
Lexical borrowing of bird names among Yuman languages of the lower Colorado River 

 

Introduction: Nearly 400 bird species occur along the lower Colorado River (Rosenberg 

et al. 1991). We compare bird names among five Yuman languages spoken in this avifauna-rich 

region, including Cocopa (ISO: coc) and now-dormant Imperial Valley Kamia (dih), which belong 

to Yuman’s Delta-California branch; and Mojave (moh), Quechan (yum), and Piipaash (mrc; now 

spoken near Phoenix, Arizona), which comprise the River branch (Miller 2018). We analyze bird 

names taken from both dictionary (e.g. Crawford 1989; Langdon et al. 1991; Munro et al. 1992; 

Quechan Language Program 2017) and ethnographic resources (e.g. Gifford 1931; Spier 1933). 

We find that many bird names are shared among these languages through borrowing, being 

borrowed (1) from Piipaash into Cocopa and (2) from Mojave/Quechan into Kamia. Moreover, we 

find that Kamia alone has borrowed names for species that were already named among other Delta-

California languages, replacing native names with River loanwords. We argue that these patterns 

of borrowing stem from regional sociocultural relations: The Cocopa and Piipaash were allied 

historically against the Mojave and Quechan (Kroeber 1925; Spier 1933), while the less-numerous 

Kamia, who periodically resided in Quechan territory along the river, allied with the Mojave and 

Quechan and were influenced by them culturally and linguistically (Gifford 1931; Langdon 1975). 

Evidence: Cocopa and Piipaash share a range of bird names, such as the names for Western 

Screech-Owl (Cocopa ckúk, Piipaash tkúk) and for a species of hawk (perhaps Ferruginous Hawk; 

Cocopa xuːmṣwí, Piipaash xomasé). These names are shared with Mojave and/or Quechan (e.g. 

Mojave takóːk, humaθéː), but not with Yuman languages spoken beyond the lower Colorado River, 

suggesting that they were originally River Yuman terms that Cocopa borrowed from Piipaash. 

Names for some bird species are not found in extant Piipaash sources, but the presence of cognates 

in Cocopa and Mojave, such as the name for American Coot (Cocopa xnyíły, Mojave hanyiwíly), 

suggests that these words too were borrowed from an intermediate River language into Cocopa. 

For the name for White-winged Dove, Cocopa lkuːkuːʔá compounds the native name for Mourning 

Dove (Cocopa lkúː) with a form similar to the River name for Mourning Dove (cf. Piipaash kuʔá). 

While Kamia phonology is poorly understood at present (Miller 2018), the Kamia names 

for Mourning Dove (“kiyaskwi”) and Common Ground Dove (“kuL”) are distinct from their names 

in other Delta-California languages (e.g. Cocopa lkúː, nylkúː) yet broadly similar to River names 

(e.g. Mojave huskív, kúːt), suggesting that they were acquired from a River source. In both cases, 

Kamia replaced a native form (cognates for which occur throughout Delta-California) with a River 

borrowing. Further, we find that in one Kamia tale (Gifford 1931), a bird character who is known 

by the Delta-California name for Verdin (“kwasaman”; cf. Cocopa kwṣmány) interacts with another 

bird character who is known by the River name for Verdin (“hanuchip”; cf. Mojave hanavʧíːp). 

Implications: Prior research has demonstrated a range of contact phenomena, including 

lexical, phonological, and morpho-syntactic borrowing, among Yuman languages in two language 

areas: northern Arizona, and southern and Baja California (Hinton 1984; Langdon and Munro 

1980; Powell and Geary 2021). We argue on the basis of bird name data that the lower Colorado 

River, where Delta-California and River Yuman languages meet, represents a third language area 

in terms of lexical borrowing in which sociocultural relations may have determined the nature of 

borrowing: That Kamia alone replaced native Delta-California names with borrowed River forms 

may stem from their culturally-subordinate relationship with the Mojave and Quechan.  
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