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Intra- and inter-speaker variation is a key component of language, although it is usually 
obscured in grammar description (Barlow 2013). Grammars aim to provide generalizations, 
usually an inventory of the existent forms and the contrasts behind them, disregarding 
heterogeneity. In addition, by its historical nature and scholarly tradition, grammars depict a 
particular and crystallized picture of a language in time.  
In this presentation I deal with three cases of intra-subject and inter-subject variation in 
Mapudungun, a language isolate spoken in Chile and Argentina. The three cases are studied 
from conversational data gathered at a single indigenous community, Llaguepulli. The 
objective of this presentation is to advocate for the importance of reporting variation in 
grammars, even if the variation seems meaningless at first sight. Across the examples, it will 
be shown that variation has the potential to be meaningful and, even if the patterns are not well 
understood yet, they could be explained by future researchers.  
The first phenomenon studied is variation on stress placement in Mapudungun disyllabic 
nouns. It has been long attested that many disyllabic words in the language can be stressed in 
either syllable (mainly for words ending in a light syllable), phenomenon called “non-stable” 
stress by Lenz (1895-1897) (see also Febrés 1765; Salas 1992; Echeverría & Contreras 1965). 
The exact patterns of variation had not been fully understood and its specific realization in 
words is usually not reported. However, I show that at least three principles operate together to 
determine the placement of stress: (i) a tendency favouring final stress, (ii) attraction of stress 
by heavy syllables, and (iii) information structure categories.  
Secondly, the particle ta was traditionally described as “ornamental” in Mapudungun (Valdivia 
1606/1684; Febrès 1765; Augusta 1903). More recently, while some grammars almost do not 
mention the particle ta (Salas 1992; Harmelink 1996), others have characterized it as optional, 
assertive, and emphatic (Malvestitti 2002; Díaz-Fernández 2003; Zúñiga 2006). Interestingly, 
Smeets (2008) offers a wide variety of examples of ta and describes inter-subject variation in 
terms of frequency of use. Speakers also alternate between chunks with and without the particle 
ta. From my perspective, this variation is related to the “assertive” and emphatic work this 
particle performs. I analyze the particle ta as a linker at different syntactic levels, at which it 
explicitly signals the connection between two linguistic elements. Moreover, since most of the 
tokens of ta are dispensable, its mere presence is an explicit insistence on the fact that two units 
should be interpreted as linked to each other.  
Thirdly, I report intra-subject variation in the usage of temporal adverbials referring to time 
intervals. In Mapudungun two sets of time interval adverbials can be distinguished: (i) an older 
set of event-based intervals (Sinha et al. 2011), conceptually organized in relation to natural 
cycles, such as tripan antü ‘coming out sun (i.e. sunrise)’ and pewüngen ‘there being sprouts 
(i.e. spring)’; and (ii) a newer set of time-based intervals (Sinha et al. 2011) referring to an 
extrinsic frame of reference (Evans 2003), lexicalized in loanwords borrowed from Spanish, 
such as eneru ‘January’, mierkole ‘’Wednesday’, and ora ‘hour’. It has been described that, 
although varying according to context, older people do use Western adverbials, while younger 
and specially politically active people tend to avoid this usage and make efforts to frame their 
discourse in relation to Mapuche traditional concepts (Soto 2015).  
I claim that including intra- and inter-speaker variation in grammatical description can improve 
not only the product but also the process of understanding a particular grammar in the long run, 
by allowing the discovery of linguistic patterns that otherwise would remain unknown. There 
are surely some tensions in this endeavour, for example, between time and goals (Rice 2006), 
conciseness and completeness (Nagy 2009), and community-shared forms and heterogeneity 



(Benor 2010). However, the attestation of apparent cases of variation can provide data for the 
better comprehension of multiple phenomena.   
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