The term revitalization or linguistic recovery is controversial in studies of the literature 

of language contacts. And that depends on the area of interest of researchers in Linguistics, 

Sociology, Anthropology, among others. The interpretations vary and thus, the revitalization 

can be understood as a set of actions to rescue the vitality of a language in a weakened or dead 

state (CRYSTAL, 2005, p. 58). 

Thus, the act of revitalizing a weakened or dead language emerges as an alternative 



intervention in a situation in which the minority language has lost its place as a language of 

communicative interaction with the majority language and, thus, seeks to strengthen it in a 

preventive way, before it disappears from the sociolinguistic coexistence of its speakers 

(CALVET, 2002, p. 138). 

In this sense, our relativistic view of linguistic revitalization is not restricted to the term 

resurrecting a dead language, but rather to strengthen it, that is, to revitalize it. So, these 

revitalization actions need to be built based jointly with the linguistic community (in vivo) 

(CALVET, 2002, p. 133).  

In this way, linguistic revitalization does not only consist of inserting a minority 

indigenous language in regular education based on national state or municipal legislation, but 

also presupposes a series of guidelines in planning and linguistic attitudes and in the 

sociolinguistic awareness decisions of the social use of language by community members as 

well as strengthening socio-cultural practices (ALTENHOFEN, 2013). 

Thus, we understand that policies to revitalize indigenous minority languages need to be 

monitored and guided jointly between a close partnership with the educational entities of 

Indigenous School Education and the leaders and teachers of the linguistic communities where 

these languages in situations of weakness are spoken. 

 

3.6. Classification data of Amazonian languages for categories 

 

 Table 1. Category and concept of Amazonian languages 

CATEGORY CONCEPT 

Live Language Daily communication language used in sociocultural contexts and in various 

situations interactions of communicative practices between the people who speak it. 

Extinct language Language that no longer has any speakers and neither phonological or grammatical 

records. 

Dead language Language that has phonological and grammatical records, but no more speakers. 

Weakened language Language spoken by a minority group and only among the elderly, in liturgies and 

religious rituals. 

Languages revitalized It is the recovery of a language from a weakened or dead state to a state of living 

language. 

 

 The term live language when we refer to Amazonian indigenous languages has a 

different connotation than when we refer to modern languages given that indigenous language, 

even though they are considered live languages. To UNESCO all Amazonian indigenous 

languages are in risk of disappearing, due to exactly the phenomenon of sociolinguistic 

displacement that speakers of these minority languages suffer at the expense of the expansion 



of dominant or majority languages and actions on these minority languages. 

There is a classification presented by Crystal (2000, p. 20) in live languages that have a 

population base large enough to guarantee a probable existence in the long term; viable but 

small languages that have more than 1,000 speakers and that are spoken in isolated 

communities or with a large internal organization who are aware of their language as a mark of 

their identity; endangered languages that are spoken by a sufficient number of people to 

guarantee their survival, but only in favorable circumstances and with the growth of their 

community support; almost extinct languages that are almost beyond the possibility of survival, 

usually being spoken by only a few elderly people; and extinct languages that are the ones that 

your last fluent speaker died and there is no sign of revitalization. 

These classifications proposed by Crystal (2005) seem to be a little complex and 

confusing as only a macro reality is discussed, but it fails to show the reality of languages that 

are already extinct or without any speakers and still gives the possibility of revitalizing those 

languages, even after the death of the last speakers of these extinct languages. It points out that 

indigenous languages that have a large population base can remain for a long time without 

being threatened with extinction when in fact all indigenous languages are in risk of 

disappearing according to UNESCO. For this reason, we created a more precise and didactic 

reclassification in order to facilitate the understanding and clarity on the part of the reader 

about these categories of indigenous languages in Board 1, where we list all the indigenous 

Amazonian languages described in the texts of the colonial period as well as the languages 

cited in the most recent works by linguists by category, classification and by the names of 

languages or peoples. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



  Board 1. List of Brazilian Amazonian languages by categories 

 

         

 

 

 

 

    LIVe LANGUAGES (27) 

1. LANGUAGES: Akwê, Xerente, 
Apalai, Apurinã, Ashaninka, 
Baniwa, Galibi do Oiapoque, 
Guajajara, Guarani, Ingarikó,  Huni 
Kuin Kaxinwá), Kubeo, Kulina, 
Mebêngôkre, Macuxi, Mawé, 
Munduruku, Nheengatu, Taurepang, 
Terena,  Timbira, Tikúna, Tukáno, 
Wapichana, Xavante, Yanomami, 
Ye'kwana. 

 

 

 

 

                  WEAKENED LANGUAGES (195) 

 

2. ANGUAGES: Aikewara, Ajuru, Amawáka, Amondáwa, Apinajé, 
Arara do Pará, Arara Shawãdawa, Aruá,  Aurê-aurá, Avá-Canoeiro, 
Anambé, Aparai, Apiaká, Araweté, Asurini do Tocantins, Asurini do 
Xingu, Aweti, Bakairi, Banawá, Bará, Barasana, Bororo, Cinta-larga, 
Chiquitano, Dení, Desana, Diahói, Dow, Hixkaryána, Hupda, 
Jamamadi,  Djeoromitxi,  Enawenê-Nawê,  Hixkaryána,  Apaniekra, 
Rankokamekra, Bora, Gavião Guajá, Parkatêjê, Irántxe, Jabuti, 
Jarawára, Javaé, Jurúna, Ka’apór, Kanamarí, Kaixána, Karajá, Karajá 
do Norte, Karapanã, Karipúna, Karitiána, Káro (arara), Kassupá, 
Katuenayana,  Katukína, Katukína-Páno, Kaxararí, Kaxinawá, 
Kaxuyána, Kontanáwa, Koripako, Korúbo, Kotiria, Krahô, Kubeo,  
Kayapó, Latundê, Makúna, Makuráp, Manchineri, Matís, Matsés,  
Mebêngôkre, Mekém, Miránha, Mirity-tapuya, Nadöb, Nambikwara, 
Ninám, Nukiní, Oro Win, Kulína, Kulíno, Kuruáya, Kwazá,Panará, 
Paitér, Palikúr, Parakanã, Paumarí, Pira-tapuya, Poyanáwa, Puruborá, 
Sabanê, Sanumá, Siriána, Tariana, Taulipáng, Tembé, Tenetehara, 
Tenharim, Tiriyó, Tatuyo, Torá, Tunayana, Tuparí, Tuyuka, 
Txunhuã-djapá, Uru-Eu-Wau-Wau, Urupá, Waimiri-atroari, Waiwai, 
Wajãpi, Wanáno, Warí, Wayána, Wayampí, Xambioá, Xerénte, 
Xikrin, Xipáya, Yaminawá, Yawanawá, Yanomám, Yekuána, Zo’é, 
Zoró, Zuruahá (Línguas de povos isolados da Amazônia 67).              

          DEAD LANGUAGES (3) 

3. LANGUAGES: Kauixana, , Kuruaya, 
Tupinambá 

    

                          EXTINCT LANGUAGES (265) 

4. LANGUAGES: Abacaxiz, Acaraiuarâ, Agurujã, Aitouariá, Akuntsu, 
Amanayé, Ambuá, Anajás, anapurus, Apenarí, Apiaká, Aracuitáras, 
Araicá, Araquizes, Arapaso, Araruá, Aratú, Arauarí, Arikapú, Aroans, 
Arua, Aruná, aruatis, Ayrini, Baibirí, Baré, Bauarí, Bugé, Bobuí, Brauará, 
Bubuizes,  Caguamas, Caguara, Canicaruz, Capinas, carabocas, Carary, 
Caraus,  Cariatos, Cariberiz, Caripí,  Catauixí, Cauaxí, Cayarí, 
Cayuuicena, Cauâna, Cauiyari, Chapuéna, Chibará, Chituá, Coca, 
Cóeoana, Cõmany, Conduris, Copegé, Copepoty, Coerúna, Coretú, 
Cuanis, Cuçarí, Curanaú, Curitiá, Curiueré, Curupatubas, Curiató, 
Curuauaçú, Curuamerim, Cuyuoicina, Cyrú, Dachiuará, Demacuri, 
Engaibas,  Gemiâ, Gepuá, Godui, Guaiapés, Guanapú, Guariz, Guibaná, 
Grajuarâ, Guaruará, Hiyana, Iguanas, Iguapé, Itatapiiya, Irijú, lurí, 
Jacarétapiya, Jacipuya, Jacús, Jaruaguis, Jony, Júma, Juruunás, Káro, 
Katawixí, Kaxuyana, Lakondê, Majanazes, Maliá, Mamí, Manáu, 
Manaui, Madauacá, Mapuazes, Marauá, Marautus, Mariárana, Mariáus, 
Marunacu, Marupâ, Maturuá, Maupi, Mauayá, Maxubi, Máku-Auari, 
Mendo, Mepuri, Mujaraguanos, Numas,  Maráuna, Marapitana, Mariazes, 
Matanaui, Mura, Muruuá, Náuas, Nheengaibas, Palikur, Paraú, Quaes, 
Oru-rucuzos, Paipumá, Palmela, Pamaturá, Panacumuccú, Paraqui, 
Parauarí, Parauaná, Pariana, Periatí, Pitanga, Piranhã, Parintintin, Peridá, 
Piriquita, Passé,  Pixipixi, Poyàna, Puetána, Pumacaá, Puplepá, 
Purenumá, Pururú, Putuangas,  Puxiri, Rombos, Sapupé, Sedeuy, 
Sorimão, Suarirana, Sutaã, Tabaus, Tacuanuna, Tacujús, Tacunapes, 
Tamuána, Tapacorá, Tapajó, Taquanhapé, Toquedá, Tarumã, Terecumâ, 
Tiari, Tocumá, Tuinayari, Turimari, Turá, Turiuara, Uacaraua, Uaraicú, 
Uaranacuácéna, Uarapiranga, Uarú,Uarupá, Uayuaná, Uayupí, Urubú, 
Ururiz, Werekena, Xáma, Xomana, Yabaána, Yupurà,Yapyruára,Yaras, 
Yauaretiuara, Yauain, Yauaná, Yuquy, Yupicuá, Yupiuá, Yupurâ (línguas 
dos povos gentios: 60).           

     REVITALIZED LANGUAGES (5) 

5. LANGUAGES:  Aikanã, Kambeba, 
Kokama, Kujubim,  Tapirapé, Yawalapiti, 
Yuhup,   



 As shown in the list of Amazonian languages by categories in Board 1, we note that the 

current situation of these languages is very critical as UNESCO has already warned which 

states that all Brazilian indigenous languages are in risk of disappearing.  

 In the results of this study, we see that of the 495 indigenous Amazonian languages that 

existed in the beginning of the 16th century, 265 were extinct, that is 53% of those languages 

disappeared forever. Another 195 are debilitated that is 39% of these languages are heading 

towards death or extinction if nothing is done. Another 3 languages are dead, however, they can 

still be revitalized, and 5 languages that were dead have been revitalized that represent only 

1.01% from this universe of 495 languages. Currently, only 27 Amazonian languages are 

considered to be alive, the people speak fluently and have over 5,000 speakers.  

 Languages in a debilitated situation have between 2 speakers to 5 thousand speakers and 

in the language communities where these languages are a vehicle for communication, usually 

only the elderly over 40 years old and the youngest only understand, but not speak. This is a 

sign that little by little indigenous languages are no longer spoken and are heading towards 

death or extinction as we have seen in our research described here. 

 

  Graph 1. Number of Amazonian languages by classification category  

 
  

  

In Graph 1, we diagram the numbers of Amazonian languages by category in each 
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circle. In the light green circle the 27 live languages, in the yellow circle the 195 weakened 

languages, in the light blue circle the 5 revitalized languages, in the purple circle the 3 dead 

languages, in the black circle the 265 extinct languages and in the leaf green large centralized 

circle the totality of languages that existed in the beginning of colonization in the Brazilian 

Amazonia in the 16th century.  

The circles in green, yellow, blue, purple and black symbolize the situation in which the 

languages find themselves. Green symbolizes live and fluently spoken languages, yellow 

symbolizes weakened languages spoken by a few speakers and over 40 years old, purple 

symbolizes dead languages that no longer have only a written part, black symbolizes extinct 

languages that do not it has more speakers and no written part and the large leaf-green circle 

symbolizes the Amazon biome where languages are located in the beginning of colonization in 

the Brazilian Amazonia in the 16th century. 

 

4. Final considerations 

 

Language is not only a means of communication and interaction, but also a cultural 

element of identifying a people. It works as a conducting link for the expression of the human 

being's identity and it also works as a bridge that connects speakers from the past, present and 

future and, thus, it allows the speaker to find knowledge of the world and human experience, so 

necessary to a continuous effort to prevent languages from disappearing. 

In this way, language policies and positive actions on indigenous languages are 

fundamental to enhance the process of revitalizing and strengthening minority languages in the 

Amazonia. Thus, the sociolinguistic contact as well as the nature of the relationship between 

the inhabitants and the social character of the contact and the purpose of the interaction need to 

be stimulated in the sociocultural context of the speakers. 

The attitudes, values and sociolinguistic knowledge of the speakers are essential to 

maintain the interaction between groups with their peers and with those of other cultures 

without losing the local linguistic identity. The minority linguistic community needs to 

understand how sociolinguistic factors can act in favor of maintaining the minority language 

and make the social and linguistic situation in contact environments always conducive to the 

engagement and maintenance of multilingualism.  

 The heterogeneity of languages in the world is already represented by a few speakers and 

these very few representativities need to have a voice in their own minority languages making 

these speakers stop using majority languages in environments that can exercise their local 



languages, transferring all their practices social and cultural resources for their languages.  

 The current situation is worrying, since of a total of 495 indigenous Amazonian 

languages that existed in the beginning of the 16th century in the Brazilian Amazonia, 265 

languages were extinct in just 400 years and another 195 languages may not last more than 

three decades. Thus, there is an urgent need for joint efforts to develop linguistic policies and 

positive actions on these indigenous minority Amazonian languages so that the culture and 

linguistic diversity in the Amazonia can continue to alive as the 27 Amazonian indigenous 

languages that still survive and using by indigenous people in their social context. 
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