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Objective
The aim of this project is to explore the possibility of creating a multiword expression corpus
for Southern Nambikwara, a polysynthetic language spoken in southwestern Brazil by
approximately 900 people. Its intricate morphology and non-written tradition makes creating
such a resource challenging. However, following my master’s thesis (Roosvall 2022), there is
a certain amount of newly collected data, segmented and annotated to varying degrees, that
could make the base for a corpus that could play a significant role in the continued research
on Nambikwaran languages.
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Background
Southern Nambikwara is a polysynthetic language with a complex grammar and morphology.
There have been a few attempts at describing the language (B. Kroeker 1982, Lowe 1999, M.
Kroeker 2001, da Silva 2021), but the sources feature considerable inconsistencies regarding
segmentation and glossing, both within and between them. In my master thesis (Roosvall
2022), I attempted to combine the data in the previous descriptions with new first-hand data
for my analysis. This data could make out the base for the creation of a new corpus, possibly
with annotation for multiword expressions. As shown in (a-b) below, sentences in Southern
Nambikwara do not necessarily include spacing, but recognised multiword expressions such
as “get hurt” are attested in the data, as shown in (c) below (da Silva 2021).

Developing a resource for this extremely low resource language would greatly facilitate
further research on the Nambikwaran languages as well as strengthen their position for
inclusion in future typological research and cross-linguistic comparison. Furthermore, it
would be interesting to explore to what extent multiword expressions can be found in the
available data and how such a concept can be applied to polysynthetic languages.

The term ‘multiword expression’ pertains to a varied set of linguistic phenomena that do not
conform to the word-phrase dichotomy since they, like phrases, are made up of multiple
words, but, like words, have idiosyncrasies that must be learned. While there has been some



discussion of how applicable identified patterns of multiword expressions are to typologically
diverse languages (see e.g. Baldwin et al. 2021), their cross-linguistic usefulness has also
been questioned (Borin, n.d.) since many languages do not have written forms or word
spacing. Nevertheless, Park, Schwartz, and Tyers (2021) used multiword expression
annotation mechanisms in their work on the polysynthetic language St. Lawrence Island
Yupik to adapt the morpheme-level annotation required by the complex morphology, to the
word-level UD annotation guidelines.

Project Methodology
To create a new linguistic resource for a low resource language poses certain challenges. My
initial aim will be establishing clear criteria for what constitutes a multiword expression in a
polysynthetic language. These criteria will be developed based on the syntactic and
morphological features documented in existing grammars, such as Kroeker (2001).

To develop a multiword expression corpus for Southern Nambikwara, this project will utilize
existing linguistic data, primarily drawn from my master's thesis. This existing data, already
segmented and glossed to varying degrees, provides a good foundation for identifying and
documenting multiword expressions within the language.

The second step concerns constructing the corpus, annotated for various morphological
properties as well as multiword expressions when or if possible. Following the criteria I will
devise, I will identify the multiword expressions in existing data. Preliminary, I am planning
to use a web-based annotation tool such as FLAT1; however, I am hoping that I will learn new
tools and frameworks during the summer school that I can adapt in my project.

Utility of the Training School

The UniDive training would provide essential insights into techniques for corpus annotation
in low resource languages. The courses on multiword expressions will be valuable for further
insight into how to apply multiword expressions to typologically diverse languages, which is
instrumental for the outcome of this project. Moreover, I am hoping to learn new tools and
annotation frameworks that I can use in my future studies.

Open Questions

● How can we create corpus resources for languages with low (to no) resources?

● How can multiword expressions be applied to polysynthetic languages?

● Is it possible to create a multiword expression corpus for Southern Nambikwara?

Project Phase: The project is currently in its planning stage, ready to commence identifying
the criteria for multiword expressions in polysynthetic languages.
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