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Everett (2005) has claimed that the grammar of Piraha is exceptional in displaying ‘inexplicable
gaps’, that these gaps follow from a cultural principle restricting communication to ‘immediate
experience’, and that this principle has ‘severe’ consequences for work on universal grammar.
We argue against each of these claims. Relying on the available documentation and descriptions
of the language, especially the rich material in Everett 1986, 1987b, we argue that many of the
exceptional grammatical ‘gaps’ supposedly characteristic of Pirahd are misanalyzed by Everett
(2005) and are neither gaps nor exceptional among the world’s languages. We find no evidence,
for example, that Piraha lacks embedded clauses, and in fact find strong syntactic and semantic
evidence in favor of their existence in Piraha. Likewise, we find no evidence that Piraha lacks
quantifiers, as claimed by Everett (2005). Furthermore, most of the actual properties of the Piraha
constructions discussed by Everett (for example, the ban on prenominal possessor recursion and
the behavior of wH-constructions) are familiar from languages whose speakers lack the cultural
restrictions attributed to the Piraha. Finally, following mostly Gongalves (1993, 2000, 2001), we
also question some of the empirical claims about Piraha culture advanced by Everett in primary
support of the ‘immediate experience’ restriction. We conclude that there is no evidence from
Piraha for the particular causal relation between culture and grammatical structure suggested by
Everett.*

Keywords: Piraha, embedding, recursion, possessor, wH-movement, correlatives, numerals, myth,
culture, universals, cosmology, parameters

1. How SURPRISING IS PIRAHA GRAMMAR? In a recent article in Current Anthropology,
Everett (2005, henceforth CA) presents a series of general conclusions about human
language, reached as a consequence of his investigations into the grammar of the lan-
guage Piraha. The focus of Everett’s discussion is the syntax and lexicon of Piraha,
and a ‘cultural constraint’ to which the syntax and lexicon are said to be subject.

Piraha is a predominantly SOV language spoken by a small community of speakers
living by the Maici River in Amazonas, Brazil.! It appears to be the last surviving
member of the Mura language family (Nimuendaji 1948, Everett 1986). Most of the
information available about the syntax and lexicon of Piraha comes from Everett’s own
earlier work, in particular his dissertation from the Universidade Estadual de Campinas
(published in Portuguese as Everett 1987b, henceforth piss) and a lightly revised English
translation of the dissertation’s descriptive sections included in the Handbook of Amazo-
nian languages (Everett 1986, henceforth HAL). A small number of other articles,
most notably Everett 1987a, provide some further information. An online source (now
unavailable), Everett 1998a, formerly offered a few glossed and translated texts. For

*The authors’ names appear in alphabetical order. We are grateful to Noam Chomsky, Bruna Franchetto,
Max Guimardes, Marco Antdonio Gongalves, Harald Hammarstrom, Steven Pinker, Norvin Richards, and
Luciana Storto for helpful comments on earlier drafts of this article, and to Miriam Lemle, Aryon Rodrigues,
Andrés Salanova, and Filomena Sandalo for useful discussion. We especially thank editor Brian Joseph,
associate editor William Davies, and three anonymous referees for Language for insightful reviews that led
to many improvements and clarifications. We also thank David Adger and Peter Svenonius, whose conversa-
tions with the second author after a 2005 presentation by Daniel Everett at the Linguistic Association of
Great Britain sparked the project of which this article is the result. Responsibility for the contents of this
article rests with the authors.

! Currently approximately 250, according to Cahill (2004), a three-fold increase over the population re-
ported in the 1970s. But see also Gongalves 2000, which cites a 2000 figure of 360.
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Pirahi culture, a principal source is the work (in Portuguese) of the Brazilian anthropolo-
gist Marco Antonio Gongalves (Gongalves 1993, 2001), which we draw on below. A
nontechnical presentation available on the Web of some of this material (in both English
and Portuguese), along with related material on Piraha culture and language, is Gon-
calves 2000.

Everett (CA:621) begins with a number of properties of Pirahd grammar that he
describes as ‘very surprising’. These properties of Pirahd grammar are claimed to have
a common explanation rooted in certain equally ‘surprising’ properties of Piraha culture.
Everett claims to advance a common explanation for both the grammatical and the
cultural properties. He suggests that ‘Piraha culture severely constrains Piraha grammar
in several ways, producing an array of otherwise inexplicable ‘‘gaps’’ in Pirahd morpho-
syntax’ (CA:622). In addition, he presents the cultural explanation for the morphosyntac-
tic gaps as a challenge to foundational ideas in linguistics:

These constraints lead to the startling conclusion that Hockett’s (1960) design features of human lan-
guage, even more widely accepted among linguists than Chomsky’s proposed universal grammar, must
be revised. With respect to Chomsky’s proposal, the conclusion is severe—some of the components

of so-called core grammar are subject to cultural constraints, something that is predicted not to occur
by the universal-grammar model. (CA:622)

In this article, we argue against these claims. We suggest that some of Pirahd’s
supposed ‘inexplicable gaps’ (both linguistic and cultural) are illusory, nonexistent, or
not supported by adequate evidence, and that the remaining linguistic ‘gaps’ are shared
with languages as diverse as German, Chinese, Hebrew, Wappo, and Adyghe. Since
these are languages spoken within cultures that do not share the key properties of Piraha
culture as described by Everett, the arguments for ‘startling’ or ‘severe’ conclusions
are significantly weakened.

The grammatical gaps and cultural properties that Everett considers important are
given in 1 (CA:621).2

(1) Piraha gaps

SYNTAX

a. the absence of embedding

LEXICON/SEMANTICS

b. the absence of numbers of any kind or a concept of counting and of any
terms for quantification

c. the absence of ‘relative tenses’

d. the absence of color terms

e. the simplest pronoun inventory known

CULTURE

f. the absence of creation myths and fiction®

g. the absence of any individual or collective memory of more than two
generations past

h. the fact that the Pirahad are monolingual after more than 200 years of
regular contact with Brazilians

i. the absence of drawing or other art

j. the simplest kinship system yet documented

k. one of the simplest material cultures documented

2 We have taken the liberty of reordering the claims and numbering them, but they are otherwise quoted
directly.

3 This claim also appears in a more general form, as discussed in §5.
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All of these supposed properties of Pirahd language and culture are claimed to follow
from a single ‘cultural constraint’, the IMMEDIACY OF EXPERIENCE PRINCIPLE.

(2) iMMEDIACY OF EXPERIENCE PRINCIPLE (IEP): Communication is restricted to
the immediate experience of the interlocutors. (CA:622)

Our first general point of disagreement with CA concerns Everett’s presentation and
analysis of the facts of Piraha grammar. We have examined Everett’s data and conclu-
sions in CA in light of what we can learn of the language from both CA and from the
previous literature, including available examples and connected texts. Much of our
report concerns claim la about embedding, since this is the point said to most directly
challenge ‘Chomsky’s proposed universal grammar’. We believe that many of the
seemingly exotic and inexplicable phenomena that supposedly bear on the question of
embedding are incorrectly analyzed in CA. In fact, we show below that considerations
of word order and semantic scope argue in favor of the existence of embedding in Piraha.
Moreover, the constructions and restrictions discussed by Everett in this connection turn
out to be neither exotic nor otherwise inexplicable, but show properties that are known
(and in some cases well known) from other languages of the world.

We have also looked into the evidence for claim 1b concerning quantification, but
have examined in less detail the other lexical gaps claimed for Pirahi.* In these domains,
the relevance of Everett’s empirical claims to the IEP is much less clear. Furthermore,
the properties summarized in 1b—e, to the extent that they are true of Piraha, are attested
in other languages as well (just like property la, the putative lack of embedding).

This claim is of most direct relevance to our second point of disagreement with CA,
which concerns the proposed causal link between Piraha culture and grammar. If we
are correct in our first point, then the phenomena of Piraha that are crucial to Everett’s
claims are found in other languages as well. To the extent that speakers of these other
languages participate in widely divergent cultures that do not share the supposedly
surprising features of Piraha culture, we are left with no argument that the grammatical
peculiarities of Pirahad under discussion in CA require a cultural explanation in terms
of the IEP. We also have reasons for skepticism about some of Everett’s assertions
concerning Pirahi culture itself, though we only touch on this issue in §5. If our skepti-
cism in this domain is warranted, then the IEP as stated in 2 is not just irrelevant to
grammar; it also fails as an observation relevant to Piraha culture.

Our final point of disagreement with CA concerns the claim of ‘startling’ or ‘severe’
conclusions concerning ‘the universal-grammar model’ (p. 622). For one thing, if the
facts themselves have been mischaracterized and misanalyzed, and if no links between
Pirahd culture and grammar have been demonstrated, there is nothing more to discuss.
But even if the facts were not in dispute, no startling or severe conclusions would
necessarily follow.

The term UNIVERSAL GRAMMAR (UQG), in its modern usage, was introduced as a name
for the collection of factors that underlie the uniquely human capacity for lan-
guage—whatever they may turn out to be (Chomsky 1965:5ff.). There are many differ-
ent proposals about the overall nature of UG, and continuing debate about its role in
the explanation of virtually every linguistic phenomenon. Consequently, there is no
general universal-grammar model for which the claims of CA could have conse-
quences—only a wealth of diverse hypotheses aABouT UG and its content. But CA’s

4 CA appeared with brief commentaries by a number of researchers, and a reply by Everett. Many of the
points in 1b—e are discussed at length in the commentaries, but the first of these is discussed in less detail,
hence our choice of emphasis.
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conclusions might indeed bear on PARTICULAR PROPOSALS about UG (just as research
on any single language is likely to bear on such proposals). It is therefore worth consider-
ing which proposals these might be.

The specific claim at stake appears to be the idea that certain properties of UG are
particular to language and do not play a role in other cognitive domains:

If the form or absence of things such as recursion, sound structure, word structure, quantification,
numerals, number, and so on is tightly constrained by a specific culture, as I have argued, then the case
for an autonomous, biologically determined module of language is seriously weakened. (CA:634)

We believe, however, that the empirical claims of CA not only fail to weaken ‘the case
for an autonomous, biologically determined module of language’, but they are also
irrelevant to it. Imagine, for the sake of argument, that the list in 1 is valid, and imagine
that Everett has also shown a causal connection between the cultural and the linguistic
items on the list. Even if such a connection should exist, it poses no conceivable
challenge to the proposition that some features of UG are unique to language. After
all, no full account of any linguistic data could limit itself to principles of UG. The
very existence of linguistic diversity makes it clear that experience plays a key role in
the determination of every individual’s grammar, and acts as a constraint on language
use as well. Since a speaker’s experience, in turn, is shaped by innumerable social and
cultural factors, the existence of systematic links between culture and language is far
from unexpected.

As it happens, work within linguistics, as well as cross-disciplinary investigations
of ‘ethnosyntax’ (Enfield 2002, Wierzbicka 1979), has already uncovered many ways
in which values of cultural importance may be reflected in the grammatical and lexical
properties of a language. Forty years ago, Hale (1966) argued that principles of cultur-
ally specific kinship organization play a role in the morphosyntax of Australian
languages—work that inspired the subfield sometimes called KIN-TAX. Other examples
of well-studied interaction between culture and grammar include honorific inflection
and social deixis (Prideaux 1970, Shibatani 1990, Langacker 1994, among others),
gender and kinship relations as reflected in grammatical differences in men’s and
women’s speech (Dunn 2000), spatial deixis (Bickel 2000), and the range of other
examples discussed by Enfield (2002) and Evans (2003). Each phenomenon of this
sort raises specific questions (including issues of language acquisition and use). But
the discovery of an interaction between a cultural and a grammatical feature can be
said to challenge a hypothesis about UG only if that hypothesis demonstrably PREDICTS
the absence of the interaction. Everett cites no such hypothesis and (most importantly)
offers no such demonstration.

We conclude that the claims in 1 are irrelevant to the broad questions about UG that
they are intended to engage. We therefore turn our attention to more specific questions.
Are the empirical claims about the Piraha language and culture correct? Which facts
about the Piraha language miGHT find a predictive causal explanation in Piraha culture?
What does Pirahd teach us about particular linguistic phenomena such as embedding?
Questions like these (which could be asked about any language) are interesting for
reasons closely connected to our various objections to CA. Although there is no LoGICAL
conflict between the ideas about UG just discussed and the possibility that some linguis-
tic properties might covary with culture, actual research often suggests striking DISSOCIA-
TIONS between the properties of a given culture and the grammar of the language(s)
spoken within that culture.
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It is a common observation that for all their diversity, languages are made to a great
extent of familiar pieces, much like the wide variety of shapes and objects that can be
assembled from a limited array of Lego blocks. This general characterization of the
constrained nature of linguistic variation is consistent with a variety of theories about
the nature of the building blocks and the ways in which they may be combined in
particular languages. Nonetheless, it still characterizes well the practical experience of
linguists who encounter the data of an unfamiliar language. It is this context that makes
it meaningful to describe languages by typologically characterizing their properties
(‘head-final’, ‘wH-in-situ’, etc.) and to use standard names for these properties, even
when describing unfamiliar languages.

The principles-and-parameters research tradition in linguistics explains this common
experience as a consequence of specific limitations on linguistic variation provided
by UG (Taraldsen 1979, Chomsky 1981, 1995:Ch. 1, Rizzi 1982:Ch. 2, Baker 2001,
Anderson & Lightfoot 2002, among many others; see also Newmeyer 2005). UG is
thought to characterize the human language faculty in a manner that leaves a number
of choices open, with linguistic experience fixing these choice-points in any given
person’s internal grammar. (See Yang 2002 and Snyder 2007 for recent proposals about
the process and for discussion of alternatives.) The recurrent practical experience of
linguists discussed above is thought to dovetail with the results of research into the
interaction of universal and language-particular aspects of grammar during the actual
process of language acquisition.

As a practical matter, a linguist investigating grammar in the manner described above
generally embarks upon the task with a theoretical framework in mind—a set of beliefs
about aspects of grammar that might be considered almost nonnegotiable and invariant
across languages, together with a set of expectations about ways in which languages
do vary. As a LoGICAL matter, of course, it is possible that beliefs considered nonnegotia-
ble will turn out to be false, and it is never good to be so rigid about one’s expectations
that it becomes impossible for a new discovery to offer the element of SURPRISE. One
might disagree with Everett’s claims about universal grammar, reject the IEP and the
claimed link between culture and grammar, and still agree that Pirahd grammar presents
us with just such a surprise (in which case, one might wish to rethink aspects of syntactic
theory in light of the new results). We argue, however, that most of the properties of
Piraha highlighted by Everett (CA) present no such surprise.

Such conclusions might seem mundane, unworthy of special comment. In fact, how-
ever, claims that lie at the opposite pole from Everett’s can be as interesting as Everett’s
own. We noted above that the discovery of an interaction between culture and grammar
should come as no particular surprise, since we know that grammar is partly molded
by experience. If, however, we should discover that the scope of these interactions is
limited, and that these limitations are principled, we can then use the contrast between
interactions and noninteractions to form new specific hypotheses about UG and the
cognitive systems that govern the contrast.

In the sections that follow, we suggest that several of the properties of Piraha that
Everett views as specially constrained by their culture might in fact support the exact
opposite conclusion. If we are correct, many of them are properties also found in such
languages as German, Adyghe, Quechua, and Korean. If speakers acquire the same
types of languages whether their home is a German city, a village in the Caucasus, or
the banks of the Maici River in Amazonas, Brazil, we have discovered just the kind
of disassociation between language and culture that sheds light on the nature and struc-
ture of UG. We find this too to be a possible result of extraordinary interest—not at
all mundane, in the end.
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Before turning to the substance of our arguments, we should offer a few words about
our sources and reasons for relying on them. As we noted earlier, the most comprehen-
sive source of information about Pirahd syntax and morphosyntax is the dissertation
in Portuguese and its English rendering by Everett himself (i.e. piss and HAL). We
are impressed with the clarity and consistency of these sources, which might suggest
that this earlier work can serve as a fair guide to basic properties of Piraha, as well as
to those complex properties of the language that it discusses in depth.

Like any linguist’s description of any language, piss and HAL are presumably imper-
fect. Even the best, most comprehensive report on a language inevitably leaves important
questions unanswered and even unasked (cf. Culicover 2004:131). Furthermore, no de-
scriptive work, especially pioneering work on an undescribed language, is likely to be
free of simple error. All things being equal, then, one might expect that the later work
would be a more reliable guide to Piraha than the earlier work, where the two bodies of
work differ. One might therefore object to our reliance on earlier sources in preference
to CA, which offers a very different perspective on the language. We ourselves would
agree with this objection, if CA or other later work gave us reason to discard the descrip-
tions in piss and HAL. This is not the case, however. In fact, a striking characteristic of
the paTA presented in CA isits consistency with the earlier descriptions. The small number
of actual Piraha examples that appear in CA look very much like examples familiar from
piss and HAL. For the most part, they could easily have been included in the earlier works
as additional examples of points already made there.

At the same time, CA contains statements ABOUT the facts (and analyses that predict
new facts) that appear to be directly contradicted by data presented and analyzed in
piss and HAL. If CA had reanalyzed the contradictory data successfully, or pointed to
factual errors in the earlier work, it would be very reasonable to part company with
piss and HAL and seek some new account of the correct facts. This is not, however,
the situation. CA’s new claims are in general presented with only a cover statement
that CA ‘supersedes any other published or unpublished statement by me on those
aspects of Piraha grammar here addressed’ (CA:621, n. 1), without any discussion (or
even acknowledgment) of specific relevant published counterevidence. Diss and HAL,
by contrast, appear to offer an adequate descriptive framework for understanding not
only the data that they present, but most of the new data in CA as well.

In general, the Piraha that emerges from the literature as a whole is a fascinating
language—but at the same time, it is just a language among other languages of the
world, a claim that casts no aspersions on Pirahd. We mean ‘just a language’ in the
same spirit in which one might say that a cat, human, or armadillo is ‘just a mammal’.
That observation does not make cats, humans, or armadillos any less fascinating or
remarkable in their own right, but calls attention to the unity that underlies the diversity
of mammalian species. The Pirahd language described in piss and HAL, even when
coupled with the Piraha data offered in CA, gives us no cause to suspect that Piraha
displays ‘gaps that are very surprising from just about any grammarian’s perspective’
(CA:622). Instead, we devote much of our discussion in the following sections to show-
ing that the Piraha constructions discussed by Everett in CA actually reveal properties
of Piraha that are amply attested elsewhere among the world’s languages.

Finally, some remarks about our presentation of data in this article. As a policy, we
cite Pirahd examples verbatim as they appear in our sources, with only minor formatting
and stylistic changes (e.g. abbreviations of glosses); there are only a few exceptions
to this, and they are explicitly indicated. It is important to note, however, that this
policy somewhat obscures the actual continuity of the data across our older and newer
sources, since Everett’s style of presentation differs in the two bodies of work. Diss and
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HAL present Piraha examples in a standard manner, with dashes and spaces separating
morphemes judged to be independent, and with glosses and translations offering a fair
approximation of the meaning as rendered into Portuguese (piss) and English (HAL).
In most cases, one can easily discern the contribution of the individual morphemes to
the meaning of the whole. Similar data when presented in CA, however, have a rather
different character. Morpheme division is more extreme and less semantically transpar-
ent. Thus, for example, CA offers the gloss ‘cloth arm’ where HAL has ‘hammock’,
and represents the Pirahd rendering of ‘all’ with the gloss ‘big’.> CA also makes some
terminological choices that may be uncorrected typographical errors. The most impor-
tant of these is CA’s gloss for the nominalizing suffix -sai, which is ‘NMLZR’ in HAL
(nominalizador in D1ss), but ‘nominative’ in CA. Note as well that the glottal stop is
rendered with an apostrophe in CA, and with the letter <x> in piss and HAL. In all
such cases, however, we retain verbatim the glosses and transcriptions of our sources,
in order to facilitate comparison with the originals.

2. THE IMMEDIACY OF EXPERIENCE PRINCIPLE AND THE SYNTAX OF EMBEDDING IN
PIRAHA.

2.1. CouLD ABSENCE OF EMBEDDING FOLLOW FROM THE IEP? The IEP in 2 is proposed
as a unifying causal explanation for the linguistic and cultural gaps listed in 1. For the
IEP to be a useful and constructive theory of how culture affects language structure,
there should be a logical connection between what the IEP asserts and what it is said
to predict. CA, however, is quite inexplicit about the logic by which the IEP makes
predictions in either the cultural or linguistic domains.

The cultural consequences of the IEP are claimed to be reflected in properties 1f-k,
but CA itself gives few details about how the IEP actually predicts these properties.
(There are also issues of fact at stake in Everett’s (CA) characterization of Piraha culture;
see §5.1.) For example, the supposed absence of creation myths presumably arises
because no living individual will claim to have been ‘present at the moment of creation’.
If the Piraha were to tell such a narrative, the IEP would be violated, since they could
claim neither to have witnessed the creation nor to have heard the myth from someone
else who could make such a claim. But CA itself does not spell out the connection, so
we must fill in the blanks for ourselves. Likewise (as a Language referee notes), the

5 Wierzbicka (2005), in a commentary on CA, criticizes CA’s glossing practice as ‘exoticiz[ing] the lan-
guage rather than identifying its genuinely distinctive features. To say that #i 'ogi means, literally, ‘‘my
bigness’’ (rather than ‘‘we’’)’, she objects, ‘is like saying that in English fo understand means, literally, ‘‘to
stand under.”” To deny that i 'ogi means ‘‘all’’ is to make a similar mistake’ (p. 641). Of course, the more
detailed glosses could in principle turn out to reflect the cognitive processes of Piraha speakers. As it happens,
however, Everett himself raised just this issue in his earlier work, in the context of Pirahd compounding,
and suggested an answer that differs from the answer implicit in CA’s glosses:

The criterion used to classify the examples to follow as compound words rather than merely phrasal
constructions is semantic. For example, . . . the syntagmeme xabagi soixaoxoisai may be understood
as ‘toucan beak’ or ‘saw’, according to the context. However, the majority of speakers who, for example,
ask me for a saw (or other instrument with a compound name) find it very amusing and surprising
when I make some sort of remark relating ‘saws’ and ‘toucan beaks’. In my opinion, they are not even
aware of the relationship unless they stop to reflect for a moment. (HAL:322)

This paragraph from HAL is followed by a presentation of Pirahd N-N compounds with similar properties:
‘foot handle’ (= ‘ladder’), ‘bow vine’ (= ‘bowstring’), and ‘foot leather’ (= ‘shoe’); as well as N-A compounds
glossed ‘thorn crooked’ (= ‘scissors’) and ‘mouth big’ (= ‘type of bass (fish)’). Though CA offers no comment
about these earlier observations (and does not mention the change in glossing style), it is certainly possible
that the more detailed style of glossing reflects a more accurate understanding of the language than previously
achieved (as a referee points out).
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limited material culture and the claimed absence of artistic endeavor among the Piraha
might reflect a culture in which individuals plan and evaluate action strictly in terms
of ‘utility for immediate purpose’ —but how the IEP actually distinguishes the arts and
technologies that the Piraha accept from those that they reject is once again not made
explicit.

The claimed grammatical consequences of the IEP (properties 1a—e) present difficul-
ties of a similar sort that are, if anything, more severe. Once again, CA offers few
details about how these consequences might actually follow from the IEP. Consider,
for example, CA’s discussion of the ‘absence of embedding’ in Piraha. This linguistic
gap is perhaps the centerpiece of CA, described as ‘[an] unusual feature . . ., perhaps
the strangest of all’ (CA:628) and unique to Piraha (CA:622). To evaluate this claim, we
must first know what the term ‘embedding’ is supposed to mean. CA itself characterizes
embedding for its purposes as in 3.

(3) EMBEDDING: ‘putting one phrase inside another of the same type or lower
level, e.g., noun phrases in noun phrases, sentences in sentences, etc.” (CA:
622).
The characterization in 3 actually describes ‘self-embedding’ rather than embedding
proper (though we use CA’s terminology throughout) and is vague on a few key points,
including whether ‘putting one phrase inside another’ refers to the structural relation
of IMMEDIATE DOMINANCE or merely DOMINANCE and what criteria might identify phrases
as ‘of the same type or lower level’. It is also crucial to determine what is meant by
PHRASE—in particular, whether it may consist of just one word, or necessarily contains
two or more words (e.g. is John a nominal phrase in John arrived?).

Fortunately, some of these issues can be clarified by examining the data that Everett
presents in CA as relevant to the issue of embedding. The question of dominance vs.
immediate dominance, for example, seems to be settled in favor of simple dominance
by CA’s discussion of relative clauses. CA includes the absence of English-style relative
clauses in its list of evidence for the absence of embedding in Piraha. Since such clauses
are immediately dominated not by another clause, but by a nominal phrase, they would
not be excluded if ‘putting one phrase inside another’ meant immediate dominance. It
is presumably the fact that some higher phrase is clausal (at least the matrix clause)
that excludes relative clauses from Piraha as an illegal instance of a clause ‘embedded’
within another clause. We may also deduce from CA’s choice of examples that the
criterion of ‘sameness’ relevant to embedding is fairly coarse-grained (perhaps limited
to the traditional parts of speech). Otherwise, we might not expect such distinct clause-
types as relative clauses and declaratives to count as ‘the same’, when CA clearly
intends the distinction between them not to matter. Finally, we suspect that the term
‘phrase’ in 3 is intended to single out syntactic configurations containing more than
one word, since Piraha does not exclude noun phrases whose subconstituents are a pair
of bare nouns. Examples include simple possessive constructions (which we discuss
at length in the next subsection), as well as the compound nouns mentioned in n. 5.
CA’s notion of the absence of embedding might therefore be stated in more precise
terms as 4.

(4) Ban on embedding in Pirahd: No phrase o may dominate a multiword phrase
B unless « and 3 belong to distinct syntactic categories (under a fairly coarse-
grained classification).

If so, we can now ask whether 4 does indeed follow from the IEP as stated in 2.
We believe it does not. CA appears to suggest that one can get from the IEP to the
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absence of embedding in two steps. The first step relates the ‘immediacy of experience’
requirement to a ‘one event per utterance’ restriction.

(5) Step 1: ‘Immediacy of experience’ entails ‘one event per utterance’:
‘[Piraha gJrammar and other ways of living are restricted to concrete, immedi-
ate experience (where an experience is immediate in Pirah3 if it has been seen
or recounted as seen by a person alive at the time of telling), and immediacy of
experience is reflected in immediacy of information encoding—one event
per utterance . . . [T]his is not to say that a single event cannot be expressed
by more than one utterance but merely that multiple events are not expressed
in a single utterance/sentence.’ (CA:622, n. 3)°

It is the restriction to one event per utterance, in turn, that is claimed to entail the
absence of embedding.

(6) Step 2: ‘One event per utterance’ entails ‘absence of embedding’:

‘If indeed there is no embedding in Pirahd, how might this lack be related
to cultural constraint? Embedding increases information flow beyond the
threshold of the principle of immediacy of information encoding. Although
Pirahd most certainly has the communicative resources to express clauses
that in other languages are embedded, there is no convincing evidence that
Pirahd in fact has embedding . .. This would follow from the principle of
immediacy of information encoding, which I take to be the iconic principle
constraining the grammar’s conformity to cultural constraint.” (CA:631)

In fact, however, immediacy of experience does not entail one event per utterance; and
the principle of one event per utterance does not predict the absence of embedding.

Consider the first step, from immediacy of experience to one event per utterance.
As far as we can tell, these notions are independent. Imagine that X has personally
witnessed Y uttering the sentence A boat is coming. Suppose X now reports on Y’s
action with an English-style embedded clause as in 7.

(7) Y said [that a boat is coming].

The IEP as elaborated in 5 is not violated by 7. The boat’s arrival counts as immediate
experience for X since it was ‘recounted as seen’ by the living individual Y; and Y’s
speech act is immediate experience because X witnessed it personally. Example 7 does,
however, violate the principle of one event per utterance, since it mentions two distinct
events, Y’s speech act and the boat’s arrival. An utterance may satisfy the IEP and
still violate the principle of one event per utterance, so the latter clearly does not follow
from the former. If embedded clauses like the bracketed constituent in 7 are impossible
in Pirahd, as claimed in CA, it is at best the principle of one event per utterance that
excludes it. Since immediacy of experience does not entail one event per utterance, it
is thus irrelevant even as a potential predictor of 4.

6 In his reply to an earlier version of this article, Everett (2007a:4) offers the following reformulation of
the IEP: ‘Declarative Piraha utterances contain only assertions related directly to the moment of speech,
either experienced (i.e. seen, overheard, deduced, etc.—as per the range of Piraha evidentials, as in Everett
([HAL:]289)) by the speaker or as witnessed by someone alive during the lifetime of the speaker’. This
reformulation, as far as we can tell, does not answer the objections that we raise here.

"If the IEP is a constraint on communication or ‘ways of living’ (cf. 5), it is not clear why it should care
about the ‘utterance’ as a unit at all. All things being equal, we should expect the information communicated
by 7 to be uniformly allowed or uniformly excluded by the IEP, regardless of the grammatical means used
to convey this information. As we discuss below, however, Piraha is claimed to disallow 7 but to permit
the expression of the same information with two distinct sentences.
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Consider now the second step, from one event per utterance to the absence of embed-
ding. This link faces a problem that is just as straightforward: most cases of embedding
do Not invoke multiple events. Suppose that Pirahd speech is limited to one event per
utterance, just as CA claims. Such a constraint would indeed block 7, where the embed-
ded clause describes an event distinct from the event described by the main clause.
The instances of embedding in 8, however, would not be blocked.

(8) a. The apple [that I am now looking at] (clause embedded within

is rotten. clause)
b. [Mary’s brother]’s canoe has a hole. (NP embedded within NP)
c. Old [men and women] arrived. (conjoined Ns embedded
within NP)

Neither the relative clause in 8a, nor the possessor in 8b, nor the conjoined nouns in 8c
describes a distinct event, yet all three count as embedded. Crucially, all three are con-
structions claimed to be missing in Pirahd as a consequence of the ban on embedding.
Clearly, even if Pirahd did show a general ban on embedding, this ban could not follow
from one EVENT per utterance any more than one event per utterance itself follows from
the IEP. Consequently, the IEP, the restriction to one event per utterance, and the absence
of embedding are three logically independent claims. Even if there were a general ban on
embedding in Piraha, we would have no reason to attribute this ban to the IEP.

The failure of the cultural principle IEP to predict the absence of linguistic structures
like 8a—c is not a startling conclusion. We noted earlier that there is a significant body
of research devoted to connections between linguistic and cultural phenomena, quite
independent of CA. Nearly all this work, however, focuses on how the PRESENCE of a
grammatical feature reflects a distinction that has cultural importance (as in the example
of Hale’s ‘kin-tax’). In such domains, it is not hard to imagine a path between culture
and grammar. Even here, however, important questions are left open by current research,
according to Evans (2003:14), who cautions that this work (characterized as a ‘neo-
Whorfian renaissance’) ‘has not been accompanied by a body of work on the comple-
mentary question: by what mechanisms do cultural preoccupations find their way into
linguistic structures’. CA instantiates a much less common type of claim: that the
ABSENCE of a grammatical feature reflects the PRESENCE of particular cultural values.
In this type of case it is harder to informally discern a path from culture to grammar,
precisely because more indirect mechanisms would have to be at work. Consequently,
the details become even more important.

Even in the absence of a logical connection between the IEP and the absence of
embedding, we might ask whether there is at least some evidence supporting the CONJEC-
TURE that such a connection might exist. Crosslinguistic and cross-cultural investigation
might have supplied such evidence. If CA had examined a number of societies with
and without the IEP, and a number of languages with and without a ban on embedding,
and if a correlation between these properties were observed, we would have good reason
to suspect a link, even if we could not yet explain it.® In fact, however, CA discusses
only Piraha as an example of a language without embedding, and presents only Piraha

8 One example of such a result is Hay and Bauer’s (2007) report of a ‘robust’ but currently unexplained
correlation between phonemic inventory size and number of speakers. They arrived at their conclusions on
the basis of a survey of 216 languages, including Pirahd. As a consequence of their study, there is now some
reason to conjecture that Pirahd’s ten-phoneme inventory (‘the smallest yet recorded, to my knowledge’
(HAL:315)) might be connected to its small number of speakers, even in the absence of an conclusive
explanation for such a link. (Hay and Bauer discuss a number of possible proposals, but leave the ultimate
explanation unresolved.)
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society as an example of a culture with the IEP. Thus, even the weaker claim of an
unexplained correlation is unsupported.

There is, however, an even weaker claim that one might fall back on, to which we
now turn. If the grammatical properties of Pirahd grouped under the rubric ‘absence
of embedding’ were crosslinguistically unusual, one might reasonably believe that their
presence in Piraha requires some special explanation. If, in addition, Piraha society is
also culturally unusual, one might at least suspEcT that a common factor lies behind
the linguistic and cultural properties—even in the absence of facts supporting this
suspicion. It is in this context that one might regard as relevant CA’s otherwise puzzling
insistence that Pirahd’s gaps are ‘unusual’ and ‘very surprising from just about any
grammarian’s perspective’, as well as the claim that Pirahd is the ‘only language known’
that displays gaps such as the absence of embedding (CA:622).

In the immediately following subsections, we argue that the available evidence fails to
support even this weakest claim, at least as far as embedding is concerned. We focus first
on the syntax of possessors, and then turn to three kinds of embedded clauses: non-wH,
interrogative, and relative. In each case, we argue that the syntax of Pirahd is neither unu-
sual nor surprising, nor is Piraha the only language known with the properties under dis-
cussion. The relevant properties of Piraha are attested in other languages, including
languages spoken in cultures that do not obey the IEP. There is thus no reason to demand
a special explanation for the linguistic properties of Piraha, and no reason to suspect a
correlation with culture in these domains. We conclude with a brief discussion of one
construction discussed in CA that does look unusual: the syntax of gdi- ‘say’. We argue
that, whatever its idiosyncrasies, this construction does not provide an argument against
clausal embedding in Pirahd, and we suggest a possible analysis for it.

2.2. CONSTRAINTS ON EMBEDDING: POSSESSIVES IN GERMAN AND PIRAHA. CA’s refer-
ences to embedding as a syntactic phenomenon absent in Pirahd but present in other
languages presuppose the existence of hierarchical phrase structure, a concept common
to many research traditions in syntax (e.g. Wells 1947, Chomsky 1975, Sag et al. 2003).
In recent work associated with the minimalist program, hierarchical phrase structure
is understood as a reflection of the iterated application of the structure-building rule
Merge (Chomsky 1995). Since this is the perspective on syntactic structure adopted in
much of the work targeted by CA and more recent presentations by Everett (e.g. Everett
2007b, commenting on Hauser et al. 2002), we adopt it as background for our discussion
as well. Our observations do not depend on this mode of presentation, however, and
may easily be recast in a variety of theoretical frameworks.

Merge takes two linguistic units as input and combines them to form a set (a PHRASE),
in which one element is designated as the phrase’s head.® Two kinds of linguistic units
may serve as input to Merge: (i) lexical items, and (ii) phrases formed by previous
applications of Merge. Since Merge may take previous applications of Merge as input,
the rule is RECURSIVE. Iterated Merge yields the full variety of phrase structures studied
in syntactic research—structures composed of lexical items and phrases that were them-
selves produced by Merge.

Though recursive Merge may be seen as ‘smart’ in providing for a rich repertoire
of structures (complementation, external argument assignment, modification, etc.), it
is also ‘dumb’ in an important respect. No mechanism built into Merge prevents the

° Though Merge presents a ‘bottom up’ view of syntax, also familiar from work in other grammatical
traditions (categorial grammar, for example), the points made in the text can easily be recast from a ‘top
down’ perspective of the sort familiar from much generative syntax through the 1980s, or from the perspective
of a grammatical framework indifferent as to directionality.
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rule from repeating ‘too much’. Both qualities of Merge are crucial to the familiar
observation that there is no such thing as ‘the longest sentence’, nor any principled
bound to sentence length (Chomsky 1956:113). Once we know (A) that a verb (e.g.
thinks) may undergo Merge with a sentence (forming thinks that . ..) and (B) that a
chain of subsequent applications of Merge may yield a larger sentence (Mary thinks
that ...), we also know (C) that the larger sentence may itself be merged with
thinks—and (D) that the procedure may repeat an unbounded number of times, yielding
an infinite number of possible sentences.

At the same time, although Merge may IN PRINCIPLE combine any two lexical items
or phrases an unbounded number of times, not every imaginable instance of Merge is
acceptable in actual languages. There are many restrictions on Merge that constrain
the repertoire of structures that individual languages allow. Consider a simple example
from English. A verb may merge with a sentence, as in Mary thinks [that the world
is round]. Likewise, a verb may merge with a noun or nominal phrase, as in Mary
translated [ poems]. Nouns, by contrast, are different. Although a noun can merge with
a sentence, as it does in (the) claim [that the world is round], a noun in English may
not merge directly with another noun or noun phrase, as in the unacceptable noun
phrase *translation [ poems], on a reading in which poems is an argument of translation
(cf. translation of poems).'"° Adjectives behave similarly. We may say Storms destroy
houses, but we may not describe such a storm as destructive houses (with the meaning
expressed by the phrase destructive to houses). Some languages share these particular
restrictions, but many others do not. Those languages that differ from English may,
however, impose other requirements on nouns and noun phrases that have been merged
with other nouns or with adjectives—special case morphology, for example, which
may differ from the morphology found in verbal contexts. These facts all represent
constraints on Merge, instances in which application of a general rule is blocked by
independent properties of the language. These restrictions, and the laws that underlie
them, form a continuing topic of syntactic research and debate.'!

10 Unless the result is a compound, in which case the word order is the opposite of that found in an English
verb phrase, for example, poem translation.

' Atleast one important difference among theories of phrase structure is relevant to our discussion. Confusion
about this distinction may explain a perplexing aspect of the Piraha literature: Everett’s assertions in writings
more recent than CA that Pirahd lacks not just embedding, but also REcURrsION (Everett 2006, 2007a,b).

The rule Merge (and its counterparts in many approaches) is category-neutral, combining lexical items
and phrases of any type. Because of the category-neutrality of Merge, every case of a phrase contained in
a larger phrase counts as a demonstration of the rule’s recursivity. Earlier models of phrase structure within
generative grammar (e.g. the ‘base component’ of Chomsky 1965) were quite different in this regard. Although
these models included a general template for structure-building operations, the rules themselves were cate-
gory-specific. Separate rules were responsible for building a sentence, a noun phrase, a verb phrase, and so
forth. Consequently, the property of recursion could properly be ascribed only to a rule that takes the same
category as an input and as an output. The rule introducing English possessors was a standard example:
NP — NP’s N . ... In addition, a cHAIN of rules applying in sequence could also be said to show recursion
as a unit—once again, so long as the same category appears in both input and output of the chain. A standard
example of this generalized notion of recursion was sentence embedding (Fillmore 1963). If the first rule
of the relevant chain was S — NP Aux VP and the second rule VP — V S, this chain of rules could be said
to show recursion, even though the individual rules do not.

In fact, precisely those constructions that were typically presented as evidence for recursion in earlier
models are the ones discussed in CA under the rubric of absence of embedding. Indeed, in the context of
early generative grammar, the absence of this list of constructions from a language might have constituted
a demonstration that the language lacks recursion. In a model with category-neutral Merge, however, a
language that lacks recursion would be considerably more exotic. No sentence in such a language could
contain more than two words. Piraha is manifestl